
Invasive Plants 
A Growing Threat to Alaska’s Ecology and Economy 

 
 

Issue Paper 
June 2010  

Issue 
In recent years, well established and expanding 

populations of highly invasive plants have been 
documented in Alaska. These species pose a serious 
threat to Alaska’s agriculture, tourism, wildlife, 
fisheries, and subsistence resources. 

Most introduced plant species are beneficial to 
Alaskans. We enjoy them in our gardens and they are 
agricultural staples. However, a small subset of intro-
duced plants is invasive. People and vehicles generally 
spread invasive plants from human habitation centers 
outward along transportation routes (roads, airports and 
float ponds, trails and rivers) as they move materials 
and goods. These non-native plants aggressively spread 
into places where they are not wanted. 

Alaska is in a unique position to avoid the extensive invasive plant problem that plagues the rest of the 
U.S. Addressing this situation now will yield benefits for years to come. 
 
Facts 
• Invasive species threaten Alaska’s ecosystems by 

displacing native plants, reducing wildlife forage 
and shelter, altering ecosystem dynamics, and in 
some cases permanently changing environmental 
conditions. 

• Annual damage from invasive species worldwide is 
estimated at $1.4 trillion. 

• Idaho is estimated to spend $300 million per year 
on invasive species control. 

• Spotted knapweed now costs Montana over $14 
million/year and covers over 5 million acres. In 
Alaska, this species has been found at 25 sites from Ketchikan to Anchorage. In 2009, a new, multi-
partner initiative was begun to eradicate spotted knapweed from the state before it becomes more 
widespread. 

• The number of invasive plant species found in Alaska increases each year. 
• Many of the invasive plants in Alaska are not yet widespread and could be controlled quickly and 

inexpensively if action is taken now. 
 

To-Do List  
 
1.  Prevention 

There are many ways that hitchhiking seeds and other plant materials are introduced to Alaska. 
Educating land managers, industry, and the public about the introduction and spread of invasive plants 
will pay huge dividends in pro-tecting property values, agriculture, industry, wildlife, and wild lands. 
The adage, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure” is especially true for invasive plants. 

 

Invasive plants threaten riparian areas and the 
species that depend on them. 

Japanese knotweed takes over a salmonberry patch 
in Juneau. 
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2. Regulations for Alaska 
The State Department of Natural Resources is 
now reviewing regulations to consider revisions 
and develop an updated noxious weeds list. The 
Alaska Committee for Noxious and Invasive 
Plants Management supports more extensive 
changes to the regulations that will better serve 
Alaska’s natural resources, agriculture, 
horticulture, tourism, fisheries, and other 
industries.  

 
3.  Early Detection System created 

An online system for the rapid reporting and 
identification of new invasive plant detections is 
in place (http://www.eddmaps.org/alaska/report/) 

 
4.  Funding 

We support the development of an invasive plants program for the state to prevent the explosion of 
invasive plants. Such a program would allow the state to obtain federal funds available under the Federal 
Noxious Weed Act, prevent new invasions, and implement priority invasive plant management projects 
in regions of Alaska. 

 
5.  Control of Invasive Plants 

Managers of federal, state, Native Corporation, borough and municipal lands in Alaska are actively and 
strategically controlling invasive plant infestations. Soil and Water Conservation Districts and 
Cooperative Weed Management Areas are organizing and coordinating the efforts of citizens and land 
managers for different parts of the state.  

 
Summary 

Alaska is in a unique position to avoid the enormous costs of widespread invasive plants now borne by all 
48 contiguous states and Hawaii. Early intervention in Alaska can prevent the deterioration of the state’s 
wealth of natural resources. The increasing impacts of invasive plants on agriculture, subsistence resources, 
fisheries and tourism industries, urban areas, wildlife and ecosystems require coordinated prevention and 
control actions on the part of all agencies, partners and the public. Prevention and early eradication have 
repeatedly been shown to be far less expensive and more effective than the large-scale control efforts that are 
needed once populations have gotten out of hand. 

 
More Information 
 

Trish Wurtz  
Ecologist 
State and Private Forestry  
 (907) 451-2799 
e-mail: twurtz@fs.fed.us 
 
Barbara Schrader 
Alaska Region Invasive Species Coordinator 
(907) 586-7863 
e-mail: bschrader@fs.fed.us 

Blaine Spellman 
Invasive Plants Program Manager 
Alaska Association of Conservation District 
(907) 235-8177 ext 111 
e-mail: blainespellman@homerswcd.or

 

More and more Alaskans are learning about the 
threat of invasive plants. 
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