shepherd's purse
Capsella bursa-pastoris (L.) Medik.

Synonyms: Bursa bursa-pastoris (L.) Britt., B. bursa-pastoris (L.) Britt. var. bifida Crépin, B. gracilis Gren., Capsella

rubella Reut., Thlaspi bursa-pastoris L.
Other common names: None
Family: Brassicaceae

Invasiveness Rank: The invasiveness rank is calculated based on a species’ ecological impacts, biological
attributes, distribution, and response to control measures. The ranks are scaled from 0 to 100, with O representing a
plant that poses no threat to native ecosystems and 100 representing a plant that poses a major threat to native

ecosystems.

Description

Shepherd’s purse is an annual or winter annual plant that
grows from a taproot. Plants can be smooth or with
simple and star-like hairs. Stems are erect, simple or
branched, and 8 to 45 cm tall. Basal leaves grow in
rosettes. They are 2 % to 15 cm long, up to 4 cm wide,
oblanceolate, and entire to pinnately lobed. Stem leaves
have lobed margins and lack petioles. They decrease in
size up the stem. Small white flowers appear in terminal
clusters. Flowers measure up to 9% mm across and are
composed of four green sepals, four white petals, six
stamens, and one pistil. Flowering stalks elongate during
fruit development. Pods are triangular and 9% mm long
with approximately 20 seeds each. Seeds are round to
oblong and dull orange (Douglas and Meidinger 1998,
Royer and Dickinson 1999, Whitson at al. 2000).

Capsella bursa-pastoris (L.) Medik. L.

Similar species: Shepherd’s purse can be distinguished
from the native lyrate rockcress (Arabis lyrata) by its
triangular seed pods and its long, terminal, racemose
inflorescences.

Ecological Impact

Impact on community composition, structure, and
interactions: Shepherd’s purse is grazed by cattle,
horses, yaks, sheep, and rabbits (Crawley 1990). Its
leaves are also eaten by insects and slugs (Dirzo and
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Harper 1980, Cook et al. 1996, Aksoy et al. 1998).
Flowers are usually self-pollinated; however, small
insects, particularly flies and small bees, visit the
flowers (Aksoy et al. 1998). Shepherd’s purse is a host
for various nematode species and viruses (Townshend
and Davidson 1962, Royer and Dickinson 1999).

Impact on ecosystem processes: Shepherd’s purse
colonizes open ground and may inhibit the
establishment of native species (Rutledge and
McLendon 1996).

Biology and Invasive Potential

Reproductive potential: Shepherd’s purse reproduces
entirely by seeds. The number of seeds produced per
plant varies, depending mainly on habitat. Stevens
(1932) recorded 38,500 seeds per plant. Hurka and
Haase (1982) recorded a minimum of 500 seeds per
plant and a maximum of 90,000 seeds per plant.
Shepherd’s purse can produce two or three generations
in a single year (Rutledge and McLendon 1996, Aksoy
et al. 1998).

Role of disturbance in establishment: Shepherd’s purse
requires open soil and disturbance to germinate. Plants
may appear on sites that have been redisturbed several
decades after the last human disturbance (Densmore et
al. 2001). In studies, intense grazing led to greater
densities of Shepherd’s purse in perennial pastures
(Harker et al. 2000).

Potential for long-distance dispersal: Seeds are small
and light. They can be carried by wind or rain wash.
They become sticky when moistened and can be
dispersed on the feet of birds and mammals (Hurka and
Haase 1982, Aksoy et al. 1998). Seeds remain viable
after passing through digestive tracts of birds, cattle, and
horses (Rutledge and McLendon 1996).

Potential to be spread by human activity: Seeds can be
transported in mud stuck to shoes or car tires (Hurka and
Haase 1982, Aksoy et al. 1998, Densmore et al. 2001).
Horticultural stock may carry Shepherd’s purse seeds as
a contaminant (Hodkinson and Thompson 1997).
Germination requirements: Ripe seeds of shepherd’s
purse are dormant and require a period of
stratification before they can germinate. Seeds
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germinate throughout the year, usually with a large peak
in early spring and a small peak in fall, at temperatures
between 5°C and 29°C. Seeds of shepherd’s purse
require light for germination (Popay and Roberts 1970,
Baskin and Baskin 1986, Baskin and Baskin 1989,
Aksoy et al. 1998).

Growth requirements: Shepherd’s purse is a plant of
dry, open areas that shows some adaptability to
moderate droughts. It is found mainly on clay to sandy
loam soils with pH between 5.0 and 8.0. Seedlings grow
best at daytime temperatures of 20°C and nighttime
temperatures of 15°C (Aksoy et al. 1998). This plant has
been observed surviving winter temperatures as low as -
12°C in Germany (Goppert 1881 cited in Aksoy et al.
1998).

Congeneric weeds: No other Capsella species are
known to occur as weeds (Flora of North America 2010,
Invaders 2010, ITIS 2010)

Legal Listings
[[Has not been declared noxious
[ ]Listed noxious in Alaska
[IListed noxious by other states
[ ]Federal noxious weed
XListed noxious in Canada or other countries (AB and
MB)

Distribution and abundance

Shepherd’s purse is common in cultivated crops,
gardens, lawns, pastures, waste areas, and roadsides
(Welsh 1974, Alex and Switzer 1976, Rutledge and

McLendon 1996, Aksoy et al. 1998, Royer and
Dickinson 1999, Whitson at al. 2000).

Native and current distribution: Shepherd’s purse is
native to Europe and West Asia. It is now widely
distributed throughout Europe, Asia, North America,
Australia, and Africa. It has also been introduced into
South America, New Zealand, and Tasmania (Hultén
1968). This species is well established in disturbed
habitats of arctic of Greenland, Spitsbergen, Iceland, and
Northland (Polunin 1957, Tolmatchev 1975). It has been
documented from all three ecogeographic regions of
Alaska (Hultén 1968, AKEPIC 2010).

B Pacific Maritime
O Interior- Boreal
Avrctic-Alpine
@ Collection Site

Distribution of shepherd’s purse in Alaska

Management

Shepherd’s purse is a pioneer colonizer of disturbed
areas and will not persist for more than two to five years
unless the site is repeatedly disturbed. Plants can be
easily pulled up by hand (Densmore et al. 2001).
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