JEFFERSON COUNTY NOXIOUS WEED CONTROL
BOARD
380 Jefferson Street, Port Townsend WA 98368
360 379-5610 Ext. 205
noxiousweeds@co.jefferson.wa.us

BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES
Poison-hemlock (Conium maculatum)
(Family—Apiaceae—Carrot or Parsley Family)

Legal Status in Jefferson County: Poison-hemlock
is a Class B Noxious Weed (non-native species selected for
control under State Law RCW 17.10). Jefferson County
Noxious Weed Control Board requires property owners to
control and prevent the spread of poison-hemlock on private
and public lands throughout the county. State Weed Law
defines control as to prevent all seed production and to
prevent the dispersal of all propagative parts capable of
forming new plants. (See WAC 16-750-003)

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Impacts and History











Highly aggressive and toxic plant that invades pastures
and riparian areas displacing valuable forage species
and native plants.
The toxins are present in both fresh and dried plants
and decompose slowly.
Toxic to livestock including cows, horses, and pigs; pregnant animals may abort or produce
offspring with birth defects.
Poisoning in humans has occurred when the plant was confused with other, edible members
of the carrot family such as parsley, carrots, anise or dill.
The use of hemlock as a poison goes back many years in history. It is said that the ancient
Greeks used it to poison their enemies and political prisoners. Socrates, condemned to die as
a political prisoner in 329 B.C., drank the juice of the hemlock plant and committed suicide.
Poison-hemlock is a native of Europe, western Asia and North Africa. It was brought to the
United States from Europe as a garden plant. It is common and spreading in parts of the
United States and Canada, particularly on the West Coast.
The earliest recorded specimen in Washington State was found in 1926, near Vancouver in
Clark County.
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Toxicity












Poison-hemlock is acutely toxic to people and animals, with symptoms appearing 20
minutes to three hours after ingestion.
It contains at least five distinct yet closely related alkaloids: coniine, N-methyl coniine,
conhydrine, lambda-coniceine, and pseudoconhydrine.
All parts of the plant are poisonous and even the dead canes remain toxic for up to three
years.
The amount of toxin varies and tends to be higher in sunny areas.
Eating the plant is the main danger, but it is also toxic to the skin and respiratory system.
When digging or mowing large amounts of poison-hemlock, it is best to wear gloves and a
mask or take frequent breaks to avoid becoming ill. One individual had a severe reaction
after pulling plants on a hot day because the toxins were absorbed into her skin.
The typical symptoms for humans include dilation of the pupils, dizziness, and trembling
followed by slowing of the heartbeat, paralysis of the central nervous system, muscle
paralysis, and death due to respiratory failure.
For animals, symptoms include nervous trembling, salivation, lack of coordination, pupil
dilation, rapid weak pulse, respiratory paralysis, coma, and sometimes death.
For both people and animals, quick treatment can reverse the harm and typically there
aren’t noticeable aftereffects. If you suspect poisoning from this plant, call for help
immediately because the toxins are fast-acting – for people, call poison-control at 1-800-2221222 or for animals, call your veterinarian.

Description



Tall biennial, typically 4 to 10 feet tall when in flower.
First year plants form low clumps of lacy leaves.
 Leaves are bright green and fernlike
with a strong musty smell.
 Second year stems are hollow, hairless
and bright green with purple blotches
or mottling.
 Root is a long, forked, fleshy taproot,
pale yellow in color, with numerous
lateral roots (may be mistaken for a pale
Purple-blotched stem
carrot or a skinny parsnip)
 Flowering plants are covered with numerous small, umbrellaPoison-hemlock before
shaped clusters of tiny white flowers that have five petals.
blooming





Flowers bloom from late June until September or October.
Seeds form in green, ridged capsules that eventually turn brown.
The lack of hairs anywhere on the plant and the purple blotches are important identifying
characteristics that differentiate poison-hemlock from other, similar plants.
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Look-Alike Plants


Wild chervil (Anthriscus sylvestris) is increasingly common
on Jefferson County roads and can easily be mistaken for
poison-hemlock. However, wild chervil stems have purple or
red streaks, not blotches like poison-hemlock the stems are
ridged, and the stems and leaves are somewhat hairy. Also,
wild chervil grows 4 to 5 feet tall, not 8 to 10 feet, and it
blooms earlier than poison-hemlock. Flowers appear in late
April or May. Wild chervil is a noxious weed, with control
required county-wide.



Wild Chervil

Bur chervil (Anthriscus caucalis) resembles both
poison-hemlock and wild chervil, but is much
smaller, growing only 2 to 3 feet at most, and
often sprawls among other plants instead of
growing upright. It blooms even earlier than
wild chervil—March to April.

Bur Chervil



Rough chervil (Chaerophyllum temulum) is less common but also
occurs in western Washington. Stems have purple spots or
blotches like poison-hemlock but stems are also rough and hairy
and the plants are shorter, similar to wild chervil in height.

Rough Chervil

 Wild carrot, or Queen Anne’s lace (Daucus carota) is another
carrot-family plant that resembles poison-hemlock. It is extremely
common on roadsides throughout the county and can be
distinguished by conspicuous hairy bracts underneath the flowers.
Wild carrot does not bloom until August.
Wild Carrot

Habitat




Poison-hemlock rapidly colonizes roadsides, vacant lots, open fields, streambanks and other
open, disturbed areas.
Has been found growing in vegetable gardens, p-patches and community gardens, and
backyards.
It prefers moist soil and plants will be larger and grow more rapidly when moisture is
abundant. However, like many invasive plants, it can grow in almost any conditions.
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Reproduction and Spread









Poison-hemlock is a biennial that reproduces solely by seed.
Each plant produces up to 40,000 seeds.
Seeds fall near the plant and are moved by erosion, animals, rain and human activity.
Seed dispersal is prolonged and occurs from late summer through winter.
Most seeds germinate almost immediately if conditions are favorable, but some remain
dormant and germinate over the next 3 to 6 years.
Forms a low-growing rosette the first year, then bolts and forms tall stems and flowers the
second year.
Rapid growth from March to May, then flowers in late spring.
Plants die after going to seed—unless they are cut or mowed before flowering

Local Distribution
Poison-hemlock is prolific in Port Townsend, with over 200 sites recorded. It also grows on
Beaver Valley Road and Marrowstone Island. It has not yet been seen in West Jefferson County.

CONTROL INFORMATION
Integrated Pest Management




The preferred approach for weed control is Integrated Pest Management (IPM). IPM
involves selecting from a range of possible control methods to match the management
requirements of each specific site. The goal is to maximize effective control and to minimize
negative environmental, economic and social impacts.
Use a multifaceted and adaptive approach. Select control methods which reflect the
available time, funding, and labor of the participants, the land use goals, and the values of
the community and landowners. Management will require dedication over a number of
years, and should allow for flexibility in method as appropriate.

Planning Considerations







Workers should protect themselves by wearing gloves, long sleeves, long pants, eye
protection and possibly a mask if people are especially sensitive to poison-hemlock.
Survey area for weeds, set priorities and select best control method(s) for the site conditions.
Small infestations can be effectively hand-pulled or dug. Isolated plants should be carefully
removed in order to stop them from infesting a larger area.
For larger infestations, the strategy will depend on the land use of the site. Specific
suggestions are given in a later section.
Generally work first in least infested areas, moving towards more heavily infested areas.
Control practices in critical areas should be selected to minimize soil disturbance or efforts
should be taken to mitigate or reduce impacts of disturbance. Any disturbed areas need to
be stabilized to control erosion and sediment deposition. Minimizing disturbance also
avoids creating more opportunities for germination of poison-hemlock and other weeds.
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If the control site requires extensive clearing or grading, or is located near a shoreline, steep
slope, stream, or wetland, contact the Jefferson County Department of Community
Development to find out whether or not a permit may be necessary.
Because poison-hemlock is a state-listed noxious weed control (both manual and chemical)
in critical areas is allowed as long as the landowner consults with the Jefferson County
Noxious Weed Control Board and follows their guidelines.

Early Detection and Prevention






Look for poison-hemlock in unmaintained urban open space areas and vacant lots,
especially in and under other plants, such as blackberries and wild roses.
Rosettes can be seen from early winter onwards and they can be dug or pulled easily during
the winter or early spring.
If plants have not been fully controlled the previous summer, tall stems will remain, making
it obvious where plants are located.
Check often for new seedlings.
Do not bring in soil or gravel from areas known to have poison-hemlock

Manual










Always wear the protective clothing mentioned above, since poison-hemlock is toxic and
some individuals are very sensitive to it.
Young plants can be effectively pulled, especially from moist soils. Try to remove as much
root as possible. The use of a trowel or other small hand tool may help.
When removing a large, mature plant, it is helpful to cut the stem to allow better access to
the root mass. Use a shovel to dig the root out, and try to remove at least half of it.
Root fragments left in the ground will usually not re-sprout. This can be helpful on steep
slopes and ravines, where extensive soil disturbance can destabilize the slope.
It is preferable to pull or dig plants BEFORE they bloom. However, if they are removed
manually when in bloom it is advisable to clip, bag and dispose of the flower heads in the
trash. If disposed of otherwise they could potentially produce seed.
In areas where mature plants are removed that have flowered in the past, there are usually
many small seedlings remaining. One can carefully search the area for seedlings and pull or
dig them, or wait a few weeks until the plants get larger, which makes removal much easier.
Completely removing plants is easiest when the soil is loose or wet.
Return to the same location several times each year to remove new plants and continue to
monitor the area for at least three years to catch any plants germinating from seeds in the
soil.
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Mechanical










Mowing will not eradicate poison-hemlock. In fact it serves to turn a biennial plant into a
perennial, because mowed plants will continue to send up shoots and try to flower and
produce seed. Furthermore, mowing causes the taproot to become larger and woodier and
much more difficult to remove.
However, if a large area of plants are approaching bloom time, mowing to prevent flower
and seed production is preferable to no action. Mowing in this situation should be followed
up with some other control measure.
Weed whackers can be used to prevent flower and seed production, as described above.
Care should be taken because weed-whacking can release volatile oils from the plant. These
oils can cause slight poisoning symptoms on some individuals, especially on hot days.
Mulching or covering can be used after plants have been mowed or weed-whacked, to
prevent re-infestation.
To mulch an area, first cover the ground with overlapping sections of cardboard, then top
with 6 to 8 inches of mulch.
Because mulching will smother all plants in the area, it should only be used where few or no
other desirable species are growing.

Disposal







Poison-hemlock is toxic and the toxins remain in the plant even after it is dead, so pulled
plants should not be left on site.
The Port Townsend composting facility will NOT take poison-hemlock, because of its
toxicity.
Plants can be bagged and disposed of in the trash, or they can be buried.
Pulled plants can be bagged in black plastic and left in a safe place for several months. They
will biodegrade, leaving less material to dispose of.
If volunteers pull poison-hemlock on City of Port Townsend property, the city WILL pick
up piles and dispose of them. Call the Weed Board for contact information.
DO NOT burn plants because burning will release toxins into the air.
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Biological
Biological control is the deliberate introduction of insects, mammals or other organisms that
adversely affect the target weed species. Biological control is generally most effective when
used in conjunction with other control techniques.
 Biological control has been effective using the hemlock moth (Agonopterix alstroemeriana).
The larvae of this moth feed on the leaves, young stem tissue, flowers and seeds of poisonhemlock plants causing severe defoliation and death of the plant. Although it is not known
how the insect was introduced to the United States, the hemlock moth has become widely
disbursed. Its only known host plant in Europe and the United States is poison-hemlock.
 The hemlock moth larva is light green with a blackish-brown head and adults are grayishbrown. The larvae feed on the poison-hemlock foliage, buds, immature seeds, stem tissues
and flowers in the spring and early summer. When several hundred larvae attack one plant
it may be completely defoliated. The larvae are also thought to prevent seed production.
Adult moths emerge in summer and consume some foliage but the larvae are most effective.
Collection and redistribution of the adult or larval stage is relatively easy and accomplished
by clipping heavily infested foliage and distributing the material among uninfested poisonhemlock. The success of hemlock moth in controlling poison-hemlock populations varies.

Chemical








Effective chemical control of biennial and perennial weeds can be achieved only with
translocated herbicides (ones that move through the plant and kill the roots).
If desirable grasses or other monocots (sedges, rushes or cattails) are present, use a selective
herbicide (one that affects only broadleaved plants), or carefully spot-spray only the poison
hemlock.
Herbicides are most effective on actively growing plants in warm, dry weather.
Herbicides should only be applied at the rates and for the site conditions and/or land usage
specified on the label. Follow all label directions.
Treated areas should not be mowed or cut until after the herbicide has had a chance to
work. This can be as long as 2-3 weeks.
It is important to establish new vegetation after treating an area. Follow the label for the
timing because some herbicides stay active longer than others.
For questions about herbicide use, and specific herbicide recommendations, contact the
Jefferson County Noxious Weed Control Program at 360-379-0470 ext 205, or
noxiousweeds@co.jefferson.wa.us.
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SUMMARY OF BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES
Small Infestations in Desirable Vegetation





Seedlings and small plants can be hand-pulled. This is easiest early in the year when the
soil is moist and loose. Always wear gloves to protect yourself from the toxins.
Mature plants can be removed with a shovel or weed tool--the first 4-6 inches of root should
be removed.
OR--apply appropriate herbicide by spot spray to minimize off target injury.
Monitor site throughout growing season and remove any new plants.

Large Infestations\Monocultures











Mowing is not effective for controlling mature poison-hemlock. Mowing can stimulate plant
growth, causing prolific re-sprouting and flowering. It can also cause the roots to become
large, tough and woody, making control difficult.
Mowing can be effective in controlling seedlings, but repeat visits are necessary to check for
any seedlings that may have survived.
If a large area of plants is approaching bloom time, mowing to prevent flower and seed
production is preferable to no action. Mowing in this situation should be followed up with
some other control measure.
Covering with cardboard with a layer of organic mulch on top may serve to suppress regrowth after mowing.
Large infestations can be controlled with selective broadleaf herbicides. Suppression of
large infestations of poison-hemlock with a selective broadleaf herbicide will greatly
increase grass production, which in turn increases the suppression of the poison-hemlock.
Manage pastures to promote grass and clover vigor. Fertilize according to the soil needs.
Avoid overgrazing and move animals when grass is still about 3 inches tall. For more
information on pasture management, contact the Jefferson County Conservation District
(http://www.jeffersoncd.org/links.html ).

Riparian and Aquatic Area Control






Focus on manual removal for small infestations if possible.
Cutting will not control poison-hemlock but it can serve in the interim until more effective
control measures can be utilized.
If manual control is not possible, spot spray an appropriate herbicide.
When large areas of weeds are removed, the cleared area needs to be replanted to stabilize
against erosion.
Any herbicide application over or near water can be done only by a specially-licensed
applicator using an approved aquatic formulation and may require a permit from the
Washington State Department of Ecology.

Road Right-of-Way Control





Dig up small infestations if possible.
If plants are about to flower, they can be cut down until a more effective control strategy can
be used.
If manual control is not possible, spot spray an appropriate herbicide.
Replant bare spots that are left with low-growing native plants.
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