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Bull thistle & Canada thistle  
(Cirsium vulgare & C. arvense) 
Identification 

 Bull thistle Canada thistle 
Flowers Purple and larger (2.5–4 cm high) Purple (to pink/white) and smaller (1-2 cm high) 

Stems Have spiny ‘wings’ - tissue that looks like a 
continuation of the leaf - along their stems 

Without spiny wings, smooth stems between the 
leaves 

Life cycle biennial perennial 

Rooting habit taproot Wide spreading roots and creeping rhizomes 

Main vectors of 
spread 

seed spread 2 km+ per year by wind, similar 
to dandelion seed 

 seed spread 2 km+ per year by wind, similar to 
dandelion seed 

 root fragments 

Leaves Dull, prickly, white hairy beneath 

Height 30 cm to 2 m tall 

Preferred habitat  soil disturbance areas – fields, pastures, roadsides 

 wide range of nutrient and moisture regimes 

Photos 

 

    

 
Look-alikes Though they look very similar, native thistles are generally less prickly – when running your 

hands over the leaves of native thistles they can actually feel soft. 
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Reasons for concern 

Ecological: Can outcompete native plants and form a monoculture – reducing biodiversity.   As it establishes itself in an 
area, Canada & bull thistle crowds out and replaces native plants, changes the structure and species composition of 
natural plant communities and reduces plant and animal diversity. These highly invasive thistles prevent the coexistence 
of other plant species through shading, competition for soil resources and possibly through the release of chemical 
toxins poisonous to other plants. 
 
Economic:  

 limits livestock migration  

 decreases forage value (when it gets harvested with hay) 

 can overrun clearcuts 

 can form dense monocultures resulting in crop reductions 
 
Social:  Restricts recreational access 

 

Current know distribution & Priority in the Sea to Sky 
Both species are found throughout region and under strategic control (species widespread, control measures taken in 

high priority areas). 

 

 Bull thistle Canada thistle 

Control strategies 

Mechanical - hand 

Hand pull small infestations  Small infestations can be hand pulled but 
ensure that all root fragments are removed and 
bagged since they can produce new plants.  

Mechanical - mowing  Several mowings a year are needed because plant populations vary in maturity. Mow as 
close to the surface as possible. If plants are cut above the terminal bud before the stems 
elongate, they likely will regrow. It is important to mow before the flowers start showing 
color because plants mowed after that will likely produce viable seed.   

 Disposal: If plants are cut prior to flowering, the plant material can be left on the site to 
decompose.  If plants are cut post flowering, all plant parts should be bagged, sealed and 
disposed of with regular garbage or dropped off in designated bins at the local landfill or 
transfer station. 

Biological A seed weevil (Larinus planus) has been released in our area that will feed exclusively on 
invasive thistles 

BC Legislation Forest & Range Practices Act Weed Control Act 
Forest & Range Practices Act 

Origin Eurasia 
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