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knapweeds: spotted, diffuse, & meadow

Centaurea stoebe, C. diffusa, & C. jacea x nigra

Identification: These members of the thistle
family range from 2-5 feet tall, are spineless, and
bear flowerheads with showy petals atop round
or egg-shaped bases. Leaves are small, lobed,

and often bluish-green. All three species start as
basal rosettes in the spring. Spotted and meadow
knapweed are perennials with stout taproots and
pinkish-purple flowers. Diffuse knapweed is a
biennial with white to purple flowers and small
spines covering the base of the flower.

Impact: Invasive knapweeds rapidly spread along
rights-of-way and colonize meadows, rangeland,
prairies, and open forests. They quickly crowd
out native and desirable plants, dramatically
reducing available forage and habitat for
livestock and wildlife.

Control: Knapweed species are prolific seed
producers, so preventing the flowers from going
to seed is critical. Hand-pulling or digging can
be effective for small patches. Mowing is not a
good option, because taproots can resprout. For
large infestations, both selective herbicides and
biocontrol are very effective options. Revegetate
with desirable species to provide competition.
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spotted knapweed
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policeman’s helmet

Impatiens glandulifera

Identification: Policeman’s helmet is an annual
species with a smooth, hollow, purple-tinged
stem ranging from 3-10 feet tall. Leaves are
oval-shaped, coarsely toothed, and are either
oppositely arranged or whorled three to a node.
The pale pink or purplish flowers resemble the
shape of an English policeman’s helmet.

Impact: A garden escapee, this prolific, self-
seeding plant is colonizing lowland riparian
areas, which include moist forests, streambanks,
and roadside thickets, where it dominates native
plant communities.

Control: Do not distribute seeds at garden group
exchanges, as this is a quarantined plant species.
Policeman’s helmet has a shallow root system,

so this plant pulls easily. Selective herbicides

can be effective if applied prior to flowering.
Because seeds in the ground can remain viable
for two years, follow up monitoring and control
is recommended.
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thistles: slenderflower & Canada

Carduus tenuiflorus & Cirsium arvense

Identification: Both thistle species are spiny
and have clusters of pinkish-purple flowers.
Slenderflower thistle is an annual that can
reach 6 feet tall. Stems have a fringe of spiny,
leaf-like wings. Spiny leaves are lobed, and are
white underneath with dense, wooly hairs.
Flower clusters consist of 5-20 blossoms.
Canada thistle is a perennial reaching 1-4 feet
tall. Leaves are spiny, lobed, and shiny. It has
small, weakly spined flowerheads, and seed heads
form cottony tufts.

Impact: Like other invasive thistles, these
species reduce forage quality of rangeland and
pastures. Dense infestations of Canada thistle
can severely damage croplands.

Control: For small patches, dig up and discard
slenderflower thistle before flowers set seed.
Selective herbicides can be effective for larger
populations. Canada thistle’s extensive root
system produces numerous shoots, making
control difficult. For small infestations, frequent
tilling or mowing can be effective. Larger
infestations may be more effectively controlled
with selective herbicides or with biocontrol.
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thistles: milk & Scotch

Silybum marianum & Onopordum acanthium

Identification: Milk thistle is a large winter
annual or biennial ranging 2-6 feet in height. It
has distinctive white marbling on its shiny green
leaves. Purple flowerheads are 2 inches wide with
spine-tipped bracts. Scotch thistle is a biennial
that can grow to 10 feet tall. The entire plant

is covered in felt-like hairs, giving it a silvery
appearance. Leaves are long and wide, with the
basal leaves reaching 2 feet long. Flowerheads are
up to 2-inches wide and are covered in spines.

Impact: Both species form dense stands in
pastures and rangelands, reducing forage for
livestock and wildlife and creating impenetrable
thickets. Ingestion of milk thistle by grazing
animals causes nitrate poisoning, which can be

lethal.

Control: Digging before flowers set seed can
effectively control these thistles. Mowing can
prevent seed production but does not reduce
infestations. Selective herbicides can be used to
treat larger infestations. Goats will graze Scotch
thistle.
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milk thistle - Class A noxious weed
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How can people help prevent and
control invasive noxious weeds?

Be careful what you plant. Since half of

all our noxious weeds are escapees from
gardens, ask questions before you buy
plants or seeds. The State Noxious Weed
Control Board can send you a publication
(also available online at
www.nwcb.wa.gov) called GardenWise that
lists alternatives to common garden plants
known to be invasive.

Be careful when you travel. Seeds ride
along in wheels, stick to your shoes, boots,
clothing and pets. Take care not to take
invasive plant seeds with you when you go
hiking.

Clean your boat thoroughly between trips.
Aquatic invaders are spread by even the
smallest plant fragments.

If you have invasive plants on your
property, do your part to control or
eradicate them. If you need help or advice,
contact your County Weed Board.

Volunteer to participate in weed pulls and
native plant restoration projects. Many
organizations sponsor these events.
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Protecting Washington’s resources
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Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board
1111 Washington Street (P.O. Box 42560)
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