
Off Balance! 
 

Invasive Species and Biodiversity 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Talking Points: What is an 
invasive? What’s a Native? 

 
 
 
 
Invasive species: An introduced species that outcompetes local species for resources due to a 
lack of natural enemies or other controls on its growth. The addition of an invasive species to 
an ecosystem results in less biodiversity, not more. 

 
Introduced species: One that has been transported from its native ecosystem. Not all 
introduced species become invasive. 

 
Native species: The opposite of invasive. A plant or animal that normally lives in a given 
ecosystem. All species are native somewhere. 

 
Ecosystem: An area with a diverse array of plants, animals and insects that are in balance – 
while individual plants or animals will die every year, the number of each will remain roughly 
the same. 

 
Biodiversity: A large number of plants or animals in an ecosystem. The opposite of biodiversity 
is monoculture (only one plant or animal). 

 
Biocontrol: A plant or animal’s natural enemy, such as the animal, insect or bacteria that will eat 
it. Introducing a biocontrol into an ecosystem to combat invasive species can be risky, because 
the biocontrol itself might become invasive, or damage native species in ways that are hard to 
predict. Weather or climate can act as a natural biocontrol. 

 
 
 
The most damaging invasive species in the northern US and Canada: 

 
Aquatic 
Purple Loosestrife – a pretty purple flower 
that outcompetes native plants in lakes. 
Carp – an Asian fish that thrives in North 
American waters. It not only outcompetes 
native species, it digs up the native plants 
on the lake bottom. 

Zebra Mussel – a shellfish that arrives in the 
US in the ballast water of ships. As it 
multiplies, ships’ hulls and motors become 
covered with a layer of shells. 



Grassland 
Dandelion – a native of Europe and Asia, 
where it is food for the larvae of a family of 
moths called Lepidoptera. 
Leafy Spurge – a pretty yellow flower that 
takes over North American grasslands. 

 
Woodland 
Garlic Mustard – a culinary herb from 
Europe that thrives on the North American 
forest floor, crowding out native plants. 

Earthworms – native to Europe. Their 
churning of the earth makes forest floors 
uninhabitable for certain native plants. 
Buckthorn – a fast-growing woody plant 
that takes over woodlands. 
Emerald Ash Borer – a beetle native to Asia. 
Its larvae feed on – and destroy – ash trees 
in North America. 

 
Some surprising examples: 
Feral cats: Left in the wild, housecats will quickly adapt, hunting and reproducing, reducing the 
number of birds and small rodents in the area. The introduction of cats to Pacific Islands has 
endangered ground-dwelling birds and other species. 

 
Catfish and trout: Enjoyed as food in North America, they are invasive species in New Zealand. 

 
The Eastern Grey Squirrel: Native to the US but invasive in the British Isles, where it has reduced 
the habitat area of the native red squirrel. 

 
Questions for further discussion: 

Which invasive species have been in the news lately? 
What could you do to stop the spread of invasive species? 
(Examples: burn local firewood; clean off your boat’s hull before moving it from a lake; 
follow border controls for transporting food, plants and animals; leave wild fish in their 
native lakes; buy native plants) 
How can you tell if a species will become invasive once introduced? (Answer: you can’t.) 
Some people think humans are an invasive species. What do you think? 

 
 
 
 
To learn more 
Impacts of Invasive Species from The Nature Conservancy, 
http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/habitats/forests/explore/the-threat-of-invasive-species.xml  
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources in invasive species in the state, 
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/invasives/index.html  
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources  http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Invasives/ 
An overview of invasive species in the  Great Lakes, 
http://www.great-lakes.net/envt/flora-fauna/invasive/invasive.html#overview 
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