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The National Botanic Garden of Belgium is housed in a park that consists of the two feudal fiefs 
of Meise and Bouchout, whose earliest known history goes back to the 10th century. The two 
castle estates successively belonged to different noble families, until king Leopold II of Belgium 
purchased them for his sister Charlotte. She was the widow of archduke Ferdinand of Austria 
who had become emperor of Mexico. Charlotte lived in the castle of Bouchout until her death in 
1937, after which the domain was purchased by the state in order to build a new state botanic 
garden, using the collections of the old botanic garden that was then located in the centre of 
Brussels (Ronse & Vidts 2011).

Today the park of the Botanic Garden covers 92.7 ha. It has a varied land use and consists 
of open air collections, greenhouses, and buildings located in areas with woodlands and grass-
lands or lawns, and several ponds (fig.1). It has been subdivided in sectors, small areas that 
are usually delimited by roads or paths. From 2002 to 2011 a detailed inventory was made of 
the wild and naturalized vascular plants of each sector in the domain. The results of the inven-
tory until 2010 have been published by Ronse (2011a).

Figure 1. Map of the park of the National Botanic Garden 
of Belgium. (Painting O. Van de Kerckhove)
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Table 1. Categories of plants within the domain of the Botanic Garden.

Category Name Indigenous 
species Local origin Escaped from 

collections
Deliberate 

introduction

1 ‘Truly’ indigenous species + + – –

2 External neophytes – – – –

3 Garden escapes +/- +/- + –

4 ‘Stinse’ plants – – – +

5 Wood lawn neophytes – – – –

6 Indigenous introductions + +/- – +

Up to end 2011 a total of approximately 600 plant species have been found. These have 
been subdivided into six categories of plants, based on four criteria, namely the locally in-
digenous origin of the species, whether the escaped plants originated from collection plants, 
whether they have deliberately been introduced, and whether they are from local origin. The 
categories that were thus defined are shown in table 1. The relative importance of each cat-
egory is shown in figure 2, in which the categories 4 and 6 have been merged. 

The species that are discussed in this contribution are the garden escapes (category 3); 
30% of all plant species in the domain can be considered as such (Ronse 2011b). Garden es-
capes should be monitored, since they are an important source of invasive exotic plants world-
wide (Heywood 2012). Garden escapes can spread from plant nurseries or private gardens, 
but also from botanic gardens. One example of a species that has spread from collections in 
botanic gardens in Europe is Impatiens parviflora, a species that is presently rather common in 
Flanders. It has been put on the watch list as an invasive species in Belgium (Branquart et al. 
2011) and occurs in all wooded sectors of the Botanic Garden. However, it is not considered 
an escape in the domain, while the local populations presumably originated from an external 
source, and not from plants cultivated within the Botanic Garden.

It is not always clear whether a plant is a garden escape or not. On one hand, species 
that occur as ‘truly’ indigenous plants in the region of Meise can also grow in the domain as 
escapes, if they are cultivated in the collections. In order to decide on this, the distance of the 
plants to the collections has been taken into account, as well as their occurrence elsewhere 
in the domain and in the surrounding region. The indigenous species that escape often come 
from accessions from non-local or even foreign origin.

Figure 2. Relative importance of the plant categories in the 
domain of the National Botanic Garden of Belgium. See Ron-
se (2011a) for a description of the plant categories.
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On the other hand, non-indigenous species or neophytes can also be garden escapes, or 
they can come from outside the domain. For example, Duchesnea indica is a species that is 
cultivated in the Botanic Garden in four locations, some of them existing since 1976, and it 
has been recorded from an increasing number of sectors during the recording period (fig. 3). 
However, a similar large increase has occurred in the region prior to the increase in the Botanic 
Garden (Saintenoy-Simon et al. 1995). The species is therefore not considered as a garden 
escape. In contrast, Cornus sericea could well be a garden escape, as it is well established in 
several different sectors outside the area where it has been grown since before 1970 (fig. 4). It 
is also increasingly found in the wider area around Meise, but this seems to be a more recent 
increase (Verloove 2006).

Of the non-indigenous garden escapes in the domain, two thirds have been recorded as 
neophytes in Belgium previously (Verloove 2006). These include Vincetoxicum nigrum (syn.: 
Cynanchum louisae), a Mediterranean asclepiad that is a noxious weed threatening native 
habitats in North-America. In Meise it is well established amid a rose bush (fig. 5).

Figure 3 (left). Duchesnea indica is a rapidly increasing neophyte in the Botanic Garden, as well as in the rest of 
Flanders.
Figure 4 (right). Cornus sericea, an invasive neophyte from the Belgian black list, is present in natural habitats, 
where it might be a collection escape.

Figure 5. Vince-
toxicum nigrum has 
escaped from the 
collections, and climbs 
happily amid a rose 
bush. This species 
is known as invasive 
species in several 
parts of the world.
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Nine species of garden escapes in the Botanic Garden are listed as invasive species in 
Belgium (Branquart 2011): Ambrosia artemisiifolia, Lysichiton americanus, Quercus rubra and 
Rhus typhina are on the watch list, and Ailanthus altissima, Cornus sericea, Crassula helmsii, 
Heracleum mantegazzianum and Mahonia aquifolium are on the black list. Some of these 
plants have been removed from the collections in the last few years, but seedlings keep crop-
ping up in different locations. 

Of the one third that has not been recorded as a neophyte in Belgium before, most have 
been recorded as neophytes somewhere in the world, e.g. Nothoscordum gracile, a South-
American member of the onion family that has become a cosmopolitan weed. In Meise too it 
has displayed invasive behaviour. Even after its extirpation from the collections in 2010, tens 
of plants kept popping up during the subsequent year.

In order to monitor the invasive potential of the species escaped from the collections, sev-
eral factors should be noted, such as the number of plants, the distance of the plants to the 
collections where they have originated, and the survival period or persistence for each es-
caped plant species as an individual plant or as a population. One example of a species that 
has persisted for several decades is Ranunculus parviflorus (fig. 6). It was cultivated in the 
living collections between 1974 and 1992, and is today still present as a weed in 6 locations in 
the Botanic Garden. It has thus persisted as an escape for 20 years after it had disappeared 
from the collections (Ronse 2011c). Other examples of persistent species are Diospyros lotus, 
Malus sargentii, Cotoneaster moupinense and Prunus lusitanica, all woody species.
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Figure 6. Ranunculus parviflorus per-
sists as a garden escape in the Botanic 
Garden, although it disappeared from 
the living collections 20 years ago. Here 
it is seen growing against the wall of 
Bouchout castle.
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