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Community Volunteers Drive Invasive Species Removal and
Native Forest Recovery in New Orleans City Park

Ecology & Evolution * Biodiversity

In New Orleans City Park, community volunteers working alongside park stewards have
become the primary engine behind removing fast-spreading invasive plants and
restoring native bottomland hardwood forest in Couturie Forest and neighboring Scout
Island. As highlighted in recent reporting from NOLA.com and ongoing stewardship
programs led by the City Park Conservancy and Louisiana Master Naturalists,
sustained hands-on removal of non-native trees, vines, and wetland weeds is allowing
native saplings, understory shrubs, and migratory bird habitat to re-establish
across the urban sanctuary.

Urban forests in coastal Louisiana face intense ecological pressure because warm
temperatures, abundant rainfall, and frequent storm disturbances create ideal
openings for introduced plants. Without active management, a handful of fast-growing
invasive species can rapidly shade out native oaks, cypresses, and understory flora,
turning diverse woodlands into low-diversity thickets.

How Hurricane Disturbance Opened the Canopy to Invaders

The invasive species challenge in Couturie Forest traces directly back to Hurricane
Katrina in 2005, when storm surge salinity and hurricane-force winds killed or
toppled large numbers of mature canopy trees. When a forest canopy breaks open,
sunlight floods the forest floor and disturbed soils expose bare mineral substrate
-- conditions that favor opportunistic, fast-seeding exotic plants over
slower-growing native hardwoods.

Peer-reviewed field research in Louisiana bottomland hardwood forests has documented
how delayed tree mortality after Katrina triggered population explosions of invasive
Chinese tallow ( Triadica sebifera ). Once tallow and similar invaders establish in
canopy gaps, they grow rapidly, produce abundant bird-dispersed seeds, and alter
soil chemistry and light levels, making it harder for native tree seedlings to
survive.

| Target Group | | Key Invasive Species Removed | | Ecological Impact on Native
Forest |

| Invasive Trees & Saplings | | Chinese tallow ( Triadica sebifera ), camphor,
chinaberry, glossy privet | | Crowds out native seedlings and forms dense
monoculture thickets |

| Aggressive Vines | | Bushkiller vine ( Cayratia japonica ), giant ragweed | |
Smothers native understory shrubs and young canopy saplings |

| Aquatic & Lagoon Invaders | | Water hyacinth, salvinia, water lettuce, apple
snails | | Depletes dissolved oxygen and clogs surrounding park waterways |
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Why Manual Volunteer Stewardship Matters

Removing established invasive plants inside a public urban park requires repeated,
selective labor rather than indiscriminate clearing. Volunteer workdays organized
through initiatives such as the Urban Forest Support Initiative and local Master
Naturalist cohorts train participants to distinguish native saplings from look-alike
invasives, hand-pull young seedlings, cut climbing vines such as bushkiller vine (
Cayratia japonica ), and clear invasive saplings before they reach reproductive
maturity.

Equally important is consistency across seasons. Because invasive seed banks persist
in the soil for years and birds continually re-introduce seeds from surrounding
urban neighborhoods, a single clearing pass is never enough. Regular volunteer
patrols intercept new sprouts early, giving planted and naturally regenerating
native trees the multi-year head start needed to close the upper canopy.

Restoring Habitat for Birds and Urban Resilience

As the native bottomland hardwood canopy recovers, shade-tolerant native understory
plants return and insect food webs diversify. Couturie Forest sits along a vital
Gulf Coast stopover corridor for migratory songbirds crossing or skirting the Gulf
of Mexico, and native trees host far richer communities of caterpillars and native
pollinators than introduced ornamentals such as Chinese tallow or glossy privet.

Beyond biodiversity , a structurally diverse native forest strengthens the park's
physical resilience against future storms and extreme heat. Deep-rooted native
hardwoods stabilize soils along lagoons and trails, absorb stormwater runoff during
intense Gulf Coast rainstorms, and cool surrounding neighborhoods -- demonstrating
how coordinated citizen science and volunteer stewardship can measurably reverse
post-disaster ecological degradation in urban ecosystems.
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