
I N V A S I V E P L A N T S T H R E A T E N I N G I L L I N O I S H A B I T A T S
The invasion of natural habitats by non-native or exotic plants poses a serious threat to Illinois natural ecosystems, second only to habitat destruction in importance. 

New invasive plants can harm our natural resources and biodiversity and directly impact the economies that rely upon these resources.  
BE ON THE LOOKOUT… for these new invaders to Illinois and report any suspected findings.

WETLANDS WOODLANDS AGRONOMIC GRASSLAND

Forests, Timber, WindbreaksLakes, Streams, Rivers, Ponds, Sloughs, Bogs Row Crops,  Orchards, Nurseries, Greenhouses Prairie, Roadside, Pasture, Fencelines, Right-of-Ways

(Alternanthera philoxeroides) This 
floating or emergent aquatic perennial can 
form large extensive colonies or float on the 
waters surface. Although it hasn't invaded 
Illinois yet it has the potential to alter 
aquatic habitats by shading the water 
surface thus altering its temperatures, plant 
composition, and oxygen content.  

Alligator Weed 
(Hydrilla verticillata) Hydrilla has not yet 
established itself in Illinois but is a noxious 
weed of major concern. This submerged 
aquatic plant is found in fresh, slow 
moving, or still water and forms dense 
subsurface mats that outcompete native 
plants, destroy fish and wildlife habitat and 
impedes water flow creating mosquito 
breeding grounds.

Hydrilla 

(Egeria densa) Another submerged aquatic 
plant that forms dense mats of vegetation 
that restrict water flow, overcrowd native 
species, and impede recreational uses of 
waterways.  This plant has been found in 
Southern Illinois. It has been used as an 
'oxygenator' in aquariums prior its dispersal 
and introduction in natural ponds and lakes. 

Brazilian Elodea
(Eichhornia crassipes) Water Hyacinth 
has become a major nuisance in the 
southern U.S. and proven to be very 
difficult to eradicate. This floating aquatic 
plant was introduced to natural areas for 
the1880 exposition in New Orleans and 
later used for ornamental and hobby fish 
ponds.  It is also one of the fastest growing 
plants in the world; populations can double 
in just two weeks.

Water Hyacinth

(Celastrus orbiculatus) This woody 
twining vine can wrap around trees, bushes, 
and other objects and grow up to 60 ft tall. 
As it grows rapidly it has the potential to 
overtop trees thereby cutting off light to 
other plants below. It can unfortunately also 
hybridize with its close relative the 
American Bittersweet. Both of these species 
produce yellow capsules that open to 
expose red seeds. 

Oriental Bittersweet
(Polygonum cuspidatum syn. Fallopia 
japonica) This plant is sometimes used as 
an ornamental groundcover in landscapes. It 
is a semi-woody perennial that grows up to 
3 ft tall. It has alternately arranged dark 
green heart shaped leaves along a reddish 
stem with distinctly swollen nodes. Once it 
becomes established in an area it can 
quickly spread to for large colonies by its 
underground root system. 

Japanese Knotweed

(Akebia quinata) Akebia is a twinning vine 
that grows tremendously fast and 
vigorously. By climbing over other trees 
and smothering light to the forest floor it 
suppresses the growth of native vegetation. 
It has been used as an ornamental planting 
in the south where it escaped cultivation. 
Though not yet widespread in the state, it 
has been found in a few counties in 
Southern Illinois.  

Five Leaf Akebia
(Dioscorea oppositifolia) This herbaceous 
vine is a close relative to a native yam 
species. Highly invasive, the Chinese Yam 
will ascend counter-clockwise around 
objects while the native one will ascend 
clockwise. This species quickly overtakes 
shrubs and small trees and also produces 
aerial tubers called 'bulbils' in addition to its 
large underground tuber. Its pendulous 
white spikes of flowers have a cinnamon-
like fragrance. 

Chinese Yam

(Polygonum perfoliatum) Though not yet 
found in the state Mile-a-Minute has the 
potential to be a very troublesome pest. As 
the name suggests this rapidly spreading 
vine will cover and smother out any 
vegetation around it. It is easily identified 
by its triangular shaped leaves from 1 to 3 
in wide and shiny blue fruits held above 
circular leafy structures called 'ocreae'. 

Mile-a-Minute Vine 
(Conium maculatum) This native to 
Eurasia and Northern Africa produces very 
toxic chemicals. The poison that killed 
Socrates (399 B.C.) was made from this 
plant. It is very dangerous for most animals. 
It is now widespread throughout the state 
and forms a very tall perennial, up to 10 ft, 
with very silky fine lacy foliage and a thick 
ribbed purple speckled stem. 

Poison Hemlock 

(Miscanthus sinensis) This native of Asia is 
a tall (up to 10 feet), densely-bunched grass 
that can invade open and disturbed areas. 
While being a popular ornamental and 
potential biofuel, some cultivars of 
Miscanthus have the ability to escape and 
form large patches, displacing native 
vegetation and increasing flammability, 
increasing the fire risks of invaded areas.  It is 
easily identified by the silvery midribs of the 
leaves and the large fan-shaped flower-head.

Miscanthus
(Humulus japonicus) This climbing or 
trailing vine is a close relative to the hops 
vine that is used to flavor beers throughout 
the world. It climbs over other plants using 
its sharp prickly stems. The pollen produced 
by its flowers is an allergen to many people. 
It can be found in a few scattered counties 
throughout the state. 

Japanese Hops

(Centaurea stoebe ssp. Micranthos) 
Spotted Knapweed reduces its competition 
by producing 'alleochemicals' in its roots 
which sterilize the soil around it inhibiting 
other plants, including beneficial native 
ones, to grow. This in turn can decrease 
plant diversity and increase soil erosion. It 
can be identified by the spotted black 
margins on the pinkish to purple flower 
bracts.

Spotted Knapweed
(Common Teasel: Dipsacus syvestris & 
Cut-leaved Teasel: Dipsacus laciniatus) 
There are two species of Teasel that have 
invaded Illinois; common and cut-leaved. 
Both are found along roadsides and 
disturbed areas as they are prolific seed 
dispensers and can easily colonize these 
areas. They produce oval shaped white or 
purple flower clusters that make them 
popular in dried flower arrangements and 
horticultural plantings.

Teasel

(Heracleum mantegazzianum) This 
gigantic perennial can grow up to 15 ft tall 
in one year.  Its huge leaves can grow over 
3 ft wide toward the base.  Most 
importantly it is a threat to human health  if 
plant sap, containing furocoumarins, comes 
into contact with human skin and then 
exposed to sunlight, it can develop into 
severe irritation, burning, and blistering.

Giant Hogweed
(Euphorbia esula) This herbaceous 
perennial can grow up to 4 ft tall and form 
dense clusters that can quickly displace 
native forbs and grasses. Its smooth blue 
green linear leaves contain a milky white 
sap that contains chemicals that can poison 
cattle. It can be found scattered throughout 
counties in Northern and Central Illinois. 

Leafy Spurge

Kudzu taking over a forest

If left unchecked....

Purple Loosestrife invading a wetland habitat

New plant species are being identified in Illinois and having dramatic effects 
on not only the environment, but also human and wildlife.  For example, giant 
hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzium),  out-competes native plants and is also 
considered a public health hazard.  Skin contact with the sap from this plant 
can produce painful burns and blisters.  Curly leaf pondweed (Potamogeton 
crispus) is an invasive plant that forms surface mats that interfere with aquatic 
recreation. Once established, dense colonies can restrict access to docks and 
fishing areas during spring and early summer months.  Purple loosestrife 
(Lythrum salicaria) is a perennial which rapidly degrades wetlands by 
decreasing plant species diversity and subsequently wildlife habitat.  An 
estimated 190,000 hectares of wetlands, marshes, pastures and riparian 
meadows are affected by purple loosestrife in North America each year, with 
an economic impact of millions of dollars.
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Early detection of invasive species is critical in preventing the destruction of 
habitat areas due to displacement of natural and/or native species in addition to 
preventing injury to humans and wildlife

Email your sightings, questions, or concerns to invasives@inhs.uiuc.edu. Or 
you can report infestations to your local University of Illinois Extension 
Service or the Illinois Department of Agriculture.
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