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hairy vetch 
Vicia villosa Roth 

 
Synonyms: Ervum villosum (Roth) Trautvetter (1875) not Pomel (1874), Vicia varia Host, V. villosa var. alba 

Other common names: winter vetch, woolly vetch 

Y. Q. 
Zhu. 

Family: Fabaceae 
 
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 
Hairy vetch is an annual or biennial plant with weak, 
climbing stems that grow up to 183 cm long. Plants are 
covered in long-spreading hairs. Leaves consist of four 
to 12 pairs of leaflets and have well-developed tendrils 
at the ends. Leaflets are linear to narrowly lanceolate 
and 19 to 25 ½ mm long. Racemes are one-sided and 
consist of 20 to 60 flowers. Flowers are purple-red and 
19 to 25 ½ mm long. Pods contain several seeds (Welsh 
1974, Whitson et al. 2000, eFloras 2008). 
 

 
 

 
Similar species: Hairy vetch can be distinguished from 
other climbing legumes in Alaska, such as bird vetch 

(Vicia cracca), by the presence of long-spreading hairs 
and obliquely attached calyxes. 
 
Ecological Impact 
Impact on community composition, structure, and 
interactions: Hairy vetch often overgrows surrounding 
herbaceous vegetation due to its climbing growth habit 
(Hultén 1968, Whitson et al. 2000). It has been reported 
to be both slightly toxic and highly palatable to grazing 
animals (USDA 2002). Flowers are visited by native 
bees, and their presence may alter the pollination 
ecology of the surrounding area (Aarssen et al. 1986). 
Impact on ecosystem processes: Hairy vetch alters soil 
conditions by fixing atmospheric nitrogen (USDA 
2002). 
 
Biology and Invasive Potential 
Reproductive potential: Hairy vetch reproduces entirely 
by seeds. Total seed production for large plants likely 
exceeds 1,000 seeds per square meter (USDA 2002). 
Role of disturbance in establishment: Hairy vetch 
persists in cultivated fields. It has only been documented 
in disturbed sites in Alaska. 
Potential for long-distance dispersal: Seeds are large 
and not easily dispersed. 
Potential to be spread by human activity: Hairy vetch is 
a forage plant that sometimes escapes from cultivation 
(Welsh 1974). It is also a common contaminant in crop 
seed (USDA, ARS 2004). 
Germination requirements: Seeds germinate 
underground. They have hard seed coats. Cold 
stratification is not required for germination, but 
scarification significantly increases germination rates 
(Aarssen et al. 1986). 
Growth requirements: Hairy vetch is adapted to all soil 
textures with pH levels between 6 and 7.5. It tolerates 
drought but does not tolerate shade. Hairy vetch can 
withstand temperatures down to -34.4°C. It requires 100 
frost-free days to grow and reproduce successfully 
(USDA 2002). 
Congeneric weeds: Vicia benghalensis, V. cracca, V. 
disperma, V. hirsuta, V. lathyroides, V. pannonica, V. 
sativa ssp. nigra, and V. tetrasperma are known to occur 

 

Raceme of Vicia villosa Roth. Photo by C. Witham. 
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as non-native weeds in North America (Hultén 1968, 
Whitson et al. 2000, USDA 2002). 
 
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 
Hairy vetch escapes cultivation and establishes in 
roadsides, fallow fields, and disturbed areas (Whitson et 
al. 2000). 
Native and current distribution: Hairy vetch is native to 
northern Africa, temperate Asia, and Europe (USDA, 
ARS 2004). It was introduced to North America as a 
rotation crop, and it now grows in all states of the U.S. 
(USDA 2002). Hairy vetch has been reported from the 
Interior-Boreal ecogeographic region of Alaska (Hultén 
1968, Welsh 1974). 

Pacific Maritime 
Interior-Boreal 

Arctic-Alpine 

Collection Site 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Distribution of hairy vetch in Alaska 

 
Management 
Control options have not been investigated because of 
the plant’s value as an agricultural crop. 
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