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Buckthorn 
A Chicago River Fact Sheet 

 
Subgenus Rhamnus: flowers have four petals, buds and leaves are opposite, twigs end in 
thorns, and branches have spines. Species include: Common Buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica).  
Other names: European buckthorn, Hart's thorn, and European way thorn. 
 
Subgenus Frangula: flowers have five petals; buds and leaves are alternate, twigs do not have 
thorns, and branches have no spines. Species include: Glossy Buckthorn (Frangula alnus). 
 

 
 

Native Range:    
Eurasia (the continents of Europe and Asia) and was introduced to North America as an 
ornamental plant. 
 
Description: 
Common and glossy buckthorns are tall shrubs or small trees reaching 20-25 feet in height 
and 10 inches in diameter.  Most often they grow in shrub form and have several stems from 
which they grow.  Another characteristic known to a lot of buckthorns is the way the veins 
of the plant curves upward towards the end of the leaf. The plant also carries fruits on it, 
which are dark blue berries (as shown in Figure 1).  The outer bark of buckthorn is typically 
rough in texture and dark gray or brown in color, and if cut the inner bark is a noticeable 
brown, red, or orange color.  Buckthorn has separate male and female plants.  Female plants 
are usually easier to spot because of the fruits they bear.  Buckthorn commonly invades 
hedges and open fields, which they can easily overtake in a short period of time.   
 
Habitat within the United States: 
Most buckthorn has a wide habitat tolerance; therefore, it is able to grow fairly rapidly at 
most locations across the United States. They are the biggest threat in the under story of 
southern oak, maple, and riparian woods, prairies, and savannas. It also grows near or in 
hedgerows, open fields, roadsides, and on sites that are rock covered. As with most invasive 
species, many types of local flora are not tolerant of its aggressive growth and wide range. 
 
Ecological Threat: 
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Once any of the buckthorn species start to grow they are likely to spread very forcefully and 
in considerable numbers because they thrive in habitats that can range from complete sun to 
a shaded area that sees very little sunlight.  Birds commonly feed on its fruits and spread 
buckthorn seeds through flight and defecation.  Because of this type of growth and easy 
dispersal, buckthorn have the potential to destroy wildlife habitat, take over native vegetation 
by out competing for light, nutrients, and moisture, form an impassable under story layer, 
serve as host to other pests, such as crown rust fungus and soybean aphid, and cause the 
continual weakening of forests, wetlands, and prairies. 
 
Control and Management Options: 
As with all invasive species, buckthorns in natural areas are best controlled by detecting them 
very early on and removing them with as little disruption to the soil as possible before they 
begin to produce any seed. With large amounts of buckthorn, the largest plants that are 
carrying seeds should be removed first.  Small patches can also be pulled by hand or with a 
weed wrench when the soil is moist and easier to work with the plants. 
 
Mechanical methods like that of controlled burns in the early spring and fall months can kill 
seedlings, small buckthorn trees, and top-killed mature buckthorns, although this method 
has to be continued each year for any success in the areas like prairies and savannas.   
 
There are various herbicides that are very useful in controlling the growth of buckthorn. 
Two of the most successful are triclopyr and glyphosate. Chemical control is best applied 
during the fall months when buckthorn is active and the majority of native plants are not.   
During the growing season, cutting stems off near ground level and treating them with 
herbicide effectively reduces sprouting of new buckthorn. Re-sprouts should be cut and 
treated again.   
 
When using herbicides, a basal bark treatment is best in largely contaminated areas, whereas 
cutting and treating the cut stumps is best in smaller areas or areas of great concern.  
However, treating the stumps with herbicide must be done properly for the process to be 
effective and to not cause a worse situation of buckthorn growth.   
 
In wetlands with unnaturally lowered water tables, restoring the water to its normal levels 
will often kill certain types of buckthorn.  
 
 
For more information visit www.chicagoriver.org 
 
  


