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Weed of Interest: Bittercress
Andy Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

Soon we will be seeing familiar small white flowers 
poking up in many places: landscape beds, nearby 
turf and in container nurseries . Bittercress (Cardamine 
spp.) is with us nearly every month of the year in one 
form or another. This small insignificant-looking weed 
is one of the most widespread and is consistently list-
ed in surveys as one of the top five container nursery 
weeds in the country . More recently, landscapers and 
homeowners are seeing this weed as an early emerg-
ing nuisance in lawns and landscape beds .

The bittercress weed popula-
tions are made up of a com-
plex of several closely related 
and similar looking species . In 
the Northeast, the populations 
usually include: Cardamine 
flexuosa, C. hirsuta, and C. 
pennsylvannica . This mixture 
of native and introduced spe-
cies is well suited for a weedy 
life in container nurseries . Bit-
tercress has a very short life 
cycle when germinating in the 
spring and early summer .  The 
plant can germinate, flower 
and produce copious numbers 
of ripe seeds within  a 45 to 60 
day period . The seeds develop 
in small pods . Each pod will 
contain 10-20 seeds . When 
the seeds are fully mature, the 
sides of the pod split length-
wise . There are structures at-
tached along the side of the pods that are released and 
by quickly coiling cause the seeds to be explosively 
released (dehisced) from the pod . The seeds can be 
expelled several feet away from the plant . This ‘seed-
popping’ dispersal adaptation allows bittercress seed to 
quickly be a widely spread problem in container houses 
even if there is a small population to begin with . There 
are only a few weedy plant species with this ability to 
‘shoot’ seeds as a means of dispersal . This adaption 
allows them to quickly colonize a new habitat when 
brought in on containers or growing medium . Inspect-
ing and removing weeds as they are brought into new 
growing areas is the best way to keep a bittercress 
problem from getting worse . Once a population builds 
up, the small but hardy seeds will settle in inaccessible 

areas waiting for the right conditions to germinate .

As the days shorten in late summer and fall, the young 
seedlings will form flat rosettes and grow vegetatively 
close to the soil . Surviving as a rosette, the plant will 
live through the winter season in a nearly dormant 
state . Once temperatures rise in the late winter and 
days become longer, the plant responds with more 
elongate growth and soon flowers and seed will form. 
After the seed is shed, the plant will die . It is this win-

ter annual habit and the whitish flowers that form that 
homeowners see so early in the spring . 

In turf, the best timing to manage bittercress is in the 
fall . At this time an application of one of several post 
emergence ‘combination’ herbicides will selectively 
control it . If the problem isn’t noticed until spring, then 
an earlier than normal application should be made to 
prevent a new crop of seeds from maturing . To prevent 
new infestations, late summer turfgrass overseeding 
and repairing ‘problem areas’ in the lawn will remove 
possible establishment sites . In nearby landscape 
beds, refreshing mulched areas will destroy and bury 
the rosettes in the fall and not allow them to spread 
seed into nearby lawn . In container nurseries, there are 

Bittercress plant with flowers and seed pods just starting to develop.



mailto:dog1@cornell.edu
mailto:dog1@cornell.edu

