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SUMMARY Some non-native animals, 
plants and micro-organisms can pose a 
serious threat to European flora and fauna, 
and disrupt fragile ecosystems. These so-called 
invasive alien species are considered to be the 
biggest threat to global biological diversity 
after habitat loss, and a leading cause of 
species extinction. More than a quarter of 
European native species which have been 
identified as critically endangered are under 
threat from invasive species.  
These unwelcome visitors can also transmit 
diseases to people, decimate crops and 
damage infrastructure. 
The bill associated with invasive species in the 
European Union (EU), for repairing damage, 
for medical treatment, as well as for control 
measures to reduce their impact, is 
conservatively estimated to be at least €12 
billion per year. Environmentalists and 
politicians have called for action to address 
this ecological, economic and social threat. 
While all Member States are affected, for the 
moment each takes its own distinct approach 
to dealing with the problem. In September 
2013, the European Commission proposed a 
more harmonised approach. Under the 
proposal there would be a ban on the import, 
sale, growing, use or release of selected species 
in the EU. 

 

The coypu (Myocastor coypus) - listed among the world's 
100 worst invasive alien species. 
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Background 

A large and growing number of species are 
being found in parts of the world in which 
they did not originate. These are known as 
alien or non-native species. Some are 
transported to new habitats deliberately, for 
example as ornamental plants and pets. 
Most often, however, they arrive by 
accident, in packaging material, for example, 
or in ship ballast tanks and shipping 
containers. Some are even brought home 
inadvertently by travellers.  

While most alien species are thought to be 
harmless and some can even be beneficial 
(providing food and shelter for native 
species), others establish themselves and 
spread aggressively, thus overwhelming 
native species. They can also be a health 
hazard to people and cause serious 
economic damage. These are known as 
invasive alien species
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 (IAS). 

Although invasive species are not new to 
Europe – the continent has been an 
international trade route for centuries –
increased globalisation is giving more and 
more species greater access to new habitats. 
Where once animals and plants were 
confined to specific geographic regions, the 
ability to move people and goods around 
the world with ease has opened up new 
pathways for potential invaders.  

http://www.cbd.int/invasive/WhatareIAS.shtml
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Today there are more than 12 000 alien 
species in Europe. An estimated 1 200-1 800 
of these are invasive and the figure is 
predicted to rise along with growth in global 
trade and travel. Climate change is also 
likely to make matters worse. As the climatic 
conditions of some locations change, they 
may become more favourable to previously 
harmless alien species, making native 
species more vulnerable to invasion. 

Figure 1 - Alien species in Europe (2012) 
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Data source: DAISIE (Delivering Alien Invasive Species 
Inventories for Europe), research project funded by the 
European Commission, and the Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology (CEH). 

The impacts 

On biodiversity 
While they may sound relatively small in 
number, invasive species have a huge and 
potentially devastating impact on native 
plants and animals. According to 
conservationists they are the greatest threat 
to biodiversity, after habitat loss. 

A 2012 report by the European Environment 
Agency revealed that 110 of the 395 
European native species on the 
International Union for Conservation of 
Nature's Red List of critically endangered 
species were under threat from invasive 
alien species.  

Islands are particularly vulnerable due to the 
relatively small selection of species, and 
their lack of defence against mainland 
predators. Island birds are especially at risk. 
According to the Convention on Biological 

Diversity, island species account for around 
half of the 724 recorded animal extinctions 
over the past 400 years. Furthermore, island 
birds represent 90% of the bird species that 
became extinct in this period. 

On ecosystems 
An ecosystem is made up of plants, animals 
and other organisms that interact with the 
non-living elements of their environment 
(climate, water, air and soil). Ecosystems are 
finely balanced and the arrival of a non-
native species can upset this equilibrium 
and affect nature, altering water or soil 
quality, for example, or interfering with 
pollination.  

Invasive species can change the structure 
and species make-up of an ecosystem by 
destroying or replacing native food sources, 
depleting native species or altering the 
genetic diversity of native species by 
breeding with them.  

On health 
Some non-native species pose a threat to 
people as potential carriers of disease, and 
can also cause unpleasant allergies. 

Plants make up more than half of the alien 
species found in Europe (see figure 1) and 
some of these can be a serious health 
hazard.  

The annual medical bill in Germany for 
health problems relating to giant hogweed 
is estimated at €1 million. The plant was 
introduced to Europe from Asia over 100 
years ago and is now present in large parts 
of central and eastern Europe. Efforts to 
eradicate it are made more difficult because 
of the health risk involved in handling the 
plant. Ragweed pollen is a common allergen 
that causes rhinitis, dermatitis and asthma, 
affecting millions of people. 

On the economy 
The bill for dealing with the problems 
caused by IAS in the European Union (EU) 
has been estimated at €12 billion per year 
over the past 20 years (see table 1). Key 
sectors such as agriculture, fisheries/ 

http://www.europe-aliens.org/default.do
http://www.ceh.ac.uk/news/press/major-update-european-alien-species-catalogue.asp
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/secretariat/offices/iucnmed/iucn_med_programme/species/invasive_species/
http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/impacts-of-invasive-alien-species
http://www.cbd.int/island/
http://www.cbd.int/island/
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Japanese knotweed (Fallopia 
japonica), a fast growing 
predatory plant that causes 
structural damage to buildings, 
can lead to loss of property value 
and even refusal of mortgages.  
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aquaculture, forestry and health account for 
more than €6 billion per year.  

These figures for damage (e.g. lost revenue, 
health costs, damage to riverbanks and 
infrastructure) and management costs 
(control measures to tackle established IAS) 
are considered a conserva-
tive estimate for several 
reasons. The impacts of 
only a small percentage of 
IAS are known, for 
example, and it is difficult 
to put a price on species 
extinction or the loss of 
biodiversity. There is also a 
lack of data for certain 
parts of Europe, and on 
the economic impacts of 
many IAS for sectors such 
as forestry, fisheries and 
tourism.  

With goods and people 
constantly moving between countries and 
continents and more species entering the 
EU, the economic cost of dealing with 
invasive species is expected to rise. 

The table below gives an idea of the global 
scale of the issue. While the figures were 
collected using different methods, it 
provides a general picture of the extent of 
the IAS problem worldwide. 

 

Controlling the invaders 

Regulatory framework 
There is currently no comprehensive legal 
framework to deal with invasive species in 
the EU. Existing EU law covers only a small 

number of species.  

The main piece of legislation 
which makes reference to 
invasive species is the 
Regulation on the use of alien 
and locally absent species in 
aquaculture, but this only 
controls the release of alien 
species used in fish farming. 

The animal and plant health 
regimes, which are currently 
being revised, cover pests 
and diseases affecting plants 
and animals. But there are 
significant gaps. For example, 
the animal health rules do 

not address non-native animals harming 
native animals (for example grey squirrels 
outcompeting red squirrels). And plant 
health rules do not deal with alien species 
that affect animal health (for example 
ragweed affecting livestock). 

Other legislation concerned in part with 
invasive alien species includes: 
 Wildlife Trade Regulation 
 Regulation on plant protection products 

and on biocides 
 Birds Directive 
 Habitats Directive 
 Water Framework Directive 
 Marine Strategy Framework Directive 

However, these legal instruments do not 
address the majority of invasive species.  

Action by Member States 
IAS affect all Member States (MS) and all 
have taken some action to deal with the 
problem. However, the response has been 
largely reactive and has resulted in a 
patchwork of uncoordinated action.  

Table 1 – Estimated economic losses due to 
invasive species across the globe 

Country Estimated losses 

Globally €1 trillion/year 

US €90 billion/year 

EU €12 billion/year 

China €11 billion/year 

New Zealand €2 billion/year 

UK €2 billion/year 
Data source: European Commission (2013)

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/invasivealien/docs/IAS%20Impact%20Assessment.pdf
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/environment/nature_and_biodiversity/l28179_en.htm
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/environment/nature_and_biodiversity/l28179_en.htm
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/environment/nature_and_biodiversity/l28179_en.htm
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The Asian tiger mosquito (Aedes 
albopictus) is associated with more than 
20 viruses including the dengue virus 
and chikungunya, which causes fever 
and severe joint pain. It is already 
widespread in Italy, where there was a 
localised outbreak of chikungunya in 
2007, as well as in several other parts of 
southern Europe. Climate change is 
expected to assist its spread 
northwards.  
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 A wide range of measures, 

ranging from regulations 
and policies to voluntary 
actions, are already in 
place across the EU. Most 
MS have concentrated on 
dealing with long-
established invasive 
species and have paid less 
attention to prevention or 
detection of new species.  

According to a European 
Commission study, a 
number of MS have 
established blacklists of 
invasive species but there 
is no common method for 
defining which species are 
blacklisted in EU countries. 
This leads to inconsist-
encies in the range of species covered and 
the scientific validity of the lists.  

Different rules on banning invasive species, 
and variations in terms and concepts used in 
legal texts, also lead to uncertainty for those 
who use or trade in non-native species. 

This inconsistent approach and lack of 
coherence means that one country may 
introduce rules to control a particular 
species while others do not. Efforts by 
Belgium to eradicate giant hogweed at a 
cost of €0.5 million per year could be in vain, 
as with no reciprocal 
action in France, there is a 
constant threat of 
reinvasion along rivers 
flowing through both 
countries. 

International action 
A number of different 
conventions and agree-
ments specifically address 
invasive alien species. The 
Bern Convention (1979), 
also known as the 
Convention on the 
Conservation of European Wildlife and 

Natural Habitats, 
appointed a group of 
experts dedicated to the 
issue of invasive species. 
This resulted in the 2003 
European Strategy on 
Invasive Alien Species, 
which established 
guidelines to encourage 
coordinated efforts across 
Europe to prevent or 
minimise the effects of 
invasive species.  

The EU is a Party to the 
United Nations Conven-
tion on Biological 
Diversity (1992), which 
adopted a new 10-year 
strategic plan, including 
the Aichi Biodiversity 

Targets, in October 2010. This included a 
specific target related to invasive species.  

The International Convention for the Control 
and Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and 
Sediments (BWM) (2004), which is close to 
being ratified, will require ships to take 
measures to prevent the spread of invasive 
species through one of the most common 
pathways: emptying ballast water 
transported from elsewhere.  

The International Plant Protection 
Convention (1951) aims to protect 

cultivated and wild plants 
from the introduction and 
spread of pests and 
disease. The convention 
develops standards to 
ensure the safe 
international movement of 
plants and plant products. 
Measures include import 
regulations and pest risk 
analysis. 

 

 

Invasive species can alter entire 
ecosystems. Scientists cite the 
example of the New Zealand 
flatworm (Arthurdendyus triangulatus), 
which has become established in the 
UK and feeds on native earthworms. 
As well as depriving wildlife of an 
important food source, without the 
native population of earthworms to 
'garden' it, the soil becomes more 
porous and prone to water logging. 
This has a knock on effect for plant 
growing conditions and creates a less 
suitable habitat for moles. 

http://www.nobanis.org/Regulations.asp
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/invasivealien/docs/BIO_IASPolicies2011.pdf
http://www.nobanis.org/Regulations_international.asp#global
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/nature/bern/default_en.asp
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/nature/bern/default_en.asp
http://www.cbd.int/doc/external/cop-09/bern-01-en.pdf
http://www.cbd.int/doc/external/cop-09/bern-01-en.pdf
http://www.cbd.int/
http://www.cbd.int/
http://www.cbd.int/
http://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
http://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
http://www.imo.org/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-for-the-Control-and-Management-of-Ships'-Ballast-Water-and-Sediments-(BWM).aspx
http://www.imo.org/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-for-the-Control-and-Management-of-Ships'-Ballast-Water-and-Sediments-(BWM).aspx
http://www.imo.org/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-for-the-Control-and-Management-of-Ships'-Ballast-Water-and-Sediments-(BWM).aspx
https://www.ippc.int/
https://www.ippc.int/
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The grey squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis) 
has driven native reds to near extinction 
in some parts of the UK and Italy. As well 
as dominating food and habitat 
resources, greys can also carry the 
squirrel poxvirus, fatal to red squirrels. 
Once numbering around 3.5 million, 
today the UK Forestry Commission says 
there are just 140 000 red squirrels left in 
Britain – compared to 2.5 million greys. It 
is likely that grey squirrels from Italy 

n neighbouring France and 
Switzerland in the next few decades. 
could arrive i
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European Commission proposal 

Context 
Stricter control of invasive species was one 
of the six main targets of the EU biodiversity 
strategy to 2020 adopted by the European 
Commission in May 2011. The strategy 
underpins the revised EU target of "halting 
the loss of biodiversity and the degradation 
of ecosystem services in the EU by 2020 and 
restoring them in so far as feasible, while 
stepping up the EU contribution to averting 
global biodiversity loss". It forms an 
important part of the Europe 2020 strategy – 
the EU's 10-year plan for reviving the 
European economy – in particular the 
resource-efficient Europe flagship initiative. 

Target five of the 
biodiversity strategy 
states that: “by 2020, 
invasive alien species and 
their pathways are 
identified and prioritised, 
priority species are 
controlled or eradicated, 
and pathways are 
managed to prevent the 
introduction and estab-
lishment of new IAS.” 
This would implement 
the Aichi target on 
invasive alien species as 
well as contribute to the 
EU's own biodiversity 
objectives. 

The proposal 
In September 2013, the 
European Commission 
adopted a proposal for a 
Regulation on the 
prevention and management of the 
introduction and spread of invasive alien 
species.  

The central feature is a list of 'invasive alien 
species of Union concern'. This would 
include the most problematic species, which 
would be banned from being imported, 
sold, kept or grown, used or released in the 

EU. The list would be drawn up with MS and 
based on risk assessments and scientific 
evidence. Initially, the number of species 
covered by the list would be limited to 50 to 
enable the system to develop gradually and 
allow MS to put the necessary structures in 
place. The concerns of traders and breeders 
would be taken into consideration. Owners 
of animals that may be listed as invasive 
alien species of Union concern would be 
able to keep their pet until the end of its life. 

The Commission's strategy aims to move 
towards a more preventative approach, 
identifying potential pathways of invasive 
species and taking appropriate measures. 
MS will be required to put border controls in 

place within 12 months of 
the Regulation coming 
into force. They will also 
have to set up an official 
surveillance system, with-
in 18 months, to collect 
and record data on 
invasive alien species. An 
early warning and rapid 
response system would 
oblige MS to immediately 
report any invasive alien 
species of Union concern 
to the Commission and to 
other MS, and take action 
to eradicate these within 
three months. Where 
species have already 
become established, 
measures to minimise 
their impact would be 
required.  

 

Initial reactions from stakeholders 

There is generally a strong consensus 
among stakeholders that action is needed to 
tackle the problem of invasive alien species. 
Although the legislative proposal has been 
welcomed, there are concerns over certain 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0244:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0244:FIN:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/resource-efficient-europe/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/invasivealien/docs/proposal/en.pdf
http://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/Redsquirrel
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process for identifying 
priority species.  

Originally native to South America, the coypu 
was introduced to Europe, North America, 
Africa and Asia for fur-farming at the 
beginning of the 20th century. It successfully 
colonised after escaping from farms. In 1989, 

 coypu was eradicated from the UK, where 
at its peak, the population numbered around 
200 000. However, it is still a significant and 
costly problem in other parts of Europe. A 
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the

cost-benefit analysis was carried out 
aring the eradication programme in the 

UK with a permanent control campaign in 
Italy. The eradication programme which cost 
€5 million over 11 years, proved more cost-
efficient. In Italy, despite spending more than 
€2.5 million removing over 200 000 coypus 
between 1995 and 2000, the damage caused 
otalled more than €10 million. Future 

damage and management costs are 
estimated at €9-12 million per year. 

comp
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While considered "a 
step in the right 
direction", several 
conservation groups, 
including the Inter-
national Union for 
Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN), BirdLife 
International and the 
European Environ-
mental Bureau (EEB), 
see the limitation on 
the number of species 
proposed for the 
prohibited list as a 
significant shortcoming. 
The IUCN says the cap 
of 50 species is "far too low to achieve the 
EU and global biodiversity targets". 

European Parliament 

In a resolution on the EU 2020 biodiversity 
strategy in April 2012, the European 
Parliament (EP) called for measures to 
prevent the entry of new invasive species 
and the spread of those currently 
established in the EU. It urged the 
Commission to bring forward a "holistic" 
approach to ensure a common EU policy to 
prevent, monitor, eradicate and manage 
invasive species.  

MEPs also adopted a resolution in April 2012 
on the Seventh Environmental Action 
Programme, which defines the EU's 
environmental priorities up to 2020. In the 
context of adaptation to climate change, the 
EP called for an ambitious programme for 
reforming EU plant-health legislation, to 
tackle the problem of invasive alien species, 

some of which are the 
result of climate 
change. 

The Commission’s 
proposal on the 
prevention and 
management of the 
introduction and 
spread of invasive alien 
species is currently 
under consideration by 
the EP, with the 
Committee on the 
Environment, Public 
Health and Food Safety 
(rapporteur Pavel Poc, 
S&D, Czech Republic) as 
lead committee.  

 

Further reading 

Invasive Species Management: A Handbook 
of Principles and Techniques/ Mick Clout & 
Peter Williams, Oxford University Press, 
2009.  

Disclaimer and Copyright 

This briefing is a summary of published 
information and does not necessarily represent 
the views of the author or the European 
Parliament. The document is exclusively 
addressed to the Members and staff of the 
European Parliament for their parliamentary 
work. Links to information sources within this 
document may be inaccessible from locations 
outside the European Parliament network. 
©European Union, 2013. All rights reserved. 

http://www.library.ep.ec 
http://libraryeuroparl.wordpress.com 

 

 

http://www.iucn.org/
http://www.birdlife.org/worldwide/index.html?gclid=COy_6a-LiboCFc7C3god-2QAHQ
http://www.birdlife.org/worldwide/index.html?gclid=COy_6a-LiboCFc7C3god-2QAHQ
http://www.eeb.org/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2012-146
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2012-147
http://www.oeil.ep.parl.union.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2013/0307(COD)&l=en
http://www.library.ep.ec/
http://libraryeuroparl.wordpress.com/
http://www.wildlifebiology.com/Volumes/2007+-+volume+13/2/630/En/

