Aliens Invade Manitoba

It entered the US in 1827.  Silently it has been moving through the US and into the Canadian prairies.  In Manitoba alone, it has already invaded over 138,000ha (340,000 acres) of land.

It is a plant called leafy spurge.  Leafy spurge is a native plant of Europe where its home is.  How did it get to North America?  The leafy spurge seed was mixed in with grain seeds brought by early settlers from Europe who came here to live and farm.

This plant is pretty but very harmful to Manitoba’s native and farm plants and animals.

[image: image1.png]



[image: image2.png]buds





[image: image3.png]



[image: image4.png]g
g
g
g
g




[image: image5.png]



[image: image6.png]buds





The Invader

Leafy spurge has many physical adaptations that let it take over where ever it starts to grow.

The first adaptation is its ability to grow early in the spring before other plants have started to grow and to grow late in the fall when other plants have stopped growing.  This lets the leafy spurge take more of the moisture, light and soil nutrients robbing them from our native Manitoba plants.  The leafy spurge grows and crowds out our native plants that used to grow there.

The second adaptation is roots.  Some of the leafy spurge roots go down 8m.  These long roots let the plant find and store food and water to survive droughts.  Some roots go sideways for 4.6m.  Buds grow from these sideways roots and each bud can grow into a new plant!
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Bud growing from a leafy spurge root
The third adaptation is seeds.  Each leafy spurge stem has enough seedpods to make 140 seeds.  When ripe, the seedpods “explode” shooting the seeds as much as 4.6m away.  These seeds will last up to 8 years or more in the soil just waiting to grow.

Finally, the leafy spurge plant gives off a white sap, called latex, when broken.  Farm animals, like cattle and bison, and wild animals, like deer and elk, will not eat leafy spurge because the latex sap burns their mouths and can give them mouth sores.
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leafy spurge stem
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The Invader   Answer the questions below in the space provided.

1.  What plant has invaded 138,000 ha (340,000 acres) in Manitoba?
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2.  Since leafy spurge grows earlier in the spring and later in the fall than
other plants it takes more of the ______________________ ,  ___________ 
and soil ________________________ .

3.  Name two ways that leafy spurge grows new plants.
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4.  Why won’t cattle eat leafy spurge?
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5.  Leafy spurge has many physical adaptations that allow it to crowd out other plants.  Describe 2 of those adaptations.
[image: image19.png]



[image: image20.png]g
g
g
g
g





6.  Describe, in your own words, why you think leafy spurge is a problem in Manitoba.     Use Your Own Ideas.     



The Problem

Leafy spurge is taking over and changing Manitoba’s natural habitats.

In wild life areas, such as Spruce Woods Provincial Park, this change in habitat means birds and animals are leaving parts of the park where leafy spurge is growing.  Leafy spurge is also threatening several endangered Manitoba species, including the Western Spiderwort, Baird’s Sparrow and the Small White Lady Slipper.



Cattle farmers lose many acres of grassland as leafy spurge spreads.  This means less food to feed to their cattle.  So farmers will have to raise fewer dairy cows and beef cattle.  This means less milk and beef for people to eat.

Leafy spurge grows easily in areas that have been disturbed, like gravel pits.  The leafy spurge seeds then get mixed into the gravel and become silent hitchhikers.  The seeds hitch a ride in the gravel on the back of trucks and are spread on roads throughout Manitoba.  That is why leafy spurge plants often first appear along roads.

Leafy spurge is a problem in cities too.  Naturalists are people whose job it is to look after natural areas in parks and green spaces in a city.  In Winnipeg, the Naturalists have found patches of leafy spurge growing in many places.  Some of these places include parks like Kil-cona Park, The Living Prairie Museum Park and The Fort Whyte Centre.  But leafy spurge has also been found along Sturgeon Creek, Omands Creek, the railway tracks in Transcona and near Pembina Highway.  The Winnipeg Naturalists are working with other city staff to try and stop leafy spurge from taking over the green spaces in Winnipeg.

The loss of habitat, the loss of farmland and the expense of trying to control leafy spurge was shown, in 1999, to cost Manitoban’s nearly $20 million each year.  That $20 million dollars each year would buy you and 54,793 of your friends a chocolate bar every day for the whole year every year. Actually, as the leafy spurge problem is getting bigger and costs are going up it may now be costing you and your 54,793 friends two chocolate bars every day.

The Problem   Answer the questions below in the space provided.
1.  When leafy spurge takes over it changes the natural ________________.

2.  Describe 1 problem that leafy spurge is causing in wildlife areas such as Spruce Woods Provincial Park.



3.  Why don’t cattle farmers want leafy spurge in their cattle pastures?



4.  Why does leafy spurge often first appear along roadsides?



5.  Name two places in Winnipeg where Naturalists have found leafy spurge.



6.  How much money does leafy spurge cost Manitobans each year?


7. Who in Manitoba, do you think, pays the money each year to cover the cost of leafy spurge?    Use Your Own Ideas.


Finding a Solution

In Manitoba, the Leafy Spurge Stakeholders Group was formed to find ways of limiting the spread of leafy spurge in Manitoba. The members of this group include people from the federal, provincial and municipal governments, farm groups, conservation groups and wildlife groups.

The Leafy Spurge Stakeholders Group studied how the US Team Leafy Spurge is working to control leafy spurge.  Then, they mapped where leafy spurge is in Manitoba and did experiments to see what control methods work best here.  The Leafy Spurge Stakeholders Group shares their results with farmers, weed inspectors, park rangers, naturalists and road crews.

Because leafy spurge came from Europe, here in North America it has no insect predators that eat it.  So researchers went to Europe to find and bring back insect predators that only eat leafy spurge.  The best predator found was the black dot spurge beetle.  The adult beetle eats the leaves and the young beetle larvae or worms eat the roots.  This is how the beetle slows down or kills the leafy spurge plant.  This kind of control is called bio-control.  It doesn’t cost a lot but it takes several years for the beetles to eat a lot of leafy spurge and it is not always possible to get a beetle population going.









  Spurge beetle.  Actual size •

   Beetle larvae in leafy spurge roots.
Researchers also found out that sheep and goats will eat leafy spurge.  Farmers can put sheep or goats together in the pasture with their cows.  When the sheep or goats eat the leafy spurge it makes more room for grass to grow back.  More grass means more feed for more cows.  This is called plant competition control.  The cost for this control is low because sheep or goats can be sold to cover the costs of extra fencing.  However, it will take 3 – 5 years before they will make a big difference to the leafy spurge population in a pasture.

Scientists also found that spraying chemical herbicides at the right time during the year will help to slow down the spread of leafy spurge.  This is called chemical control.  Using herbicides is really good for totally getting rid of small and very new patches of leafy spurge.  Herbicides can also be used to lower the number of leafy spurge plants and keep them from spreading in pastureland with lots of leafy spurge.  Herbicides give fast control.  However, herbicides can be expensive and cannot be used in all areas.
No one control method is best.  Not every control method works every time in every place.  Instead two or more ways of controlling leafy spurge should be used together on the same site.  People who make a plan, stick to it and are patient will see results.

Although it is impossible to totally get rid of leafy spurge, we can greatly lower the number of plants.  This will make room for all of our native plants to grow.  Our natural communities will be able to support a large food web with many different plants and animals living in one habitat.  We will have a healthier Manitoba for all.

If you have leafy spurge on your land you can talk to your local Weed Supervisor or Naturalist, Conservation District Manager or Manitoba Agriculture, Food and Rural Initiatives Go Team Manager and together make a plan to fight leafy spurge the alien invader.  If you want more information visit the Leafy Spurge Stakeholders Group website at www.brandonu.ca/rdi/leafyspurge.html.
Finding a Solution   Answer the questions in the space below.

1.  Where does leafy spurge come from? _______________________ 

2.  Why did researchers go to Europe?



3.  Name 2 ways spurge beetles slow down or kill leafy spurge plants.




4.  Using spurge beetles to control the leafy spurge is called ____________ .

5.  Why should farmers put sheep or goats into the pasture with their cows?



6.  Using sheep or goats to eat the leafy spurge is called ________________

____________________________  control.

7.  What is chemical control?



8.  a) Circle the control methods below that are low cost but slow to work.

     b) Draw a line under the fast but expensive control.

bio-control

plant competition control

chemical control

9.  Is there one control method that is best? ___________________
10.  Is it possible to totally get rid of leafy spurge in Manitoba? __________

11.  If we greatly lower the number of leafy spurge plants how will this help our natural communities?




12.  Name one person you could talk to if you have leafy spurge on your land and need to make a plan to fight this invader.


13.  Describe what you think will happen to farms, wildlife areas and city green spaces if no one tries to control the leafy spurge plants growing in Manitoba.  

  Use Your Own Ideas.



Extra Questions

1.  Create a model of a leafy spurge plant.  Possible materials could include play dough, plastercine, coloured paper and pipe cleaners.

2.  Here is the food chain on a cattle farm before leafy spurge started to grow.
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   Cattle farm food chain before leafy spurge  

When leafy spurge starts to grow on this farm it changes the food chain.  Draw what you think the new food chain will look like.  Use the space below.  The grass and leafy spurge have been drawn for you.

leafy spurge


     grass
  Cattle farm food chain after leafy spurge invades
2. continued

a) How is the before food chain the same as your after food chain?




b) How is the before food chain different from your after food chain?





3.  If you were a police officer charging leafy spurge with a crime, what crime would it be?  Give evidence about leafy spurge to support the charge.





4.  Design a wanted poster for leafy spurge.

5.  If you were a farmer with leafy spurge on your farm what would you plan to do about it?  Give reasons why.  






6.  Design a poster or newspaper ad or radio ad to let people know about the problem of leafy spurge in Manitoba.  The radio ad could use a jingle or song about leafy spurge.
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Photo of leafy spurge.





Parts of the leafy spurge plant.








Broken leafy spurge stem showing latex sap.





Small White Lady Slipper





Baird’s Sparrow





Western Spiderwort
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