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Weed of Interest:  
Common Groundsel – The Year-Round Weed!
Andy Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

Common groundsel (Senecio vulgaris) is such a well-
adapted weed to our climate that it is easy to find it 
growing somewhere in almost every month of the year. 
If you doubt this, look in the shadows of an unheated 
hoophouse, or under the benches of a heated one. It 
will even maintain a reduced, but still viable, presence 
in landscapes and gardens during the winter months. 
Groundsel is a low-growing annual broadleaf weed that 
can be a serious pest in container and field nurseries, 
orchards, vineyards, and greenhouses. A native of Eu-
rope, common groundsel is widely distributed in the 
temperate zone. It is a common weed in Europe, North 
and South America, Africa, and parts of Asia.

The Latin name Senecio means “old man” and prob-
ably refers to the white hairs attached to the seed. 
The name vulgaris means “ordinary” and refers to its 
common occurrence as a weed. A member of the sun-
flower (Asteraceae) family, the genus Senecio is one of 
the largest in the plant kingdom, containing more than 
1,200 species - although only a few species are com-
mon weeds. Other weedy species in the genus include 
tansy ragwort and cressleaf groundsel.

Common groundsel contains toxic alkaloids which can 
cause serious and incurable liver disease in cattle and 
horses. Because groundsel is unpalatable, livestock 
will generally avoid it unless pasture is sparse or if hay 
is contaminated. 

Identification
A short, erect, but much-branched plant, common 
groundsel has upper leaves with cobwebby hairs on 
the surface that are somewhat fleshy and dark, glossy 
green. The margins are wavy and deeply cleft (pinnati-
fid). The lower leaves are petioled, while the middle 
and upper leaves are without petioles (sessile) with 
bases clasping the stem. Numerous yellow “disk” 
flowers compose the flower heads. Fine, white hairs 
form a pappus or parachute at one end of the maturing 
seed, allowing the small seed to be easily and widely 
dispersed by wind, water, or humans. 

Biology
Because of its short life span, in the Northeast three or 
four generations can be produced in one calendar year. 

Common groundsel infected with the rust disease (Puccinia sp.)
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There are two major germination flush-
es: in April-May and August-September. 
Minor periods of germination also can 
occur in late summer or fall. Some of 
these plants will survive the winter as 
semi-dormant plants. Vegetative growth 
and seed production resumes early in 
the spring. Thus, groundsel acts both as 
a summer annual and a winter annual in 
the same growing season. The term in-
determinate annual has been coined to 
describe weeds with this type of growth 
habit.

Common groundsel was the first weed species in the 
United States discovered to have biotypes resistant to 
triazine (simazine, atrazine) herbicides. Although there 
was some movement of the resistance from its point 
of discovery in the Northwest, a reduced reliance on 
the triazine herbicides has helped to lessen the impact 
of this issue in the nursery industry.

IPM considerations
Several herbicides can provide long-term control of this 
weed. Depending on the crops being affected, consult 
the appropriate Cornell Pest Management Guidelines 
for the best management practice. Common groundsel 
can be a very troublesome weed in nurseries and land-
scapes. In container nurseries, when behaving as win-
ter annuals, the weeds that overwinter resume growth 
and set seed very early in the spring, often before the 
covers are removed from the wintering houses. The 
seed is easily moved and dispersed now. Research 
has shown that groundsel is not a strong competitor in 
containers, although a heavy infestation (four or more 
plants per pot) will reduce yield and quality if not re-
moved within two to four weeks after germination. It is 
important to scout for common groundsel in the winter 
and late summer. If heavy infestations suddenly appear 
in areas where it has been previously well controlled, 
alternate control measures must be tried.

In the field, crop rotation, cultivation, managed ground 
covers, and well-timed herbicide application are often 
effective approaches. Groundsel is sensitive to low 
levels of light and will not establish in areas where 
there are more competitive weeds or ground covers. 

Where possible, a between-row ground cover or living 
mulch will prevent this weed from germinating. Com-
mon groundsel is susceptible to the rust disease Puc-
cinia lagenophorae. Unfortunately, a few ornamentals 
like calendula and English daisy are also susceptible to 
the same rust species. On groundsel, the rust typically 
causes twisted stems and misshapen leaves. It does 
not kill seedlings outright but will cause early senes-
cence of the mature weed and can significantly de-
crease weed seed production. ●

Maturing groundsel with 
hundreds of ripening seeds

Ripening seedhead of groundsel in late fall


