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The Exotic Pest-Plant Council:
Dealing with Biological Pollution

by Richard Moyroud

The Exotic Pest-Plant Council has
an acronym, EPPC, that is very simi
lar to that of Florida's Endangered
Plant Advisory Council, or EPAC. Put
simply, one group addresses the
cause of biological pollution, while
the other documents the effects. Na
tive species are losing ground in the
few natural areas remaining in Flor
ida, and the effect is especially notice
able on already rare plants. When
species with narrow ecological re
quirements are outcompeted by inva
sive exotic plants, the effect is perhaps
as destructive as bulldozing and pav
ing.

Within the "developed" areas,
pest-plants are also a costly problem;
over one million acres in Florida are
infested with Brazilian pepper, now
out-pacing melaleuca in its spread.
Millions are spent controlling trees on
private and public lands and along
road, canal, and powerline easements.
Over $100 million per year is spent on
the control of aquatic weeds alone in
the United States. In addition, there
are risks caused by these vast stands
of exotics, including fire hazards (as
with the eucalyptus trees in the dead
ly fires of Berkeley, California), public
safety hazards (as when tall Austra
lian pines fell across canals and roads
in Hurricane Andrew), and public
health hazards (for example, the re
spiratory difficulties caused by mela
leuca). There is now an increased
awareness and organized approach
toward identification, control, and
prevention of the serious environmen
tal problem caused by pest-plants.

The Exotic Pest-Plant Council is a
national non-profit organization
founded in Florida in 1984, growing
from the need for communication on
effective means of control of pest
plants. Members include many fed
eral, statei and local agencies, private
utilities, non-governmental agencies,
private sector businesses, and many

individuals with a concern for Flor
ida's native ecosystems. The EPPC
seeks to:

1. educate the public about the
problem;

2. secure funding for the develop
ment of integrated management
strategies that will lead to
long-term control of current
pest-plants; and

3. develop other methods to pre
vent the spread of exotic
pest-plants throughout the Uni
ted States.

Why has it taken so long to recog
nize the problem? The answer to this
question is partly an answer to the
origin of some of these pest-plants.
Human migration has always ir
cluded the movement of plants useful
to people, and the advent of new
methods of transportation simply
allowed more movement of more
species, in larger quantities, across
greater distances, and with some
unexpected hitchhikers. Intentional
introductions include most of our
food staples, but these plants are
often very exacting in their needs,
having been selected over time for
traits that are useful to the farmer, but
harmful to the species' com
petitiveness. Few, if any, of these
plants ever become pest-plants.

In contrast, forage grasses, fast
growing crop trees, and newly intro
duced ornamental plants are often
little modified from their typical wild
species, and have characteristics
which should ring an ecological alarm
bell. A profile of the exotic pest-plant
which is beginning to appear, as more
species show their aggressive tenden
cies. The following questions should
be used to screen out species with a
combination of dangerous traits:

1. Is the plant adaptable to a wide
range of soil, temperature, and
moisture conditions? Is it toler
ant of fire?

2. What is the reproductive man
ner of the plants? Does it show
rapid growth, early flowering
and fruiting? Does it produce
larger numbers of small light
weight seeds or brightly col
ored fruit? Do the fruits contain
large numbers of viable seeds?

3. Does the plant resprout with
ease when it is cut or injured,
and does it propagate readily
from cuttings, root pieces, or
tubers?

4. Is the plant far from its original
home and therefore far from
the predators (diseases, inverte
brates, and vertebrates) that
control it at home? .

Unfortunately, many of these same
traits are those that give the least
skillful grower the appearance of a
"green thumb" and lead to quick
crops of cheap trees to fill our cities
and parks. In addition, there is the
mistaken impression that the assault
on exotic pest-plants is a negation of
all exotic plants as part of a nefarious
scheme by the Florida Native Plant
Society! Part of this misunderstanding
arises because so few people are
aware of what the natural areas of
Florida actually were like, and today
don't know where to find any place
even remotely natural. The behavior
of exotic plants in a manicured land
scape with mowed lawns is not indic
ative of the danger, and judgments on
the "escape potential" of plants in
such situations are meaningless. In
fact, many exotic pest-plants have
come to light only because of the
observations of botanists, land manag
ers, and others involved in direct
contact with uncultivated lands which
are assumed to suffer a minimum of
alteration by human device. When
one trudges for hours into a wilder
ness and comes across dense thickets
of some non-native species that is
clearly not a remnant of a homestead,
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it is disappointing. When one sees
seedlings of that same plant spread
ing in all directions from the source
plants, it becomes a greater concern.
Finally, when, after freeze and fire,
the exotic pest-plant seems to domi
nate a site where there was once a

wjde diversity of native species, both
animal and plant, the phrase "biologi
cal desert" strikes home and pushes
one to action.

What can we do? First, it is criti
cally important to have proper identi
fication of a species. For example,
there are several native prickly spe
cies of So/amon, or soda apple, in
Florida. Two very recent arrivals from
South America resemble the natives,
but are spreading rapidly and invad
ing many habitats. These species can
be distinguished by several characters
which are clearly described in a spe
cial publication issued by the Florida
Department of Agriculture, Division
of Plant Industry (and described in
the Fall 1993 issue of The Palmetto).
Such educational outreach is critical

and must be expanded to cover more
of the invasive exotic plants, so that
control efforts are properly directed at
the problem plants.

The current EPPC 1993 list of the

most invasive species includes 126
taxa that are documented to have

invaded and displaced native plants
in natural areas. Every year this list
seems to grow larger. The EPPC has
also published the proceedings of
several symposia, and a booklet on
the current techniques used in the
control of four of the worst pest
plants. These four - melaleuca, Bra
zilian pepper, Australian pine, and
latherleaf - are also prohibited spe
cies under Florida law. Research on

biological control organisms is the
most promising and ecologically de
sirable long-term solution, but re
quires funding in a time of budget
cu tbacks. However, this is an invest
ment with significant returns, and
permanent funding must be secured
for this important research.

Today, public education is essen
tial in stopping the spread of exotic
pest- plants. If there is no demand for
certGin exotics, then they will no lon
ger be grown and sold to the public.
A flyer is available which describes
the worst plants now being offered
for sale in the trade, and suggests
avoiding purchase of these plants.

Government must also be made

more responsible. If we cannot man
date that all landscapes in the state be
planted with natives, then we must at

least make certain that exotic pest
plants be strictly excluded.

Finally, there is the private garden.
We all have personal interests and we
all enjoy plants in the wild or in culti
vation, but we must now take respon
sibility for the escapees and re-evalu
ate our plantings. Again, the native
solution is the obvious answer. Save

money, save water, save the environ
ment. Leave the natives in place.

Richard Moyroud is the president of
Mesozoic Landscapes, Inc., a native plant
nursery, and also works at Gemini Botan
ical Garden, a private native plant gar
den. He is a past president and current
secretary/editor of the Pa1m Beach County
chapter of FNPS, and past president and
current board member of the Association
of Florida Native Nurseries. He currently
chairs the Endangered Plant Advisory
Council and is a member of the Exotic
Pest-Plant Council subcommittee on

plants.

EXOTICS

Exotic Pest Plants
by Greg Jubinsky

In much of Florida, non-native, or
exotic, plants threaten remaining natural
ecosystems. Exotic plants are a form of
biological pollution that invades aquatic
and terrestrial landscapes, both natural
and developed. Most non-native plants
die if released into a new environment,
but the few that live and reproduce may
spread explosively. Because such exotics
find few (if any) predators, parasites, or
other competitors in their new homes,
once established, they often out-repro
duce, outgrow, and displace entire native
plant communities.

Of the 3500 plant species found in
Florida, about 900 are exotic. Many were
imported for use as landscape ornamen
tals, others for their decorative quality for
aquarium hobbyists. Of the 123 species
listed by the Exotic Pest-Plant Council,
twenty are aquatic or wetland invaders.

Early detection, eradication, or preven
tion are the only sure controls for some of
these species. Once the plants are estab
lished, exotic pest-plants are extremely
difficult and expensive to control. Unfor
tunately, many known exotic pest-plants
continue to be sold in plant nurseries, and
several garden "how-to" books still ac
tively promote them.

While it is illegal to bring plants into
the United States without inspection and
approval, there are thousands imported
legally into Florida each year. Few, if any,
are thoroughly evaluated for their inva
sive potential. Even though the 1974 Fed
eral Noxious Weed Act was established to

prevent pest-plants from entering the
country, the program has largely failed
due to insufficient funding.

Greg ]ubinsky is currently all Ellvironmental
Administrator with the Department of Envi
1'0Il1neJltal Protection, Bureau of Aquatic Plant

ManageJlleJlt (formerly Department of NaturalResources). He coordinates statewide use of
biological control agents for management of
exotic plants, and establishes screening meth
odologies to prohibit introductioll of additiollal
invasive plant species. He is a graduate of the
University of Central Florida with degrees ill
Limnology and Botany and serves on the
Board of Directors for the Exotic Pest-Plant
Coullcil.

ENDANGERED PLANTS

Some Endangered Plant Species
in Florida: Why are They
Designated 'Endangered'?

by Nancy C. Coile
The official state list of endangered

and threatened plant species is maintained
by the Division of Plant Industry, Florida
Department of Agriculture and Consumer
Services. This list is compiled under ad
visement of the Endangered Plant Advi
sory Council (EPAC), whose membership
is specified by Florida Statute. One of the
specified EPAC members must be from
the Florida Native Plant Society. Cur
rently, the representative is Richard L.
Moyroud.

The current list has 255 endangered
plant species, 45 threatened plant species
or categories, and 12 commercially ex
ploited plant species. The list includes:
Silene polypetala (fringed pink), Lobelia
cardinalis (cardinal flower), Sarracenia rubra

(red-flowered pitcher-plant), Cassia keyen
sis (Key cassia), Chionanthus pygmaeus
(pygmy fringe tree), Torreya taxifolia (go
pherwood or stinking cedar), Ribes echinel
lum (Miccosukee gooseberry), Asimina
tetrmnern (four-petal pawpaw), Ziziplzus
eelata (scrub ziziphus), and Polyradiciol1
lindenii (ghost orchid). Several species
additions are under consideration.

The endangered species are located
throughout the state, but with concentra
tions in the Panhandle, the Central Ridge,
and south Florida's rockland hammocks
and Everglades. Often these rare species
are endemic to Florida.

Why are these species rare? Each spe
cies has its own unique characteristics
which cause the species to be placed in
jeopardy. Traits or changes that may
contribute to a species' vulnerability in
clude: reduction of genetic variability,
poor seed set, low viability of seeds, re
duction of pollinators, dioecious traits,
change in available water or in tempera
ture, change in associated plants through
natural succession, competition with other
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