Rangelands 7(5), October 1985

215

‘No One Needs Knapweed’

Russ Linhart

Thisisthe first place High School Youth Forum paper presented at the 1985
SRM Meeting in Salt Lake City.

Russ Linhart, a 1985 senior from Hobson, Mont., represented the Interna-
tional Mountain Section. Russ is the current president of the High School
Youth Forum and will preside over the Forum in Orlando in 1986.

Russ plans to further his education in agriculture at Northwest Community
College, Powell, Wyo., in the fall of 1985.

Akillerisinvading Montana! Like acancer it is spreading at
runaway speed, getting out of control, and destroying its
victims! The livelihood of the rancher, the hunter, the logger,
in fact the livelihood of almost everyone in Montana is being
affected by this killer.

Who is this killer? SPOTTED KNAPWEED (Centaura
maculosa). Don’t be fooled by its beautiful flowers painting
the landscape. Forage production in Montana could be cut
by 60% in just 10 years by this weed. You can well visualize its
toll would be staggering. It could cost millions of dollars to
the economy, forcing some ranchers out of business. It
would reduce the big game hunting for the hunter and outfit-
ter; and, like falling dominoes, the motels, restaurants,
stores, and many other other businesses would be at the
mercy of spotted knapweed.

Believe me, this is not a dream; spotted knapeweed kills
and kills. It kills livestock forage, which results in a drastic
loss of valuable forage. Severe infestation forces the rancher
to look elsewhere for pasture. It kills wildlife forage on range
and woodland. Big game are then forced to the rancher’s hay
stacks and crop fields. Knapweed kills timber seedlings. Just
think of the potential devastation this could do to the lumber
and paper industries. Spotted knapweed also kills stream
fisheries. As it destroys the plants that bind the soil, erosion
occurs, thus polluting the waters.

Spotted knapweed is phytotoxic meaning that it kills other
plants. Knapweed produces the chemical cnicin. Cnicin is
produced and concentrated in the leaves and stems of the
plant. After a heavy frost the leaves will fall to the ground and
the cnicin is released into the soil. This chemical inhibits the
growth of other plants including conifers and is believed to
require 10 to 12 months before it is completely degraded and
leached from the soil. This results in less competition for
knapweed, which has no natural enemies in the United
States.

Spotted knapweed is believed to have been introduced
into the United States in alfalfa seed. Sixty years ago the first
plant sample was sent to the Montana State University Her-
barium from Ravalli County. Forty years ago it was identified

growing in 7 counties. In 1980 it was found in 28 Montana
counties. Today spotted knapweed is known to grow in all 56
Montana Counties.

Spotted knapweed will grow anywhere. Like most weeds it
easily invades disturbed areas. It is capable of entering
closed plant communities. It is extremely adaptive in cool
climates, thrives on moist areas, and is found at elevations up
to 7,000 feet. Its favorite place is on the dry and sunny slopes.

Spotted knapweed is easily recognized with its showy pink
to purple to infrequent white blossoms. Each bract surround-
ing the flower head is marked with fine, dark vertical lines
and tipped with a dark fringe. The narrow leaves are cleft,
somewhat like a dandelion leaf. The seeds germinate in the
fall and spend the winter in a dormant stage. The rosettes
begin regrowth in April, an earlier start than for most range
plantsin Montana. It grows 2 to 4 feet tall with many branch-
ing flower stalks that start blooming in July. Each flower is in
bloom for 2 to 6 days. About a month later the bracts open
and the seeds start to scatter. Each plant produces about
1,000 seeds. The seed dispersal is relatively close to the
mature plants, usually falling within a 1-yard radius of the
mature plant.

The fast spread of knapweed is primarily man caused. The
tough, dried plants snag on the undercarriages of vehicles,
spreading seeds along backroads, recreation areas, and
across range and forest areas. Itis estimated that 95% of the 2
million-acre infestation occurs along the highways in Monta-
na.

Even though the stage is set for an explosive invasion, this
weed is easy to kill compared to other weeds. The best
control method is preventing knapweed from getting a start!
Learn to recognize spotted knapweed, report initial sight-
ings, and never drive a vehicle through an infestation.

Several control methods have been used. They are mech-
anical, grazing, fire, biological, and chemical.

Mechanical control such as mowing or plowing is not the
best method as regrowth occurs after mowing and the plant
still produces seeds. Most rangelands are not suited for
plowing where infestations occur.

Some ranchers have forced sheep to graze knapweed.
Sheep and most other animals tend to over-graze desirable
plants bfore using knapweed, which has a bitter taste and
inhibits digestion in ruminant animals. Also, severely hedged
plants still can recover and produce seed.

The use of fire is economical. A successful fire must reach
a temperature of at least 800 degrees in order to damage the
seeds enough to prevent germination. Most knapweed infes-
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tations, however, do not produce enough forage to fuel a hot
burn, and fire also doesn’t burn evenly and some plants
escape the burn untouched.

Biological control is in the experimental stage. There is
work with the Upora affinis known as the gall fly. This fly will
lay its eggs in the immature flower bud of the plant. The
larvae feed on the seeds. The plant reacts by forming agall or
cystaround the larvae. On the average the gall fly can reduce

as viable seed and is enough to restock the infestation.

The most effective control is chemical control. Two pounds
of 2,4-D amine and 1/5 pound of Tordon applied to knap-
weed in the 6-inch growth stage has given 100% control at
two Montana State University research plots. The control
with 2,4-D alone has produced extreme variability, from no
control to almost 100% control. Repeat applications are
needed every 2 years. It is estimated that seeds are viable for

seed production by 95%, but there is still that 5% that escapes
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