
 

Invasive Plants in Pennsylvania 
Japanese and Giant Knotweed 

Fallopia japonica Sieb. & Zucc. and  
Fallopia sachalinensis F. Schmidt ex Maxim. 

Description: 
Both are annual, herbaceous                
perennials with erect, hollow 
stems that are light green, 
smooth, jointed and swollen at 
the nodes (resembling                  
bamboo).  

 

Early in the season, new 
shoots can grow three to four 
inches per day.  Knotweed 
grows three to 12 feet tall. The 
two species are known to                         
hybridize, so ID can some-
times be difficult.  The shape 
of the leaf base is the best  
characteristic—Japanese           
knotweed leaves are squared-
off, giant knotweed’s are heart
-shaped. 
 

The plant’s greenish white 
flowers are functionally               
unisexual, grow                         
approximately four inches in 
length and appear from                   
August to October. The 
fruits are papery and contain a 
three-sided shiny, brown seed. 

Background: 
 

Both species of knotweed were                          
introduced into North                  
America for ornamental use 
and for forage and erosion 
control in the late 1800s. 
 

Range: 
 

Both Japanese and giant               
knotweed come from Japan. 
They can be found throughout 
much of the United States and 
Canada, as well as Europe. 
 

Habitat: 
 

These plants are found at sites 
with varying combinations of 
sun, moist soil and human                     
disturbance, such as stream 
and river banks, wet                    
meadows, roadsides, railroad 
and utility rights-of-way,           
vacant lots and waste places. 

Biology and Spread: 
 

Knotweeds spread primarily 
by rhizomes. The rhizomes 
can be dispersed by natural 
causes, such as flooding and 
erosion, and also by man-
made disturbances to the soil. 
Cut or broken stems will also 
root if left on moist soil or put 
directly into water. It produces 
only small amounts of viable 
seed that are dispersed mainly 
by gravity, wind and water. 

 

Ecological Threat: 
 

Knotweeds are capable of 
quickly forming dense stands 
where they can crowd out             
native vegetation. Thickets can 
clog small waterways and              
displace streamside                       
vegetation, increasing bank 
erosion and lowering the  
quality of riparian habitat for 
fish and wildlife. Once                     
established, these stands are 
very difficult to eradicate. 
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The key to successful                    
knotweed management is   
controlling the rhizomes.               
 
Manual and Mechanical 
Mechanical methods alone are 
largely ineffective.  It may be 
possible to grub or pull single 
plants if they are not well              
established and soil conditions 
allow for complete rhizome 
removal.  Small portions of the 
rhizome system not removed 
have the potential to resprout.   
 

The herbaceous stems of              
knotweed can be cut or 
mowed quite easily.  Cutting 
alone will not control the plant 
but when performed after June 
1 will significantly reduce the 
height of the regrowth.  

Native Alternatives: 
 

Once knotweed is removed, 
you must plant other                     
vegetation to prevent                          
re-establishment of knotweed.  
The following are useful                  
native plants: 
 

Shrubs - winterberry holly 
(Ilex verticillata), spicebush 
(Lindera benzoin), buttonbush  
(Cephalanthus occidentalis), 
silky willow (Salix sericea), 
pussy willow (Salix discolor)  
 

 

Herbaceous species - wild-rye 
(Elymus villosus), big bluestem 
(Andropogon gerardii), switch 
grass (Panicum virgatum), 
wingstem (Verbesina                            
alternifolia), joe-pye-weed 
(Eupatorium fistulosum) 
 
 

References: 
 

USDA Forest Service Invasive Plants website:  
http://www.na.fs.fed.us/fhp/invasive_plants 
 
Invasive Exotic Plant Tutorial for Natural Lands Managers:  
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/invasivetutorial/
japanese_knotweed.htm 

 
 

For More Information: 
 
Plant Invaders of Mid-Atlantic Natural Areas, National 
Park Service: http://www.nps.gov/plants/alien/pubs/
midatlantic/midatlantic.pdf 
 
Invasive Plants Field and Reference Guide, U.S. Forest Service:  
http://na.fs.fed.us/pubs/misc/ip/ip_field_guide.pdf 

Chemical 
Several herbicides, such as 
glyphosate, are effective in 
controlling this species. If the 
plants grow in a wetland,                
be sure to use an aquatic                 
approved herbicide. Check        
label directions and state              
requirements. 
 

Foliar herbicide applications 
made after July 1 and before 
the first killing frost are most 
effective at injuring the                   
rhizomes.  During this time of 
year carbohydrates produced 
in the leaves are moved to the 
rhizomes for growth and               
storage. Foliar applied                    
herbicides move through the 
plant with the carbohydrates. 

How to Control this Species: 
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