BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES
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Canada thistle
Cirsium arvense

CLASSIFICATION

Creeping thistle, field thistle, perennial thistle,
Canadian thistle
DESCRIPTION:
Canada thistle is a highly adaptive, rhizomatous
species in the Asteraceae family. It commonly
grows in large clonal colonies, particularly in
disturbed areas.
LIFE CYCLE:
Perennial.

Agricultural

Forest

•

New shoots sprout from the underground
rhizome in the spring and begin to flower in the
early summer.

Common
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Flowers can continue to form until late-summer
or early fall. After seed has set in the fall the
aboveground vegetation dies back.
LEAF AND STEM:
Mature Canada thistle.

Canada thistle has alternate, oblong to lanceshaped leaves with irregularly lobed edges.
Prickles are present along the edges of the leaf
and the upper surface is slightly hairy. Leaves
grow 2-7 inches (5-18 centimeters) long.

Photo Credit: Gerald D. Carr,
courtesy of OregonFlora

Its highly branched, hairy stems grow 2-4 feet
(0.6-1.2 meters) tall.
FLOWER AND SEEDS (OR FRUIT):
Flowerheads grow in clusters of 1-5 at the tips of
branches. Individual flowerheads range in color
from purple to pink and are surrounded by
numerous bracts.
It produces tiny seeds called achenes which are
attached to a feathery appendage known as
pappus. The pappus aids the seeds in wind
dispersal.

Photo Credit: Gerald D. Carr,
courtesy of OregonFlora

••••••••••••••

Class B

STATE OF WASHINGTON:
Class C
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RATINGS
STATE OF OREGON:

REPORT:
Canada thistle is common in Washington County and does not
need to be reported.
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Mature Canada thistle.

FOUR-COUNTY CWMA
Class C

(Regional):
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•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

Canada thistle
Cirsium arvense
DISTRIBUTION:
LOOK-A-LIKES:

Canada thistle is found in every county in Oregon and is
extremely common throughout the North America except in the
southern United States.
HABITAT:
Canada thistle can grow in a variety of conditions and is highly
adaptable. It grows best in areas with moist - but not wet - soil
and plenty of sun.
It is commonly found growing in gardens, roadsides, abandoned
fields, riparian areas, and in agricultural fields.
NATIVE RANGE AND HOW IT ARRIVED HERE:
Despite its common name, Canada thistle is not originally from
Canada. It is native to southeastern Europe and the
Mediterranean region.
Canada thistle was introduced to North America in the 17th
century by early colonists. It was likely brought over accidentally
in contaminated agricultural seed and quickly spread.
HOW IT SPREADS:

Native clustered thistle.
Photo Credit: Gerald D. Carr,
courtesy of OregonFlora

Both male and female plants are needed to create viable seed.
Seeds are dispersed in wind, on clothing, animal's fur, cars, or as
a contaminate in seed or hay.
Canada thistle spreads locally by rhizome fragmentation.
Gardeners or farmers who attempt to control Canada thistle
through tillage unintentionally cause the infestation to worsen
by spreading fragments around the site.
Fragmented rhizomes can also be moved in contaminated fill
dirt or from moving water when dislodged from stream banks.
WHAT IT THREATENS:
Canada thistle competes with native plants and crops for
moisture, nutrients, and light.
In agricultural settings it also harbors harmful pathogens for
many crop species. Unmanaged Canada thistle eventually
produces large monocultures that are difficult to eradicate.
LOOK-A-LIKES:
Clustered thistle (Cirsium brevistylum)
Native clustered thistle is easily confused with Canada thistle
due to its similar looking flowers and leaves.

Native clustered thistle flower head.
Photo Credit: Gerald D. Carr,
courtesy of OregonFlora

You can distinguish the two by clustered thistle's pronounced
spines encircling the flowerhead - Canada thistle generally lacks
or has very few spines. Clustered thistle also has fuzzy stems and
the underside of its leaves are "wooly".
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Canada thistle
Cirsium arvense

HOW CAN YOU CONTROL IT:
Utilizing several control methods such as planting competitive
crops, establishing a mowing or grazing regiment, and
conducting broadleaf specific herbicide applications yield the
best results.
CULTURAL:
Alfalfa and forage grasses compete with Canada thistle and can
be utilized to reduce infestation size and density.
MECHANICAL:
Hand pulling germinates effectively controls new infestations.
However, mature patches have established rhizomes which make
this method extremely difficult and labor intensive.
Tilling Canada thistle infestations tends to fragment rhizomes
and spread them around.
Canada thistle rosette
Photo Credit: L.L.Berr,
Bugwood.org

Mowing infestations every other week throughout the growing
season can prevent flowering and seed production but must be
repeated for several years in order to be effective.
Refrain from mowing Canada thistle with mature seedheads - this
will worsen the infestation!
BIOLOGICAL:
There are two approved biological control agents that control
Canada thistle in Oregon.
A stem weevil (Hadroplontus litura) and stem gall fly (Urophora
cardui). These biocontrols weaken Canada thistle, making it less
competitive and susceptible to pathogens or other insects.
However, only the stem gall fly survives west of the Cascades.
CHEMICAL:
For specific herbicide information, please contact the Tualatin
SWCD Invasive Species Program at invasives@tualatinswcd.org.

Canada thistle infestation.
Photo Credit: Jan Samanek,
Phytosanitary Administration, Bugwood.org

Tualatin SWCD does not endorse the use of specific herbicide
brands or products. Consult the label for accurate application
rates and appropriate sites to use on before every application.
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