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

‘A common, worthless and prolific little plant, not so much detested as it deserves to be, for it and all its kindred are 
more or less poisonous, their growth serving merely to impoverish the ground and befoul it with seeds for another 
generation’. ~ from Ada Georgia, A Manual of Weeds, 1914.

~~~

This eloquent condemnation of a low-growing spurge 
species was written by a noted botanist and weed sci-
entist more than 100 years ago and really expresses 
how we often view the world of weeds . With good 
reason, in some cases, we see weedy species as be-
ing worthy of our contempt . And yet, weedy species 
such as spotted spurge are the ultimate survivors . Of-
ten, low growing weeds like this will be able to extract 
resources from environments that no other species 
can . There is a good reason that we see spurge and 
prostrate knotweed growing in the sidewalk cracks but 
not corn or cotton . They have evolved adaptations to 
thrive in hostile urban conditions . We can admire them 
for their tenacity, but still resist their acquisition of new 
territory .

Spurge is such an odd name that I had to look up its 
origin . Apparently, it comes from Middle English or 
Middle French and is a shortened version of ‘espurge’, 
which is a noun derivative of ‘espurgier’ meaning to 
cleanse or purge . (from Dictionary.com) . Many species 
in this group have toxic properties especially when mis-
handled or consumed in large quantity . In smaller quan-
tities they were used medicinally as emetic or dietary 
purges .

According to a recent survey of nurseries in the south-
east, Spotted spurge (Chamaesyce maculata; syn . Eu-
phorbia maculata) is widespread and the most common 
summer annual broadleaf weed encountered in con-
tainer production . This mat-forming prostrate species 
tolerates traffic and compacted soil. Although more 
than a few pre-emergence herbicides are registered to 
control spotted spurge, they are rarely effective unless 
reapplied on a six-week schedule . This multi-genera-
tional species thrives in the high temperatures of the 
summer . On Long Island, we usually start to see seed-
lings in mid-June . This is more than a month later than 
other annuals like crabgrass . Even though it is extreme-
ly prostrate, spotted spurge is a prolific seed producer, 
shedding thousands of seeds over the course of the 
season . Spotted spurge resembles other mat forming 
weeds like purslane and prostrate knotweed but can 
be distinguished by the milky sap that is exuded from 
broken stems .

Three other weedy spurge or Euphorbia species are 
nonnative and considered highly invasive . Two of them 
are prohibited from being grown purchased, propagat-
ed or transported in New York State . For more informa-
tion about other prohibited species, visit the NYDEC 
website: https://www.dec.ny.gov/animals/99141.html .

The two prohibited species are Cypress spurge (Eu-
phorbia cyparissias) and Leafy spurge (E. virgata, 
synonym: E. esula) . Both species are slowly creeping 
perennials that form dense clusters in meadows, grass-
lands and roadsides . If consumed by livestock in hay, 
the reaction to the toxins within the sap can be fatal . 
These species are serious rangeland pests as well as 
being invasives of native ecosystems where diversity 
is impacted by their aggressive and chemically assisted 
(by allelopathic means) incursion into new areas .

Spotted spurge (Euphorbia or Chamaesyce maculata)
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Recently, a third invasive Euphorbia species has been 
spotted in a few areas of Long Island . Called Caper 
spurge (Euphorbia lathyris) because the large button-
like seedpods resemble capers, this biennial is poten-
tially a serious new pest if left to its own devices . Ca-
per spurge can cause serious dermatitis if skin comes 
in contact with the milky sap . Although goats stand 
alone as the only common livestock that are apparent-
ly immune to its poison, the toxin can pass unaltered 
through their milk . ●
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Right: Caper spurge (Euphorbia lathyris)

Below: Cypress spurge (Euphorbia 
cyparissias) Photo by Marilyn Jordan


