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Abstract

Garlic mustard (Alliaria petiolata (M. Bieb.) Cavara and Grande), a European biennial 
herb introduced to North America 150 years ago is now widespread in temperate forests 
from East to West and as far north as Alaska and south to Georgia.  Garlic mustard’s rapid 
spread, high local abundances, and lack of any beneficial effects spurred development of 
a biological control program in the late 1990’s, which included a long-term monitoring 
program to develop baseline data on life history and population dynamics of A. petiolata   
We anticipated that before and after comparisons would allow us to assess changes in A. 
petiolata performance associated with biological control agent releases.  After a decade of 
studies in the East and Midwest, we have seen declines of A. petiolata to very low abundance 
at our permanent monitoring locations (but only in the absence of management efforts). 
Detailed evaluations of potential mechanisms point to negative soil feedback, i.e. the build-
up of soil pathogens that appear to suppress A. petiolata while having no apparent negative 
effect on associated forest understory vegetation.  While these effects appear widespread in 
the oldest invaded areas, similar population declines are not as widespread or apparent in the 
more recently invaded areas further west.  We are now ready to petition the introduction of 
the first host specific control agent – but is this the right choice of action? At the present time 
the lack of clear and extensive negative ecosystem impacts of A. petiolata and the apparent 
decline without management intervention suggests that adding biological control agents 
to the North American fauna will not aid in restoration of herbaceous forest communities.  


