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Invasive 
species 
language, 
messaging, 
and framing 
can be 
problematic

• Emphasis on geography of origin 
oversimplifies invasive species 
ecology in problematic ways

• AND can be perceived as racist or 
xenophobic (fear of foreigners)



https://www.brookings.edu/topic/russias-invasion-of-Ukraine/ accessed 10/31/2022

1. Association with military language carries 
implication of agency or/and mal intent

Creates perceived or actual xenophobia, racism

https://www.brookings.edu/topic/russias-invasion-of-Ukraine/


August 2022 NPR/Ipsos poll as reported on Ipsos.com 8/18/2022

1. This 
language is 
feeding into 
xenophobic 
& racist 
narratives



How do terrestrial invasive plants get here? – Mostly brought on purpose

62% deliberate, 9% accidental, 28% unknown
~9% accidental

-contaminants: 
seed, livestock, 
packaging (8%)
-ballast (<1%)

~40% for horticulture
~8% for forage
~7% deliberate, reason unknown
~4% for “conservation” 
~3% medicinal Lehan et al. 2013.  Am. Journal of Botany 100(7): 1287-1293

2. “Uninvited aggressive invader” narrative hides reality of intentional 
introductions for many taxa

http://www.boatnerd.com/news/newpictures01/reserved-8-23-01-tz.jpg


Jeschke, J. M. & P. Pyšek. 2018. “Tens Rule.” in J. M. Jeschke & T. Heger (Eds). Invasion Biology: 
Hypotheses and Evidence. Pgs: 124-132. CABI Invasives Series. ISBN : 978-1-78064-764-7. 

3. Emphasis on “non-native” / geography of origin can imply that all such 
species are harmful, which is false

“…metanalysis of 102 empirical tests of the 
tens rule from 65 publications shows no 
support for this hypothesis.”

“…about 25% of non-native plants and 
invertebrates, and 
about 50% of non-native vertebrates
are on average successful in taking consecutive 
steps of the invasion process.”

“Tens Rule”



4. Facilitating factors can be important but are rarely emphasized in the 
context of IS management



Not a new problem

Larson 2005, Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment



Good solutions to the problem?



Possible best practices

1. Avoid use of “warlike” metaphors/language
2. Investigate and name the agency of people of privilege in arrival of IS
3. Routinely place IS in the context of facilitating factors and other stressors
4. Denounce xenophobia and racism
5. Emphasize the desired ecosystem state rather than IS removal



Thriving native plant communities 
build healthy ecological relationships



Food web relationships depend on 
native plants

William Warby, 
https://flic.kr/p/dtKZF2



Land 
stewardship is 
about tending 
relationships



Help native plants by removing invasive plants



Thank You

Look forward to hearing your best 
practices & questions during Q&A!

Nancy Olmstead, Conservation Ecologist
Nancy.Olmstead@tnc.org
207.607.4837



Names and Words in 
Invasive Species

Leigh Greenwood

Forest Pest and Pathogens Program Director

Natural Climate Solutions

North America Region
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"The purpose of common names is to make 
communication easier between scientists and 
the public audiences they serve. ... names 
that are unwelcoming to marginalized 
communities run directly counter to that 
goal."

- ESA President Michelle S. Smith.

Photo credit: R. Lindroth

"Words matter ... Consideration of these 
replacements is a big step forward in our 
efforts to remove derogatory terms whose 
expiration dates are long overdue.”

- US Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland.



Context of eradication and government control

THE NATURE CONSERVANCY 3

- The context around invasive 
species management amplifies 
this issue

- Names associated with groups of 
people- whether ethnic, geographic, 
or other groups- can cause harm

- All geographic names are 
problematic- by stating some 
geographies are neutral, the 
underlying bias becomes apparent
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From Entomological Society of America, Common Names Rules and Guidelines

(https://entsoc.org/publications/common-names/use-submission)

Here are some of their “Do’s”

• Most names have two parts, one indicating the family or group, and the other a 
modifier. 

• Distinctive physical features that well differentiate the species are useful. 

• Other useful descriptive terms may derive from features such as habitat of the 
species, host associations, biome, life stage and aspect of seasonal life cycle. 

• Specific words used as modifiers (adjectives, adverbs) in a common name should be 
easily pronounced and generally understandable by a broad public audience. 
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Example Naming Guidelines for NEW names

Rainbow trout Longnose gar Creek chub Prickly sculpin



From Entomological Society of America, Common Names Rules and Guidelines

(https://entsoc.org/publications/common-names/use-submission)

Here are some of their “Don’ts”

• Common names with words that unnecessarily incite offense, fear or promote 
negative emotional reactions (e.g., epidemic, murder, invasive) are strongly 
discouraged. 

• Descriptors of cultures, populations, ethnicity, race, and industries/occupations 
are generally not acceptable. 

• The use of a geographic descriptor in a common names proposal is generally 
discouraged…

THE NATURE CONSERVANCY 6

Example Naming Guidelines for NEW names

Murder hornets Killer whales Oriental rat flea Japanese beetle



Let’s dig into Lymantria dispar

THE NATURE CONSERVANCY 7

B C

Photo credit: J. Lindholm
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It is in all our power to frame language changes 
as an opportunity

THE NATURE CONSERVANCY 9

- The conservation community has an 
opportunity to do better; names can 
be more accurate and descriptive 
of the physical or behavioral 
characteristics. 

- We can choose to find new names 
that serve us for outreach, early 
detection, and education on invasive 
species. 

- We can choose to make science 
and conservation more inclusive 
in this space.



Thank you for 
inviting me to 
present!

Photo credit: J. Lindholm
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