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Call for evidence - “Securing the future for UK pollinators and key 

beneficial insects: Preparing against the threat of invasive species” 
 

7 July 2026 

 

This response is on behalf of nature and animal welfare coalition Wildlife and Countryside 

Link (Link) to the Bees, Pollinators and Invertebrates APPG inquiry on invasive species.  

 

 

Section 1 – level of risk  

 

What are most pressing threats to UK pollinators and other beneficial insects regarding 

invasive species? 

Invasive non-native species (INNS) are one of the top five drivers of biodiversity decline. 

Globally, INNS were the leading cause in 16% of documented animal and plant extinctions, 

and a key driver in a further 60%.1  They drive losses of native species through impacts such 

as predation, competition, introducing diseases and altering habitats.2 Invasive plant species 

such as Himalayan balsam can dominate a landscape and outcompete native plants, 

disrupting the native pollinator networks on which many specialist insects depend. 

Invasive species are increasingly recognised as ‘threat multipliers’ whereby in addition to the 

direct impacts on species, they also amplify and worsen the effects of other stressors such as 

climate change, eutrophication, and hydrological disruption.3 This negatively impacts 

ecosystem services, such as pollination, soil fertility, and water purification.4  

INNS have been shown to reduce the abundance of studied insects by 31% and species 

richness by 26%, with the strongest negative impacts found for Hemiptera (true bugs) and 

Hymenoptera (bees, wasps, ants).5  

 
1 https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PN-0673/POST-PN-0673.pdf 
2 1 Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) Invasive Alien 
Species Assessment: Summary for Policymakers https://zenodo.org/records/10521002 
3 Izah SC, Ogwu MC, Promise VI, Alum EU, Poyeri WR, Kari A., Raimi MO (2026) Invasive species as threat 
multipliers in freshwater ecosystems: biodiversity loss, interacting stressors, and management responses in 
the Anthropocene. Front. Ecol. Evol. 14:1834716. doi: 10.3389/fevo.2026.1834716  
4 Chauhan, A., Dolma, T., Vardhan, S., Bhupendra (2026). Invasive Species and Biodiversity Destruction. In: 
Sobti, R.C. (eds) Biotechnology Innovations for a Sustainable Future. Springer, Singapore. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-97-9859-9_41  
5 Skinner, G.L.V., Cooke, R., Roy, H.E. et al. Meta-analysis reveals negative but highly variable impacts of 
invasive alien species across terrestrial insect orders. Nat Commun 17, 296 (2026). 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-67925-9  

https://www.wcl.org.uk/
https://zenodo.org/records/10521002
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-97-9859-9_41
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-67925-9
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What is the status of invasive species risk today? Which invasive species have caused the 

most damage to UK pollinators since the 1950s? 

 

The rates of species establishment has been increasing since the 1800s due to globalisation 

with no indication that trends are changing (IPBES, 2023). 

Movements of managed bees, including Honeybees (Apis mellifera) and commercially bred 

bumblebee (Bombus) units, pose a well-documented pathway for spreading parasites and 

pathogens into the wider environment. Diseases such as Nosema, DWV (Deformed Wing 

Virus), Crithidia and Apicystis readily transmit from managed bees to wild pollinators, with 

significant consequences for already-pressured wild bee populations. 

Yellow-legged hornets, previously Asian hornets (Vespa velutina), are a significant and rising 

threat to bee species. Government agencies do not yet consider this species to be established 

in Britain, but there is an increasing number of nests found by inspectors across Britain each 

year.  

 

What have been the impact on UK pollinators, pollination and other beneficial insects?  

 

Himalayan balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) is one of the most prolific invasive plant species in 

Britain as it can dominate a variety of habitats, altering ecosystem structure and soil 

conditions. Balsam grows bright pink bucket-like flowers in summer which may look attractive 

to pollinators, but there are actually very few insects in the UK that can access its nectar and 

pollen inside. Plant diversity declines dramatically in areas where balsam has taken over, and 

so does insect diversity due to lack of food plants.6 7 Balsam is unlikely to be eradicated due 

to the scale of the establishment, but management is crucial to protect biodiversity in 

important habitats like rivers and chalk streams. Recent research shows that Himalayan 

balsam can disrupt the physical stability of ecosystems, including significantly weakening 

riverbanks over winter altering ecosystem services.8  

 

Rhododendron ponticum is an invasive plant species that has spread across the UK since it 

was introduced as an ornamental shrub by the Victorians. This plant is having a particularly 

detrimental impact in native woodlands and temperate rainforests, of which just 1% remains 

across England, Scotland and Wales. It is also capable of negatively impacting honey 

production and human health as the plant produces grayanotoxins as a natural defence 

 
6 https://www.nottinghamshirewildlife.org/sites/default/files/2025-
06/Himalayan%20balsam%20community%20toolkit.pdf  
7 https://www.lancswt.org.uk/complete-guide-to-himalayan-balsam  
8 Hardwick, J., Hackney, C., Law, A. et al. Invasive non-native plants indirectly destabilise riverbanks. Biol 
Invasions 28, 23 (2026). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10530-025-03721-2  
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mechanism against herbivores, which has been found to be fatal to honeybees and harmful 

to mining bees, while bumblebees appear to be unaffected by the toxin.9 This is known as 

‘mad honey’ and has been used medicinally for centuries in what is now Turkey, but there are 

severe medical implications of consuming this such as dizziness, vomiting and even seizures.10 

 

What are the wider impacts? 

 

The effects of INNS are notorious across every habitat in the UK, but aquatic habitats are some 

of the most impacted environments, with the greatest number of invasive species (plants, 

invertebrates and animals) affecting this habitat. Aquatic species are often challenging to 

detect until they are already well established and causing harm, for example by deteriorating 

fish stocks, and replacing native species of plant and animal life. The Environment Agency 

estimates that more than 70% of water bodies across all surface water categories in England 

are at risk of deterioration because of invasive non-native species (lakes 85%, rivers and 

transitional waters 71% and coastal waters 56%).11 INNS are one of the significant pressures 

preventing waterbodies from meeting environmental objectives under the Water Framework 

Directive, to achieve good ecological status. 

 

There are significant economic impacts associated with INNS, largely due to the resources 

(staff time and cost) to manage species and the potential loss of product (food or forestry). 

Between 2009 and 2021 the annual cost to the UK economy increased by 135% to reach an 

estimated £4 billion each year.12 The greatest annual costs are felt by the agriculture (£2,321 

million) and forestry sectors (£1,010 million) with fungal pathogens significant components 

to both of these sectors.  

 

In 2016 it was estimated that INNS cost the UK water industry as at least £7.5 million per year, 

particularly at the expense of removing species from water pipes, fixing damaged structures 

and installing preventative or biosecurity equipment. Defra have commissioned new research 

to understand the updated cost of INNS to water companies but the results of this report are 

 
9 https://www.kew.org/read-and-watch/hidden-poison-rhododendron-nectar  
10 Aryal, M., (2025). Grayanotoxins in mad honey: mechanisms of toxicity, clinical management, and 
therapeutic implications. Journal of Applied Toxicology, 45(11), pp.2240-2256. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/jat.4855  
11 https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-
choices/user_uploads/inns-challenge-rbmp-2021-1.pdf  
12 Eschen, R., Kadzamria, M., Stutz, S., Ogunmodede, A., Djeddour, D., Shaw, R., Pratt, C., Varia, S., Constantine, 
K. and Williams, F. (2023) An updated assessment of the direct costs of invasive non-native species to the 
United Kingdom. Biological Invasions, 25, pp. 3265-3276. Available: 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530- 023-031072  

https://www.kew.org/read-and-watch/hidden-poison-rhododendron-nectar
https://doi.org/10.1002/jat.4855
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-choices/user_uploads/inns-challenge-rbmp-2021-1.pdf
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-choices/user_uploads/inns-challenge-rbmp-2021-1.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10530-%20023-031072
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yet to be made publicly available. Large swathes of zebra and quagga mussels blocking water 

pipes is a significant cost. More info on these species here. 

 

What are the main routes for introduction of invasive species to the UK? 

 

Pathway Action Plans (PAPs) have been developed for some of these key pathways (angling, 

boating, horticulture, pets, zoos). A consultation on these plans ran in August 2025. The 

working groups responsible for the PAPs are now expected to reconvene and review the 

plans, with final sign off by 2027. Compliance with the PAPs is voluntary but they are intended 

to raise awareness and promote best practice.  

 

As an island nation, the border is a significant pathway for the introduction of INNS. People 

can be a vector for accidentally or purposefully bringing INNS into the country, but trade is a 

significant threat. The Non-Native Species Inspectorate has revealed high rates of non-

compliance with biosecurity regulation and significant risks of introduction associated with 

contaminated containers, recreational boats and angling equipment. 

 

The Horticultural trade is responsible for the introduction of more species than any other 

pathway, with 40% of INNS likely to have been introduced by this pathway.13 It is estimated 

that between 1970 & 2004, the plant trade was responsible for 89% of invertebrate plant pest 

introductions into Great Britain.14 Large trees, mature trees, and trees which are root balled 

and in soil represent the greatest threats as they contain more areas for harbouring pests, 

pathogens and soil-borne organisms. For example, pine processionary moth (Thaumetopoea 

pityocampa), of which there are currently no known established populations in the UK, was 

identified in England in 2022 on large mature pine tree imports from France. 

 

The Plant Health Risk Register contains details of over 1,400 tree pests and diseases, of which 

600+ can impact UK tree species, and provides a rating of the risk that they present to the UK. 

Establishment of these species will seriously undermine Government initiatives to raise tree 

cover. Scientists from the University of Exter estimate that more than half of new tree growth 

could be lost by 2050 due to the arrival of these tree pests, compared with growth rates if no 

 
13 https://www.nonnativespecies.org/biosecurity/pathway-action-plans/horticulture-pap-for-great-
britain#:~:text=There%20are%20currently%20around%202%2C000,introduced%20via%20the%20horticulture
%20trade  
14 Smith, R.M., Baker, R.H., Malumphy, C.P., Hockland, S., Hammon, R.P., Ostojá‐Starzewski, J.C. and Collins, 
D.W., (2007). Recent non‐native invertebrate plant pest establishments in Great Britain: origins, pathways, and 
trends. Agricultural and Forest Entomology, 9(4), pp.307-326. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1461-
9563.2007.00349.x 
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additional pests or diseases were to arrive.15 Under current trends, they predict potential 

severe losses for ecologically and economically important species like oak, apple, poplar and 

pine. To limit the impact of tree pests and disease scientists recommend that “strengthening 

phytosanitary regulations, improving surveillance of trade pathways, and fostering 

international cooperation will be critical”. Xylella fastidiosa is a highly threatening plant 

pathogen that has been spreading across European countries since 2013 is expected to 

exceed costs of €20billion across Europe over the next 50 years.16 Xyella is not yet present in 

the UK but remains a significant risk to the horticulture trade as well as the natural 

environment.17 

 

The movement of timber and used machinery across the border also poses a threat for 

harbouring pests and pathogens. For example, used machinery is a significant pathway for 

plane wilt, a disease fatal to plane trees, but not yet present in the UK. Ips typographus, a 

spruce bark beetle, is a highly damaging pest in Europe which causes widespread death of 

spruce trees during mass outbreak years. It is thought that the 2023 sighting of this species in 

Scotland was the result of imported timber. The forestry sector is highly vulnerable to the 

impacts of this species due to the reliance on spruce. 

 

Pet owners can spread INNS by accidentally or deliberately releasing pets or emptying fish-

tanks. The Non-Native Species Secretariat has developed campaigns such as ‘Check, Clean, 

Dry’, ‘BePlantwise’, and their new addition ‘Don’t let them loose’ to positively influence 

human behaviour to reduce pathways of domestic INNS spread. The deliberate or accidental 

release of pet animals like red-eared terrapins has led to localised populations of INNS. The 

small cluster of Chinese Mystery Snail in Sussex is assumed to be the result of someone 

deliberate emptying their fish tank. Invasive plants have spread from gardens into the wild, 

such as the Spanish bluebell, altering habitats and outcompeting native species. Recreational 

water users are a significant vector for spreading invasive freshwater plant or animal species 

such as floating pennywort or zebra mussel.   

 

The spread of INNS in the marine environment is challenging to regulate as they can travel on 

the hull or ballast of ships. The Ballast Water Management Convention, of which the UK 

 
15 Bebber, D. P., Maclean, I. M. D.,Mosedale, J. R., & Youngman, B. D. (2025). Potential impacts of plant pests 
and diseases on trees and forests in the United Kingdom. Plants, People, Planet, 7(5), 1538–1550. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ppp3.70023  
16 K. Schneider, W. van der Werf, M. Cendoya, M. Mourits, J.A. Navas-Cortés, A. Vicent, & A. Oude Lansink, 
Impact of Xylella fastidiosa subspecies pauca in European olives, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 117 (17) 9250 
9259, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1912206117 (2020). 
17 https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/tools-and-resources/fthr/pest-and-disease-resources/xylella-xylella-
fastidiosa/ 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ppp3.70023
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entered into force in 2022, was designed to reduce the risk of INNS spread as it requires all 

ships to carry out ballast water management procedures to a given standard and carry a 

Ballast Water Record Book. Compliance inspections are carried out on a risk-based and 

periodic basis under the Paris MoU system, and a concentrated inspection campaign ran in 

the Paris and Tokyo MOU member states between September and November 2025.18 

However, there is no obligation or responsibility placed on ports to monitor the compliance 

of vessels on an ongoing basis, and it is up to the ports how much information relating to 

ballast water management they require. 

 

How might climate change make the problem worse? Which new invasive species could 

potentially be brought to the UK in the next 25 years as a result? 

 

Although climate impacts on pest and pathogen interactions is complex, using predictions 

based upon both native and introduced pest ecology, it is likely that climate change will aid 

the arrival and/or establishment of new tree pests in the future. For example, the pine 

processionary moth has moved northward in Europe in line with increased winter 

temperatures and is a viable risk for the UK forestry industry. However, more research is 

required to provide more detailed information on which pests and pathogens might be most 

influenced by climate change, alongside which hosts might also be most impacted causing 

increased susceptibility, to allow risk-based mitigation measures.  

 

Flooding events may become more frequent and intense under future climate scenario 

predictions. Flooding is a well-recognised pathway for the spread of invasive non-native plant 

species. A floodplain grazing marsh managed by Cheshire Wildlife Trust experienced several 

large-scale flood events which they believe has spread Water Fern (Azolla filiculoides) across 

the site. The Wildlife Trust for Lancashire, Manchester and North Merseyside have observed 

this effect in the River Yarrow with Japanese Knotweed and Himalayan Balsam (Impatiens 

glandulifera) spread. On the River Ribble they have observed Giant Hogweed growing at the 

flood line in the deposited debris after a major flood event. 

 

Flooding can also spread animal species. In Australia, invasive Red Imported Fire Ants 

(Solenopsis invicta) travel on the surface of floodwater by joining together to create a raft and 

drifting to new areas.19 In 2023 an established colony of 90 wild nests stretching across an 

area the size of a football stadium was spotted in in Italy. This was the first sighting of the 

species in Europe, but it is believed that the colony may have been growing there since 2019. 

 
18 Press-release-on-2025-CIC-BWM-final.pdf  
19 https://edition.cnn.com/2024/01/17/australia/fire-ants-forming-rafts-to-cross-australia-flood-waters-intl-
scli-scn-climate/index.html  
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This species has been documented to cause structural damage to the buildings above their 

nests, to electrical equipment and they contain enough venom in the sting to cause pustules 

and potentially fatal allergic reactions in humans.20 Models suggest that half of urban Europe 

is already suitable for this species to establish and under climate change this will further 

expand.21 

 

Many INNS also contribute to flooding events, including Floating Pennywort (Hydrocotyle 

ranunculoides) by forming thick mats behind weirs and dams and obstructing sediment flow. 

Invasive animals such as the American Signal Crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus) and Chinese 

Mitten Crabs (Eriocheir sinensis) undermine flood defences by burrowing into riverbanks.22 

Invasive Zebra and Quagga Mussels clog water pipes, costing water companies at least 

£7.5million each year. 

 

Section 2 - Preparedness 

 

How do government agencies currently flag and assess risks, and report them to DEFRA? 

Since 2000, how successful has this been? What are notable successes? Failures? 

 

The establishment of the Non-Native Species Inspectorate is a significant improvement, with 

the inspectors able to assess non-compliance with legislation at garden centres, pet shops, 

zoos, rehoming organisations, a variety of freshwater users, as well as monitoring and 

removing online sales. They are able to take some enforcement action and work with the 

police where necessary. However, there are just 17 members of staff covering the whole of 

Great Britain. This does not adequately reflect the scale of the issue of INNS, as with more 

staff and resources their impact could be upscaled.  

 

The process of legally regulating and controlling species as Species of Special Concern under 

the Invasive Alien Species Order is too slow to adequately prevent the spread of existing and 

new INNS. A significant issue of INNS prevention in the UK is the slow process for Ministerial 

decisions to be made. On 17th July the EU added a further 26 species to their list of special 

concern on top of the additional 22 species that were already added since Brexit, bringing the 

new EU list to a total of 114 species while the UK remains stagnant on just 66. The process of 

listing species must be reformed and precautionary to be effective. Link has previously 

 
20 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/nov/29/fire-ants-found-nsw-invasive-species-bites-sting-
death 
21 Menchetti, M., Schifani, E., Alicata, A., Cardador, L., Sbrega, E., Toro-Delgado, E. and Vila, R., 2023. The 
invasive ant Solenopsis invicta is established in Europe. Current Biology, 33(17), pp.R896-R897.  
22 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/invasive-non-native-species-challenges-for-the-water-
environment  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/nov/29/fire-ants-found-nsw-invasive-species-bites-sting-death
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/nov/29/fire-ants-found-nsw-invasive-species-bites-sting-death
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/invasive-non-native-species-challenges-for-the-water-environment
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/invasive-non-native-species-challenges-for-the-water-environment
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suggested that a countdown of 2 years is launched for a Ministerial decision to be made when 

a species risk assessment begins.  

Management of many of the already established INNS is done primarily by charities and local 

action groups with the important help of volunteers. However, they are heavily dependent 

on ad hoc pots of funding which remain a significant challenge to come by every year and 

makes it hard to deliver sustained action and long-term results. This does not reflect the scale 

or threat of invasive species. Without long-term funding and resourcing for Local Action 

Groups, there can be no ‘biosecurity citizens’ army’ to assist with INNS eradications on the 

ground, which the Environmental Audit Committee recommended in their 2019 inquiry.23 

50% of Local Action Groups have expressed to the LAG coordinator that funding is one of the 

main challenges that they face to eradicate invasive species.24  

 

Countryside Stewardship funding for managing invasive non-native species is now available 

to landowners through the Environmental Land Management Scheme (ELMS). While this is a 

positive step, a piecemeal approach to INNS management is unlikely to deliver lasting results. 

Localised control efforts can be quickly undermined by reinvasion from untreated populations 

elsewhere, such as upstream colonies, reducing the long-term value of public investment. 

Coordinated, landscape-scale action is the most cost-effective method for reducing harm of 

INNS in the long-term.  

In what ways is climate change making it more difficult to flag and assess potential threats 

from invasive species? 

 

The shifting climate makes it difficult to forecast what INNS can survive here now and in the 

future. Horizons scanning exercises remain an important tool for this.  

 

Section 3 – improvements  

 

How can the UK improve this system to more effectively mitigate current and future risks? 

 

It is long proven that prevention and preparedness are the best and most cost-effective 

approaches to managing INNS. In summary, Wildlife and Countryside Link’s Invasive Non-

Native Species Working Group recommend the following actions: 

• Quicker response to new threats: accelerate the process for listing Species of Special 

Concern to enable rapid response to emerging risks, while ensuring that established, 

 
23 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmenvaud/88/88.pdf  
24 Stemming the Flood of Invasive Non-Native Species.pdf  
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harmful species are actively and effectively managed. Control more species that we know 

to have invasive tendencies or invasive potential. For example, rhododendron ponticum is 

still available to be traded despite its invasiveness in ancient woodlands, particularly 

temperate rainforests, and the huge costs to manage it in these environments.  

• Increased resource: strengthen the Non-Native Species Inspectorate and improve the 

strategic rollout of Countryside Stewardship schemes for INNS management so that 

actions is coordinated across landscapes or catchments seeking the best value for money. 

Provide increased, long-term, and timely funding for Local Action Groups (LAGs) which 

play a crucial role in delivering action.  

• Stronger pathway measures: control key pathways of introduction and spread—

particularly plant imports and water-based transport—with increased place of delivery 

inspections and checks of the imports with the greatest risk (large, mature or root-balled 

trees, used forestry equipment or angling or boating imports).  

 

Horizon scanning if an effective tool at predicting what species may arrive next but it must 

directly feed into preventative action and legislative updates. Great Britain has repeated 

horizon scanning exercises to predict how likely high-risk INNS are to arrive and establish, and 

what severity of impacts they may have. 31 species out of the 92 identified in the 2013 horizon 

scan (of which 12 were in the top 20 most likely species) had arrived by 2023. The latest 2025 

horizons scan identified 145 species across taxonomic groups and environments. Of the top 

20 species identified as the most likely species to arrive and thus the greatest threat, only 1 

(Myriophyllum heterophyllum) is currently regulated by the legislation and on the Species of 

Special Concern. Delays in listing emerging threats significantly hinder rapid response efforts, 

while insufficient proactive management of already-listed, widespread species continues to 

allow ecological and economic harm to escalate. There has not been an update to the list 

since 2019, while in contrast the EU list of Invasive alien species is regularly updated and 

strictly regulates 114 species. 

 

Link agree with the Environment Agency when stating that “INNS can only be addressed by 

working in partnership with others and at catchment and national scales.”25 To do this, the 

threat and management of INNS must be included within catchment management plans and 

regional water plans and partnerships. This should include setting targets for INNS 

management and eradication at catchment scale, where appropriate. It is particularly 

important that this is done proactively, especially as the Pathway Actions Plans from the GB 

Non-Native Species Secretariat are considerably delayed and are not legislative. The work of 

 
25 https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-
choices/user_uploads/inns-challenge-rbmp-2021-1.pdf  

https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-choices/user_uploads/inns-challenge-rbmp-2021-1.pdf
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-choices/user_uploads/inns-challenge-rbmp-2021-1.pdf
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the Waterlife Recovery Trust is an example of how working at catchment and wider scales 

with large numbers of partners has had enormous success eradicating American Mink in parts 

of the UK for the first time.  

 

The Wildlife and Countryside Link ‘Clean Water Now’ campaign calls for the Water Reform Bill 

to include Regional Water Authorities.26 They should translate national targets into regional 

action by developing statutory action plans and targets, and directing the funding required to 

achieve them. This should include regional and catchment coordination for INNS 

management to deliver long-term and targeted results and work towards meeting national 

biodiversity targets. A simple coordination function without real power to influence decisions 

will not have the heft needed to influence change. 

 

Which changes would make the biggest impact to the current surveillance system? 

 

Upscale and enhance the Non-Native Species Inspectorate to enable them to engage with 

more businesses and stakeholders, conduct more investigations and take more enforcement 

actions for non-compliance. With more staff members the NNSI should be given the statutory 

powers to check consignments entering the border, like other APHA inspectors have. This 

would provide more data for the highest risk consignments at the border and prevent the 

introduction of new species, although this would need to be in conjunction with raised staff 

resource. Localised populations of invasive animal species can develop undetected for some 

time which can make their eradication increasingly challenging and expensive.  

 

Under the UK-EU SPS agreement there will be no checks on imports of plant and plant 

products from the EU. Instead, there should be a raised rate of inspection of highest risk plant 

imports (large, mature or root-balled trees) at the place of destination. Upon delivery, an 

APHA inspector should check the products for hitchhiking pests.  

 

How can new technologies be leveraged? 

 

New options are opening up for technologies such as gene editing to manage invasive species 

reproductive success and AI to detect INNS presence. However, caution should be applied not 

to rely on this future technology as it may not be available for a very long time. It is crucial 

that known pathways are controlled first. AI technology may can have a role in automatically 

checking consignments for stowaways, but this is still an evolving area. The NNSI are already 

very capable at doing this role and they should be further upscaled to do this.  

 
26 WCL_Clean_Water_Now_Report_2026.pdf  

https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Clean_Water_Now_Report_2026.pdf


 
 

11 
 

The recent publication of the International Action Plan for Plant Health 2026-2030 is a plan to 

meet the commitments of the International Plant Protection Convention (IPPC).27 Many of 

these actions rely on shared international data systems and networks which can improve how 

targeted the checks are.  

 

How could improvements to monitoring invasive species mitigate wider impacts (e.g. 

biodiversity, human health and food systems)? 

 

INNS are an integral component of Government targets to meet food security, net zero, 

species extinction and abundance targets, resilient ecosystems. Greater management of 

pathways to prevent entry for new species and the ability to respond rapidly to species that 

slip through the net will be key to all of those areas. The recent assessment of National 

Security recognises that ecosystem collapse is highly likely to drive national security risk and 

UK food security28, and INNS are a part of this conversation. The Colorado potato beetle was 

eradicated following an introduction in Kent (likely from imported plant products), but if it 

were to establish it can decimate a variety of crops and cause significant economic impact.29  

Researchers recommend investment into technologies to detect the presence of INNS in 

imports and while crops are growing.30  

 

Government are committed to planting 30,000 more trees annually to raise tree cover in the 

UK to 16.5% from 14.5% by 2050. The Plant Health Risk Register contains details of over 1,400 

tree pests and diseases, of which 600+ can impact UK tree species, and provides a rating of 

the risk that they present to the UK. Establishment of these species will seriously undermine 

Government initiatives to raise tree cover. Scientists from the University of Exter estimate 

that more than half of new tree growth could be lost by 2050 due to the arrival of these tree 

pests, compared with growth rates if no additional pests or diseases were to arrive.31 Under 

current trends, they predict potential severe losses for ecologically and economically 

important species like oak, apple, poplar and pine. To limit the impact of tree pests and 

disease scientists recommend that “strengthening phytosanitary regulations, improving 

surveillance of trade pathways, and fostering international cooperation will be critical”. 

 

 
27 United Kingdom’s International Action Plan for Plant Health 2026 to 2030 - GOV.UK 
28 National security assessment - global biodiversity loss ecosystem collapse and national security  
29 Major potato pest eradicated from UK - GOV.UK  
30 Pest and Pathogen Threats to Food Security - The Council on Strategic Risks  
31 Bebber, D. P., Maclean, I. M. D.,Mosedale, J. R., & Youngman, B. D. (2025). Potential impacts of plant pests 
and diseases on trees and forests in the United Kingdom. Plants, People, Planet, 7(5), 1538–1550. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ppp3.70023  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/united-kingdoms-international-action-plan-for-plant-health-2026-to-2030/united-kingdoms-international-action-plan-for-plant-health-2026-to-2030#monitoring-and-evaluation-plan
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/696e0eae719d837d69afc7de/National_security_assessment_-_global_biodiversity_loss__ecosystem_collapse_and_national_security.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/major-potato-pest-eradicated-from-uk
https://councilonstrategicrisks.org/2024/06/13/pest-and-pathogen-threats-to-food-security/
https://doi.org/10.1002/ppp3.70023
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How have other countries successfully mitigated the threat from invasive species? Are these 

efforts replicable in the UK context? 

 

The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 

(IPBES) cite prevention and preparedness as the best and most cost-effective approaches to 

managing INNS, which has been particularly effective for island biosecurity. It should be 

advantageous that Great Britain is an Island nation, but the scale of trade is a challenge.  

 

New Zealand has 20 targeted surveillance programmes to prevent introductions at the 

border, focusing on specific pests, diseases and biosecurity risks using a partnership-provider 

model with industry and other agencies. 

 

 

 

Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link) is the largest nature coalition in England, bringing 

together 97 organisations to campaign for nature, climate, animal welfare and a healthy 

environment for everyone. Wildlife and Countryside Link is a registered charity number 

1107460 and a company limited by guarantee registered in England and Wales number 

3889519.  

 

For questions or further information please contact: 

Lisa Manning, Policy Officer, Wildlife and Countryside Link E: Lisa@wcl.org.uk 

Wildlife & Countryside Link, Vox Studios, 1 – 45 Durham Street, Vauxhall, London, SE11 5JH 

www.wcl.org.uk  

 

http://www.wcl.org.uk/

