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Yellow Starthistle
Ecology and Management on Pacific Northwest Rangelands
L. Larson, R. Sheley, M. McInnis, and G. Kiemnec
Yellow starthistle (Centaurea solstitialis L.) is a member of the knap
weed (Centaurea L.) complex. It is
poor forage for all livestock and causes
“chewing disease,” a nervous disorder,
in horses. Yellow starthistle infests
millions of acres in California and the
Pacific Northwest. Infestations range
from scattered plants to dense stands
associated with annual
grasses.
Yellow starthistle is
native to the Mediter
ranean region of Europe
and north Africa. By the
early 1800s, it had arrived
in California, probably in
contaminated alfalfa seed.
Yellow starthistle was first
reported at Walla Walla, WA
around the turn of the cen
tury and began spreading into
perennial and annual grass
lands throughout the Pacific
Northwest in the 1920s.
Infestations currently are
estimated to be about 8 million
acres in California, 280,000 acres
in Idaho, 135,000 acres in Oregon,
and 148,000 acres in Washington.
Yellow starthistle seems to have
reached the northern and southern
limits of its range but it continues to
invade rangeland at rates ranging from
7,000 to 20,000 acres per year within
these boundaries.

The purpose of this publication is
to provide basic information regarding
yellow starthistle ecology and man
agement. It is based on
research conducted by the
authors in northeastern
Oregon and southeast
ern Washington. Infor
mation sources are listed
at the end of this publication.
Life cycle numbers represent
observed research data and
are included to illustrate
population dynamics. These
numbers are not constant and
will vary with environmental
conditions.

Life Cycle

Yellow starthistle is a win
ter annual. Most seedlings ger
minate in the fall and complete
their life cycle the following
summer. However, seedlings
also can emerge in the spring
and either complete their life
cycle the same year or continue
into the next growing season,
depending on conditions.

Seed production

A yellow starthistle plant
can produce up to 150,000 seeds
under optimum conditions. Dense
stands of this species have been
Figure 1.—Upper branches of yellow
starthistle plant (one-third actual size).

observed to produce 20 to 120 seeds per
plant. This variation largely depends
on plant density, the amount of spring
precipitation, and soil nutrient status.

Seed dispersal

Yellow starthistle plants produce two
types of seed: those with parachutelike
plumes and those without plumes. Most
seeds have plumes and are dispersed
at maturity (July through September).
Plumeless seeds are dispersed between
November and February.
More than 90 percent of the seeds
that reach the soil fall within 2 feet of
the parent plant. This dispersal pattern
tends to form a slow invasion front.
Birds such as ring-necked pheas
ants, California quail, house finches,
and American finches feed on yellow
starthistle seed and contribute to both
long- and short-distance dispersal.
Finches tend to shell seeds, leaving
most of the consumed seed nonviable.
Quail and pheasants consume whole
seeds, which occasionally may be
passed in viable form. Animals (includ
ing humans), whirlwinds, and vehicles
also contribute to the transport of yellow
starthistle seed.
About 60 percent of the seeds pro
duced by a starthistle population survive
dispersal and are available for germina
tion in the fall.
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Adults
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As yellow starthistle matures, a
root and shoot growth rates can be twice
flower stalk grows from the center of
as fast as those of downy brome. As a
the rosette. The stalk ranges in height
result, starthistle roots tend to penetrate
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continued growth late in the growing
Flowering can occur as early as June and
season and increased seed production.
can continue into September. Flowers
In such circumstances, yellow starthistle
are bright yellow with a base of yellowcan dominate deep-soil sites.
green spines 0.25 to 2 inches long.
Adult mortality can occur in stress
ful environments, but most adult yellow
starthistle plants complete their life
Use herbicides safely!
cycle. In early fall, adult yellow starthis • Wear protective clothing and safety
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devices as recommended on the label.
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Bathe or shower after each use.
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nate, and the cycle is repeated.
Follow closely the instructions on the
label (and any other directions you
have).
Yellow Starthistle Invasion
Yellow starthistle can invade range
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lands throughout the western United
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Figure 2.—Yellow starthistle lower leaf
States. In the Pacific Northwest, the
as a pesticide applicator. You may be
(two-thirds actual size).
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Germination and viability

Seedlings
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labels and in other literature provided by as a slowly advancing front.
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also implement a monitoring program to
locate and treat satellite populations of
Prevention
yellow starthistle within the interior of
Prevention is the least expensive
the rangeland area.
and most effective method of limiting
yellow starthistle invasion on productive
rangelands. Proper grazing manage
ment is an essential part of this strategy.
Such grazing will limit yellow starthistle
germination and promote early mortality
Figure 3.—Yellow starthistle fruit (magnified 8 times).
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