red clover
Trifolium pratense L.
Synonyms: Trifolium pratense L. var. frigidum auct. non Gaudin, T. pratense L. var. sativum (P. Mill.) Schreb.
Other common names: None
Family: Fabaceae
Invasiveness Rank: 53 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
Red clover is a perennial herb that grows up to 91 cm
tall from a taproot. The entire plant is covered with soft
hairs. Stems are several and erect or ascending. Leaves
are alternate and palmately trifoliate. Leaflets are ovate
to elliptic and 1 ¼ to 6 ¼ cm long with V-shaped marks.
Stipules are persistent, ovate to lanceolate,
conspicuously veined, and up to one inch long. Flower
heads are sessile, subtended by pairs of leaves, dense,
spherical, and 2 ½ to 4 cm in diameter. Flowers are
pink, purple, or red. Pods are egg-shaped and one- or
two-seeded (Welsh 1974, Douglas et al. 1999).

occur as non-native species in Alaska: golden clover
(Trifolium aureum), field clover (T. campestre),
suckling clover (T. dubium), alsike clover (T.
hybridum), lupine clover (T. lupinaster), smallhead
clover (T. microcephalum), white clover (T. repens),
and whitetip clover (T. variegatum). Unlike red clover,
golden clover, field clover, and suckling clover have
yellow flowers. White clover can be distinguished from
red clover by its primarily white flowers and creeping
stems that root at the nodes. Unlike red clover, alsike
clover is glabrous and has flower stalks that are up to 5
cm long. Lupine clover can be distinguished from red
clover by the presence of five leaflets per leaf and bluepurple flowers. Unlike red clover, whitetip clover has
purple flowers with white tips and flower heads that are
less than 1 cm in diameter. Smallhead clover can be
distinguished from red clover by the presence of white
flowers and flower heads that are less than 1 cm in
diameter (Hultén 1968).

Leaf of Trifolium pratensis L.

Flower head of Trifolium pratensis L. subtended by a pair of leaves.

Similar species: Red clover can be confused with eight
other Trifolium species that are known or suspected to
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Ecological Impact
Impact on community composition, structure, and
interactions: Red clover is capable of creating very
dense, high-biomass stands (Gettle et al. 1996a, b,
Hofmann and Isselstein 2004), changing the structure of
the community, and reducing populations of grass
species (Gettle et al. 1996a). Moose and mule deer graze
on red clover. The leaves of red clover provide food for

beavers, woodchuck, muskrats, meadow mice, and
sharp-tailed grouse. Seeds are eaten by crows, horned
lark, ruffed grouse, and sharp-tailed grouse. The flowers
are visited by bumblebees and sometimes by introduced
honeybees (Graham 1941).
Impact on ecosystem processes: Red clover increases
nitrogen levels in soil by fixing atmospheric nitrogen
(USDA, NRCS 2006). The alteration of soil conditions
may delay the establishment of native species (Rutledge
and McLendon 1996) and facilitate the colonization of
other exotic species.
Biology and Invasive Potential
Reproductive potential: Red clover reproduces by seeds.
Plants produce from 11 to 1,000 seeds per year
(Densomore et al. 2001).
Role of disturbance in establishment: Red clover can
establish in pastures (Gettle et al. 1996a, b). Soil
disturbances and the cutting or grazing of competing
vegetation facilitate the establishment of red clover
(Guretzky et al. 2004, Hofmann and Isselstein 2004).
Potential for long-distance dispersal: Seeds are large
and not well-adapted to long distance dispersal.
Potential to be spread by human activity: Red clover is
planted as a forage crop, and its cultivation is
documented in Alaska. It is also planted for erosion
control. Seeds of red clover are commercially available
(Panciera et al. 1990, Sparrow et al. 1993).
Germination requirements: For agricultural purposes,
seeds should be inoculated. Seeds germinate in 6 to 12
½ mm soil depth (USDA, NRCS 2006). The optimal
temperature range for germination is from 15°C to 20°C
(Brar et al. 1991).
Growth requirements: Red clover is best adapted to
medium- and fine-textured, well-drained soils with pH
between 6.0 and 7.5. It requires a minimum of 90 frost
free days to grow and reproduce successfully (USDA,
NRCS 2006). Seedlings of red clover can survive
temperatures as low as -8.3°C (Meyer and Badaruddin
2001).
Congeneric weeds: Eight other Trifolium species are
known or suspected to occur as non-native species in
Alaska: golden clover (Trifolium aureum), field clover
(T. campestre), suckling clover (T. dubium), alsike
clover (T. hybridum), lupine clover (T. lupinaster),
smallhead clover (T. microcephalum), white clover (T.
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repens), and whitetip clover (T. variegatum) (AKEPIC
2010). No Trifolium species are considered noxious
weeds in the U.S. or Canada (USDA, NRCS 2006,
Invaders 2010).
Legal Listings
Has not been declared noxious
Listed noxious in Alaska
Listed noxious by other states
Federal noxious weed
Listed noxious in Canada or other countries

Distribution and Abundance
Red clover has been planted as a forage crop in Alaska.
It often escapes cultivation and becomes established in
roadsides, clearcuts, lawns, gardens, and meadows
(Welsh 1974, Rutledge and McLendon 1996).
Native and current distribution: Red clover is native to
southeastern Europe and Asia Minor. It has been
introduced to Africa and North America (Hultén 1968).
Red clover can be found throughout the United States
and Canada (USDA, NRCS 2006). It has been
documented from the Pacific Maritime and InteriorBoreal ecogeographic regions of Alaska (Hultén 1968,
AKEPIC 2010, UAM 2010).
Pacific Maritime
Interior-Boreal
Arctic-Alpine
Collection Site

Distribution of red clover in Alaska

Management
Red clover can be controlled by mechanical methods
(Densmore et al. 2001). It is resistant to some herbicides
(Rutledge and McLendon 1996).
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