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Some of the worst invasions occur in Mudumalai Tiger
Reserve, Sathyamangalam Tiger Reserve, the Nilgiris and the
dry Eastern Ghats — landscapes that the Nature Sustainability
study also mapped as national invasion hotspots.
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Tamil Nadu recognised this challenge early and moved
from policy to practice. From pioneering India’s first
invasive plant eradication policy to systematically
clearing Senna, Prosopis and Lantana across
thousands of hectares, we are showing that scientific
restoration and circular economy can go hand in hand.
Time is running out—the global evidence is clear, and
urgent action is the only way to bring back lost
biodiversity
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—Supriya Sahu, additional chief secretary, Environment, Forest
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Northeast India:
High invasion acceleration
driven by warming &
land-use change

Himalayan
Foothills: Dryland
invaders like Prosopis
moving upslope

Nilgiri Biosphere
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affecting wildlife corridors
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Prioritised high-risk
cluster with multi-species
invasions
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Central Indian Dry
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Prosopis dominating
understory

ninsular India. Researchers warn that without
decisive interventions, several natural ecosys-
tems could shift entirely from native to invasive
dominance within a generation. These shifts
have direct ecological consequences, invasions
affect tens of thousands of square kilometres
of herbivore habitat annually and erode the
ecosystems upon which large carnivores and
pastoral livelihoods depend.

The study’s authors argue that invasions re-
flect deeper systemic disruptions. Fragmented
landscapes, rapid land-use change, intensifying
agriculture and climate extremes have created
ideal conditions for invasives to spread. Mean-
while, the IPBES assessment highlighted how
poorly equipped countries are to respond. Most
nations—including India—lack national-level
legislation for invasive species, dedicated regu-
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NDIA is confronting a rapidly escalat-
ing ecological crisis as invasive alien
plants surge across forests, grass-
lands, wetlands and farmlands — re-
shaping ecosystems at a pace and
scale not previously understood. A re-
cent peer-reviewed study published in
Nature Sustainability this year presents the
clearest national picture yet. Invasive plants
are spreading across nearly 15,500 sq km of
natural areas every year, displacing native veg-
etation, degrading wildlife habitats, threaten-
ing pastoral livelihoods and creating cascading
socio-ecological risks across the country.

At the same time, the world’s top biodiversity
science body, IPBES, warns that invasive spe-
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habitats, with Prosopis transforming entire
arid and semi-arid regions of western and pe-

new economic loop—removal, utilisation and
reinvestment in restoration.

‘Invasive species a wicked problem
we can only manage, not solve’
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S India intensifies efforts to
tackle invasive species—from
Senna spectabilis in Tamil
Nadu’s forests to tilapia and
crayfish overrunning fresh-
water ecosystems—the glo-
bal scientific community warns that
invasions are accelerating world-
wide. To understand why managing
invasives remains such a complex
ecological and economic challenge,
TNIE spoke to Julian Blanc, Head,
Biodiversity and Land Branch Eco-
systems Division of UN Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP). In this
candid conversation ahead of Sev-
enth Session of the UN Environ-
ment Assembly, Blanc explains why
invasives thrive, how short-term hu-
man incentives worsen crisis, and
why he calls biological invasions a
“wicked problem” that requires sus-
tained political will and long-term
investment.
Here are the excerpts:

@ The IPBES Invasive Alien
Species Assessment report calls
invasive species one of the top
drivers of biodiversity loss.
How do you view these
findings?

The IPBES assessment reflects ex-
actly what we see on the ground. In-
vasive species are a classic “wicked
problem.” They interact with cli-
mate change, land-use pressures,
pollution and economic incentives,
so you can improve the situation but
never fully solve it. And the reality
is that none of the major global en-

vironmental challenges have the fi-
nancial resources they require.
We’'re struggling on the plastic trea-
ty, climate negotiations are falling
short, and strong economic inter-
ests slow down action. Even when
science is clear, as IPBES makes it,
converting that clarity into long-
term investment and political com-
mitment is the hardest part.

® Why is the Indian subconti-
nent particularly vulner-
able to biological
invasions?

The Indian region has all
the ingredients that make
invasions spread faster:
densely populated land-
scapes, heavy pressure on
freshwater bodies, rapid
land-use change, pollution
and multiple competing de-
velopment priorities. When
ecosystems are already
stressed, invasives can take
hold much more easily. At
the same time, many inva-
sive species offer short-term eco-
nomic value—food, livelihood or
market benefits—which creates in-
centives to keep using them rather
than remove them. That combina-
tion of ecological pressure and eco-
nomic pressure is exactly what
makes the subcontinent so vulnera-
ble. And once native diversity is lost,
the ecosystem functions it supports
are lost as well.

#® Why do governments struggle
to act on invasives?
We prefer short-term gains over

Julian Blanc,Head,
Biodiversity & Land Branch
Ecosystems Division of
UN Environment
Programme (UNEP)

long-term benefits. This behaviour
makes it hard to invest in long-term
ecological restoration, especially
when invasive species appear to of-
fer immediate economic opportuni-
ties. And governments face compet-
ing priorities: livelihoods,
infrastructure, climate adaptation.
Invasive species become one more
problem in a crowded agenda.

® You have described
invasive species
management as a
“wicked problem.”
What does that
mean in practice?
Wicked problems
have no final solu-
tion—you can make
things better or worse,
but you never “solve”
them completely. What
you need is sustained
investment, prioritisa-
tion and long-term
governance. But when
these needs compete
with other urgent priorities, inva-
sive species often get pushed aside.

# Given these challenges, what
gives you hope?

Even wicked problems can be made
better. We may not eliminate inva-
sives everywhere, but with consist-
ent investment, policy support and
prioritisation, we can significantly
reduce their impacts and restore
ecological function. The question is
not whether it’s possible—it’s
whether we choose to make it a
priority.
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