Noxious Weeds: Everyone’s Concern
By: Lindsey Bona, Ravalli County Weed District
As we all know the Montana is undergoing a lot of changes these days. As the population continues to grow and the dynamics in the west diversify, there is one aspect of life here that most all of us can agree upon and that is: we love living in Montana for the natural beauty, recreation, hunting, fishing, and so much more. There is a change taking place here that is threatening these natural characteristics that we all value. The US Fish and Wildlife Service, the US Forest Service, World Conservation Union, the Nature Conservancy, the Bureau of Land Management, the National Park Service have all identified noxious weeds as one of the top environmental threats to our ecosystem, as well as, one of the top land management goals for their agencies. Noxious weeds are having detrimental effects on numerous aspects of life here in Montana. 

The Montana County Noxious Weed Control Law states that; a noxious weed is an exotic plant which may render land unfit for agriculture, forestry, livestock, wildlife, or other beneficial uses or that may harm native plant communities. Plants are designated by the Department of Agriculture as state listed noxious weeds and by county noxious weed boards as county listed noxious weeds.

Noxious weeds in Montana are not just a nuisance. These weeds are having negative impacts our economy and our ecosystem. The consequences of noxious weeds are snowballing from smaller issues like poor aesthetics to larger ones like greater wildfire potential. Montana’s native plants, threatened and endangered plants are being forced out by aggressive noxious weeds. The water cycle and nutrients cycles are also disrupted by noxious weeds.  These weed infestations make poor habitat for wildlife. For example elk cannot survive on land that is infested by 50% or more of spotted knapweed.  Several of the weeds listed by the state or counties can be toxic to animals and humans.  Farmers and ranchers are being greatly impacted by the effects of noxious weeds. For folks that live off the land weeds are causing them to reach deep into their pockets to manage infestation in hopes to keep their land productive. Weeds cost Montanans $100 million each year in lost crop production and other expenses. Not to mention that land value is decreased significantly for weed infested properties. Realtors and buyers are more and more looking at the presence of noxious weeds on property before committing to a purchase. 

There are many different management options for weed control. In areas where weeds do not currently exist, prevention is the most important tool. Some of the best ways to prevent the spread of weeds are: avoid infested areas, use only weed seed free forage, wash vehicles after traveling in infested areas, check clothing and pets for seeds. In areas where infestations do occur there are a number of options in controlling weeds.  Here are some of the techniques used to control weeds: hand pulling, cultivation, revegetation, mowing, grazing, biological (bugs or pathogens), and herbicides. Some techniques work better on certain weeds than others and visa versa.  A technique that is used by weed management professionals is called Integrated Weed Management. Integrated Weed Management utilizes timing and a combination of the above techniques to control the spread of weeds. In all infested areas it is important to develop a management strategy for controlling the weeds. 

The most important tool a landowner can posses is knowledge. Educate yourself on what vegetation is on your property and what weed control methods will work best for you. Whether you own 5,000 acres or 5 acres you should be concerned with effects noxious weeds are having on your property and Montana’s landscape. These weeds are having serious impacts on our animal’s health, water quality, native plant communities, property values and aesthetics. It is every Montanans responsibility to work together at managing noxious weeds. Contact your local county weed coordinator or extension agent for information on weed management in your area.  For more information on noxious weeds in Montana visit www.weedawareness.org.  
