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Early Emerging Invasive Weeds Bear Watching
Andy Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

Two invasive weeds that have become problems in 
natural areas are also weeds in turf and nearby land-
scaped areas. One of the first and showiest is called 
lesser celandine or fig buttercup (Ficaria verna or Ra-
nunculus ficaria) . This plant has attractive large yellow 
blossoms (eight petals, Fig 1 .) that start to appear in 
late March and early April . It is a very short-lived spring 
bloomer that can eliminate desirable native ephemeral 
species by forming a smothering “carpet” of leaves . 
The leaves have a distinctive heart shape and are usu-
ally marked with a dark splotch in the middle (Fig . 2) . 
Lesser celandine can spread by seed, but more com-
monly will move to nearby locations by underground 
tuberous roots that are prolific and extensive (Fig. 3). 
Any portion of these tubers that is moved to new ar-
eas will give rise to a new plant next year . Although 
lesser celandine is early to appear, it also disappears 
early in the season . By mid-May, the leaves will begin 
to yellow and soon die back . Even though it has a short-
lived aboveground cycle, the tuberous roots that have 
formed in such a short time are astoundingly dense . No 
effective herbicides are currently registered to control 
this weed . Cultural practices of management consist of 
early intervention, digging and removal of small infes-
tations . However, we have few defenses against this 
weed once it gets well established .

Japanese stiltgrass (Microstegium vimineum) has a 
number of nicknames including: Nepalese browntop, 
Chinese packing grass and others . The reference to 
packing grass is apt because this grass once was used 
as packing material when expensive porcelain was 
shipped from Japan and China . In years past, the pack-

ing material was often thrown out on compost piles 
located at the back of properties usually near woods 
or wet areas . This environment, shaded and wet, is an 
ideal location for this weed to germinate and thrive . On 
Long Island, one of the first confirmed sightings of this 
plant as a weed problem was in Oyster Bay Cove . It 
was growing in a shaded woods and was beginning 
to invade a nearby mowed turf area that was in full 
sun . Since then it has become a severe problem to turf 
and landscape managers in northwestern Suffolk and 
northern Nassau counties . In addition to its properties 
as a weed of horticulture, Japanese stiltgrass has also 
become highly invasive in natural areas such as woods 
and along streams . So much so, that stiltgrass is now 
listed as highly invasive and is banned from being pur-
posefully moved or sold in Suffolk County .

Despite the fact that stiltgrass is adapted to low light 
conditions, it has a C-4 pathway for carbon fixation. 
Briefly put, in certain conditions, this pathway allows 
plants to utilize the sun more efficiently to produce en-
ergy . Usually this pathway is found in drought tolerant 
and sun loving species like crabgrass and corn . It may 
be that while we are experiencing stiltgrass as a shade 
loving plant, it thrived in sunny, drier conditions in its 
place and time of origin . What this means to us practi-
cally is that stiltgrass is a formidable weed that should 
not be underestimated . Another interesting aspect of 
its biology is that stiltgrass flowers develop very late 
in the season compared to other grassy weeds like 
crabgrass. Stiltgrass flower stalks begin to be seen in 
late summer . Viable seeds are produced and dispersed 
shortly before frost in mid to late October . However, 

Figure 1. Lesser celandine flower Figure 2. Typical leaves of lesser 
celandine

Figure 3. Lesser celandine 
tuberous roots
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stiltgrass will spread readily into mowed turf . The plants 
will root at the nodes and grow outward from the origi-
nal seedling under the height of the mower deck .

Stiltgrass begins to emerge in turf and landscaped beds 
in the spring a few days before crabgrass . The young 
seedlings have a broad, almost rounded blade . This un-
usual appearance often allows them to be misidentified 
or mistaken for a broadleaf weed (Fig . 4) . As the plant 
grows, short, broad pointed leaf blades will develop on 
the stems . The leaves are alternate and often growing 
at an angle to the stem (Fig . 5) .

Management Options: In areas that are unmowed, cut-
ting the plant once the flowers talks start to form in 
early September can be an effective cultural control . 
Currently, Acclaim Extra is the only commonly used 

turf/ornamental herbicide that is specifically labeled to 
control this weed . In the greenhouse during the winter 
of 2011/12, we evaluated several pre-emergence herbi-
cide options for efficacy in controlling this weed.

In Figure 6, the results of the pre-emergence trial are 
presented . Based on these results, it appears that both 
Dimension and Pendulum Aquacap provide excellent 
residual control of this although other herbicides that 
are effective on crabgrass did not . These studies are 
being repeated and legal labeling will be pursued for 
those herbicides that are clearly effective . In summa-
ry, it appears that we have effective tools to control 
this increasingly vexing weed problem . Proper control 
method selection, as well correct identification are key 
to effective management . ●

Figure 6. Control of Japanese Stiltgrass (Microstegium viminium) with Pre-emergence Herbicides.

Percent Control

Herbicide Formulation
Rate  

(product/acre) 1 WAT 2 WAT 3.5 WAT
UNTREATED ~ ~ 3 0 0

PENDULUM AquaCap 3 .8 CS 3 pts/a 95 87 90

DIMENSION 2 EW 1 pt/a 83 98 98

MANSION (Manor) 60 WDG 1 dry  oz/a 0 0 0

TENACITY 4L 8 fl oz/a 0 0 0

Fisher’s LSD 0 .05 19 7 2

* Treatments were applied 12-23-11 in heated greenhouse conditions and irrigated immediately . 

Figures 4 (left) and 5 (right). Japanese stiltgrass.


