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After a fire, some plants—even weeds—can
be better than none

February 5 2020, by Samantha Capon
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The Invasive Species Council and other observers have argued for weed
control as a major priority following bushfires, to promote the recovery
of wildlife and damaged ecosystems. The time is right, some say, to
wage a serious offensive against weeds before they re-establish and this
opportunity is lost.
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://invasives.org.au/media-releases/bushfire-and-ferals-a-recipe-for-disaster/
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But perhaps we shouldn't be so hasty to villainize all weeds. There is
growing recognition that weeds can, in some cases, support a range of
critical ecological functions.

Who decides what's a weed?

There are official lists of weeds in Australia. But for many, the term
"weed" is vague, non-scientific and highly subjective. Weeds can be non-
native or native species. They're generally considered to be plants that
are growing in places, or ways (for example, in high abundance), that are
undesirable.

Their "undesirability" may be traced to a wide range of economic, social,
cultural, aesthetic and political reasons. From an ecological perspective,
weeds are often blamed for stifling native plant growth, altering wildlife
habitat and changing ecological processes. Many assume weed control
will improve native plant growth, habitat quality and ecosystem function.

In some situations, however, weeds provide valuable ecological functions
by, for example, offering food and habitat for wildlife, protecting soils
and landforms from erosion and slowing down the movement of water
through catchments.

Exotic chinee apple trees (Ziziphus mauritiana) in north-west Australia,
for example, protect the burrow systems of native rodents {from habitat
damage by feral horses.

This kind of benefit is especially likely in very disturbed habitats, such
as areas that have been cleared. Other areas of high functional
importance in the landscape such as riparian zones — land alongside
creeks, streams, gullies, rivers and wetlands—can benefit from some
weeds.
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https://www.brown.edu/Research/Sax_Research_Lab/Documents/PDFs/Schlaepfer%20et%20al.%202011%20-%20conservation%20value%20of%20non-natives.pdf
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/biodiversity/invasive/weeds/weedspeciesindex.pl?id=701
https://phys.org/tags/weed/
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/invasive/weeds/weeds/what.html
https://phys.org/tags/wildlife+habitat/
https://phys.org/tags/wildlife+habitat/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/aec.12454
https://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/article/turning-new-leaf-role-novel-riparian-ecosystems-catchment-management/
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Riparian weeds can support rivers and streams by trapping sediments
and contaminants washing into channels via run-off. Exotic riparian
willows (Salix spp.) can also provide habitat and food sources for aquatic
fauna.

One study found invasive chinee apple trees (Ziziphus mauritiana) provide
critical refuge habitat for native rodents. Credit: Chris Gardiner CC BY-
SA/Wikimedia, CC BY

This may be particularly important for aquatic ecosystem health
following fire.
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https://scialert.net/fulltextmobile/?doi=ajbs.2011.428.444
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1046/j.1442-9993.1999.01008.x
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chinee_Apple_(Zizyphus_mauritiana)_fruit_and_leaves.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chinee_Apple_(Zizyphus_mauritiana)_fruit_and_leaves.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Weeds may also promote regeneration of native plants by helping
stabilize soil, providing shade and protecting seedlings from being eaten
by animals and pests.

At larger scales, weeds can also enhance the dispersal of native plant
seeds. In highly cleared parts of north-eastern New South Wales, for
example, camphor laurel trees (Cinnamomum camphora) — an introduced
species—can provide habitats for fruit-eating birds that disperse and
establish native rainforest plants.

There's a lot we don't know about weeds

In some cases, weeds may be the only plants that grow back well after
fires. And some plants—even weeds—may be better than none.

We can't always assume that the presence of weeds is limiting native
plant growth. The fact is we don't really know, in most cases, if
removing weeds actually results in higher native plant diversity.

What we do know is that ecosystem functions, such as carbon storage

and nutrient cycling, tend to increase where more species are present.

And this holds true even in weed-infested forests, which often contain
more species than their equivalent native ecosystems.

Many assume weeds will flourish in our post-fire landscapes.

Some see this early establishment period as a unique opportunity to
banish "undesirable" plants by weeding before they set seed.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006320705004933
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006320705004933
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1890/04-0669
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1890/11-1014.1
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There is surprisingly little evidence, however, regarding the effectiveness
of most weed control methods over the longer-term. Many weeds can
quickly re-establish from soil seed banks, suckers or plant fragments
dispersed by wind, water or birds.

We also know very little about how weed control methods themselves
might affect ecological processes through soil disturbance and
herbicides.
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https://phys.org/tags/weed+control/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1526-100X.2002.01051.x
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Even where these methods kill one weed, other, potentially more noxious
plants may spring up in its place.

When it comes to weeds, question your assumptions

There is much at stake in Australia as we make decisions regarding the
restoration of our unique ecosystems after the recent bushfire crisis.

Importantly, however, we can learn by not blindly acting on assumptions
and ideologies. We can test assumptions through robust, long term
ecological experiments.

Obviously, not all weeds should be retained. Non-native species can and
do have negative effects.

However, we now face an opportunity to embark on a more nuanced and
open approach to conservation and restoration.

Indeed, in a future that looks little like the past, we must never stop
questioning our land management practices.

This article 1s republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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