
 

 

What's the Difference Between 
Native, Non-native, and Invasive 
Plants? 
We break it down for you, and provide some alternatives to plants you might have in your backyard or 

local box store. 

https://click.everyaction.com/k/77557469/450805559/1380237600?ms=digital-eng-email-ea-x-engagement_difference-native-non-native-invasive_&utm_source=ea&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=engagement_difference-native-non-native-invasive&utm_content=&nvep=ew0KICAiVGVuYW50VXJpIjogIm5ncHZhbjovL3Zhbi9UU00vVFNNQVUvMS81NjQ5MCIsDQogICJEaXN0cmlidXRpb25VbmlxdWVJZCI6ICIxYTM1MzA1YS04YmI5LWVlMTEtYmVhMS0wMDIyNDgyMjM3ZGEiLA0KICAiRW1haWxBZGRyZXNzIjogIm0yYW5kcDJAbXQubmV0Ig0KfQ%3D%3D&hmac=ChuJZV3I0_75rHD63mcd4TrG01-Yk9xLzBQodi-NR48=
https://click.everyaction.com/k/77557470/450805560/1380237600?ms=digital-eng-email-ea-x-engagement_difference-native-non-native-invasive_&utm_source=ea&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=engagement_difference-native-non-native-invasive&utm_content=&nvep=ew0KICAiVGVuYW50VXJpIjogIm5ncHZhbjovL3Zhbi9UU00vVFNNQVUvMS81NjQ5MCIsDQogICJEaXN0cmlidXRpb25VbmlxdWVJZCI6ICIxYTM1MzA1YS04YmI5LWVlMTEtYmVhMS0wMDIyNDgyMjM3ZGEiLA0KICAiRW1haWxBZGRyZXNzIjogIm0yYW5kcDJAbXQubmV0Ig0KfQ%3D%3D&hmac=ChuJZV3I0_75rHD63mcd4TrG01-Yk9xLzBQodi-NR48=
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By now you’ve probably heard some—or a lot—about the importance of swapping out invasive or non-native plants in your yard for 

native species. 

Research shows that native plants can help create a healthier environment, a healthier ecosystem, and support a higher divers ity of 

animals. Native plants host many more types of insects than non-natives. Take a native oak tree, for example. Researchers have found 

that native oaks can host over 550 different species of moths or butterflies—especially their larvae. Those caterpillars are vital food 

sources for birds, especially warblers and other songbirds. In contrast, the non-native gingko tree can only host 5 different species.  

So far, so good. But what about so-called “invasive” plants? 

“I remember seeing some agency say ‘invasive means non-native’ and that’s not right,” says Senior Director of Bird Friendly 

Communities, John Rowden. 

As it turns out, differentiating between native plants, non-native plants, and invasive plants can be both simple and nuanced. We are 

here to help you figure out that difference! 

https://www.audubon.org/people/gabriella-sotelo


 
A native sweat bee on a Gailladria aristata, commonly known as a Common Blanketflower, in a Habitat Hero Plants 

for Birds garden in downtown Fort Collins, Colorado. Photo: Evan Barrientos/Audubon Rockies 

Native: Native plant species are species that have existed historically in that area. The Plants for Birds program deliberately say 

these are plants that have existed in a location prior to European colonization in North America.   

“For the Plants for Birds program, we say it is any plant that here before European colonization,” says Partnerships Manager for 

Plants For Birds, Marlene Pantin. “And then of course native plants are those that are adaptable to the climate, and the soil  

conditions in that area.” 



Non-native: Non-native plants are species that have not existed historically in one area but have been introduced due to human 

activities. Non-native plants don’t necessarily pose a threat to native plants, but as mentioned before, non-native plants may not 

support ecosystem health as well as native plants do. 

“Even within North America a plant can be native in portions of it and non-native elsewhere,” says Rowden. “When talking non-

native plants, for example here in California, it’s not only plants that we brought in from Asia or Europe or wherever —it’s also the 

plants that were brought here from the East Coast, or even just east of the Rockies. Historically, the Rockies were the boundary that 

plants couldn’t cross but then humans brought them.” 

OK, so what about “invasive” plants? According to Rowden and Pantin, invasive plants are those that were either intentionally  or 

accidentally translocated to an area where they did not exist naturally, and where they cause harm to native plants and the l ocal 

ecosystem.  



 
Montezuma Audubon Center Director Chris Lajewski, from left, assists Matthew Santiago and Soleem Febus, both  

freshman students from Syracuse’s Corcoran High School, in pulling Japanese honeysuckle, an invasive plant,  
on the center property in Savannah, New York. Photo: Luke Franke/Audubon 

Invasive: Invasive plant species are non-native to particular ecosystems and the introduction of them is likely to cause “economic or 

environmental harm or harm to human health,” according to the National Invasive Species Information Center.  

For Pantin, invasive species are species that disrupt the growth of native plants, and root and spread quickly. Rowden agrees  with 

Pantin and goes further to say that these species usually do not have any ecological checks on it, which means no predators, 

pathogens, or any of those sorts of things that can ecologically speaking, keep a species from spreading.   



Examples of invasive species in your yards to replace. 

Let’s get it right out there off the bat: the struggle to plant only native plants is real. “People go to the big box stores,  and they buy 

plants that look really pretty, and they may be wonderful plants, but they aren't native to that particular area,” says Pantin. Box stores 

have very little incentive to carry native plants, and especially to be mindful of what plants might be native to where that particular 

store might be. 

Tatarian Honeysuckle: Invasive honeysuckles are often larger than their native counterpart. These honeysuckles produce a large 

amount of seed and fruit that can be easily disseminated by birds. This plant can shade out many native plants and compete fo r 

pollinators, which can reduce the formation of fruits and seed from other native plants.   



 
Tatarian honeysuckle, left, and a coral honeysuckle, right, a native alternative.  

Photos: Matt Lavin/Flickr; Kristina Deckert/Audubon 

If you are in the eastern United States, you can replace the shrub honeysuckle with coral honeysuckle.    

Greater Periwinkle: Common around the United States, greater periwinkle outcompetes other plant species and prevents the 

establishment of native species. The plant is difficult to control because of how aggressively it spreads. 



 
A greater periwinkle, left, versus its native counterpart, a Douglas iris. Photos: Peter Roan/Flickr; glenngould/Flickr 

The California Department of Fish and Wildlife suggests a native alternative, Douglas iris. 

Norway Maple: The Norway Maple is a popular tree to plant along streets and in lawns, and is a shade tree. However, being a shade 

tree, it makes it difficult for any native plants to grow in the understory below. 

Replacement for this tree could be the Red Maple, which is native to the eastern United States, ranging from Maine to Texas.   



= 
A Norway maple, left, and its native counterpart, a red maple. Photos: Joost J. Bakker IJmuiden/Flickr; Alex Lomas/Flickr  

Want to know more, and find plants that are native to your area? Check out Audubon’s  Plants For Birds database.  Not only will the 

database tell you what plants to buy and which birds those plants will support, it will also show you where you can buy them. Your 

local Audubon chapter can also help you find where to buy native plants, and many hold their own local native plants sales.  
 

https://www.audubon.org/PLANTSFORBIRDS

