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

Japanese knotweed is a vigorous, herbaceous peren-
nial weed . Having a deciduous habit, it dies back to the 
ground every fall and regenerates new shoots every 
spring from a robust system of underground stems 
(rhizomes) and crowns . Japanese knotweed com-
monly invades disturbed areas with high light, such 
as roadsides and stream banks . New infestations oc-
cur mostly vegetatively (rhizomes and stem pieces) 
but some viable seed dispersal also occurs . The stem 
is hollow with nodes surrounded by papery sheaths 
(ochrea) . These nodes are always enlarged and notice-
able . The original genus name of Polygonum is a Greek 
word meaning ‘many knees’ – referring to the nodes 
which resemble knees . The leaves are alternate, wide 
and broadly ovate . Flowering occurs in late summer, 
when small, white flowers showily develop in the axils 
of the leaves . Knotweeds are dioecious and have male 
and female flowers on separate plants. The original in-
festing plant brought from England in the 1800s was 
a female plant and many of the current infestations in 
the northeast are thought to be clonal offshoots of this 
original plant .

The nomenclature of the knotweeds has undergone 
three changes in the last several years . A member of 
the buckwheat (Polygonaceae) family, the currently ac-
cepted genus and species for Japanese knotweed is: 
(Reynoutria japonica var. japonica). Previously it was 
known as Fallopia japonica and before that, for many 
years it was known as Polygonum cuspidatum. There 
are two very similar and equally troublesome species 
with similar name changes: giant knotweed is currently 
Reynoutria sachalinensis and was previously Fallopia 
sachalinensis and Polygonum sachalinense. Bohemian 
Knotweed, Reynoutria japonica × R. sachalinensis (syn: 
Fallopia ×bohemica, Polygonum ×bohemicum) is a nat-
urally occurring hybrid of these two species . While it is 
not nearly as common as Japanese knotweed, it can be 
just as vigorous and competitive .

A native of East Asia, Japanese knotweed was intro-
duced to North America as an ornamental . The origi-
nal infestation came from England . Long Island has 
the very dubious distinction of being the first location 
where knotweed was first detected to escape cultiva-
tion in the late 1800s. It is likely that first escapes oc-
curred when stem or rhizome pieces were discarded 
in a compost pile or along a stream bank . This clone 
has regenerated and been moved to many parts of the 

northeast US and Canada . The weed has also been 
reintroduced many times: mostly as ornamentals be-
cause of its showy fall flowers, but sometimes by inad-
vertent releases from ship ballast . Knotweed is often 
found in stream banks and other riparian sites . It is in 
these often fragile ecosystems where it can become 
a damaging invasive weed . Once established, a clonal 
network of stems and rhizomes will completely domi-
nate its environment - outcompeting and even chemi-
cally interfering (allelopathy) with any neighboring na-
tive or other invasive species .

These three knotweed species are so highly invasive 
that they have been included in the list of prohibited 
plants in New York State . As of 2014, these and some 
60 plus other invasive terrestrial plant species are pro-
hibited from being knowingly possessed with the in-
tent to sell, import, purchase, transport, or introduce . 
This means that a knotweed infestation is not in and 
of itself illegal, but that these plants can’t be grown or 
knowingly introduced into new areas in New York . For 
more information on this regulation, visit http://www.
dec.ny.gov and search for Regulation 575 .

Management considerations:

Cultural: Because its stout rhizomes can store vast 
supplies of readily available carbohydrates, efforts to 
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control knotweed by cutting, mowing or chopping are 
usually met with vigorous shoot regrowth . In most 
cases, repeated mowing of the regenerating shoots of 
a knotweed infestation can only be successful if the 
infestation is isolated and each individual in the popu-
lation is mowed or chopped regularly and repeatedly . 
Similarly, smothering an infestation with plastic tarps 
or sheeting may work if the tarp can be left in place 
long enough and is covering the whole infestation . If 
shoots are chopped during the growing season, they 
are likely to regenerate roots from nodes on even very 
small pieces . To avoid this, it is best to gather the cut 
stems and place them in clear plastic bags or in a pile 
under a clear plastic sheet for several weeks . The in-
tense heat generated under the plastic will help to de-
compose the stems . After a prolonged period of expo-

sure to this treatment, the remaining plant material can 
be disposed of through standard yard waste disposals 
methods .

Biological control possibilities: There is a species of 
psyllid (Aphalara itadori) or sap-sucking plant louse that 
was released in England in 2010 as a biological con-
trol agent . The insect is still in the establishment phase 
there and the actual levels of knotweed management 
are being evaluated . Releases of this biocontrol agent 
have also occurred in Canada . Studies are ongoing in 
the U .S ., but the federal government has yet to ap-
prove its widespread release .

Chemical: Once a knotweed population is established 
it is extremely difficult to control; by herbicides or any 
other means . Often, new infestations of Japanese knot-
weed are introduced with mulch or soil introductions . 
Vigilant and repeated scouting of this type of site will 
really help to identify nascent populations for quick and 
relatively easy eradication . If it is possible in a given sit-
uation, the most complete method to control this weed 
is by excavating the entire root and rhizome system . 
This is often not a practical solution . There are a hand-
ful of herbicides that can be used on this weed with 
varying degrees of success . Systemic postemergence 
herbicides like Rodeo, Escort and Arsenal have either 
primary registrations or (2ee) exemptions for control 
of Japanese knotweed on Long Island . However, it is 
important to check with the DEC before making any 
application to determine if a permit is required since 
many infestations are near protected riparian areas and 
wetlands . Some recent research found that after two 
years of concentrated control efforts, overseeding the 
formerly infested site with two native grass species 
(Virginia wild rye and prairie cordgrass) was largely suc-
cessful in reclaiming the infested sites . ●
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