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    The Prickly Truth about Japanese barberry 
By Mary Freudenberg for the NRSC 

How an Invasive Shrub Fuels Tick Populations in Our Woods—and What 
We Can Do About It 

 
If you’ve spent any time walking in the woods, you’re likely familiar with Japanese barber-
ry (Berberis thunbergii). With its dense, spiky branches and decorative red berries (which 
develop in late summer and early fall), this dense spiky shrub was originally introduced in 
the late 19th century as a hardy, deer-resistant ornamental. However, behind its pleasant 
garden appearance lies a growing ecological and public health concern. 

Over the past decade, long-term studies conducted by researchers at the Connecticut 
Agricultural Experiment Station, along with wildlife ecologists across the Northeast and 
Appalachia, have uncovered a striking connection: forests infested with Japanese bar-
berry harbor significantly higher populations of blacklegged ticks (deer ticks)—the pri-
mary vector for Lyme disease, Anaplasmosis, and Babesiosis. 
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