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Do you have a weed, noxious weed, invasive 
weed or “superweed”? 

Simple distinctions make all the difference 
 
Is that plant crowding out your prized perennials a routine “garden variety” weed?  Or is it 
instead a noxious weed, invasive weed or “superweed” that requires special attention?   
 
Certain characteristics determine which term is most accurate – or whether the weed in 
question might actually fit into multiple categories. 
 

 Weed  

The Weed Science Society of America defines a weed as a plant that causes economic losses or 
ecological damage, creates health problems for humans or animals, or is undesirable where it is 
growing.  Examples:  
 
Crabgrass  
(Digitaria) 

Giant foxtail  
(Setaria faberii) 

Common lambsquarters 
(Chenopodium album) 

 
  

Credit: Rebekah D. Wallace, 
University of Georgia, Bugwood.org 
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 Noxious weed  

A noxious weed is any plant designated by federal, state or local government officials as 
injurious to public health, agriculture, recreation, wildlife or property. Once a weed is classified 
as noxious, authorities can implement quarantines and take other actions to contain or destroy 
the weed and limit its spread. Examples:  
 
Purple loosestrife        
(Lythrum salicaria) 

Hydrilla  
(Hydrilla verticillata) 

Witchweed  
(Striga spp.) 

 
  

Credit: University of Minnesota. 
Georgia, Bugwood.org 

Credit: USDA APHIS PPQ - Oxford, 
North Carolina, Bugwood.org  

Credit: USDA APHIS PPQ Archive 
USDA APHIS PPQ, Bugwood.org 

 

 

 Invasive weed   

Invasive weeds are weeds that establish, persist and spread widely in natural ecosystems 
outside the plant’s native range. When in a foreign locale, these invaders often lack natural 
enemies to curtail their growth – enabling them to overrun native plants and ecosystems. It 
should be no surprise that many invasive weeds are also classified as noxious weeds by 
government authorities.   Examples:  
 

Tree-of-Heaven         
(Ailanthus altissima) 

Saltcedar/Tamarisk (Tamarix 
ramosissima) 

Downy Brome/Cheatgrass  
(Bromus tectorum) 

    
Credit: Leslie J. Mehrhoff, University 
of Connecticut, Bugwood.org 

Credit: Leslie J. Mehrhoff, University 
of Connecticut, Bugwood.org 

Credit: Chris Evans, Illinois Wildlife 
Action Plan, Bugwood.org 

 
 
 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pZ--qWXPvYo
http://wssa.net/wp-content/uploads/Close-up-of-purple-loosestrife-flowers.-Photo-University-of-Minnesota.jpg


 “Superweed” 

In addition to the science-based definitions above, many people use the slang term 
“superweed” to describe weeds that have evolved characteristics that make them more 
difficult to manage as a result of repeated use of the same weed management tactic. The most 
common use of the slang refers to a weed that has become resistant to one or more herbicide 
mechanisms of action after their repeated use in the absence of more diverse weed control 
measures.  See our WSSA fact sheet on “superweeds” for more information.      
  

Taking a Deeper Dive 

 Noxious Weeds 

Of all the classifications of weeds, “noxious” weed is the most straightforward. It actually is a 
legal term defined in the Plant Protection Act (Public Law 106224).  
 
The law says that a noxious weed is any plant or plant product that can directly or indirectly 
injure or cause damage to crops, nursery stock, other plant products, livestock or poultry, or to 
other interests of agriculture, irrigation, navigation, natural resources, public health or the 
environment.  
 
There is a well-defined federal process for listing and delisting plants as federal noxious weeds 
through the USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service. The Secretary of Agriculture is 
authorized to prohibit or restrict import, entry, export or movement in interstate commerce of 
any noxious weed in order to prevent its introduction or dissemination within the U.S.  
 

There are currently well over 100 weeds on the Federal Noxious Weed List. Most states also 
maintain their own state-level lists of noxious weeds. Currently there are approximately 680 
weed species listed on one or more state noxious weed lists. 
 

 Invasive Weeds 

Presidential Executive Order 13112 prohibits federal agencies from authorizing, funding or 
carrying out actions likely to promote the introduction or spread of invasive weeds – unless the 
benefits clearly outweigh the potential harm. The order also mandates that all feasible and 
prudent measures be taken to minimize risk of harm. 

The Invasive Species Advisory Committee of the National Invasive Species Council has issued a 
nonregulatory policy interpretation of the term invasive species. Some of the key conclusions:  

 Invasive weeds are not native to the ecosystem under consideration and cause or are 
likely to cause harm to human, animal or plant health, the economy or the environment. 

http://www.wssa.net/weed/wssa-fact-sheets
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/APHIS_Content_Library/SA_Our_Focus/SA_Plant_Health/SA_Domestic_Pests_And_Diseases/SA_Pests_And_Diseases/SA_Weeds
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/APHIS_Content_Library/SA_Our_Focus/SA_Plant_Health/SA_Domestic_Pests_And_Diseases/SA_Pests_And_Diseases/SA_Weeds
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/plant_health/plant_pest_info/weeds/downloads/weedlist.pdf
http://www.invasivespeciesinfo.gov/laws/execorder.shtml


 Plant and animal species under domestication or cultivation and under human control 
are not invasive species. 

 For policy purposes, to be considered invasive, the negative impacts caused by a 
nonnative species will be deemed to outweigh the beneficial effects it provides. 
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