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common groundsel 
Senecio vulgaris L. 

 
Synonyms: None 
Other common names: old-man-in-the-Spring 
Family: Asteraceae 
 
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 groundsel is a small, branched, annual or 
biennial herb that grows 15 to 50 ¾ cm tall from a 
taproot. Stems are erect and solitary. Basal leaves are 
stalked, somewhat fleshy, usually purplish on the lower 
surfaces, oblanceolate to elliptic, 2 ½ to 10 cm long, and 
1 ¼ to 4 cm wide. Stem leaves are alternate, pinnately 
divided or irregularly toothed, and nearly glabrous or 
sparsely hairy with ear-like lobes clasping at the bases. 
Flower heads are several to numerous, 6 to 12 ½ mm in 
diameter, cylindrical or conic with yellow disk florets 
and no ray florets. Involucral bracts are lanceolate, 
green, and black-tipped. Seeds are long, slender, and 
ridged with pappi of white hairs (Alex and Switzer 
1976, Douglas et al. 1998, Whitson et al. 2000). 
 

 
 

 
Similar species: Sticky ragwort (Senecio viscosus) can 
be confused with common groundsel. Unlike common 
groundsel, sticky ragwort has numerous sticky hairs on 
its stems, leaves, and flower heads. Sticky ragwort is 
less common than common groundsel in Alaska. It can 
be found in Southeast Alaska (Furbish and Jorgensen 
2001). 

 
 

 
Ecological Impact 
Impact on community composition, structure, and 
interactions: Common groundsel has not been 
documented in undisturbed areas in Alaska (AKEPIC 
2010). No perceived impacts on native plant populations 
have been documented. Common groundsel is 
poisonous to livestock (Royer and Dickinson 1999) and 
may be poisonous to wild animals as well. It is an 
alternate host for a number of viruses, nematodes, and 
aphids (Townshend and Davidson 1962, Heathcote and 
Byford 1975, Royer and Dickinson 1999). 
Impact on ecosystem processes: It is unlikely that the 
presence of common groundsel causes measurable 
impacts to ecosystem processes. 
 
Biology and Invasive Potential 
Reproductive potential: Common groundsel reproduces 
by seeds only. Plants require five to seven weeks to 
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reach the fruiting stage. Each plant produces an average 
of 830 seeds (Kadereit 1984), although large plants can 
produce over 1,700 seeds (Royer and Dickinson 1999). 
Role of disturbance in establishment: The presence of 
bare ground is important for the establishment and 
spread of common groundsel (Bergelson et al. 1993). 
Germination of common groundsel can be suppressed 
by surrounding vegetation (Popay and Roberts 1970a). 
Potential for long-distance dispersal: Each seed has a 
pappus of hairs and can be dispersed short distances by 
wind (Bergelson et al. 1993). Seeds are sticky when wet 
and can attach to fur (Royer and Dickinson 1999). 
Potential to be spread by human activity: Wet seeds can 
attach to clothing and vehicles. Seeds contaminate 
commercial seeds and horticultural stock (Hodkinson 
and Thompson 1997, USDA, ARS 2006). 
Germination requirements: Seeds of common groundsel 
lack innate dormancy and can germinate year round. 
Germination peaks usually occur in spring and fall. 
Light is necessary for germination. Maximum 
germination rates occur when the temperature is 
between 10°C and 20°C (Popay and Roberts 1970a, b, 
Hilton 1983). 
Growth requirements: Common groundsel shows great 
flexibility and adaptation to different environments 
(Theaker and Briggs 1993). It is well adapted to 
agricultural and ruderal habitats (Leiss and Müller-
Schärer 2001). Common groundsel is adapted to all soil 
textures with pH levels ranging from 5 to 8.5. This 
species does not tolerate shading. It can withstand 
temperatures down to 8.3°C (USDA, NRCS 2006). 
Congeneric weeds: Tansy ragwort (Senecio jacobaea), 
Madagascar ragwort (S. madagascariensis), Ridell’s 
ragwort (S. riddellii), and Oxford ragwort (S. squalidus) 
are listed as noxious weeds in one or more states of the 
U.S. (USDA, NRCS 2006). 
 

Legal Listings 
Has not been declared noxious 
Listed noxious in Alaska 
Listed noxious by other states (WA) 
Federal noxious weed 
Listed noxious in Canada or other countries (MB) 

 
Distribution and abundance 
Common groundsel is a weed of disturbed areas, 
cultivated fields, gardens, lawns, roadsides, and waste 
areas (Douglas et al. 1998). 
Native and current distribution: Common groundsel is 
native to Europe and North Africa, but it currently has a 
nearly worldwide distribution. This species has been 
documented in all three ecogeographic regions of 
Alaska (AKEPIC 2010). 
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Distribution of common groundsel in Alaska 

 
 
Management 
Common groundsel can be controlled by tillage in fall 
and early spring. Mowing or grazing before seed set will 
prevent infestations from spreading. Herbicides are 
effective at controlling common groundsel (SAF 2000). 
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