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When most people see the bright 
yellow flowers of the common 
dandelion (Taraxacum officinale), they 
see a pesky weed.  But if you are a bee 
out in early spring, a dandelion is a 
lunch buffet.  Dandelions are a great 
resource for hungry pollinators.  Letting 
dandelions be will encourage and 
sustain visiting pollinators plus give you 
some early spring color.  One of the 
largest food resources for bees in urban 
areas are clover and dandelions, both 
considered to be lawn weeds by most 
people. 
 
Native to Eurasia, the dandelion’s name 
comes from the French ‘dent de lion,’ 

which means ‘lion’s tooth,’ in re ference to the strongly toothed leaves.  Dandelions may have come over 
with the Pilgrims who would have planted them in their herb gardens.  However they arrived, dandelions 
have become naturalized throughout the United States, occurring in all 50 states, almost all of Canadian 
and even Mexico. 
 
A member of the aster family (Asteraceae), the dandelion is a hardy perennial.  They can be difficult to 
remove from lawns and gardens as even a small piece of root left in the soil can form a new plant.  The 
dark green leaves form a dense rosette around the top of a deep, unbranching taproot.  Leaves are 6 to 12 
inches long and at its widest point, about 1 inch wide.  The deeply-notched leaves are shiny and smooth.  
The grooved leaves funnel rain down to the root.  The flower stems are green or purple tinged and are 
typically smooth.  Dandelion stems may hug the ground (to overcome frequent mowing) or grow a foot or 
so tall.  The hollow stems are capped by the bright yellow flowers that every child can identify.  The roots, 
leaves and flower stems all ooze a milky sap when cut or damaged. 
 
Dandelions have a long bloom season, typically from April through September, although you will see 
sporadic blooms outside of that time frame.  Dandelion flowers open with the sun in the morning and 
close in the evening or during overcast weather.  The cheery, bright yellow blooms are one to two inches 
wide and are either flat or nearly globe shaped.  Plants in the aster family have flowers that are considered 
to be ray and/or disk flowers.  Dandelions have ray flowers where each yellow petal-like structure is 
actually a flower.  That single bloom is a tightly packed mass of 50 or more tiny, individual flowers.  
Dandelions can produce seed without fertilization, a process known as apomixis.  The resulting offspring 
are genetically identical to the parent plant.  Apomixis allows plants to mass produce seeds, which the 
dandelion excels at. 



 
Each tiny dandelion ray flower produces a tiny achene (seed).  The dry seed has a tuft of white hair 
attached to it, like a parachute, so that the wind can carry it away.  The parachute structure is called a 
pappus.  Dandelion seed heads form a fluffy white sphere and the smallest breeze can send the seeds 
traveling for miles. 
 
Common dandelion plants prefer full sun and moist soils, but they tolerate a wide range conditions 
including light shade and drier soils.  While they are found in a wide variety of habitats, they most 
commonly occur in disturbed areas and are frequently one of the first plant species to colonize an area.  
They grow easily in lawns, paths, pastures, orchards, vacant lots, open woods, old fields, along roads and 
railroad right-of-ways.  Wherever people have been dandelions are likely to be found. 
 
Dandelions provide food for a variety of insects, birds and mammals.  Flower nectar or pollen attracts flies, 
butterflies and a variety of bees including bumblebees, honeybees, Mason bees, sweat bees and ground 
nesting bees.  Dandelion leaves are eaten by a variety of insects and some mammals including rabbits, 
woodchucks, deer and even bears.  Many birds such as American goldfinch, indigo bunting, turkey, song 
sparrow and white-throated sparrows will devour the seeds.  The ruby-throated hummingbird uses 
dandelion down to line its tiny nest. 
 
Dandelions have been used as a medicinal plant and for food since before Roman times.  According to the 
University of Maryland Medical Center, dandelions are full of vitamins A, B, C and D, plus minerals, such as 
iron, potassium and zinc.  The young leaves of dandelion can be used in salads.  (Once flowers develop the 
foliage becomes tough and bitter.)  Dandelion roots, stems and flowers can be used to make a tea.  Roots 
can also be used as a coffee substitute.  Wine and beer can be made from the flowers.  Dandelion can 
interact with a number of medications so check with your doctor before using dandelion as an herbal 
remedy. 
 
Dandelions may be a nuisance to those who maintain perfectly manicured lawns, but they were not always 
the enemy.  It wasn’t until the 1900’s that lawns started to become more popular and widespread and the 
need for a manicured lawn was born.  This year consider making your yard more pollinator friendlier.  If 
you do not need a perfect, sterile lawn and since fighting dandelions is a never ending battle, leave the 
dandelions for the birds and the bees.  This will also reduce the amount of chemicals you use on your lawn 
which is another benefit for the environment. 
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