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When we think about herbicide, it is easy to make negative associations. Heavy pesticide use in 
agriculture and lawn care have had severely detrimental impacts on the natural world, including water 
sources, insects, birds, and some humans.    
 

When conservationists use herbicide to complete restoration projects, they use the right protocols and 
products to keep the process safe and healthy for wildlife, and for the community. 
 

Why remove plants in the first place? 
Invasive plants have a negative effect on wildlife because as they take over a landscape, they deplete soil 
and water resources, and take out native species in the process. With no native plants, the diet of 
insects, birds, and other wildlife is thrown out of sorts.  

 
Even if insects and animals eat from or make homes in the invasive plants, it is worse for 
them in the long run because the invasives are substituting for the plants that the wildlife is 
specialized to. (e.g. Invasive berries have different levels of fats, sugars, and proteins than native plants, 
so birds eating them become unhealthy and live shorter lives. Like if a community had only soda to 
drink and no water!) 
 

Why not hand-pull or cut it?  
Invasive plants can survive almost anything. Many of our least favorite species (Japanese Knotweed, 
Japanese Barberry, Tree-of-Heaven, etc) are able to grow from tiny root fragments that get left 
behind when plants are cut or pulled. Some species even grow faster and send out more root suckers when 
cut, making the infestation worse. When plants are treated with herbicide, the entire system dies: 
leaves to roots. 
 

How does glyphosate work? 
Glyphosate inhibits certain proteins from being made within the plant it is applied to. It does this by 
blocking an enzyme pathway called the shikimic acid pathway, which is responsible for making 
phenylpropanoids, the building blocks for flavonoids, tannins, lignins, and coumarins. (The components of 
the plant that give it its pigments, fibers, and chemicals that protect it from predation. [e.g. a bitter 
taste]) With no way to build up these chemical compounds, the plant can no longer grow.  
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Is glyphosate dangerous for humans? 
Because animals do not have the same chemical make-up as plants, glyphosate cannot affect us 
the same way it affects plants. Glyphosate has also shown to not absorb easily through skin, and even 
if ingested, is not likely to cause a reaction. Glyphosate bonds very strongly to soil particles, so it is 
unlikely to enter water systems unless applied carelessly. 
 

When does herbicide cause damage? 
What explains the damage we associate with names like Roundup ®? Although glyphosate is the active 
ingredient in this product and others like it, there are many inert ingredients that are cause for health 
concern if overused. One of these, Polyethoxylated tallowamine (POEA), an adjuvant surfactant (which 
helps the herbicide penetrate the leaf and stick to it), has shown to be extremely toxic to 
macroinvertebrates in a lab setting, and is a likely cause of health problems in animals and 
humans.  Big companies add these components in order to advertise “ready-mix” herbicide with 
increased efficiency. When conservation organizations use herbicide, these toxic substances are 
not pre-mixed in. Often when lawn care or agricultural companies use herbicide, these are used in 
excess, and areas are not treated selectively, but instead entire spans of land are covered, which is called 
broad-spectrum application. (Used for roadsides or other large areas where all vegetation is being 
eliminated.) This is not the case for invasive species management projects. 

How is it responsibly applied? 
When conservationists apply herbicide, the chemical itself makes up around of 2% of an aqueous solution. 
That means when you see land management staff spraying liquid, they are spraying 98% water. 
Sometimes, a non-toxic blue or red indicator is added to mark which areas have been sprayed to avoid 
over-spraying. For larger, woody species, the plant is cut, and herbicide is only applied directly to the 
stump’s outermost edge. When this method is used, entire acres can be treated with only milliliters 
of herbicide-water solution. The amount of herbicide used is always kept to a minimum, as it is 
applied by trained staff that selectively treat plants individually. 

 
New York State requires for signs (small yellow boundary markers) to be posted that deny entry (for 
people and pets) into the treatment area for a 24 hour period, although it may dry within hours. This is 
mainly so the site can be left undisturbed (think “wet paint”).  If you see these markers, please stay 
out of the area until the date and time specified on the sign! 
 

 
 
 


