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IDENTIFYING INVASIVE SPECIES ON THE TRAIL  

 

STEP ONE: Figure out  

A) what kind of plant you have (tree, shrub, vine or herb), and  

B) how the leaves and branches are arranged: 

 

A. TYPE OF PLANT:  

Is the plant  

A tree  Ą a single woody stem? 

A shrub Ą several woody stems coming from the same base? 

An herb Ą no woody stem? 

A vine Ą woody or herbaceous, but clambering over or twining around another 

plant for support? 

 

 

 

B. LEAF AND BRANCH ARRANGEMENT:  

 Are the leaves and branches (if woody) 

OPPOSITE each other? 

 

 

 

 

 

ALTERNATE  from each other?  

 

 

 

 

 

STEP TWO:   

 a.  Go to the correct pages (color-coded, with an ALT or OPP symbol in the upper 

right-hand corner). 

 b. Look at the pictures, if necessary to narrow down choices 

  c.  Compare the ówhat to look forô characteristics with a specimen of your 

unknown plant 

 d. Check the óLook-alikesô characteristics to eliminate other plants 



 
NORWAY MAPLE 
ACPL   Acer platanoides 
 
What to look for: 

Ï Large (4-7ò), 5-lobed leaves, with extra 
points on each of the lobes 

Ï Deciduous tree, up to 50-60  feet high   
Ï Fruits:  large, wings are spread at 180° 

(ónosesô)  
Ï MILKY SAP (torn leaf or leaf petiole) 
Ï Casts dense shade 
Ï Bark: dark brown, strongly ridged 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Look-alikes: 
SUGAR MAPLE (Acer saccharinum) 

x Leaves similar, but more 
3-lobed, smaller, light 
green 

x No milky sap from torn 
leaves or stems 

x Fruits: small, wings 
downpointing 

x Bark grey, smoothish 
 

 
RED MAPLE (Acer rubrum) 

x Smaller, 3 pointed leaves 
with toothed margins 

x Fruits:  small, angled  
wings 

x Bark: smooth to rough, 
light grey 

x No milky sap

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TREE 

opposite 

ACPL 

 

 

Sugar Maple 

maple 
Red maple  



 
 
Additional images ï Norway maple identification: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Leaf: note large size, broad sinus  

(indent) between the 5 lobes 

Seed (samara) ï note wings are in line 

with each other 

Norway maple  (exotic) 

Sugar maple (native) 

Leaf: note smaller  size, 
narrow sinus (indent) 

between  the 3 main lobes, 

fewer, longer points 

Fruit (samara) for both Red 

and Sugar ï note wings are 

at an acute angle to each 

other; much smaller than 

Norway fruit 

TREE 

opposite 

ACPL 

 

 

Red maple (native) 

Leaf: note much smaller  

size, appears more 3-lobed 



 

Red maple bark Norway maple bark 

Norway maple leaves & 
seeds 

Sugar maple leaves  

TREE 

opposite 

ACPL 

 

 



TREE-OF-HEAVEN or AILANTHUS 

AIAL - Ailanthus altissima 

 
What to look for: 

Ð  Long, compound leaves ï each leaf is made 
up 12-35 dark green, toothed, shiny leaflets, 

Ð each leaflet is 3-5 inches long, on a short stalk 
Ð the lower leaflets have a  small pointed lobe at 

the base 
Ð Strong, unpleasant smell from the leaves & 

twigs (like rancid peanut butter) 
Ð Smooth grey bark 
Ð Clusters of flowers or winged fruits at the ends 

of branches 
Ð Usually in high-light environments 
Ð May form thickets of sprouts that look like a 

shrub clump 
Ð Pith looks like peanut butter 

 
 
 
 
Look-Alikes 
 

 
SUMACS (Rhus species) 

x True shrubs (many stems from one 
root base) 

x Clusters of hairy red berries at 
branch ends 

x Only found growing in the open 
x Stems may be very hairy 
x White pith 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ASH (Fraxinus pensylanica) 

x Opposite ï not alternate 
x Fewer (5-13) leaflets per leaf 
x Very ridged bark on larger trees 
 
WALNUT (Juglans nigra) 
x Similar long leaves with 15-23 

leaflets 
x Leaflets attached directly to stem 
x Smell not unpleasant 
x Dark brown, furrowed bark 
x Large walnuts (hard round fruits) 
x No lobe at base of leaflet 
x Chambered pith 

 
 

 

 

 

1 leaf 

WALNUT 

TREE 

alternate 

AIAL  

Walnut bark 



Additional images ï Ailanthus identification  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One leaf (many leaflets)  ï note glands 

(projections) at based of each leaflet 

Ash - native 

One leaf ï note fewer number of leaflets, 

no glands 

Fruit (samara) ï 

thin, narrow & 

flat 
Sumac  - native 

One leaf ï each leaflet 

is serrated; no glands 

Fruit  - a cluster of 

small red berries at 

the top of the 

branches 

TREE 

alternate 

AIAL  

Ash bark ï dark, 

strongly ridged 

Bark: smooth and grey 



 
 
AUTUMN OLIVE  
ELUM ï Elaeagnus umbellata 

 
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: 
 

Ï Small tree or large shrub 
Ï Simple leaves with silvery 

dots (scales) especially on 
the underside 

Ï Young twigs also have 
silvery scales 

Ï Fragrant cream-colored 
flowers in May/June 

Ï Edges of leaves undulate 
giving a wavy look  

Ï Fruit is a red berry with 
silvery scales 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

TREE 

alternate 

ELUM  

Often looks light mint green in 

color from a distance  

Look- alikes: 
Russian olive (E. angustifolia) ï also an invasive but uncommon in NJ (Report any 
occurrences!)   
Looks very similar except has: 
x yellow fruit  

x thinner leaves.                                                     No native look-alikes in NJ. 



JAPANESE BARBERRY 
BETH ï Berberis thunbergii  
 
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: 
Ï Several to many stems from root 

base 
Ï Small, thin straight thorns at each 

leaf-clusterï BEWARE!!! 
Ï Leaves small, narrow at the base & 

wider, rounded at the tip 
Ï Leaves in clusters of 2-3 along the 

stems 
Ï Long stems bend over, may root 

where they touch the ground 
Ï May have small red berries (last 
yearôs) dangling along the stem 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
No native species is similar 

 

SHRUB 

alternate 

BETH 

Single plant ï note  arching 

branches  

A dense thicket 

Clustered small leaves along the 

branches, each leaf shaped like a 
spatula 

Single plant ï note  arching 

branches  

Dense thicket 



MULTIFLORA ROSE 
ROMU - Rosa multiflora 
 
 
What to look for: 
Ï Long, arching branches with thick, 

down- curved thorns BEWARE!! 
Ï Leaves divided into 5-10 pairs of 

small, serrate leaflets 
Ï STIPULES (leaf-like structure at the 

base of the leaf stem) are broad and 
fringed 

Ï White, fragrant flower clusters, red 
fruits at the ends of branches 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Native look-alikes:  native wild roses 

x Stipules narrow or broad, but no fringes 
x Bristles or straight thorns, not down-

curved 
x Straight stems or running along the 

ground,  not forming large bushes with 
thick arching branches 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Virginia rose  

x flat, square 

stipules ï not 

fringed,  

x prickles- not 
thorns, 

x pink single 

flowers 

Carolina rose 

x narrow stipules 

ï not fringed,  

x dense straight 

prickles - not 

thorns,  

x pink single 

flowers 

SHRUB 

alternate 

ROMU 



 
More images of ROMU (Rosa multiflora) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Virgina rose Carolina 

(pasture) rose 

SHRUB 

alternate 

ROMU 


