
ALIENS IN THE FOREST: 
Non-native Invasive Species of the Superior National Forest

Almost everyone has spent time 
weeding a lawn or garden.  
Imagine if your “garden” was the 
entire Arrowhead Region and 
weeds were threatening native 
communities and ecosystems.  
While this may sound dramatic, 
non-native invasive species are a 
serious problem.  About 50,000 
non-native invasive species (NNIS) 
have been introduced in the United 
States.  NNIS threaten wildlife and 
waterfowl habitat, can impact 
fishing and boating, can decrease 
real estate values, and poison 
livestock. 



ONE IF BY LAND, TWO IF BY 
SEA…

Nearly every habitat 
in northeast 
Minnesota is 
vulnerable to NNIS.  
They may arrive by 
land or by water, 
on a boat or stuck 
to someone’s tire, 
but they keep 
coming. NNIS can 
include both plants 
and animals, and 
they may live in 
terrestrial or aquatic 
habitats.  They 
include such species 
as leafy spurge, 
gypsy moth, spiny 
water flea, and the 
rusty crayfish.

Vulnerable Habitats



WEED or WILDFLOWER?

Which of these two “weeds” is an exotic 
invasive plant? Many people would call 
orange hawkweed a “wildflower.”  In 
reality it is an exotic invasive plant.  Bog 
laurel, however, is a native wildflower.  

Wildflower - a native flowering plant
Weed - a plant that is unwanted and grows 
or spreads
Native - a species that evolved over 
thousands of years in a particular geographic 
area
Exotic - a species that has been introduced 
to an area outside its home region
Invasive - species that can dominate native 
species through growth and reproduction

Orange Hawkweed

Bog Laurel



ADAPTED FOR INVASION
Non-native invasive species often have special characteristics that help them 
crowd out natives such as:

• ability to grow in a wide range of habitats
• absence of anything that feeds or preys on them
• adaptations for long and short distance dispersal
• able to crowd, shade or choke out other species

•parachutes - some plant species use tufts of hair or fluffy 
parachutes to disperse seeds on the wind
•velcro - seeds that catch in animal fur or on human clothing 
can be carried to new habitats
•hitchhiking – gypsy moth cocoons can hide under folds of 
canvas, under the gunwales of canoes, on tires, or on 
camper…you get the idea
•mass production – zebra mussel females can produce 1 
million eggs/year!

Gypsy moth male and female

Zebra mussel

Zebra mussel infestation on a pier

Gypsy moth egg mass



COUNT THE NUMBER!
Can you count the number of seeds produced by a single spotted 
knapweed plant?



BEAUTY IS IN THE EYE OF 
THE BEHOLDER!

Purple loosestrife was brought to 
the Great Lakes Region as an 
ornamental plant, but like many 
invasive species, its seeds soon 
escaped from gardens and invaded 
native plant communities.  It is 
particularly problematic in the Lake 
Superior region where our rich 
wetland, shoreline, and aquatic 
communities are critical to wildlife 
and human populations.

The gypsy moth is another 
example of a non-native invasive 
species that made its way into our 
environment through well-intended 
actions.  The gypsy moth was 
brought to this country with the 
thought of establishing a silk 
industry. However, it now infests 
much of the northeastern U.S. and 
parts of the upper Midwest.



AN OUNCE OF PREVENTION

Imagine trying to catch enough 
crayfish to use for fishing bait versus 
trying to kill all the invasive rusty 
crayfish in a whole lake. Preventing 
the establishment of invasives is a 
lot easier than removing 
infestations.

On the Superior National Forest, 
education is perhaps our most 
important tool. The beauty of our 
Forest attracts  people from other 
parts of the country where 
populations of exotic species thrive. 
You can help prevent the spread of 
invasive exotics by sharing 
information with friends and 
neighbors, cleaning recreational 
equipment, and contacting natural 
resource agencies for help and 
advice.

Watercraft Inspection

Rusty Crayfish



A POUND OF CURES

Chemical removal
In many instances, species can 
not be removed mechanically, 
or infestations are so large that 
mechanical means are 
impractical.  In these situations, 
chemical controls may be 
employed.  Care must be taken 
that only target species are 
killed and that human health 
and safety are protected.  
Please consult with natural 
resource professionals in your 
area before attempting 
chemical control. 



A POUND OF CURES

Biological
Tests are currently underway 
to assess the use of insects to 
control purple loosestrife, 
Eurasian watermilfoil and 
other exotics.  Natural 
resource agencies in the Upper 
Midwest are using the beetle 
Gallerucella calmariensis, to 
combat purple loosestrife 
infestations.



A POUND OF CURES

Mechanical removal
This includes hand-pulling, 
digging, burning, and 
cutting plants.  Each plant 
species has special 
characteristics that 
determine whether 
mechanical removal will 
be effective, when it 
should be done and how.  
It is important to conduct 
mechanical control before 
seeds form, or there is a 
risk of accidentally 
spreading seeds.



WHAT YOU CAN DO:
The most important action you can take is to keep your 
“stuff” clean…
•Inspect and remove any visible mud, plants, fish, egg cases, seeds, or 
animals from watercraft, equipment, vehicles, and personal gear before 
transporting.  
•Remove any gelatinous material from fishing lines and downrigger cables, 
especially where they meet a lure, swivel, or downrigger ball connection.
•Brush seeds, insects, and mud from clothes, tents, packs, and footwear
•Clean and dry out anything that came in contact with water (boats, trailers, 
equipment, clothing, etc.)
•Drain water from equipment before transporting.
•Never release plants, fish, or animals into a body of water unless they came 
out of that body of water. 
•Dispose of unwanted leftover live minnows and worms in the trash. 
•Replace invasive plants in your garden with non-invasive alternatives – ask 
local nursery staff for help.
•Don’t “pack a pest” when traveling – fruits and vegetables, plants, 
insects, and animals can carry pests or become invasive themselves.


