NOXIOUS WEEDS

Status: Introduced

CANADA THISTLE

(Cirsium arvense)

Description

In the scientific name of Canada thistle,
"arvense" is Latin for "of the field" or
"arable field,"” which is where Canada
thistle is commonly found. The relevance
of the word "Cirsium" is more obscure. It
is from Greek meaning, "a swollen vein."
This term probably refers to the fact that
thistles, not necessarily this one, were
used in medical treatments.

Characteristics of the plant include
smooth, green, spine-tipped leaves with
crinkled margins. The leaves arise alter -
nately along the stems. Growing 2 to 5
feet (0.6 to 1.5 m) in height, the Canada
thistle has many flowers on branching
heads, about 3/4 inch (1.9 cm) in diame-
ter. The color of the flowers ranges from
lavender to pink. Canada thistle is often
confused with other common thistles.
Some thistles have a white cottony ma-
terial on their leaves and stems, while
the Canada thistle is dark green in color
with smaller leaves than other thistles.

Distribution

Canada thistle, despite the name, was
probably introduced into North America
in the 18th century as a seed contami-
nant from Eurasia. It is native of south-
eastern Eurasia and northern Africa.
Today it is found throughout South
Dakota and is estimated to infest nearly
2 million acres of land. This prickly weed
grows in all cultivated crops, pasture,

range, woodland, and wetland habitats.

The Canada thistle in South Dakota is
considered a noxious weed. Unlike other
common thistles that are biennial,
Canada thistle is a perennial plant with
pink to lavender flowers that bloom in
June and July. It is unique among the
true thistles in that male and female
flowers are located on different plants.
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Therefore, flower pollination is
dependent on wind and insects. Seeds are
only about 1/8 inch (0.3 cm) long, dark
brown and are attached to a tannish
down called pappus. This down allows
the seeds to be easily scattered by the
wind. The root system of the Canada this-
tle can reach 10 to 15 feet (3 to 4.6 m) deep.
Canada thistle sends out horizontal
roots, which classifies it as a "creeping”
perennial weed. Horizontal roots and the
capability to quickly produce seeds, give
the plant the ability to spread quickly.
Each Canada thistle produces up to 680
seeds, which can mature in 7 to 10 days
after the first flower. One plant, left
undisturbed, can multiply to cover a one-
half acre patch within 3 years.

Management

Considerations

Early detection and control of Canada
thistle is essential, especially during

times of abundant moisture. One method
of control is by the cultivation of a crop
such as alfalfa. The repeated cuttings
help control the weed. Another method is
the introduction of a biological control
agent. With this method, the natural con-
trol agent of Canada thistle, in many
cases an insect, is introduced. In South
Dakota the use of biological control is
just in the experimental stage.

The South Dakota Weed and Pest Control
Commission has the legal responsibility
for developing and implementing a
statewide control program for all nox-
ious weeds. South Dakota law requires
that all land owners control noxious
weeds on their land. If land owners do not
comply with noxious weed control re-
quirements, fines, tax levies, and liens
against their land could result.

Glossary
Biennial - a plant that requires two years to complete growth.

Noxious weed - designation of the State Weed Control Board. They are weeds that have become dif-

ficult to control once they are established.

Perennial - a plant that lives more than two years.
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