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Outline

• Intro to Rutgers Cooperative Extension
• Xenophobic and culturally insensitive language in invasion 

ecology- names, metaphors, and imagery
• Institutions taking action
• Best practices, examples, and guidelines
• How can we be more inclusive with our communication?



https://njaes.rutgers.edu/

• Outreach arm of the university

• Part of the New Jersey Agricultural Experiment Station

• Collaboration between the counties and university

• Mission: RCE helps the diverse population of New Jersey 
adapt to a rapidly changing society and improve their 
lives and communities through an educational process 
that uses science-based knowledge.





• Watchung Reservation Strike Team
• Invasive Species of the Month- 6 editions so far
• Education and Trainings- public, volunteers, landscapers, nurseries
 



Middlesex 

• White- 58%
• Black or African American- 13%
• Asian- 26%
• Hispanic/ Latino- 23%
• American Indian/ Alaskan native- 0.1% 

July, 2023. US Census

Union 
• White- 66%
• Black or African American- 24%
• Asian- 6%
• Hispanic/ Latino- 34%
• American Indian/ Alaskan native- 1% 





A word about language….

Note that some historically used common names may be considered culturally insensitive. Where 
possible we have listed alternative names or, in some cases, eliminated references to a country of 
origin . 

Lower, El and Sturtevant  Rochelle 2022. Alien Language: What’s In A (Species) Name? Michigan Sea 
Grant; Michigan State University Extension. Available at https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/alien-
language-what-s-in-a-species-name-msg22-sturtevant22

https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/alien-language-what-s-in-a-species-name-msg22-sturtevant22
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/alien-language-what-s-in-a-species-name-msg22-sturtevant22


National Invasive Species Management Association

• https://naisma.org/
• February 27, 2024- The Invasive Species Language Workshop
• NAISMA and Sea Grant hosted a webinar on communications issues 

in invasion biology, including inclusive language, effective use of 
metaphors, changes to species names, and more.
• El Lower, Michigan State University, Communication Specialist, Great Lakes 

Aquatic Indigenous Species Information System
• Samuel Chan, Oregon State University, Sea Grant Oregon Invasive Species 

Council

https://naisma.org/


Problematic imagery

Source of slide: Samuel Chan, Oregon State University, Sea Grant Oregon Invasive Species Council







The names we use in invasion biology can be problematic.

• Culturally insensitive names
• spongy moth, Lymantria dispar

• Placed-based names
• japanese knotweed, Reynoutria japonica
• chinese wisteria, Wisteria sinensis
• asian carp- 4 different species (grass, black, bighead, and silver carp)

• Eponymous, honorific names that perpetuate colonialism/ 
racism
• Bachman’s sparrow

ML49277601, photo credit: Howard West 2/2017 



Why the change to spongy moth (Lymantria dispar)? 

• Ethnic slur
• Romani/ Roma people- ethnic 

group who lived a nomadic lifestyle. 
Current Rajasthan (northern India).
• 1 million Roma in the US
• 2022 name change. Sponge-like 

egg masses and is derived from 
translations of common names used 
for the insect in its native range and 
French-speaking Canada.
• entsoc.org/publications/com

mon-names/spongy-moth



Metaphors- make complex concepts easy to understand

• Military metaphors- “The war on X”, “Help fight X”, 
“Battling X”
• Human actions are responsible, not the species itself
• Harms morale. Are we fighting a losing battle?

• Nativist metaphors- “Alien invasion” “Exotic species”
• Long history of conflating immigrants with biological invasions
• Xenophobic, racist language
• Can backfire, immigrants can identify with the invasive species



Alternative Metaphors

Invasive species as
• Hitchhikers- process
• Ecological bullies- process
• An illness- natural resource managers 

as healers
• Others?

Is it fair to everyone? 
Equitability

Aptness 

Is it accurate?
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Michigan State University, Great Lakes Aquatic 
Indigenous Species Information System

Framework 
for appropriate metaphors



Sedona Chinn, Dan Hiaeshutter-Rice, P. Sol Hart & Brendon M.H. Larson (10 Oct 2023): Testing How Militaristic and Xenophobic Language Affects 
Engagement with Facebook Posts about Invasive Species, Environmental Communication, DOI: 10.1080/17524032.2023.2267787



Previous Name Changes

• Jewfish to Goliath Grouper, 1998
Epinephelus itajara

• Northern Squafish to Northern Pikeminnow, 2001
Ptychocheilus oregonensis

• Asian Carp to Invasive Carp, 2014
University of Minnesota legislation- 4 species of carp

Photo credit: https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/atlantic-
goliath-grouper

Photo credit: https://www.usgs.gov/media/images/northern-
pikeminnow-ptychocheilus-oregonensis



Other industries considering gendered and archaic language

• US Fish and 
Wildlife switching 
from “Asian carp to 
invasive carp”
• Bureau of Land 

Management- 
rename geographic 
features that 
contain racial slurs
• Audio Visual 

Industry
• Plumbing industry- 

connector naming



New Jersey Aquatic Invasive Species Management Plan

• Updated names to remove all place-
based and/or culturally insensitive 
names in the aquatic species lists. 
• Conferred with other lists that had 

recently updated names, including the 
Mid-Atlantic Panel on Aquatic Invasive 
Species
• Replaced with more visually 

descriptive names.



Slide and research credit: Samuel Chan, Oregon State University, Sea Grant Oregon Invasive Species Council



Better Common Names Project 2024 priority species for renaming:

• Japanese beetle (Popillia japonica)

• Japanese broadwinged katydid (Holochlora japonica)
• Asian longhorned beetle (Anoplophora glabripennis)

• Asian longhorned tick (Haemaphysalis longicornis)
• Asian citrus psyllid (Diaphorina citri)

• Asian subterranean termite (Coptotermes gestroi)
• Oriental stink bug (Plautia stali)
• Asiatic rice borer (Chilo suppressalis)

• African mole cricket (Gryllotalpa africana)

Criteria for renaming:

• Inadvertently create associations between 
invasives and groups of people

• Have significant public usage
• Are used in federal regulatory documents

• Among most frequently cited by 
entomologists and the public as needing 
reconsideration



Language + misconceptions= lack of public buy in and support



How does a name change happen?

• Professional association in lead who can facilitate collaboration 
especially among regulatory agencies. 
• Ie. Entomological Society of America

• Need an inclusive process with diverse perspectives
• Opportunities to stay anonymous when giving input
• Research the name in its native range



Best Practices for Choosing Common Names
University of Minnesota Invasive Species Community of Practice
18 improved names 

Promote the use of scientific names 
Evaluate other common names in use
• Avoid using place-based and derogatory names. 
• Avoid militaristic language
• Avoid common names that can cause confusion across other 

species
New common names if no options meet above criteria
• Focus on descriptive words- features that help lead to invasion 

success, host species, important identification features, 
characteristic symptoms, etc.

2018 new name “Red hailstone” 
(Thladiantha dubia)

Replaces “Manchu tubergourd”

Photo credit: https://extension.umn.edu/identify-invasive-species/red-hailstone

Photo credit: https://liisma.org/red-hailstone-thladiantha-dubia/



Some of my favorite common names….

• Stiltgrass
• Mile a Minute
• Garlic mustard
• Rock snot
• Zebra mussel
• Spotted Lanternfly
• Emerald ash borer



Cheng, S. J. et al. (2023) Championing Inclusive Terminology In Ecology and Evolution. 
Trends in Ecology & Evolution. 



7 terms compiled by UF|IFAS 
Invasive Species Council
Goal:  common language to improve invasive species education and limit 
confusion caused by the excessive jargon 
• Use: native, nonnative, introduced, established, invasive, nuisance, and 

range change
• Avoid: native invasive, invasive exotic, invasive weed, alien, foreign, and 

nonindigenous. 



Resources for Learning More….



Suggest a new name based on best practices:

• Oriental bittersweet
• Japanese honeysuckle
• Japanese barberry
• Chinese wisteria
• Norway maple
• European green crab
• Chinese mitten crab
• European periwinkle

Photo credit: https://www.exoticsguide.org/littorina_littorea Photo credit: USGS

Photo credit: Invasive Green Crab. Photo: Linda Shaw, NOAA Fisheries



New common name
• Focus on descriptive words- features that help lead to invasion success, 

host species, important identification features, characteristic symptoms, 
etc.



Thank you

Questions? 

Michele Bakacs
Associate Professor/ County Agent

Rutgers Cooperative Extension- Middlesex and Union Counties


