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As the gardeners amongst you know, this year’s weather has been particularly good for 
weed growth.  The spread of certain weeds is controlled because they are destructive, 
invade natural habitats, out-compete native plants and animals, reducing biodiversity.  
Japanese Knotweed in-particular can damage buildings, roads and other structures.   

It is an offence to plant or cause the spread of these controlled weeds in the wild under the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981.  All waste containing Japanese Knotweed comes under 
the control of Part II of the Environmental Protection Act 1990. 

How does this affect ADCW? 

It is important everyone on-site is aware of controlled weeds and knows when to report 
sightings to the Environmental Team. Managing land infested by controlled weeds in a 
timely and appropriate way can avoid excessive costs, potential prosecution, physical 
damage to buildings and hard surfaces, and harm to the environment.  Imported topsoil is a 
particular risk because it may contain seeds, stems or roots from controlled weeds. 

How does this affect construction? 

Once controlled weeds are identified they will require treatment to remove them.  This can 
take several attempts and must take place at certain times of the year to be successful. If 
controlled weeds are ignored the treatment process can cause significant delays to 
development. 

Weed Identification 

Japanese Knotweed produces red/purple shoots in the early spring rapidly forming canes.  
As the canes grow the leaves gradually unfurl and turn green.  The plants are fully grown by 
early summer and mature canes are hollow with a distinctive purple speckle and form dense 
stands up to 3 m high.  The plant flowers in late summer and these consist of clusters of 
spiky stems covered in tiny creamy-white flowers.  These provide a good source of nectar 
for insects.  The seeds are rarely fertile and in Britain the plant spreads mainly by vegetative 
means. 

The canes can arise from the rootstalk which grows underground, from an existing crown, 
where previous growth has taken place, or from a cut stem.  During the late autumn/winter 
the leaves fall and the canes die and turn brown.  The canes remain standing throughout the 
winter and can often still be seen in new stands in the following spring and summer.  The 
rootstalk is the underground part of the plant.  It is knotty with a leathery dark brown bark 
and when fresh snaps like a carrot.  Under the bark it is orange or yellow.  Inside the 
rootstalks is a dark orange/brown central core or sometimes it is hollow with an orange, 
yellow or creamy outer ring, although this is variable.   The 'knots' are nodes, spaced at 1-2 
cm intervals where there are often small white fibrous roots or buds emerging.  Each of 
these 'knots' can potentially become a new plant if the rhizome is cut up (e.g. through 
digging). 
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This review is linked with UN Sustainable Development Goals (UN 
SDGs) 3, 11, 12 & 15.  More information about the 17 UN SDGs can 
be found at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300 

Giant Hogweed is a hardy weed which survives winters, with tuberous rootstalks that 
form buds each year. It flowers from late spring to mid-summer, with numerous white 
flowers clustered in an umbrella-shaped head that is up to 80 cm in diameter across its 
flat top. The plant produces 1,500 to 100,000 flattened, 1 cm long, oval dry seeds that 
have a broadly rounded base and broad marginal ridges. Shoots die down in the autumn. 
Tall stems mark its locations during winter.  It is further distinguished by a stout, dark 
reddish-purple stem and spotted leaf stalks that are hollow and produce sturdy bristles. 
Stems vary from 3-8 cm in diameter, occasionally up to 10 cm. The stem shows a 
purplish-red pigmentation with raised nodules. Each purple spot on the stem surrounds a 
hair, and there are large, coarse white hairs at the base of the leaf stalk. It contains 
poisonous sap on hairs of the stem and leaves that can cause severe blistering and 
irritation. These weeds are spread by seeds, often in flowing water. Giant Hogweed has 
deeply incised compound leaves which grow up to 1-1.7 m in width.  Chemicals within 
the sap of common Hogweed (smaller plants) may also cause blistering and burning when 
in contact with human skin.   

 

Common Ragwort is poisonous to horses and other livestock and can have potentially 
fatal consequences if ingested either in its green or dried state.  

The Ragwort Control Act amends the Weeds Act and promotes the more efficient control 
of common Ragwort. Common ragwort is the only one of the five weeds specified in the 
Weeds Act which poses a risk to animal health. 

 

Horsetail, also known as Mare’s tail, is an invasive, deep-rooted perennial weed which 
spreads quickly. Its upright fir like shoots appear in the summer on undisturbed ground, 
cracks in paving, walls and waste ground. It can be removed by digging up the rootstalk. 
This involves digging as deeply as possible as the roots can spread to 2 m in depth.  Total 
eradication can take several years. Chemical removal can involve spraying the shoots 
with glyphosate in the summer. The shoots are normally raked before spraying to bruise 
and crush them so that the herbicide can enter the plant more easily and spread down to 
the roots. 

 

Wild Parsnip has been found close to our sites at this time of year and can also cause 
nasty skin rashes.  Reactions usually appear 24 to 48 hours after contact with the sap.  
This weed can grow up to 1.5 metres and looks and believe it or not smells like the 
parsnips we eat.  Leaves have jagged edges, while leaflets are glossy and diamond 
shaped. 

Failure to manage and dispose of these controlled weeds properly (as hazardous waste) 
can lead to prosecution!  3 immediate steps to managing controlled weeds:  
 
1. Stop work and inform your supervisor. 
2. Contact the Environmental team and consult them for further actions. 
3. Quarantine the area and display controlled weed notices on the fencing. 

 

 

 

 

 

Images 6 - 8 Giant Hogweed 

Image 9 Common Ragwort 

Image 10 Horsetail 

Images 11 – 12 Wild Parsnip  


