Environmental Close-Up: Population Growth of Invading Species

When a new species is introduced into an area suitable for its survival, it often has great potential to increase its population size, since it may not have natural enemies to keep mortality high.  New species may also be able to compete favorably for available resources and lower the populations of native species.  A typical population growth curve starts with a few individuals being released.  Once established, the population will increase in number and expand its range.  The zebra mussel, for example, is thought to have entered the Great Lakes about 1985.  Today, it is found throughout all the Great Lakes and has been introduced into the Mississippi River and its tributaries, where it has been discovered as far south as New Orleans.  Similarly, the gypsy moth has spread from its place of original release to much of the forested land of the Midwest and is still expanding its range.  Another invading species is the kudzu vine, which has become a pest in many areas of the southern United States.

Eventually, the invading species occupies all the habitat suitable to it and the population stabilizes.  Dandelions and starlings are introduced species that are no longer expanding their range.  They have simply become a normal part of the biology of North America.  

