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M WHAT MIGHT HAPPEN IF SOME POLAR BEARS got loose in Texas? 
Sounds silly, but they wouldn’t live long unless we rounded them 
up and sent them back to the North Pole. But what if ants from 
South America crawled off a cargo ship along the Texas coast and 
easily found what they needed to survive? Year after year, they 
would reproduce and multiply. They might even attack Texas ants 
and reduce their numbers, kill baby animals of all kinds and sting 
humans repeatedly. Believe it or not, all that has actually 
happened. Today, biologists list the imported red fire ant among 
the state’s many “invasive” animals and plants. As you’ll learn, 
invasives hurt our natural world so we need to do what we can to 
keep them out of Texas! 

>>DAMAGE DOERS 

ALIEN 
INVADERS! 

Mediterranean gecko 

Some plants and animals don’t belong in our natural areas. 

T E X A S P A R K S & W I L D L I F E ✯ 4 9 



5 0 ✯ J A N U A R Y 2 0 1 0 

ALONG A RIVER OR IN THE DESERT, certain insects, birds, 
reptiles and other animals live among the grasses, plants and 
trees. Together, those plants and animals are considered to be 
“native” because they’ve lived in the same place long before 
humans arrived. But what happens if an invasive plant takes root? 
In West Texas after 1900, people planted a European tree called 

saltcedar along the Rio Grande River. They hoped the trees would 
keep their riverbanks from washing away. Instead, the 
saltcedars — which thrived and gradually grew out of control — 
used so much water from the river that, in later years, it went dry 
in places. Their thick branches also blocked the sun, killing native 
plants that grew nearby. Now, no one likes saltcedar! 

• R E L E A S E D B Y H U M A N S 
(channeled apple snail) 

• S H I P S E M P T Y 
T H E I R B A L L A S T 

WAT E R 
(brown mussel) • P L A N T E D BY 

H O M E O W N E R S 
I N YA R D S 

(Chinese tallows) 

• R E L E A S E D F O R 
H U N T I N G 

(aoudad) 

* S O M E P L A N T S 
A N D A N I M A L S A R E 
L E G A L LY B A N N E D . 

* I N C R E A S I N G 
P U B L I C 

AWA R E N E S S . 

* E X P E R T S A R E 
R E S E A R C H I N G T H E 

P R O B L E M S . 
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>> H A B I TAT H A R M >> ACTION PLAN 
JUST A FEW WAYS... WHAT’S BEING DONE TO 

STOP INVASIVES? 

PHOTO © JAMES H. MILLER,U
S

D
A

FO
RES

T
 S

ER
V

IC
E

 

EUROPEAN STARLING 
NUTRIA REDIMPORTEDFIREANT 

AFRICANIZED HONEYBEE CHINESE TALLOW 
GIANT SALVINIA 

SALTCEDAR (IN BLOOM) 
HYDRILLA 

WATER HYACINTH 

H O W M A N Y 
I N VA S I V E S A R E I N 

T E X A S ? 

• 7 9 p l a n t s ( i n c l u d e s 1 2 
a q u a t i c / w e t l a n d p l a n t s ) 

• 1 0 m a m m a l s 
• 4 b i r d s 
• 7 f i s h e s 
• 1 1 i n s e c t s 
• 1 1 m o l l u s k s 

a n d c r u s t a c e a n s 

Did you know? 

T H E COSTS to prevent, m oni tor 
a n d control i nva si ves a cross the 
U . S. are $ 13 b il li o n a ye a r! 

>> HOW DO INVASIVES GET TO TEXAS? 

>> M O S T U N W A N T E D A N I M A L S 
>> M O S T U N W A N T E D P L A N T S 

FERAL HOG 
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>> WILD MATH 

>> KEEPING IT WILD 
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IN EAST TEXAS, many people are working 
hard to remove an invasive aquatic plant 
called giant salvinia from Caddo Lake. If 
not controlled soon, this floating fern 
from South America could cover the entire 
lake and endanger the lake’s native fish, 
birds and wildlife. Imagine that you’re a 
biologist who wants to know how long it 
will take giant salvinia to fill the lake. The 
first week, you see 2 acres of the plant. 
Each week, the area doubles. So, the sec
ond week, there are 4 acres (2 X 2). How 
many acres of giant salvinia will there be 
in Week 3? Week 4? How far can you go? 
Can you figure out how many weeks it will 
take to fill a 10,000acre lake? 

NOT ALL NONNATIVE PLANTS 
are invasive. For instance, your 
parents may grow crape myrtles 
for their colorful blooms. Although 
they’re not Texas natives, those 
crape myrtles aren’t invasive 
because they just won’t grow well 
outside a tended yard. However, 
you may have some invasive 
plants in your yard. Look to see if 
you any of these common ones. If 
you do, ask your parents about 
replacing them with the suggested 
Texas natives. 

Spike’s Activity PageSpike’s Activity Page
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Spike’s Activity PageSpike’s Activity Page 

NEXT MONTH: 
BuffaloSoldiers 

TEACHER RESOURCE 

Visit www.tpwmagazine.com to download 
a printable PDF, access lesson plans, find 
additional resources or order copies. 

INVASIVE NATIVES 

>> ECO EXPERTS 

AFTER LEARNING HOW HURTFUL INVASIVE PLANTS CAN BE, several Austin 10th 
graders decided to take action in 2006. Instead of sleeping late or playing video games on 
a Saturday, they put on heavy gloves and removed as much bamboo as they could from 
Bright Leaf Preserve, a 200acre natural area not far from downtown Austin. A year or so 
later, the concerned teens – led by 17yearold Jordan Sessler – formed their own organiza
tion called EcoTexas as a way to continue their fight against invasives in Texas. “Today, 
after lots of hard work at Bright Leaf, we’ve restored three acres of native forest,” says Sessler, 
who’s now a student at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts. “By this year, we 
will also finish removing all invasive plants on 60 acres at Zilker Preserve. Plus, we’ve 
cleared invasives at dozens of other parks, too.” As if all that’s not enough, EcoTexas volun
teers work to stop the spread of invasive plants by educating people. “For instance, 85 per
cent of invasive plants are planted by people in their yards,” Jordan explains. “If we can just 
keep getting the word out, then hopefully they’ll buy native Texas plants instead. We have 
to protect our natural environment for the sake of our children and grandchildren.” 

Chinese 
tallow 

Nandina 

Chinaberry 

Pyracantha 

Bigtooth 
maple 

Turk’s cap 

Mexican 
plum 

Evergreen 
sumac 
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