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common eyebright 

Euphrasia nemorosa (Pers.) Wallr. 
 

Synonyms: Euphrasia americana auct. non Wettst., E. arctica ssp. borealis (Townsend) Yeo, E. borealis (Townsend) 

Wettst., E. brevipila auct. non Burnat & Gremli, E. canadensis auct. non Townsend, E. curta (Fries) Wettst., E. 
glabrescens Reuter ex Ardoino, E. nemorosa (Pers.) Wallr. ssp. curta (Fr.) Asch. & Graebn., E. nitidula Reuter, E. 

officinalis auct. non L., E. officinalis L. ssp. nemorosa (Pers.) Celak. 1871, non Nyman 1881, E. officinalis L. var. curta 

Fr., E. officinalis L. var. nemorosa Pers., E. pectinata auct. non Ten., E. rostkoviana Hayne forma borealis F. Towns., 

E. stricta D.Wolff var. curta (Fr.) Jalas, E. stricta D.Wolff var. tatarica sensu Fernald & Wiegand, non (Fisch. ex 

Spreng.) Hartl, E. stricta sensu Fernald & Wiegand, p.p., E. tatarica auct. non Fisch. ex Spreng. 

Other common name: none 

Family: Orobanchaceae 
 

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 0 representing a 

plant that poses no threat to native ecosystems and 100 representing a plant that poses a major threat to native 

ecosystems. 
 

Description 
Common eyebright is an annual that grows 10 to 40 cm 

tall from a taproot. The stems are simple or freely 

branched, erect, and slightly hairy to pubescent. Plants 

have a small numbers of leaves. Leaves are deep green, 

sessile, ovate, and 5 to 15 mm long. Each leaf has 

palmate veins and 7 to 11 prominent teeth. The 

undersides of leaves can be sparsely hairy. The flowers, 

which are located in the axils of leafy bracts, have both 

male and female reproductive parts. The bracts are 

similar to the leaves, but are larger and have bristle-

tipped teeth; bracts are arranged in crowded terminal 

spikes that are 3 to 15 cm long. The calyces are tubular. 

Corollas are white or pale lavender, pubescent outside, 

and 5 to 10 mm long. The upper lip has two lobes, 

whereas the lower lip has three notched, oblong, 

spreading lobes with purple lines and a yellow spot. The 

fruits are flattened, smooth, oblong capsules that 

measure 4 to 8 mm long. Seeds are 1 to 2 mm long and 

narrowly winged (eFloras 2008, Klinkenberg 2010, 

Plants for a Future 2010).   

 

 

 

Similar species: Two Euphrasia species look similar to 

common eyebright and are native to Alaska: arctic 

eyebright (Euphrasia subarctica) and subalpine 

eyebright (E. mollis). These species grow on dry, grassy 

heaths, along paths, in open woods, and on chalky and 

acidic soils. Subalpine eyebright can be differentiated 

from common eyebright by its 1 to 4 rounded teeth on 

each side of its leaves and white pubescence on the tops 

and bottoms of its leaves. The corollas of subalpine 

eyebright are white with purple lines and lavender upper 

lips. Arctic eyebright has white to yellow corollas that 

are 3 to 4 mm long (Hultén 1968, Cody 1996, 

Klinkenberg 2010, USDA 2010). 

 
Ecological Impact 
Impact on community composition, structure, and 
interactions: Common eyebright is hemiparasitic; it 

forms haustoria on the roots of other plants and may 

weaken native plants establishing in disturbed sites. 

While it is able to grow without a host, common 

eyebright grows best with a host, especially if that host 

has the ability to fix nitrogen (Yeo 1964). In Southeast 

Alaska, common eyebright has been observed growing 

through moss in native plant communities and along 

wetland margins in undisturbed areas (Feierabend and 

Schirokauer 2008). This species is often associated with 

herbaceous-roadside plant communities on imported fill 

in Alaska (AKEPIC 2010), where it probably causes 

minor changes in native forb density. The Euphrasia 
genus is notorious for weak interspecific crossing 

barriers (French et al. 2003), and common eyebright 

may hybridize with native species. 

Impact on ecosystem processes: Common eyebright is a 

colonizer of disturbed areas in its native range in 

northwestern England (Ash et al. 1994). In Southeast 

Alaska, however, it has been observed growing through 

moss in native vegetation and along wetland margins in 

undisturbed areas (Feierabend and Schirokauer 2008). 
 

Euphrasia nemorosa L. Photo by V. Hume 
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Due to its hemiparasitic nature, common eyebright will 

compete with native species for space and nutrients 

(Yeo 1964). 

 
Biology and Invasive Potential 
Reproductive potential: Common eyebright reproduces 

by seed (Yeo 1964). Areas that were cleared of all 

vegetation at Nelson Slough in Southeast Alaska were 

rapidly reinfested by common eyebright (Feierabend and 

Schirokauer 2008). This species spread quickly after 

being introduced onto industrial waste heaps in 

northwestern England (Ash et al. 1994), indicating that 

it is at least somewhat aggressive in its reproduction.  

No data on seed viability is available. 

Role of disturbance in establishment: Common 

eyebright primarily germinates in disturbed areas that 

have some exposed mineral soil (Cortés-Burns and 

Flagstad 2009). It has been observed in Southeast 

Alaska spreading from disturbed areas to undisturbed 

mossy areas, where it grows amongst native vegetation. 

Seedlings even germinated under thick mats of grasses 

and lupines (Feierabend and Schirokauer 2008). 

Potential for long-distance dispersal: Seeds have no 

specialized mechanisms for long-distance dispersal 

(Horwood 1919). Euphrasia species do not generally 

disperse long distances (Murphy and Downe 2006). 
Potential to be spread by human activity: Common 

eyebright has been documented around the Haines 

Airport and is commonly associated with areas that have 

been disturbed by fill importation in Southeast Alaska 

(Feierabend and Schirokauer 2008, AKEPIC 2010). 

Infestations occur primarily near areas associated with 

human activities, such as Kincaid Park in Southcentral 

Alaska (Cortés-Burns and Flagstad 2009) and a variety 

of roads, trails, campgrounds, and towns in Southeast 

Alaska (Feierabend and Schirokauer 2008). 

Germination requirements: Common eyebright 

germinates in the spring. Germination rates are 

increased by exposure to cold winter temperatures (Yeo 

1961).  

Growth requirements: Common eyebright can grow in 

most soil types. It can tolerate semi-shade and alkaline 

conditions (Plants for a Future 2010). It grows best in 

calcareous soils and often grows in chalk grassland in 

England, where it is native (Kelly 1989, Lady Bird 

Johnson Wildflower Center 2010). It requires fairly 

moist conditions; mortality rates increase significantly 

during periods with little precipitation (Kelly 1989). 

Common eyebright flowers from June to September 

(Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center 2010). 

Congeneric weeds: No other Euphrasia species are 

known to occur as non-native weeds. 
 

Legal Listings 

 Has not been declared noxious (it is listed as a legally 

protected, critically imperiled rare species in 

Michigan) 

Listed noxious in Alaska 

Listed noxious by other states 

Federal noxious weed 

Listed noxious in Canada or other countries 

 

Distribution and Abundance 
Common eyebright grows in disturbed areas, waste 

places, roadsides, fields, and clearings (Klinkenberg 

2010). In Europe, where it is native, common eyebright 

grows well in clearings and forested edges of previously 

disturbed sites, dry meadows, pastures, and chalk 

grasslands (Kelly 1989, Ash et al. 1994, Lid & Lid 

1998).   
Native and current distribution: Common eyebright is 

native to Europe. Populations are present in arctic and 

subarctic regions in Norway (University Museums of 

Norway 2010, Vascular Plant Herbarium Trondheim 

2010). Common eyebright is considered native to 

Michigan and Quebec (Michigan Natural Features 

Inventory 2007, NatureServe 2009, Klinkenberg 2010). 

The current range of common eyebright in North 

America includes New England, Minnesota, Michigan, 

Washington, eastern Canada, Alberta, and British 

Colombia (USDA 2010). It has also been collected from 

parts of Asia, Africa, and New Zealand (Harvard 

University Herbaria 2007, Botanic Garden and Botanical 

Museum Berlin-Dahlem 2010, GBIF New Zealand 

2010). This species is well established in wetland and 

pond areas in the Dyea flats (AKEPIC 2010) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Distribution of common eyebright in Alaska 

 
Management 
Control of common eyebright by repeated hand-pulling 

was marginally to moderately effective in Klondike 

Gold Rush National Historic Park. Hoeing is more 

effective than hand-pulling for small infestations, but it 

requires the removal of native flora in addition to the 

target species.  Neither hand-pulling nor hoeing are 

efficient control methods for large infestations 

(Feierabend and Schirokauer 2008). 
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