SPOTTED and
DIFFUSE KNAPWEED
[Centaurea stoebe spp. micranthos (Gugler) Hyek]
and (C. diffusa Lam.)

Diffuse knapweed flower with
spiny bracts

Spotted and diffuse knapweed

Spotted knapweed flower with
black bracts
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SPOTTED and
DIFFUSE KNAPWEED
State Noxious Weed List: Yes.
(both species).

Why is this plant a concern?

The knapweeds are one of the most rapidly spreading
invasive species in the western U.S. Knapweeds already
infest more acreage than leafy spurge in Montana and
Minnesota, and have been found in more than 25 counties
in North Dakota. Knapweeds are related to thistles and can
spread even faster. For instance, spotted knapweed infested
approximately 25 acres in eight North Dakota counties
in 1984 and had spread to more than 1,000 acres in 14
counties by 1997. Aggressive control programs have kept
the infestation at approximately 1,200 acres since then, but
more than half the counties in the state now have spotted
knapweed infestations. Diffuse knapweed can spread as
quickly as spotted knapweed but has been kept in check in
North Dakota and infests less than 300 acres.

Identification and growth form:
Both are short-lived perennials or sometimes biennial
plants reproducing solely by seed. Seed remains viable
in the soil five years or more, so infestations may occur
a number of years after vegetative plants have been
eliminated. The seeds can germinate from spring through
early fall. Seedlings emerging in the fall often overwinter
as a rosette of leaves, resuming growth again in the spring.
The plants grow 2 to 4 feet tall with one or more stems. The
leaves are pale green and 3 to 4 inches long. Rosette leaves
are deeply lobed. The physical appearance of these two
knapweed species is similar, except diffuse knapweed is
generally shorter and more highly branched. Plants flower
from early July through August and produce 1,000 or more
seeds per plant.
These species are distinguished by the bracts below the
flower. Spotted knapweed has stiff, black-tipped bracts
while diffuse knapweed has a rigid terminal spine about
one-third of an inch long with four to five pairs of shorter,
lateral spines (crablike). If the plant is not flowering, search
for last season’s flower stalk and identify the plant based
on the flower bracts. Both species have pink to light purple
and occasionally white flowers.
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Spotted and diffuse knapweed are aggressive, introduced
weed species that rapidly invade pasture, rangeland and
fallow land and cause a serious decline in forage and crop
production. Spotted knapweed has few natural enemies
and is not preferred by livestock as forage. Knapweed
infestations in North Dakota largely can be traced to seed
or hay brought in from neighboring states. Researchers
in Montana have observed that spotted knapweed may
remain in a confined location for several years and then
spread rapidly to adjacent areas. Controlling spotted and
diffuse knapweed plants when they are first observed and
monitoring the site for several years to prevent reinfestation
from seed are important

How do I control these plants?
Chemical and Cultural. Spotted and diffuse
knapweed confined to small, well-defined areas
should be pulled by hand or treated with a herbicide
as soon as detected to avoid spread of the weed.
First, all visible knapweed plants should be removed
and destroyed by burning or mulching. Then the
areas should be treated with a herbicide to prevent
reinfestation from seedlings. The most effective
herbicides for spotted and diffuse knapweed
control include Milestone (aminopyralid ), Tordon
(picloram) and dicamba (various). Treat an extra 10
to 15 feet around the knapweed patches to control
seedlings. A careful follow-up program is necessary
to control missed plants and seedlings. Many
attempts to control knapweed have failed because
follow-up treatments were not applied.
Biological. In general, the knapweed infestations
are small enough that herbicide and hand removal
are the best and most cost-effective treatments in
North Dakota. Biological control agents have been
introduced in neighboring states to control spotted
knapweed. There are 13 biological control agents
currently permitted for use against knapweed
species. Consult the N.D. Dept. of Agriculture or
NDSU weed specialists for the latest information on
which agents may be successful in the state.

