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Oversight Hearing on the Destruction of City Trees

by Invasive, Exotic, Climbing Vines
For several years, New Yorkers driving along City highways or walking in City parks or wilderness areas have often been confronted with the awesome phenomenon of climbing vines completely covering entire tracts of trees.  These vines create a thick canopy that is both eerie and sometimes beautiful, until it is realized that all the trees underneath are being deprived of sunlight and will soon die.  This scenario is being played out at numerous sites throughout New York City, where hundreds of trees are being destroyed and there is no end to the destruction in sight. 

On Saturday April 29, 2000 and Sunday April 30, 2000, Council personnel visited several sites in the Northwest Bronx and photographed hundreds of dead and dying trees along Mosholu Parkway, the Saw Mill River Parkway, the Major Deegan Expressway and in Van Cortlandt Park. Many of the trees at these sites were completely covered by vines that have been tentatively identified as Porcelainberry and Oriental Bittersweet.  It is believed that other vines such as, Japanese Honeysuckle and Wisteria, are also involved.  Similar tracts of dead trees have been reported in Pelham Bay Park, in the Bronx, and along the Long Island Expressway and Grand Central Parkway, in Queens.  Infestations have also been reported in Staten Island.  We believe that parallel situations exist in all of the City’s five boroughs.  Photographs and cuttings taken at the Bronx sites will be available at the hearing for review.  The cuttings include:


1.
Porcelainberry (Ampelopsis Brevipedculata)


The smallish brown stringy sample, taken at the Mosholu Parkway station on Jerome Avenue, is a native of Northeast Asia.  This woody vine was introduced into the United States from China during the 1870’s and was originally used as an ornamental plant.  According to the Plant Conservation Alliance’s Alien Plant Working Group’s website description of Porcelainberry this vine is a threat to other plants in the wild. “[T]he very features that make porcelain-berry attractive as a landscape plant also make it a problem in natural areas.  Although relatively slow to establish, it grows quickly and becomes very difficult to remove.  It is resistant to insects and disease, and can out-compete native species for water and nutrients.  The thick mats of porcelain-berry, which are so attractive to landscapers, spatially usurp other plants”; and


2.
Oriental Bittersweet (Celastrus Orbeculatus)
Thick, hard, large woody samples were taken along the Major Deegan Expressway north of 233rd Street.  This vine, a native to Eastern Asia, Korea, China and Japan, was introduced into the United States during the 1860’s as an ornamental plant.  According to the Plant Conservation Alliance
, (PCA) it represents a considerable ecological threat.  “Oriental Bittersweet is an aggressive invader that threatens all vegetation levels of forested and open areas.  It grows over other vegetation, completely covering it, and kills other plants by preventing photosynthesis, girdling, and uprooting by force of its massive weight”. (PCA’s Alien Plant Working Group’s website description of Oriental Bittersweet.)

Other vines suspected of damaging trees in the City include:


1.
Japanese Honeysuckle (Lonicera Japonica)
Japanese Honeysuckle is native to Japan and was introduced into the United States in the late 1800’s.  It has been used as an ornamental plant and to curb soil erosion.  Since the early 1900’s it has spread over most of the Midwest and the eastern coast of the United States.  According to “Forest Conservation and Restoration in the City,” a 1999 report by the City Parks Foundation “This well-known slender Asian vine twines and climbs over everything in the Northeast, smothering and strangling whatever plant it covers.  The fibers of the vine are very tough and inelastic.  They cut deep into the outer tissues of mainstems of young tree saplings and poles, possibly restricting vascular transport of nutrients.,”; and

2.
Wisteria (Wisteria Floribunda)
According to “Forest Conservation and Restoration in the City” “Wisteria is a deciduous, woody twining vine…The plant was widely introduced from the Orient in the last century for it’s showy flowers and has since become naturalized in some landscapes. It was most frequently planted as an ornamental plant in estate gardens, and when these properties became parkland, the vines went wild.  It can be found in all five boroughs of New York City but is not yet a major woodland pest in any of them…In shrublands and sapling stands, Wisteria will reach for any nearby woody stem and twine around it.  It can girdle entire stands of saplings in this manner.  The vine will climb 60 feet or more into the crown of a large tree and girdle its stem, restricting nutrient flow through the phloem”.

The City’s trees, in parks, along highways and in wilderness areas, will continue to be destroyed, at an ever-increasing rate, unless there is immediate and effective intervention.  

At today’s hearing we expect to hear expert testimony on the extent of exotic vine infestations in New York City, how they can be controlled or eliminated, and what it will cost to accomplish this.  Among those invited to testify are representatives of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, the New York City Department of Transportation, The American Museum of Natural History, the New York Botanical Garden, the Brooklyn Botanical Garden, the Queens Botanical Garden, the Staten Island Botanical Garden, the New York State Department of Agriculture and Markets, the New York State Department of Transportation, State Botanist Richard Mitchell, The Nature Conservancy of New York State, New York City Department of Environmental Protection, United States Department of Agriculture Forest Service, the Horticultural Society of the City of New York, and Tony Emmerich, formerly of the City Parks Foundation.
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� The Plant Conservation Alliance is a consortium of ten federal government agencies and 145 non-federal cooperators that seek to provide a strategic approach to plant conservation at the local level.
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