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Invasive plants are defined by Wisconsin Legislation as “nonindigenous species whose 
introduction causes or is likely to cause economic or environmental harm or harm to human 
health” (NR40).  These plants can persist in our climate, reproduce, and spread. This is why 
Wisconsin has developed legislation to prevent the introduction and spread of these species. 
While much of the benefit from these regulations is focused on non-agricultural areas, this can 
directly (and indirectly) influence agriculture.  Below are several examples of how invasive plants 
impact agriculture followed by a brief description of how agronomists can assist in preventing the 
spread of these new invaders. 
 
Poison Hemlock, a new invader that you do not want on your land! 
Poison hemlock is a non-native biennial that invades roadside ditches, pastures, and waterways.  
This plant is in the carrot family and produces inflorescences of large white flowers similar to 
wild carrot but plants can be up to 10’ tall. This plant is easy to identify as stem and branches 
have distinctive reddish-purple splotches. This plant is common in states to the south of us and is 
spreading via roads throughout southern Wisconsin.  We are concerned about this plant as it is 
highly toxic, and small amounts (less than a pound) of this plant, if ingested, could kill livestock. 
 
Common Buckthorn, a factor in soybean aphid reproduction.  
Common buckthorn is an understory shrub or small tree 10–25’ tall. It is common throughout 
Wisconsin forest understories and is easy to identify by cutting a branch or stem and looking for 
yellow/orange colored wood within the cut. It also is the earliest shrub to leaf-out in the spring 
and last to lose its leaves in the fall.  Agronomists should despise this plant because it is the 
primary overwintering location for the soybean aphid. While it is likely too widespread to 
eradicate, it is likely that we would have never had such large populations of soybean aphids if 
this plant was not present in our woods! 
 
Spotted knapweed, not a friend for soil conservation. 
Spotted knapweed is a short-lived perennial that grows 2–4’ tall and produces a showy pink to 
purple flower from one or multiple stems.  While many northern Wisconsinites may consider this 
plant native, it was introduced long ago to Wisconsin and is now widespread.  Spotted knapweed 
is able to spread into grasslands including production and non-production fields and displaces 
desirable grasses and forbs.  The major problem with this species is that it does not provide the 
soil conservation benefits that those species typically provide.  Research has shown that fields 
infested with spotted knapweed have more than double the water runoff and nearly four times 
more sediment removal compared to uninvaded areas.  With all the energy we spend in the state 
to minimize erosion in agriculture, this plant may be countering much of it even if it is not 
growing in agricultural lands. 
 
Multiflora rose, have you ever tried to walk through it?  
Multiflora rose is a woody perennial shrub with arching stems that grow up to 15’ tall. Stems are 
covered in stiff, curved thorns. If you have ever walked through a thicket you will remember this 
plant.  While the impacts from this plant to agriculture are specific to pastures and reductions in 
available forage, many agronomists recreate in the woods.  When these thickets are well 
established they make it nearly impossible for one to penetrate.  I have heard horror stories of 
groups trying to recover a deer they had shot in these thickets, and anyone who has experienced 
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this pest would agree it is not desired on the landscape.  While the majority of populations are in 
southern Wisconsin, this plant appears to be spreading north as new locations have been recently 
reported in north-central Wisconsin.   
 
Do you like ticks?  How about Lyme disease?  Japanese barberry promotes both!  
Japanese barberry is a common ornamental shrub, typically 2-3’ tall, planted in urban areas 
throughout the United States. The branches are reddish-brown and deeply grooved, with a single 
sharp spine at each node. While it has no direct impact to agriculture, it invades forests, changing 
a host of factors related to forest regeneration and health.  While these are concerning, why I fear 
this plant is that it has been documented to provide excellent habitat for deer ticks.  As if we 
didn’t have enough in Wisconsin?  To make matters worse, this plant has been implicated to be 
involved in the continued spread of Lyme disease.  While the details of exactly how this happens 
aren’t clear I think we can all agree we don’t need more ticks or Lyme disease in Wisconsin.   
 
In summary, invasive plants can impact agronomists and others that work in agriculture. While 
impacts are specific to the invasive plant, they are likely already affecting you, your business, and 
potentially even your health. The best way to prevent these impacts from occurring is to prevent 
the introduction and spread of these species.  It is relatively easy to control new establishing 
populations, but more challenging to eradicate entrenched populations that have been present for 
many years, therefore control efforts are focused on early detection and eradication. While 
limited funding does exist for regulated species, populations need to be reported in order to 
qualify for those funds.  Reports can be sent directly to DNR or reported through an online 
website www.gledn.org. Recently a smartphone App was created that allows users to submit 
locations directly from apple or android devices (see: http://apps.bugwood.org/mobile/gledn.html 
to download; it is FREE). So if you see a population of an invasive plant, please report its 
location, and if on property you own or manage, remove it. A variety of resources are available 
on management options at fyi.uwex.edu/weedsci. Only with collaborative efforts can we slow the 
spread and impact of these plants. 
 
 

Proc. of the 2015 Wisconsin Crop Management Conference, Vol. 54 72

http://www.gledn.org/
http://apps.bugwood.org/mobile/gledn.html



