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Exotics Are Conquering Natives 
 

By Robert Dorn 
 

     In the late summer of 2005, I received fragments 
of an unknown plant from BKS Environmental 
Associates from two different coal mine sites in 
Campbell County, Wyoming.  The fragments 
resembled Bassia sieversiana (formerly called 
Kochia scoparia) but were definitely not that 
species.  This past summer they were able to send 
me a complete specimen.  It immediately struck me 
as our next potential weed.  It was not the worst 
possible weed, since it did not seem to have 
rhizomes.  But it was a stout perennial with a root 
12 inches long and an inch in diameter.  Perennials 
are usually much more difficult to eradicate than 
annuals. 
 
     It was pretty clear that this plant belonged to the 
genus Bassia or Kochia.  I thought that I might 
need to look at European and Asian floras to try to 
identify it.  First I checked the regional floras that I 
had available and found that one of them (A Utah 
Flora) had a perfect description of this plant.  It was 
called Kochia prostrata (now Bassia prostrata) and 
was reported as “being tried in reclamation 
plantings and is to be expected throughout Utah.”  
On doing more research on the internet, I found 
that it had been introduced into this country in 1966 
from the USSR and the cultivar ‘Immigrant’ (aptly 
named) was released by federal and state agencies 
in 1984 for general use.  It is called “forage Kochia” 
and is reported to have a taproot that can reach 16 
feet long.  It is being pushed as “an unqualified high 
value, perennial, non-invasive, fire-resistant forage 
with the capacity to choke out invasive exotic 
weeds ....” 
 
     But how many native plants will it choke out?  
For every forage Kochia plant, one or more native 
plants will be unable to grow in that spot.  
Displacing native plants is the most overlooked 
consequence of introducing exotic plants that have 
the potential to naturalize.  And we are now 
introducing exotics to try to displace other exotics 
that were introduced earlier!   How many more 
exotics will be introduced to take the space that 
could be occupied by native plants?  Alfalfa took 
decades to become naturalized in every county in 
Wyoming.  It will likely be decades before forage 
Kochia can become as widespread, but time is on 

its side.  It has been documented to have spread 
0.6 mile in about 10 years at one location.  As more 
seed sources become available, the rate of spread 
becomes much greater. 
 
********************************************************** 
 
Displacing native plants is the most 
overlooked consequence of introducing 
exotic plants that have the potential to 
naturalize.   
 
********************************************************** 
 
     When I began studying the Wyoming flora in the 
1960’s, there were not many exotic weeds in the 
state, even though there were many more in 
adjacent states.  I thought at the time that it was 
because they could not survive at our higher 
elevations.  But they only needed more time and 
perhaps some climatic warming.  We are now being 
overrun by exotics. 
 
     Sand Creek in the Black Hills is the location for 
several rare Wyoming plants.  In September of 
2005 while taking some plant photographs along 
the stream, I noticed how many weeds were now 
covering the creek bottom.  I stopped in a + 5 acre 
stretch and counted the number of exotic species.  
There were 12 that I found.  I had a hard time 
finding 5 native species in the same stretch.  An 
open ridge in the Bear Lodge Range that had a 
nice native prairie when I first visited it in the 1970’s 
is now mostly exotic species.  Our native vegetation 
is disappearing before our eyes.  We need to stop 
introducing more exotics, but it may be already too 
late to save much of our native flora. 
 
     Major Stephen H. Long, whose expedition 
crossed the plains to the Colorado Rockies in 1820, 
characterized the plains as the Great American 
Desert that would be uninhabitable by settlers.  He 
was “proved” to be wrong, but with the mining of 
the ground water and the proliferation of exotic 
vegetation, ultimately he may be right.   
 
     For more information on weeds, see the articles 
by Walter Fertig in Castilleja 18(2), May 1999. RDD 
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