
October 7, 2019 

Land, Water, People 

 

The Story on Weeds 

Sally Wier 

 

We all know what weeds are: pesky plants that grow where they aren’t wanted. They 

might be the dandelions in our lawns, the kochia and Russian thistle (tumbleweeds) along the 

roads and in fields, or it could be something somewhat toxic like black henbane. Some of the 

plants we consider weeds are plants that are native to this area, For example, if we have big 

sagebrush growing in our yard, it is a native species to this area, but we might consider it a 

weed because it is growing where we don’t want it to. However, there are other plants called 

“noxious weeds” that are different because they are plants that are not native to this area.   

Most noxious weeds, The Colorado Weed Management Association explains, “have 

come from Europe or Asia either accidentally or as ornamentals that have escaped. These plants 

have an advantage because the insects, diseases, and animals that would normally control them are 

not found here. Because these plants have developed specialized mechanisms to survive, they are 

able to spread at an alarming rate.” Noxious weeds have negative impacts on both natural lands, 

and agricultural lands. On natural lands, like those managed by the national forest and BLM, 

noxious weeds can out-compete native plants. Often the noxious plants don’t have good nutritive 

value and their spread can force wildlife to leave areas where they have traditionally grazed or 

browsed. On agricultural lands noxious weeds compete against crops and can increase the acreage 

required to support a certain number of animals, like cattle. These plants are harmful to our 

ecosystems, wildlife and our agricultural economies. 

Some noxious weeds of notable concern for our public lands in the San Luis Valley include 

Canada thistle (also called creeping thistle), musk thistle, cheatgrass, mullein, orange hawkweed, 

oxeye daisy, Russian knapweed, and yellow toadflax. Black henbane is particularly nasty as it can 

poison livestock and has toxins which can hurt humans if we touch the plant unprotected by gloves. 

Staff on the Rio Grande National Forest and the San Luis Valley BLM Field Office are tasked with 

locating and mitigating these noxious weeds in order to preserve the health of our public lands.  

But public lands staff are not alone in the fight - you can help! Both the Rio Grande 

National Forest and San Luis Valley BLM have a program set up which allows anyone with a 

smartphone to help observe invasive plants and record important data on where they are.  



Here’s how you can chip in: Download the app iNaturalist on your iPhone or Android 

at inaturalist.org – it’s free! The website https://www.inaturalist.org/pages/getting+started 

walks you through the simple steps on how to make observations. Anytime you observe one of 

our priority weed species on the Rio Grande National Forest, or on San Luis Valley BLM lands, 

those observations are automatically added to our two projects: “Rio Grande National Forest 

Invasive Species Inventory Project” and “San Luis Valley BLM Invasive Species Inventory 

Project.” Both can be found on the iNaturalist website under “Projects.” These projects allow our 

land managers to see where the invasive plants are being observed with exact GPS locations. 

Then they can plan management – either by spraying, hand pulling or other means – accordingly.  

Want to make a day of it? I’ll be taking some volunteers out for a day of mapping thistles 

near Greyback Peak on the Rio Grande National Forest’s Divide District in mid-October. If you 

are interested in learning more or joining us, please email me at sally@voc.org. With all our eyes 

on the ground, we can help to tackle these problematic plants! 

You can also learn more about noxious weeds on the Colorado Weed Management 

Association’s website www.cwma.org.  
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