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Common Name:  Canada Thistle
Scientific Name:  Cirsium arvense (L.) Scop.
Family:  Asteraceae

Description: A tall, erect, spiny, perennial, herbaceous  plant, with creeping rootstock that grows up to 4’ tall.  Stems branched, ridged, and slightly hairy.  Leaves lance-shaped, simple, irregularly lobed, 2-6’ long, with prickly margins, borne singly and alternately along the stem.  Flowers fragrant, purple to white, up to 0.5” in diameter, in rounded, umbrella-shaped clusters, late June to August.  Fruit an achene, up to 1.5” long, with a feathery pappus that allows them to be dispersed by wind.  One plant can produce up to 5,000 seeds that can germinate 8-10 days after the flowers open.  The fibrous tap roots may extend six feet deep.  Horizontal roots stemming from the tap roots can produce new shoots. 
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Habitat:  Canada thistle occurs in open habitats such as prairies, savannas, fields, pastures, and open forests.  It does best in disturbed upland sites, but also invades wet areas such as streambanks and wet meadows.

Native Range: Europe and Asia. 

Pathways of Introduction and Spread:  Canada thistle was accidentally introduced into North America in the 1600s, probably as a contaminant of crop seeds.  It produces an abundance of plumed seeds that are easily dispersed by the wind.  Most of the seeds will germinate within a year, but some may remain viable in the soil for up to 20 years or more.  It is also spread by water, farm machinery, as a contaminant of crop seed and hay, and in livestock droppings.


U.S. and Canada Distribution: 


Ecological and Economic Impacts:  In the U.S. and Canada, Canada thistle is considered one of the most serious of all agricultural weeds.  In recent years, it has been recognized as a problem in natural areas.  Canada thistle poses a threat to disturbed natural areas such as prairies, barrens, savannas, sand dunes, fields, and meadows.  It outcompetes other plants through shading, competition for nutrients and water, and through allelopathy.

Manual Control:  Repeated mowing or cutting the plant close to the ground will reduce an infestation within 3-4 years.  Cutting and mowing should be done at least three times per year – before flowering.  Equipment used in infested areas should be cleaned to avoid further spread of the plant.  

Chemical Control:.  Canada thistle can be effectively control with generally available herbicides.  Clopyralid (Transline and others) + 2,4-D provides good control in agricultural production areas.  However, it may damage native forbs and shrubs.  Glyphosate (Roundup and others) is a non-selective herbicide that impacts Canada thistle by reducing the number of root buds and regrowth of secondary shoots.

Regulatory Status: Canada thistle is regulated as a state noxious weed in Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Utah, Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming.  It was declared a noxious weed in the state of Vermont in 1795.

Online Resources:  

Canada Thistle Fact Sheet – USDA Forest Service – Weed of the Week Series.
URL: http://na.fs.fed.us/fhp/invasive_plants/weeds/canadian-thistle.pdf 

Canada Thistle Images - U-GA Bugwood Image Gallery.
URL: http://www.invasive.org/species/subject.cfm?sub=2792 

Canada Thistle Profile – ISSG Global Invasive Species Database. 

URL: http://www.issg.org/database/species/ecology.asp?fr=1&si=413&sts=   

Canada Thistle Profile - USDA Plants Database.
URL: http://plants.usda.gov/java/profile?symbol=CIAR4 

Canada Thistle Stewardship Abstract – The Nature Conservancy.
URL: http://wiki.bugwood.org/Cirsium_arvense 

