
Forest Investment Account PGTSA IP Management Project 

SPECIES ACCOUNT FOR HAWKWEED SPECIES (HIERACIUM SPP.) 

1.0 BACKGROUND 

Hawkweeds (Hieracium spp.) form a large, diverse group of invasive and native species.  The eight or 
more invasive species can be difficult to distinguish in the field.  Due to the complexity of the group, 
and the potential for erroneous field identification, it is difficult to describe a single hawkweed species.  
Rather, background on the genus Hieracium is given with emphasis on the well-known and easily 
identified orange hawkweed, H. aurantiacum.  This species is common in the PGTSA and is the only 
orange flowered species among the hawkweeds.   

Hawkweeds as a group are native to North America and Eurasia.  There have been 21 species belonging 
to two subgenera introduced into North America from Eurasia (Wilson et al. 2006).  Many of these 
species likely arrived at different times, but H. aurantiacum was introduced into Alaska before 1818 as 
an ornamental (Alaska Natural Heritage Program (ANHP) 2005).  H. aurantiacum is currently 
distributed throughout Canada, East Asia, New Zealand, and the United States as an invasive plant.   

1.1 Taxonomic Overview 

Scientific Name 

Hieracium spp.  

Subgenera: Pilosella (Hill), Hieracium (L.), and Chionoracium (Dumort.)   

Family 

Asteraceae; Synonym: Compositae 

Common Name(s)  

Hawkweed 

2.0 DESCRIPTION 

The following description is modified from ANHP (2005), Wilson (2006) and A Guide to Weeds BC 
(MAFF 2002). 

Hawkweeds have well developed basal leaves, and grow out of a stout rhizome in a fibrous-root system.  
Plants range from densely pubescent to hairless.  Flowers are located on the terminal end of stems that 
are generally erect, straight, unbranched, and have only 1-3 small, reduced leaves, but are otherwise 
leafless.  The plants exude a milky latex from all plant parts when cut or broken.  With two exceptions, 
hawkweed flowers are yellow.  The invasive exception is H. aurantiacum (orange hawkweed), with 
vividly orange to red flowers.  It is the only hawkweed in North America with orange flowers.  In North 
America there is also a native hawkweed that has white flowers, aptly named white hawkweed (H. 
albiflorum).      

The seeds of hawkweeds are small and range in colour from brown to purplish-black (ANHP 2005).   
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3.0 DISTRIBUTION 

One or more species of invasive hawkweeds are pests in Canada, the United States, New Zealand, 
Australia and Chile.  Infestations tend to be large and contiguous and they vary in size, location, 
distributions, and proximity to vectors.   

3.1 

3.2 

3.3 

4.1 

North America 

Populations of hawkweed species have aggressively spread throughout North America.  H. aurantiacum 
is widespread across the continent while other hawkweeds, H. atratum, for example, are only located in 
a few provinces or states.  H. atratum, polar hawkweed, has only been reported in the US state of 
Washington (Allen and Costanzo 1997) and some eastern states (Linda Wilson, Pers. Comm).   

British Columbia 

There are currently 13 invasive hawkweeds located in the province of British Columbia, and six native 
species.  Some of the invasive species (i.e. H. aurantiacum and H. caespitosum [Syn: H. pratense]) are 
located in heavy concentrations along major highways and corridors throughout the province.  In BC, 
densities lessen with increasing latitudes, but these species have been present as far north as Alaska 
since the early 1800s (ANHP 2005).  Populations begin to decline further north than 51o N in this 
province (MAFF 2002). 

Although no estimates of population size in the province of BC are available, the Invasive Alien Plant 
Program on-line mapping tool shows the distribution of H. aurantiacum throughout the province as of 
March 2007 (MOFR 2007).  Wilson (2006), states that “none of the invasive hawkweeds are found in 
the natural grasslands or shrub-steppe of the Pacific Northwest, and they have not proven to be invasive 
in the dry habitats of south-central BC.”      

Regional 
According to current IAPP inventory records (MOFR 2007), there are currently 707 sites of hawkweed 
species within the Prince George Timber Supply Area (PGTSA).  Field surveys in the PGTSA estimate 
that ninety percent of the recorded IAPP sites are accurate.  The rhizomatous and stoloniferous growth 
and extensive seed production of the hawkweeds make infestations spread rapidly and difficult to 
control.  Infestations are often too large to be considered priorities for control by the Northwest Invasive 
Plant Council Regional Management Plan (NWIPC 2007).  This means that although the species are 
highly invasive and well-established, the sites are generally well established and it is necessary to focus 
resources on smaller infestations that have a higher probability of effective control.  These species are 
established as extensive populations throughout the PGTSA.  In many cases they have carpeted pastures, 
lawns, roadsides, and disturbed sites.    

4.0   PLANT CHARACTERISTICS 

Habitat 

Hieracium spp. can be found at low- to mid-elevations in grasslands and dry open forests throughout the 
province.  Commonly this group of weeds is found on roadsides, fields, and in disturbed areas.  These 
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shade intolerant species will often inhabit well drained sites with coarse soils, and have become major 
concerns throughout much of the province of BC because of their ability to decrease carrying capacity 
on pastures.   

Field data conducted in the PGTSA suggest that aspect and slope play little role in impacting hawkweed 
distribution; sites tended to consist of open areas and primarily coarse soil types.  Hawkweeds were 
found in drier biogeoclimatic zones such as the SBSdw3, and in very highly and frequently disturbed 
sites.  Hawkweeds also spread aggressively in agriculture areas where heavy livestock production or 
overgrazing has created exposed and nutrient poor soils.   

New infestations are usually started by the spread of seed, but existing infestations primarily spread by 
vegetative growth via adventitious root buds.  

4.2 

4.3 

Life Cycle 

Hawkweeds are perennial plants growing from stout rhizomes.  They reproduce by seed, stolons, 
rhizomes, and adventitious root buds.  Seed production is asexual by apomixis (seed produced without 
pollen).  Hawkweeds form rosettes in the spring and flower in June and July, quickly setting and 
dispersing seed.  Plants overwinter as rhizomes, and re-grow the following year (Wilson 2006).   

Hawkweeds are well adapted to spreading quickly due to the following characteristics.  They are 
perennial, apomictic, and prolific seed producers, their seeds germinate quickly, they are able to disperse 
over large distances, they are long lived, and plants spread/regenerate from root fragments, root buds, 
rhizomes and stolons.  Hawkweeds have a rapid generation time and broad latitudinal range.  
Furthermore, species like H. aurantiacum are spread as ornamentals and passed both intentionally and 
accidentally (Wilson 2006).  Seeds are dispersed by wind or attached to various vectors (i.e., vehicle 
undercarriages, livestock, wildlife, and water); seeds may persist dormant for up to seven years for some 
species (ANHP 2005), and environmental conditions may mediate germination at any time during that 
dormancy (Makepeace 1985a). 

Impacts 

Hawkweeds impact agriculture, forestry, landscaping, and roadside vegetation.  They are able to readily 
establish in freshly disturbed sites, and once established they remove available resources for native 
grasses and forbs.  Hawkweeds are becoming a growing concern for the forest industry as mountain pine 
beetle killed stands and salvage logging associated with the epidemic provide great opportunity for 
hawkweed to expand its range. 

5.0 CONTROL 

Due to its intricate root network and its ability to re-grow from small portions of rhizome, hawkweeds 
are notoriously difficult to eradicate once established.  Each plant survives for several years, and in that 
time, contributes to rhizomatous and vegetative growth, as well as to the seed bank.  Hawkweeds have a 
generation time as short as 63 days (Wilson et al. 2006).   

Currently, most methods of control have not been effective in eradicating established populations of 
hawkweed.  Chemical treatments are the most effective method to date.  Integrated Pest Management 

EDI Environmental Dynamics Inc.  Hawkweeds  p. 3 



Forest Investment Account PGTSA IP Management Project 

(IPM) is an important tool to develop effective treatment options for hawkweed.  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.  

5.1 

5.2 

5.3 

Biological Control 

No biocontrol agents are currently available.  However, BC is involved in supporting a Hawkweed Bio-
control Consortium currently researching possible bioagents (MAFF 2002).    

Chemical Control 

There are several herbicides available for broadleaf weeds, which will help preserve grasses when 
applied at the recommended rates.  Picloram and picloram plus 2,4-D provide excellent control in BC 
when applied to actively growing plants in spring and early summer.  Spring applications of dicamba are 
recommended for turf and lawns (Callihan et al. 1997).  

Mechanical Control 

Small populations can be hand pulled, but it is important not to scatter roots and stolons. Mowing 
prevents seed production but encourages increased vegetative reproduction.  There is currently no 
information available for the impacts of fire on hawkweed (MAFF 2002).  Because plants can re-grow 
from small portions of the rhizome it is important to remove as much of the plant as possible.   

Hawkweed has been shown to decrease grazing herbage for sheep (Makepeace 1985b), and in the 
Vanderhoof Forest District it resulted in the loss of several hectares of grazing land on community 
pastures.   
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