Earth Day Every Day Newsletter

September 2026

Help Track Invasive Species in New Jersey
with iNaturalist

By Michele Bakacs (mbakacs@rutgers.edu)
Rutgers Cooperative Extension — Middlesex and Union Counties

Every time you identify a plant with your smartphone, you could be helping scientists track invasive
species across New Jersey. Using the free iNaturalist app, anyone can contribute observations that help
researchers, conservation professionals, and state agencies monitor emerging invasive species before
they become widespread problems.

The Invasive Species of New Jersey iNaturalist Project
Rutgers University, along with the New Jersey Invasive Species Strike Team (NJISST) and the NJ

Department of Environmental Protection’s Division of Fish & Wildlife have created an Invasive Species

of New Jersey iNaturalist Project to track emerging and widespread invasive species in New Jersey. In

addition to plants, the project also tracks emerging and widespread invasive animals and pathogens.
This project is led by Dr. Lena Struwe, Professor and Director of Chrysler Herbarium, Rutgers University.
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Figure 1. The Invasive Species of New Jersey Project page on iNaturalist.

iNaturalist is an online community network of people sharing biodiversity information to help each
other learn about nature. Every time you use the iNaturalist app to add an observation, if the plant
species is on the list of New Jersey’s emerging or widespread invasives, the data you collect
automatically goes into this project. The data collected helps policymakers, land managers, and
researchers within New Jersey and around the world. This is what sets iNaturalist apart from many
other species identification apps. Rather than simply identifying a plant or animal for you, iNaturalist
turns each observation into a valuable scientific data point.
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iNaturalist is a citizen science platform available to everyone that can be used on smartphones, tablets,
and desktop computers through mobile apps or a web browser.

When talking to the public and our Extension volunteers, even those who work on conservation
projects, many have told me that they continue to use other automated species identification (ASI)
apps such as Picture This or Google Lens. These tools can provide excellent identifications, but they
generally do not contribute observations to a shared scientific database. As iNaturalist notes, "Nature
is changing faster than ever, so we need you to help record what lives where."

For those who like instant identification, iNaturalist released a new version for users to have quick, in-
camera identification suggestions (like in Seek by iNaturalist).

Why Your Observations Matter
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Studies have shown that iNaturalist

continues to be one of the most accurate species identification apps. And iNaturalist has the advantage
of crowd-sourced identification, where an expert will look at your observation and confirm the
identification. So actual people confirm the species ID, rather than just relying on Al technology.
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Most importantly, your data contributes directly to the state-wide, collaborative project that is
currently in use by state agencies, Rutgers, and NJISST to track invasives in New Jersey. If you work or
volunteer on a preserve, run an invasive plant strike team, hike on New Jersey trails, or just like
knowing what species are around you when you are outside, you can contribute to this project.

One way our Rutgers Cooperative Extension Natural Resources working group uses iNaturalist is to help
make decisions about what species to highlight for our Invasive Species Spotlight series. We often
examine iNaturalist seasonality graphs to identify when species are most frequently observed. Our
May spotlight of Dame’s rocket (Hesperis matronalis) is a good example. Because this emerging
invasive species starts to bloom in May, most observations occur during that month.
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Figure 3. Monthly iNaturalist observation data for Dame’s rocket (Hesperis matronalis) in New Jersey only.

New Jersey’s Invasive Species Management Act

The iNaturalist project also includes the prohibited species listed in the New Jersey "Invasive Species
Management Act". Passed in January, 2026 this act prohibits the sale, distribution, import, export, and
propagation of certain invasive plant species. The bill also establishes the New Jersey Invasive Species
Council which will advise state authorities on invasive species management. More information and the
list of prohibited species is available at the New Jersey Department of Agriculture website.

Getting Started

A free iNaturalist account can be created atwww.inaturalist.org/

There are instructions for getting started with iNaturalist on this webpage-
help.inaturalist.org/en/support/solutions/articles/151000192921-how-to-make-an-observation
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The iNaturalist blog is chock full of information from recent upgrades to their model, species specific
information (check out this one on Chile’s 10 cm largest land snail!), and tips from the iNat community.

Note: It is worth noting that automated species identification apps should not replace traditional field
methods for species identification and are not always accurate. More information on app accuracy can
be found in the research papers listed below.
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