Threats

Wild parsnip

- Displaces native vegetation
- Decreases biodiversity
- Can cause painful blisters

History

Wild parsnip was brought to the United
States by settlers who valued its edible tap-
root. Wild parsnip is the same species as
cultivated parsnip, but it escaped from the
garden long ago. Now wide-spread, wild
parsnip is often found where people hike,
work, garden and play, making encounters
more frequent.

Range & Habitat

Wild parsnip grows in sunny areas: fence
rows, roadsides, uncultivated fields, mead-
ows, woods edges, pastures, prairies and
restorations. It is found nationwide, except
for a few southeastern states. Wild parsnip
prefers rich alkaline soils, but adapts to al-
most any open upland habitat.

Warning! Skin lrritant

Be cautious around wild parsnip. Keep
away from juices from cut or broken leaves,
stems or flower heads. Furocoumarins in
the plant juice cause skin to become hyper-
sensitized to sunlight, leading to a painful
sun-induced burn-like reaction called phyto-
photo-dermatitis. Wild parsnip can be
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touched safely as long as the stems are not
broken, and don't release the sap. Wild
parsnip sap is harmless when dry.

Unlike poison ivy, (which causes an allergic
reaction) you don’t need a previous expo-
sure to be sensitized. People vary in the in-
tensity of their reaction to parsnip, depend-
ing on skin color and other factors. Moist,
sweaty skin can intensify the reaction. Ani-
mals with bare light-colored skin or thin fur
may also be affected. Covering exposed
skin immediately will prevent the reaction,
but the area will remain sensitized for about
eight hours.

The ‘burn’ reaction usually appears a day or
two after exposure, and only in places
touched by the sap and exposed to the sun.
In mild cases, affected skin turns red and
feels like a sunburn. In more typical cases,
skin reddens, often hurts and forms large
blisters. Unlike blisters caused by poison
ivy, wild parsnip blisters do not spread.

If blisters develop, cover them with a cool,
wet cloth to help relieve pain. Avoid ruptur-
ing the blisters for as long as possible,
allowing the skin beneath to heal. You can
also cover the affected areas with ban-
dages. Keep blistered skin out of the sun to
avoid further pain and redness. When
blisters rupture, keep the area clean, and if
desired, apply an antibiotic cream to
prevent infection. If blistering is severe, see
a physician. A topical or systemic cortisone
steroid may relieve discomfort. As blisters
heal, a reddish-brown discoloration will

mark the site. These telltale marks can per-
sist for months to several years.
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Identification

Forms. wild parsnip has two growth
stages: non-flowering leafy rosettes at ground
level and four- to five-foot-tall flowering
plants.

Non-flowering rosettes.  Germinating
seeds produce low-growing non-flowering
rosettes of leaves the first year. Each rosette
is a cluster of spindly, compound leaves that
resemble celery leaves.

Rosette of leaves. Photo by David J. Eagan

Compound leaves consist of a central stem
bearing several pairs of toothed leaflets. A
mature rosette has five to 15 leaves, and each
leaf is six to 12 inches long. During the first
year, the plant develops a large taproot. It may
take two to three years for the root to store
enough energy to produce a flowering stalk.

Flowering plants. A tall, branched flow-
ering stalk appears in the second or third year.

Flowers. The flowers are tiny, five-petaled
and yellow-green, borne in umbels (flat clus-
ters) atop four- to five-foot-tall leafy stems.
Stems are stout, grooved and hollow. Most
flowering occurs from early June to mid-July.
Umbels are two to six inches across. Primary
umbels, the largest, bloom first atop the main
stem, followed by secondary and tertiary
umbels, blooming 10-14 days later on side
branches. With different bloom times, plants
can produce seed for a longer period than if all
the flowers matured at once. This gives plants
a competitive advantage. When flowering
ends, plants start to wither and die.

One compound leaf. Photo by Lisa Johnson

Wild parsnip reproduces only by seed. It is
spreading in Wisconsin for several reasons.
Delaying the regular mowing of roadsides or
fields (to accommodate the nesting cycles of
grassland birds) allows seeds to mature be-
fore mowing occurs. Seeds are also spread
inadvertently to new locations on mowers,
trucks and other machinery, and in soil used
for landscaping and construction and in hay.

Wild parsnip prefers weedy, sunny,
disturbed areas. Dense, well-established
prairies are less likely to be invaded.
However, wild parsnip can infest prairie
edges or disturbance areas within prairies.
Control methods such as burning and
mowing can actually favor the spread of wild
parsnip, depending on the treatment and
timing. Apply these methods carefully.

Control Methods

The best way to control wild parsnip is by
early detection and eradication. Removing a
small or new infestation early will prevent a
much larger problem from developing.
Regardless of the method used, the goal is to
prevent the plants from seeding.

Management practices should be based on
the quality of the area, the degree of
infestation, and use by people or livestock. In
high quality natural areas, eradicate wild
parsnip promptly to help preserve the native
plant community. Long-term monitoring is a
crucial part of any control method used, as
seeds in the ‘seed bank’ will continue to
germinate for several years.

Primary and secondary umbels. Photo by Lisa Johnson

Caution. To avoid getting plant juice on
bare skin, wear gloves, long sleeves, long
pants, safety glasses and other protective
clothing. If contact occurs, immediately wash
or cover the area. Working at sundown may be
the safest option.

Hand-digging and pulling.  This
method will kill the plant, but is not practical for
large infestations. Flowering plants have stout
stems and may be pulled, especially when soil
is moist after a rain. If seeds are ripening,
remove pulled plants from the area to avoid
spreading the seeds; they may still ripen even
after the plant is uprooted! To dig out wild
parsnip, use a narrow shovel, spade or trowel
to loosen and uproot them. You may also slice
the taproot with a sharp shovel an inch below
the root crown and pull up the top of the plant.
It should not resprout.

Digging parsnip roots. Photo by Sam Thayer.

Prescribed burns  Burning will not kil
established plants; they will resprout from their
taproots. However, fire often kills newly
sprouted seedlings. A spring burn clears the

Umbel. Photo by David J. Eagan

Seeds. Wild parsnip seeds are oval, one-
quarter-inch long and smooth on one side
with four horizontal curved “ribs” on the other.
They mature in about three weeks, changing
from yellow-green to tan in color. Most seeds
fall by October in southern Wisconsin. About
1,000 seeds are produced per plant. They
require a cold period to germinate, so most
sprout in spring. Seeds are viable for about
four years.

Wild parsnip seeds. Photo by David J. Eagan

ground and encourages early and vigorous
rosette growth as well as seed germination.
This allows wild parsnip to be easily spotted,
as they are among the first plants to reappear
after a fire. Follow all state, county and local
ordinances when using fire.

Mowing . Mowing flowering plants must be
properly timed, or it may lead to a worse
infestation. Mowing tends to favor plants in the
rosette stage by allowing more sunlight to
reach them. It also reduces the density and
reproduction of other species that compete
with wild parsnip. To control flowering plants,
mow after the first umbels flower (usually late
June to early July), but before seeds enlarge.
At this time, plants have used up most of their
energy and often die when cut. Some plants
will resprout or flower late, so follow-up
mowing or spot-cutting is necessary. Continue
mowing for at least five years to exhaust the
seed bank. Be especially careful when using
mowers, weed whips, mechanical string
trimmers and other such devices. They tend to
spray users with juice and bits of the plants,
leading to redness and sometimes hundreds
of blisters on exposed skin. Wear goggles and
protective clothing when mowing.

Chemical controls. Apply a broadleaf
herbicide product to the rosettes, such as
one containing triclopyr or 2,4-D. Add a
surfactant, if one is not already present, to
improve herbicide adherence. Ideally, spray
in fall on a warm day after the first frost. This
reduces the possibility of harming desirable
species. Spray each year until all missed
plants and newly germinated plants are
eliminated. Always follow herbicide label
directions. Use proper personal protective
equipment, and keep people and animals
out of treated areas as directed.



