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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 barberry
(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 barberry harbor significantly
higher populations of blacklegged ticks (deer ticks)—the primary vector for Lyme disease,
Anaplasmosis, and Babesiosis.

KEY RESEARCH FINDING

Researchers found that areas dominated by Japanese barberry carried up to 120 Lyme disease-
infected ticks per acre, compared to fewer than 10 infected ticks per acre in woodland areas
managed without barberry.

Why Barberry Creates the Perfect Tick Haven

To understand why this plant is such a magnet for ticks, it helps to look at the environment it
builds beneath its branches. Japanese barberry doesn't just grow; it alters the microclimate of the
forest floor in three key ways:

o High Humidity Microclimate: Ticks are extremely sensitive to desiccation (drying out).
Japanese barberry (JBB) forms a thick, canopy-like dome near the ground that traps moisture.
Measurements show that humidity levels under a barberry canopy stay consistently around
80% or higher day and night, allowing ticks to stay active and hunt (or 'quest’) for longer hours
without risking dehydration.

o Ideal Habitat for White-Footed Mice: White-footed mice are the primary reservoir host
for the Lyme disease bacterium (Borrelia burgdorferi). The dense, thorny structure of barberry
offers mice protection from predators like hawks, owls, and foxes. As mice nest and forage
beneath the thorny shelter, larval and nymphal ticks get easy access to their primary host and
blood meal.

¢ Protection from Browsing Deer: White-tailed deer find barberry unpalatable due to its
sharp spines. While deer avoid eating the plant, they still brush past it, dropping adult ticks off
to reproduce in an ideal, highly protected incubator.
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