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Giant butterbur
Petasites japonicus

ALSO KNOWN AS:

Japanese butterbur, Japanese coltsfoot, Japanese 
sweet coltsfoot, giant coltsfoot, fuki.

DESCRIPTION: 

Giant butterbur is an odd-looking herbaceous 
species in the Asteraceae family. It grows primarily 
through underground rhizomes and forms tall, 
dense thickets. 

LIFE CYCLE: 

Perennial.

Its flowers and leaves emerge in the spring and 
aboveground vegetation dies back in the late fall. 

LEAF AND STEM: 

Giant butterbur has large, kidney-shaped leaves that 
grow up to 4 feet (1.2 meters) wide. Leaves are rough 
on the top and have woolly hairs on the underside. 

Its leaves grow from a singular stem that sprouts 
directly from its underground rhizome. Each stem 
can grow up to 3-4 feet (1-1.2 meters) tall. 

FLOWER AND SEEDS (OR FRUIT): 

Flowerheads emerge between March and April 
before its leaves. They grow on 1.5 foot (0.5 meters) 
tall stems. 

Individual flowers are white and clump together in 
a cone-shaped flowerhead. Each flowerhead has 
numerous light green bracts at their base. Giant 
butterbur is a dioecious plant meaning separate 
plants have male and female flowers.

Its seeds are small, ribbed achenes with a tuft of 
bristles on their ends. Both male and female flowers 
are needed to produce viable seed. 

REPORT:
If you think you’ve spotted giant butterbur, please report it to the 
Oregon Invasive Species Hotline: OregonInvasivesHotline.org. 

STATE OF OREGON: 

Not Listed

STATE OF WASHINGTON: 

Monitor

FOUR-COUNTY CWMA (Regional):

Class B

Giant butterbur flowerheads.

Giant butterbur.
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EDRR

Toxic

CLASSIFICATION

TOXIC TO:
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LOOK-ALIKES:

Giant butterbur
Petasites japonicus

DISTRIBUTION:

Giant butterbur has been found along Abbey Creek in Multnomah 
County as well as in residential areas in Tigard and along Scholls 
Ferry Road near the Tualatin River. 

HABITAT:

Giant butterbur thrives in moist, shady habitats. Creek and stream 
banks, wet ditches, and shady woodlands are suitable habitats. It is 
occasionally grown as an ornamental groundcover.

NATIVE RANGE AND HOW IT ARRIVED HERE:

Giant butterbur is native to eastern Asia. Its native range extends 
through China, Korea, and Japan.

It was planted as an ornamental in gardens but quickly escaped 
confinement through its spreading underground rhizomes.

HOW IT SPREADS:

Giant butterbur spreads readily through rhizome fragmentation. 
Often rhizome fragments spread when flooded waterways erode 
their banks and move the rhizomes downstream. 

It can also spread by seed. Viable seed can only be created when 
both male and female plants are present, which is unlikely to occur 
outside of its native range. 

WHAT IT THREATENS:

Giant butterbur’s dense growth and large leaves shade out shorter 
understory plants in forests and riparian areas. When it dies back, it 
leaves patches of bare ground which can erode with high water. This 
can result in water quality issues in our region’s waterways. 

It is considered toxic to humans when consumed excessively. 

LOOK-ALIKES: 

Common coltsfoot (Petasites hybridus)

Also grown as an ornamental, non-native common coltsfoot looks 
very similar to giant butterbur, especially early in the growing season.

Common coltsfoot’s flowers are pink or purple, and its leaves 
only grow to 1-2 feet (0.3-0.6 meters) across. It also spreads by 
underground rhizomes and can be difficult to control in natural 
areas.

Common coltsfoot flowers.

Photo credit: Photo credit: William M. Ciesla, 
     Forest Health Management International,      
     Bugwood.org

Common coltsfoot.

Photo credit: William M. Ciesla, 
     Forest Health Management International,      
     Bugwood.org
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Giant butterbur
Petasites japonicus

HOW CAN YOU CONTROL IT:

Early Detection Rapid Response (EDRR) species are actively tracked 
throughout Washington County, and we depend on the public to 
help discover new infestations. 

CULTURAL:

Prevention is the best cultural control method. Before planting 
giant butterbur in a garden, consider a native alternative like native 
coltsfoot (Petasites frigidus) or Pacific waterleaf (Hydrophyllum 
tenuipes).

MANUAL:

Mowing is not an effective control method. Although mowing 
may stop it from spreading, it will not prevent the rhizomes from 
resprouting.

Digging out the rhizomes is the best solution for controlling Giant 
Butterbur infestations. 

Be careful to remove all of the rhizome material from the soil - any 
missed fragments will continue to resprout. Dispose of all plant 
material in a tied plastic bag and throw it away in the trash - not the 
yard debris.

Make sure to monitor the area for several years after manual removal 
and dig up any resprouting rhizomes.

BIOLOGICAL:

Currently, there are no approved biological control agents for giant 
butterbur.

CHEMICAL:

For specific herbicide information, please contact the Tualatin SWCD 
Invasive Species Program at invasives@tualatinswcd.org.

Giant butterbur flowerhead.
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Plant native shrubs

Hand pull or dig


