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Common Name: Sericea lespedeza, Chinese lespedeza, Chinese bushclover, Himalayan bushclover
Scientific Name: Lespedeza cuneata (Dum.-Cours.) G. Don

Sericea lespedeza is a member of the Pea or Fabaceae family. This invasive plant has spread
throughout the eastern United States and is a significant threat to native prairies and rangelands.
Although high in crude protein, lespedeza is not a preferred for forage due to it high concentration of
tannins. L. cuneata is used as a medicinal herb to treat ailments such as skin ulcerations, dysentery,
enteritis, and hernias.

Height: Numerous branching stems may grow up to one
to two meters.

Leaves: Leaves are compound in groups of three.
Wedge shaped leaflets are oblong, green with silver
highlights. Leaflets are covered with densely flattened
hairs, giving a grayish-green or silvery appearance.

Flowers: Flowers are predominantly white with violet
along the veins. Flowers occur in clusters or solitary and
emerge close to the stem in the leaf axils on the upper
third of the plant. Flowers emerge from mid-July to
October.

Fruit/Seeds: The seeds of lespedeza are borne in a
legume that is flat and oval shaped. The seeds are tan or
greenish in color measuring from 0.2 to 0.75 centimeters
in size.

Life History

Chinese lespedeza begins growth from root crown buds
at the base of the previous years stem. The flowers
begin to develop in late July and continue through
October. Within the Lespedeza genus there are no
specialized structures for seed dispersal. Dispersal is
aided by animals consuming the fruits and passing the
seeds. A study on natural populations found that several
species of Lespedeza comprise 1.5% to 86.8% of the
annual diet of bobwhite quail in the southeastern U.S.
Autumn dispersal is aided by the haying of infested fields.
Because it is unpalatable, wildlife may forage on
surrounding native vegetation, thereby increasing its rate
of spread.

Scarification is necessary for the germination of
lespedeza seeds. Mature seeds of this genus remain
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viable for up to twenty years; one study found a Photo by James H. Miller
germination rate of 60% after cold storage for 55
years. Seedlings may represent only 1% of the seeds
actually available in the soil.

Origin and Distribution

Sericea lespedeza was introduced from Japan in 1896 in
North Carolina to be tested as an agricultural crop. Since
that time it has been used as livestock forage, erosion
control, in wildlife plots, and to improve eroded soil.
Lespedeza is present throughout the eastern United
States. It is especially common in the piedmont and
coastal plain.

Photo by James H. Miller
Similar Species

L. capitata and L. hirta have cream-colored or yellowish flowers similar to L. cuneata. The base of the
upper petal of the flower of sericea lespedeza has two broad violet streaks on the inside of the center
portion. The flowers of L. capitata and L. hirta occur in dense clusters and the stem hairs are
spreading rather than being flattened to the stem as in L. cuneata.

Habitat

L. cuneata will grow on a variety of sites including pastures, rangelands, prairies, eroded slopes, and
roadsides. Lespedeza will grow in a wide variety of soils and is very tolerant of drought. It is
moderately shade tolerant and will persist along wooded edges and sparsely forested areas.

Management Recommendations

Mechanical Control: Hand pulling of mature plants is impractical due to lespedeza’s extensive
perennial root system. Mowing plants in the flower bud stage for two or three consecutive years may
reduce the vigor of lespedeza stands and control further spread. Plants should be cut before seeds
mature and as low to the ground as possible. Impact to adjacent native plants should be minimized as
much as possible.

Herbicidal Control

Spot Treatments: Herbicidal controls are effective as long as the plants are actively growing.
Glyphosate, triclopyr and metsulfuron have been shown to be effective in controlling Chinese
lespedeza. The addition of a non-ionic surfactant at a concentration of 0.5% improves the
effectiveness of foliar treatments. A 1%-2% solution triclopyr or glyphosate thoroughly mixed with
water is effective during the vegetative stage prior to branching or during flowering. Metsulfuron
methyl should be applied at a rate of 0.3g/gallon of water. Treatments should cover the leaves and
stems of plants to the point of runoff. Read the herbicide label thoroughly prior to use.

Broadcast: Broadcast treatments are appropriate for large infestations such as fields or prairies.
Since native plants will be intermingled with lespedeza, triclopyr and metsulfuron are the preferred
herbicides due to their selective characteristics. Apply triclopyr at a rate of 1.0-1.5 pints per acre.

Metsulfuron should be applied at a rate of 0.5 0z per acre. Use a non-ionic surfactant according to
manufacturer’s instructions to improve effectiveness.
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