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There are numerous ‘exotic’ species that thrive in our climate, and the majority make excellent additions to the 
landscape (such as Japanese maples or star magnolias). Then there are the ones that are so adaptable that they spread 
and compete in a destructive way, with devastating environmental and economic cost (such as European buckthorn and 
autumn olive). These plants are considered to be invasive species, and as stewards of the land we all can have an active 
role in recognizing, monitoring and removing them from our communities.  

The best times of year to recognize an invasive species is on the cusp of the growing season, in late fall or early spring. 
The cues to dormancy that the native species follow are not recognized by these plants, which have not completely 
synchronized with our seasons. In the woodland collections around our Arboretum Centre, one of the first things to leaf 
out in April is the Tatarian honeysuckle (Lonicera  tatarica).  Semi-evergreen periwinkle (Vinca minor) may maintain their 
leaves through the winter –and this allows them to shade out and threaten the native woodland understory.   

This timing can work to our advantage, as invasive species stand out as interlopers. A great time to organize a buckthorn 
pull is in late October; shrubs that used to blend into a green mass of foliage, disappearing amidst dogwood, 
chokecherry and sumac, are suddenly the only ones left holding their leaves. Losing their summer camouflage, they 
become very easy to target. Even in early December, we were out removing thickets of privet (Ligustrum vulgare), 
covered in limp green leaves.  

Once you notice the presence of invasive species as distinct and out-of-step with their environment, you will see them 
everywhere on your travels, in ditches and along rivers, as hedges and ornamental gardens, and as steadily increasing 
patches in woodlots and forest trails. There is great information available from the Ministry of Environment and the 
Ontario Invasive Plants Council on the particular threats each species poses –some harbour disease and pests, some 
release chemicals from their roots that inhibit growth of native competition, many are spread by seed and regenerate 
into dense thickets, creating an seemingly endless battle. 

The villain of the moment is garlic mustard, (Alliaria petiolata). This biennial 
spreads swiftly, forming a rosette its first year and shooting up into a flower and 
seeding in the second year. The roots of the garlic mustard have proven to be 
allelopathic, sending out chemicals that interfere with the growth of native 
woodland flowers. Right now in early May garlic mustard is just starting to flower, 
and it is crucial to dig up the plant or at least snap off the flowering stalk (or line-
trim it) before it is able to go to seed.  

Links: There is a community action planned in Guelph for May 18, a garlic mustard 
pull and pesto making day, more information at: 
http://www.invadingspecies.com/invaders/plants-terrestrial/garlic-mustard/ 

More general details on garlic mustard can be found at: 
http://www.invadingspecies.com/invaders/plants-terrestrial/garlic-mustard/ 
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This article was written for our May 2017 e-newsletter.   
To subscribe or see the complete newsletter and other newsletters please visit our website at: 

http://www.uoguelph.ca/arboretum/educationandevents/enewsletter.shtml 
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