
Common Name: Perennial sowthistle, 
field sowthistle 
 
Scientific Name: Sonchus arvensis L. 
ssp. Arvensis 
Family: Sunflower family (Asteraceae), 
Lactucae/dandelion tribe 
 
Related Species: Sonchus oleraceus L.  
Common sowthistle 
Sonchus asper (L.) Hill Spiny sowthistle 
 
Similar Species: Other dandelion tribe 
members. 
 
Description:  Despite the common 
name, sowthistles resemble dandelions 
more than they do the true thistles.  
Perennial with flowers and leaves 
similar to the dandelion.  Plants to four 
or five feet tall.  Flower heads are 1-2 
inches across.  Long stems arise from a 
basal rosette of dandelion like leaves.  
Stems are branched only at the top. 
Basal and stem leaves have prickly 
margins.  Leaves on the stem are less 
numerous, more pointed at the tips and 
clasp the stems at the base.  Plants exude 
a milky sap when broken.  Involucral 
bracts have numerous gland tipped hairs.  
Seeds are deeply grooved with a soft 
bristly pappus. 
 
Life History: Perennial herb, reproduces 
from seed and by spreading rhizomes.  
Seeds are dispersed by wind but small 
hooks on the pappus also allow seeds to 
readily attach to clothing and animal 
hair.  Early in the season, a basal rosette 
that could be mistaken for dandelion 
may be seen.  Plants overwinter as roots 
and rhizomes, with new buds arising 
from the rhizomes in the spring, around 
the same time that sowthistle seeds 
germinate.  Seeds are relatively short-
lived with viability decreased by half 

after two years.  Seed dispersal mainly 
by wind but some birds feed on and 
spread the seeds. 
 
Illustration: NRCS PLANTS database 

 
Where Found: Juneau, likely to occur 
in other communities in southeast 
Alaska. 
Found on northern Zarembo Island on 
closed logging roads. 
 

 - 33 - 



 
Photo: Dean Swan, Washington State University 
 
 
Habitat: Prefers low, fine-textured soils, 
especially loams. Does better under 
alkaline or neutral conditions than under 
acidic conditions.  Commonly found in 
cultivated fields (both grain and row 
crops), waste areas, meadows, sloughs, 
woods, lawns, roadsides, beaches, 
ditches, and river and lake shores. 
 
Impacts:  Can form dense monospecific 
stands by spread of rhizomes.  Annual 
and Perennial sowthistle are listed as 
provincial noxious weeds in BC, and in 
several states in the US.  A problem in 
several crops, where it causes economic 
losses due to reduced crop yields, 
increased cultivation and herbicide 
expenses, and land depreciation. 
 
Control Options: Tillage may increase 
numbers by breaking up the rhizomes 

into separate pieces that can grow into 
new plants.  When hand pulling, use a 
shovel and take care to get as much of 
the root as possible.  Tillage that buries 
all root fragments more than 30 cm deep 
is reported to be effective.   
 
Herbicide Options: 2,4-D, and 
clopyralid, are effective after rosettes 
emerge, before the bud stage. Use 
clopyralid cautiously as it is active in the 
soil and can be absorbed by the roots of 
desirable vegetation.   Glyphosate 
effective for spot treatments.  Perennials 
are usually best treated late in the 
growing season before a frost when 
sugars are being translocated to the root 
zone.   
 
Fun Facts: Sowthistle is a relative of 
chicory, and its roots have been used to 
make a coffee-like beverage.  Because of 
the high hydrocarbon content of its 
milky sap, sowthistle has been 
investigated as a source of oil for 
manufacture of plastics and 
pharmaceuticals. 
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