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Background 

Japanese knotweed (Polygonum 
cuspidatum Sieb. & Zucc.), a member 
of the buckwheat family, was 
introduced into the U.S. from Eastern 
Asia (Japan, China, Korea) as an 
ornamental on estates in the late-
1800s. It has also been used as an 
erosion control plant. By the mid-
1890s, it was reported near 
Philadelphia, PA, Schenectady, NY, 
and in New Jersey. Although once 
sold through seed and plant catalogs, 
by the late-1930s knotweed was 
already being viewed as a problematic 
pest. The plant, which can grow from 
three to 15 feet tall, has bamboo-like 
stems and is sometimes called Japanese bamboo. As with many invasive plants, knotweed 
thrives in disturbed areas and once established can spread rapidly, creating monoculture stands 
that threaten native plant communities. Japanese knotweed can tolerate deep shade, high 
temperatures, high soil salinity and drought. It is commonly found along streams and rivers, in 
low-lying areas, disturbed areas such as rights-of-way, and around old home and farmsteads. 
 

Distribution 

Japanese knotweed can be found in the U.S. in 42 states coast to coast except the arid 
Southwest, several of the deep South Gulf states and the highest of the Rocky Mountains. It is 
also in eight Canadian Provinces.  
 

Japanese Knotweed thicket 

US/Canadian and New York Japanese knotweed distribution as of November 2013 



 

Identification 

The plant is an upright, shrubby, 
herbaceous, woody-appearing 
perennial reaching heights of 10 to 
15 feet (3 to 4.5 m). The stems are 
smooth, stout, and hollow. Where 
the leaves attach to the stem, the 
stem is swollen with a membranous 
sheath surrounding the joints. The 
leaves are broadly ovate (road and 
rounded at the base and tapering 
toward the end), 3 to 6 inches (8 to 
15 cm) long by 2 to 4 inches (5 to 
10 cm) wide, alternating on stem, 
broadly oval to somewhat triangular 
or heart-shaped, pointed at the tip. 
The plant’s shoots come up from a 
network of spreading rhizomes. 
These horizontal roots can reach 
lengths of 65 feet (20 m) or more. Japanese knotweed has branched sprays of small greenish-
white flowers from August to September. Although they have complementary male and female 
organs, those organs are vestigial and the flowers function unisexually. The plant develops 
small winged fruits Seeds: triangular, shiny, very small, about 1/10 inch (2.5 mm) long. 
Japanese knotweed spreads primarily by seed (transported by wind, water, animals, humans, or 
as a soil contaminant), stem fragments, and by shoots sprouting from its system of rhizomes. 
 

Impacts 

Japanese knotweed spreads rapidly, forming dense thickets that crowd and shade out native 
vegetation. This reduces species diversity, alters natural ecosystems, and negatively impacts 
wildlife habitat. The ground under knotweed thickets tends to have very little other growth. This 
bare soil is very susceptible to erosion, posing a particular threat to riparian areas. Once 
established, populations of Japanese knotweed are extremely persistent and hard to eradicate. 

 

Prevention and Control 

As with most invasive plants, Japanese knotweed can quickly inhabit disturbed ecosystems. 
One of the best ways to prevent its colonization is to ensure that disturbed habitats are 
rehabilitated with native vegetation before knotweed can invade. 
 

Mechanical control 

Single young plants can be pulled by hand depending on soil conditions and root development. 
If all of the root system isn’t removed, re-sprouting can occur. For small initial populations 
beyond single plants, or in environmentally sensitive areas where herbicides cannot be used, 
grubbing with a pulaski or similar tool to remove all of the roots after cutting back the standing 
vegetation can be an effective control measure. All parts of the removed plants should be 
bagged and disposed of in a secure location. It is best if knotweed not be mown or cut with 
weed trimmers as the pieces of the plant can easily get moved around and re-sprout, spreading, 
rather than controlling the plant. 
 

Chemical control 

Chemical controls for Japanese knotweed include application of glyphosate and triclopyr 
herbicides to freshly cut stems or to foliage. Before using chemicals to control any invasive 
plant, check with your local environmental or natural resources management agency or 
Cooperative Extension office to find out what chemicals are legal for use on knotweed in your 

area. 
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Japanese knotweed showing oblate leaves and flowers.  
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Educational Materials and Web Links 

Invasive Plant Atlas of New England (IPANE) Japanese knotweed page     

http://www.eddmaps.org/ipane/ipanespecies/herbs/Polygonum_cuspidatum.htm 

Invasive Plants Council of NYS http://www.ipcnys.org/sections/target/

japanese_knotweed_overview.htm 

Invasives.org knotweed profile  http://www.invasive.org/eastern/biocontrol/12Knotweed.html 

Knotweeds IPM Profile Updated November 2007            

http://www.nyis.info/user_uploads/files/IPMknotweeds_updated_11-07.pdf 

Plant Conservation Alliance®s Alien Plant Working Group Japanese knotweed factsheet     

http://www.nyis.info/user_uploads/files/PCA%20J%20knotweed.pdf   

University of Maine Bulletin #2511, Japanese Knotweed/Mexican Bamboo  http://www.nyis.info/

user_uploads/files/umaine_edu-Bulletin_2511_Japanese_KnotweedMexican_Bamboo.pdf 

USDA National Invasive Species Information Center http://www.invasivespeciesinfo.gov/plants/

knotweed.shtml 

USDA NRCS PLANTS Database http://plants.usda.gov/java/profile?symbol=POCU6 
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Photo and Graphic Credits 

Banner graphic of HWA - M. McDonald 

Japanese knotweed thicket. Tom Heutte, USDA Forest Service, www.invasives.org 

US Distribution of Japanese Knotweed. Map: USDA NRCS PLANTS Database  

NYS distribution of Japanese knotweed as of November 2013.  Map: © 2013 imapinvasives.org/

nyimi  The Nature Conservancy  

Japanese knotweed showing oblate leaves and flowers. Jan Samanec, State Phytosanitary Administra-

tion, Bugwood.org  
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