
Origin: Perennial Sow Thistle is native to western 
Europe and Asia and is speculated to have been 
introduced as a contaminant in seed.  

Habitat: Perennial Sow Thistle thrives in a variety of 
environments, including saline soils, but does best in 
moist, fertile soils with full sunlight. It is commonly 
found in disturbed areas, along roadsides, cultivated 
fields and riparian areas. 

Reproduction: Perennial Sow Thistle reproduces 
both by seed and underground stems that produce 
creeping roots and shoots from its nodes (rhizomes).  

Each plant can produce 4,000 to 13,000 seeds, which 
germinate in the spring or fall. Fall seedlings 
overwinter as rosettes.  

When cut during cultivation, root pieces as small as 
1cm can produce a flowering plant within a year.  
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Despite the name, Perennial Sow Thistle more closely 
resembles giant dandelions than it does true thistles. 

Flowers: Are strap-shaped with bright yellow petals, 
resembling those of dandelions. Flowers are 1.5-3cm in 
diameter and head bracts are covered with sticky hairs. 
Flowers are grouped in loose clusters at the end of stalks. A 
plant may have up to 20 flower heads, with only a few 
blooming at once. 

Stems: Are upright and solitary, leafy at the base, branched 
at the top, and hairy to bristly. Stems can be up to 2 m tall, 
and exude a milky sap when cut. 

Leaves: Colour varies from light to dark green. Leaves are 
alternate and waxy, with weakly prickled edges; shape is 
variable. The lower leaves are stalked, but upper leaves are 
stalkless and clasp the stem.  

Roots: Are deep (up to 15-30cm), vertical and fleshy with 
creeping horizontal roots and extensive rhizomes which 
produce new shoots and break off easily, regenerating into 
new plants. 

Fruits: Are small, up to 3.5 mm long, with a single seed. 
They are long and ribbed with a tuft of white, hair-like 
bristles (pappus). 

Similar Species:  

 Invasive: Annual Sow Thistle (Sonchus oleraceus) 

Both plants have larger flowers, and Perennial Sow Thistle 
has rhizomes. 
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Vectors of Spread: The tall stalks, lightweight seeds, and 
parachute-like pappus (cluster of hairs) help spread the seeds 
in the wind. Seeds can also spread through water or attach to 
fur, feathers or fabrics. 

WHAT CAN I DO? 
Perennial Sow Thistle is found in communities in the Sea to 
Sky region, so PREVENTION  of further spread is key: 
 Regularly monitor properties for weed infestations. 
 Ensure soil and gravel are uncontaminated before 

transport. 
 Don’t unload, park, or store equipment or vehicles in 

infested areas; remove plant material from any equipment, 
vehicles, or clothing used in such areas and wash 
equipment and vehicles at designated cleaning sites before 
leaving infested areas. 

 Minimize soil disturbances (e.g. use grazing plans that 
prevent soil exposure from overgrazing), and use seed 
mixes with dense, early colonization (e.g. alfalfa or barley) 
to re-vegetate exposed soil and resist invasion. 

 Ensure plants (particularly flowering heads or root 
fragments) are bagged or covered to prevent spread during 
transport to designated disposal sites (e.g. landfill). Do NOT 
compost. 

Perennial Sow Thistle can be controlled by: 
 Mechanical Control: Hand-pull new seedlings. However, 

well-developed root systems may be impossible to dig out 
and require intensive, long-term (years) cultivation to 
exhaust. Seed set can be controlled by cultivation, pulling, 
grazing, or mowing, but these methods will not eliminate 
all plants or root spread. 

 Chemical Control: Perennial Sow Thistle is relatively 
resistant to herbicides, and high rates are required to kill 
the extensive root system. Clopyralid, dicamba, 2,4-D, 
picloram, and glyphosate have been effective when plants 
are at the pre-bud or bud stage. However, picloram is not 
suitable for wet, coastal soils. Perennial Sow Thistle has 
waxy leaves, so the spray solution must have good wetting 
ability. We recommend that any herbicide application is 
carried out by a person holding a valid BC Pesticide 
Applicator Certificate. Before selecting and applying 
herbicides, you must review and follow herbicide labels 
and application rates; municipal, regional, provincial and 
federal laws and regulations; species-specific treatment 
recommendations, and site-specific goals and objectives.  

 Biological Control: Heavy grazing by cattle and sheep may 
control some populations. Cystiphora sonchi, a leaf-gall fly, 
has been approved for biological control in BC. 

IMPACTS 

Ecological:   

 Negatively impacts native plant communities. 

 Chemicals from the roots and decaying plant residue 
inhibit seed germination in other plants.  

 Can modify or retard the successional establishment of 
native plants. 

Economic: 

 Reduces crop value and harvesting efficiency. 

 The sticky, latex sap can clog harvesting equipment. 

 Can dramatically reduce water resources. 

References:  Alberta Invasive Species Council; Agriculture and 
Forestry Alberta; BC Ministry of  Agriculture, Food and 
Fisheries; BC Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource 
Operations and Rural Development; Electronic Atlas of the 
Flora of BC; Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural 
Affairs. 

Contact the Sea to Sky Invasive Species Council to report 
and for the most recent, up to date control methods. All 
reports will be kept confidential. 

If you suspect you have found Perennial Sow 
Thistle anywhere in the Sea to Sky region: 

 

D. Cappaert, Michigan State 
University, Bugwood.org 
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REPORT SIGHTINGS 

S. Dewey, Utah State University, 
 Bugwood.org 

Ohio State Weed Lab, Ohio University, Bugwood.org 


