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SPECIES ACCOUNT FOR FIELD SCABIOUS (KNAUTIA ARVENSIS)  

1.0 BACKGROUND 

Field scabious (Knautia arvensis (L.)), was introduced into BC from Eurasia for use as an ornamental.  
After it escaped from gardens, it began to aggressively invade pasturelands, grasslands, and disturbed 
sites throughout southern Canada and the northern United States.     

1.1 Taxonomic Overview 

Scientific Name 
Knautia arvensis (L.); Synonym: Scabiosa arvensis (L.) 

Family 
Dipsacaceae 

Common Name(s)  
Field Scabious 

Blue Buttons 

Pincushion 

2.0 DESCRIPTION 

The following description is modified from the A Guide to Weeds in BC (MAFF 2002), USDA-NRCS 
(2007), and Royer and Dickinson (1999). 

Field scabious flowers are located on the end of long stalks and clover-like in appearance.  Flowers 
range in colour from violet-blue to purple, and are 1.5 – 4.0 cm in diameter.  Seeds are hairy, 
rectangular, and  4-6 mm in length.  Basal leaves are coarsely toothed to feathery, and stem leaves are 
feathery and opposite.  Lower leaves reach sizes of 10-25 cm, but decrease in size with increasing height 
along the stem.  Stems are erect, hairy and range in height from 0.3-1.3 m tall.  Field scabious grows 
from a stout or woody taproot that is often branched below the soil.  The seed leaves are club-shaped, 15 
mm long and 5 mm wide, and become lobed at later stages. The first leaves produced are rounded with 
wavy margins and have scattered white hairs. 

3.0 DISTRIBTION 

3.1 North America 
Within North America field scabious is distributed throughout western and southern Canada and the 
northern United States.  It is not present in the provinces of Nova Scotia or Prince Edward Island in 
Canada (Royer and Dickinson 1999), and is only listed as a noxious weed in BC and Alberta (Figure 2).  
Field scabious can also be found in New Zealand, Europe and Asia. 
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3.2 

3.3 

4.1 

4.2 

British Columbia 
Field scabious was being used as an ornamental in BC when it escaped into North America (Invasive 
Plant Council of BC 2005).  Since its escape it has become a major concern in the province, and is 
currently located in the following areas: Buck Flats near Houston, Fort Fraser, Alexis Creek area, 
Heffley Creek north of Kamloops, Greenwood in the Kootenay-Boundary region, and Salmo in the 
Central Kootenay region.  Field scabious is listed as “noxious” in Schedule A – Part II Regional Weeds, 
B.C. Weed Control Act Regulations (MAFF, Undated).  

This plant is present in all agricultural reporting regions in the province, except Vancouver Island and 
the Lower Mainland. It is most troublesome in the Kootenays, Okanagan, Thompson, and Omineca 
regions (MAFF 2002). 

Regional 
Within the Prince George Timber Supply Area (PGTSA), there are currently 215 sites (MOFR 2007).  
The recorded sites have been found to be approximately ninety percent accurate according to field 
surveys in the PGTSA.  There are two key areas of infestation in northern BC.  Buck Flats, south of 
Houston has the largest infestation in Northern BC, and is hand-pulled each year by volunteers of the 
local 4-H Club.  Almost all of the sites within the PGTSA are south of Vanderhoof within the Saik’uz 
First Nations reserve and surrounding farmland.  A containment area has been established in 
Vanderhoof to help manage the species.   

4.0 PLANT CHARACTERISTICS 

Habitat 
Field assessments conducted in the PGTSA suggest that shallow slopes subject to full sun are ideal 
locations for field scabious.  Where slopes occurred, they were primarily southern aspects, and the 
majority of sites were open.  Where sites were not exposed to high quantities of direct sunlight, scabious 
was growing in high nutrient, organic soils in forest under-stories.  Primarily field scabious is located in 
the SBSdk subzone, and in pasturelands, road sides, old campsites, waste sites, or gravel parking areas 
in the PGTSA.  

Field scabious spreads aggressively in agricultural lands and open fields.  It releases 2,000 seeds per 
plant, and can displace native vegetation (MAFF 2002).  Its prolific seed production enables this plant to 
monopolize open areas.   

Plants establish easily along roadsides, in pastures, meadows and idle areas. Field scabious prefers loose, 
loam soils that are nutrient rich and moderately moist to dry.  It is found on roadsides, pastures, and 
fields at mid-elevations (MAFF 2002). 

Life Cycle 
Although the life cycle for field scabious has not been explored in BC, there are some general 
characteristics of the plant that can be identified.  First, the long seed banks and prolific seed production 
enable plant establishment, spread, and persistence.  Second, these perennial forbs germinate in the 
spring, and the plants flower from June to August and should be prevented from going to seed (MAFF 
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2002).  Germination occurs close to the surface at 1 to 2 cm depth in the soil (Royer and Dickinson 
1999).   

Plants are readily pollinated by insects, and can produce up to 2,000 seeds.  Seeds can be dispersed by 
wildlife, but the majority of seeds simply fall around the base of the plant.  They are not known to 
reproduce vegetatively (i.e. via rhizomes or stolons), but seeds can remain viable in the soil for many 
years (MAFF 2002).  No known allelopathic compounds exist in field scabious. 

4.3 

5.1 

5.2 

5.3 

Impacts 
Field scabious is consumed by wildlife and, occasionally, by livestock, though they will preferentially 
avoid it.  Also, field scabious competes with forage stands and native pastures which causes declines in 
hay production and pasture carrying capacity. Once established, it is difficult to eradicate field scabious, 
and it can therefore have long term monetary impacts as treatments persist from year to year.   

5.0 CONTROL 

Integrated Pest Management (IPM) is a decision-making process that includes identification and 
inventory of invasive plant populations, assessment of the risks they pose, development of well-
informed control decisions that use a combination of methods, and monitoring the success of treatments.  
There have been a number of successful attempts at treating field scabious, but treatments must be 
completed before plants set seed, and they must continue until the seed bank is depleted, which may take 
several years.   

Biological Control 
No known biocontrol agents currently exist for field scabious. 

Chemical Control 
Chemical treatments have been effective in controlling field scabious.  Picloram and metsulfuron-methyl 
provide excellent control.  Picloram can be applied spring or autumn, while metsulfuron-methyl should 
be applied to actively growing plants up to the early flower bud stage (MAFF 2002). 

Mechanical Control 
Field scabious can be controlled mechanically by cutting or mowing pastures before seed-set.  
Cultivation can also help manage this weed, as heavily infested pastures and hayfields can be cultivated 
and rotated to an annual crop (MAFF 2002).  Because livestock do not consume it readily, it does not 
seem feasible to treat infestations by grazing.   
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