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Introduction

Should you be walking along a damp abandoned railroad right-of-way, a wet
roadside ditch or a stream bank and stumble upon a plant that looks like Queen
Anne’s Lace with an attitude — more than 10 feet tall with two-inch thick stems,
flowers two or more feet across and leaf clusters as wide as you can stretch your
arms — stay clear! You have just

become one of an increasing

number of New Yorkers who

have met the state’s most striking,

and dangerous, invasive plant,

the giant hogweed (Heracleum

mantegazzianum) and you

absolutely do not want to touch

it and take it home to the family.

Giant hogweed can make a case of

poison ivy seem like a mild itch.

Photo: Randy Westbrooks, USGS
History and Distribution

A member of the carrot and parsley family of plants (Apiaceae), giant hogweed is
native to the Caucasus region of Eurasia. Because of its unique size and impressive
flower head, the plant was originally introduced to Great Britain as an ornamental
curiosity in the 19th century. The plant is named after the mythological god,
Hercules (he of robust size and strength). It was later transported to the United
States and Canada as a showpiece in arboreta and Victorian gardens (one of the
plant’s first North American plantings of giant hogweed was in gardens near
Highland Park in the City of Rochester, New York). It was also a favorite of
beekeepers because of the size its flower heads (the amount of food for bees is
substantial). A powder made from the dried seeds is also used as a spice in Iranian
cooking. Unfortunately, as with so many invasive plants, giant hogweed escaped
cultivation and has now become naturalized in a number of areas, including:
Broome, Cattaraugus, Cayuga, Chautauqua, Erie, Genesee, Herkimer, Jefferson,
Lewis, Livingston, Madison, Monroe, Nassau, Niagara, Oneida, Onondaga,
Ontario, Orange, Orleans, Oswego, Putnam, Schuyler, Steuben, Sullivan, Tioga,

Tompkins, Wayne, Wyoming, and Yates Counties in New York; Connecticut; the
.
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District of Columbia; Illinois; Maine; Maryland;
Massachusetts; Michigan; Ohio; Oregon;
Pennsylvania; Washington; Wisconsin; and the
Canadian Provinces of British Columbia, New
Brunswick, Ontario and Quebec.

Because of its public health hazard potential
and, to a lesser extent, to its potential ecological
impacts, giant hogweed is on the federal
noxious weed list and several state lists of
prohibited plant species.

Biology and Habitat Confirmed sightings - August 2009

Giant hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum) is a member of the carrot or parsley family, Apiaceae
(Umbelliferae). Except for its size, the plant can be mistaken for a number of native, nonlnvaswe
plants such as cow parsnip (Heracleum lanatum), Angelica ' ’ :
(Angelica atropurpurea), and poison hemlock (Conium
maculatum). Of these, the plant most likely to be misidentified
as giant hogweed is cow parsnip. A fourth, not so innocuous,
invasive giant hogweed imposter found throughout North
America is wild parsnip (Pastinaca sativa). Information on how
to distinguish these giant hogweed wannabees from the real
thing can be found later in this factsheet.

Giant hogweed is a perennial herb with tuberous root stalks.
It survives from one growing season to another by forming
perennating buds (surviving from season to season) and
enduring a period of dormancy during the winter. The plant
develops numerous white flowers that form a flat-topped,
umbrella-shaped head up to two and a half feet across,
resembling “Queen Anne’s Lace on steroids.” Flowers form
from late-spring through mid-summer. Numerous (up to
100,000), half inch long, winged, flattened oval seeds form in :
late-summer. These seeds, originally green, turn brown as they " Photo: Terry Engllsh USDAAPHIS PPQ
dry and can be spread by animals, surface runoff of rain, or on the wind, establishing new colonies.
Seeds can remain viable in the soil for up to 10 years. The plant’s stems die in the fall and remain
standing through the winter, topped with the huge, brown dead flower heads.

Giant hogweed’s thick hollow stems are generally one to
three inches in diameter but can reach four inches. Also
impressive are the plant’s lobed, deeply incised compound
leaves, which can reach up to five feet in width. The plant
may grow to 15 to 20 feet in height.

Giant hogweed can colonize a wide range of habitats but
prefers rich, damp soil such as that found along abandoned
railroad rights-of-way, roadside ditches, stream banks, or
other moist disturbed areas. Because of this predilection
for wet areas, the plant is considered to be an aquatic
invasive species.

Giant hogweed leaves can be up to five feet across.
Photo: Thomas B. Denholm, NJDA



known to refuse permission to allow highway departments to chemically treat giant hogweed thickets. It is
believed that this is usually a case of lack of knowledge on the landowner’s part.

Giant hogweed is very difficult to eradicate. Although the stems, stalks, leaves and flowers can be killed
with a number of common selective herbicides, such as 2,4-D (the third most-often used herbicide in
North America), dicamba (a benzoic acid herbicide), TBA (terbuthylazine) and MCPA, these herbicides
are not effective at killing the plant’s tuberous perennial roots. Another common, selective broadleaf
herbicide, triclopyr (a common brand name is Brush-B-Gone®), is also effective, particularly when
applied directly to the entire surface of leaves and stems during periods of active growth; numerous
applications may be needed to kill the root stalk. Cornell Cooperative Extension recommends early
application (during the bud stage and the period of active plant growth) of glyphosate (commonly sold
under the trade names Rodeo® and Roundup®). Care should be taken when using any herbicides to
control giant hogweed; particular care should be taken when using glyphosate as it is nonselective and
will kill both the hogweed and desirable plants such as grass.

For those hesitant to utilize herbicides, giant hogweed can be managed using various “cultural” methods.
Unfortunately, owing to the plant’s persistence and spread by blowing seeds, such control can take

many seasons worth of effort to achieve 100% control. Individual plants can be dug out, removing the
entire rootstalk, a difficult process, particularly in patches where the plant has spread by root growth.
Mowing, cutting and use of line trimmers can be used to remove a standing crop and starve the rootstalk.
Unfortunately, unless performed numerous times during a season, mowing only serves to stimulate
budding on the rootstalk. All of these methods should be done with extreme care and only while wearing
protective clothing and eye protection. Skin contact with soiled clothing should also be avoided.
Biocontrol by grazing cows and pigs (which are apparently not affected by the plant’s sap) may also
help to manage but not eliminate the plant. Care should be taken not to get sap on uncovered skin when
touching livestock after the animals contact crushed or bruised hogweed.

Control of wild parsnip is less difficult than controlling giant hogweed because as a biennial, wild parsnip
reproduces only from seed, not from its rootstock. This plant can be controlled by cutting the stem from
the root below ground level with a shovel, spade or machete before the seed head matures.

And If All of That Isn’t Strange Enough...

Very few invasive species get immortalized in song. Giant hogweed is an exception. In 1971, Genesis
released their album “Nursery Cryme” which includes the song “The Return of the Giant Hogweed.”

“Turn and run! Nothing can stop them,

Around every river and canal their power is growing.

Stamp them out! We must destroy them,

They infiltrate each city with their thick dark warning odour.

Waste no time! They are approaching.

Hurry now, we must protect ourselves and find some shelter
Strike by night! They are defenseless.

They all need the sun to photosensitize their venom.

They are invincible, They seem immune to all our herbicidal battering.”

If you find giant hogweed in NYS, you are encouraged to call NYS DEC’s Giant Hogweed Hotline:

845-256-3111






