RUSSIAN OLIVE

Elaeagnus angustifolia

Life History/Identification:
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Russian olive is a small, thorny shrub or small tree that can grow up to 30 feet in height.  Its stems, buds, and leaves have a dense covering of silvery to rusty scales.  The leaves of Russian olive are egg-shaped, smooth-margined, and alternate along the stem.  Russian olive begins flowering when the plant is between 3 to 5 years old.  Flowering occurs from May through June, and the flowers are highly aromatic and a creamy yellow color. From August to October, clusters of abundant silvery fruits, remain on the plant throughout the winter.  Seeds are dispersed by birds and are commonly deposited along river courses where shrubs and trees are localized.  The seeds of Russian olive are viable for up to three years.  Germination is promoted by the natural cold treatment that seeds receive over the winter or they can also be artificially enhanced by stratification in moist sand.  In addition to sexual reproduction and the setting of abundant seeds, Russian olive also propagates itself vegetatively by sprouts from adventitious buds.  Once established, the plant can thrive over a broad range of soils textures and moisture levels, from heavy clay soils with groundwater to light, sandy, well-drained soils.  Russian olive can withstand flooding and silting and is also drought resistant.  This exotic grows rapidly and readily competes with other species, especially in riparian environments.  Russian olive is shade tolerant, persistent, and can easily become the dominant species, replacing native cottonwoods and willows in western drainage systems.

Northern Arizona Localities:

.  Russian olive can be found in many areas of Northern Arizona.  In the past it has been promoted for use as windbreaks and erosion control.  Rows of Russian olive can be seen in areas such as Doney Park.  Scattered populations can be found in the National Forest.  These are probably the result of animal dispersal but might have also been deliberately planted.  This species can become very invasive when introduced into a wild land setting.  For example, in 1964, Russian olive was planted in Canyon De Chelly in northeastern Arizona and ten years later it was one of the dominant trees of the canyon bottom.  Control efforts must be initiated to stop the spread of these invasive trees into the canyons and waterways of northern Arizona.

Origin and Impacts:


Russian olive was first cultivated in Germany in 1736, and was introduced into the United States in the late 1800’s as an ornamental tree.  Until recently, the Soil Conservation Service (SCS) recommended Russian olive for windbreaks and erosion control.  It is increasingly being recognized, however, for its invasiveness in natural areas, particularly in arid riparian ecosystems.  The plants rapidly colonize lowland fields and choke irrigation ditches in the western United States.  Russian olive woodlands have replaced many marshlands in South Dakota and riparian areas in New Mexico.  Communities that are dominated by Russian olive are generally considered to be inferior wildlife habitats to those consisting of primarily native vegetation.  In fact, the ecosystem that the tree creates is thought to strain some federally threatened and endangered birds, such as piping plovers, least terns, and whooping cranes.  Bald eagles may also be impacted by the reduction or elimination of cottonwood trees that they use for nesting and roosting.  These plants could also impact threatened, endangered, or rare fish.  Russian olive consumes water at a higher rate than native trees, thus lowering the water table.  The lowered water table could make spring-fed desert lakes unsuitable for the rare fishes inhabiting them.  There is also no commercial value for the wood of Russian olive.

Control:


Prevention is the most effective and least expensive method of control.  Once Russian olive is established in unwanted areas, it is difficult to control and almost impossible to eradicate because of its ability to form root shoots and suckers.  The dispersal of seeds over a large area by birds and wildlife, and the long viability of its seed, also makes control an arduous task.

      Cultural Control:

Cultural control must be used in conjunction with other control techniques in order to contain and eradicate Russian olive.  When restoring or treating an area infested with the plant, use shrub and tree species that are native to the particular region and ecosystem.  In Arizona, cottonwood and willow species are competitive with Russian olive, but are not capable of eradicating invasive species on their own.  Do not use Russian olive as an ornamental or for erosion control.  They easily escape into the wild and begin new infestations.

      Mechanical Control:

Mowing hedges with a brush-type mower, followed by the removal of cut material is an effective method of control.  Large machines, however, are costly and they are not selective in avoiding damage to native vegetation.  The use of a chainsaw, used by trained personnel, is effective if the tree is cut just above the ground and then followed by an herbicide application.

      Chemical Control (Noted here are chemical control techniques that have been used in other areas.  Always check with weed specialists or chemical suppliers before treatment to ensure correct dosage and application.  Mention of these products does not imply endorsement by the Northern Arizona Weed Council or The Nature Conservancy.):

1) One part Remedy( (chemical name: triclopyr) added to three parts vegetable oil can be sprayed evenly but lightly from the base of the stem up to 12 inches above the ground.  It is important to cover the entire circumference of the tree, but not to cause runoff or puddling.

2) If the tree is cut just above the ground, Garlon 3A( (triethylamine salt of triclopyr) can be sprayed on the entire perimeter of the stump for effective control.  It is important to have an equal mixture of Garlon 3A( and water, and to thoroughly clean the stump of any dirt or sawdust.

3) Repeated application of 2,4-D has been used in Nebraska as a means of controlling large trees.  This method requires at least two-years of multiple aplications.

      Biological Control (No exotic species should be introduced into an ecosystem without extensive research into the long-term effects.  Mention of the species below does not imply appropriateness for use in Northern Arizona.):

Verticillium wilt and phomopsis canker are two natural disease agents that are already present in North America that harm Russian olive.  The disease is manifested as reddish brown to black areas of canker on smaller branches, often with small, dark structures of the fungus on the diseased bark.  The cankers restrict water, which results in the death of leaves and branches.

Note: No single control method, or any one-year treatment program, will ever achieve effective control of an area contaminated with Russian olive.  The fast growth, high seed viability, fast rate of spread, and aggressive vegetative growth of this plant require long-term cooperative integrated management programs and planning to prevent, contain, and reduce Russian olive infestations.
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