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Introduction

The topic of our conversation 
today is Common Buckthorn 
(Rhamnus cathartica). This is an 
invasive woody shrub/tree 
species which has become one 
of the more vexing 
environmental problems in the 
Chicago region.  

Many people may pass by this 
plant every day, unaware of its 
presence in our area…

<<< Image Credit: Dave Coulter (2023)



“The Green Cloud”



What defines an invasive species?

An "invasive species" is a species 
that is:

1) non-native (or alien) to the 
ecosystem under consideration and,

2) whose introduction causes or is
likely to cause economic or 
environmental harm or harm to human 
health.

Image/Text Credit: USDA National Invasive Species Information Center 



Background/History

Common Buckthorn (Rhamnus 
cathartica)

This dioecious shrub or small tree can live at least to 
39 years. The species has small honey-scented 
flowers pollinated by insects, with resulting green 
drupes ripening to black in September and October.

Many species of both native and introduced birds 
are known to consume the fruits and are considered 
primary dispersers. 

(Kurylo & Endress (2012).

<<< Image Credit: Biodiversity Heritage Library



Background/History

Credit: Iowa Stare University Extension and Outreach



Background/History

Image Credits: Dave Coulter 2023,2024



Background/History

Common 
Buckthorn is 
native to Europe 
and western Asia  
(Kurylo & 
Endress (2012).

Image Credit >>> Kurylo, Knight, Stewart, & 
Endress  (2007).



Background/History

When was Common Buckthorn brought to North America?

A review of the literature shows a general consensus of Common Buckthorn

arriving in North America during the 19th century but it is unclear as to exactly which part 

of the century it arrived….the suggestion that the entry happened during “colonial times”, 

which would appear to be accurate. 

By the early 19th century, Common Buckthorn was “common in hedges” in

the Philadelphia, PA area and was so common in some parts of New

England that it was considered indigenous to New York in early plant catalogues…

Kurylo and Endress (2012) 



Background/History

Why was Common Buckthorn brought to North America?

Common buckthorn is often said or implied to have been imported to North America as an 
ornamental, hedge, and/or shelterbelt species, but its initial introduction to the continent may have 
been for a different purpose.

The first reported Common Buckthorn hedge was in Salem, MA, where it was established from a 
Common Buckthorn “tree” in a local physician’s garden (ca.1834) who had “long used the fruit as a 
cathartic in his medical practice” . 
This usage suggests the possibility that Common Buckthorn made its way to North America initially 
as a medicinal plant before its more common use as a hedge plant.

“Buck-Thornes” mentioned in an English herbal dating to 1633 states the taxon was often commented 
on by 16th-century medical writers. King’s American Dispensatory calls it a powerful cathartic, While 
Common Buckthorn is often mentioned as a medicinal plant in old texts, there is also mention of its 
use for making dye/tint.   Kurylo and Endress (2012) 



Background/History

The date and location of the first Common Buckthorn introduction or movement

into the midwestern United States from the New England/Mid-Atlantic area

cannot be stated for certain. 

The Wisconsin Farmer recommended its cultivation as a hedge plant because

of its temperature hardiness and adaptability in New England and an earlier issue 

offered a testimonial about a very effective 10-year-old buckthorn hedge in Rockford, IL  

Therefore, the species was in the Midwest by at least 1839 and the existence of established hedges was 

observed in the Chicago area, even growing wild along the Fox River, west of Chicago, IL, suggesting 

the species was in the Midwest even earlier.  

Kurylo and Endress (2012) 



Background/History

Prairie Farmer > 1 December 1845

“In our opinion the best thing for a hedge is the 
Rhamnus Catharlicus (sic) or buckthorn ; and this is 
so far perfect, for that purpose that it is needless to 
look farther . Its adaptation to hedge was stated at 
length in the last volume of the Prairie Farmer…” 

“We have it on good authority that this shrub grows 
wild near St . Charles, on Fox River…” 



Background/History
Today, Common 
Buckthorn is highly 
invasive in certain 
regions of North 
America (Ontario, 
Canada, and the 
midwestern states of 
Wisconsin, Illinois, 
and Minnesota), and 
problematic from 
Colorado in the 
western United 
States to Nova Scotia 
in eastern Canada 
(Kurylo et al. 2007).

Image Credit >>> USDA (2014).



Present Status  



Present Status 

Image Credits: Dave Coulter 2023



Present Status 

Image Credits: Dave Coulter 2023



Chicago Region Tree Census 2020 

THE BUCKTHORN PROBLEM

The most common species in the region is the 
invasive European buckthorn, which accounts for 
36% of total trees. Although its population ranges 
from 4% to 55% in different counties, buckthorn is a 
serious issue for the region. Buckthorn reduces the 
diversity of the forest by outcompeting native plant 
species, causing long-lasting damage to the soil and 
the larger ecosystem. Its dense thickets shade the 
ground from sunlight, making regeneration of oaks 
and other plants difficult. Buckthorn also generally 
does not grow large enough to provide the benefits 
of canopy trees. Residents should replace buckthorn 
on their property with species highlighted in the 
Healthy Hedges program, a collaborative initiative in 
the Chicago region to reduce the damage caused by 
invasive woody plants. 

Credits: Chicago Region Tree Census 2020



Chicago Region Tree Census 2020 

Credits: 
Chicago Region Tree Census 2020



Chicago Region Tree Census 2020 

Credits: 
Chicago Region Tree Census 2020



Chicago Region Tree Census 2020 

Credits: 
Chicago Region Tree Census 2020



Chicago Region Tree Census 2020  

• Buckthorn is a serious issue for the region. 

• Buckthorn reduces the diversity of the forest by outcompeting 
native plant species, causing long-lasting damage to the soil and 
the larger ecosystem. 

• Its dense thickets shade the ground from sunlight, making 
regeneration of oaks and other plants difficult. 

• Buckthorn also generally does not grow large enough to 
provide the benefits of canopy trees. 

Credits: 
Chicago Region Tree Census 2020



Chicago 
Region 
Tree 
Census 
2020 

Credits: 
Chicago Region Tree Census 2020



Westchester & CRTI

Credits: 
Chicago Region Tree Initiative



Westchester & CRTI

Credits: 
Chicago Region Tree Initiative



Control/Removal (Physical)

• Credit: Iowa Stare University Extension and Outreach

Credit: Iowa Stare University Extension 
and Outreach

Image Credits: Dave Coulter (L); 
Scuppernong Springs Nature Area (R)



Control/Removal (Physical)

Critical Period Cutting:

First, the "canopy" of a buckthorn tree is cut during 
the growing season, leaving a tall stump of 4-5 feet 
behind.

Twice during that same growing season, any 
resprouts on the stump are removed. This stresses 
the plant by exhausting the plant's root reserves. 
Without leaves, the buckthorn isn't able to 
photosynthesize — its only method to replenish 
those stored nutrients.

Over the next growing season, any additional 
resprouts are removed from the high stump after 
initial leaf-out in the spring and before leaf-drop in 
the fall. This repeated stressing of the plant, 
combined with a lack of stored energy, will put an 
end to the plant without the use of herbicides.

Credit: Friends of the Mississippi River



Control/Removal (Chemical)

Credit: Iowa Stare University Extension and Outreach



Control/Removal (Chemical)

Credit: Iowa Stare University Extension and Outreach

Follow label 
Instructions…
it’s the law!



Control
/Removal

Credit: University of Minnesota Extension



Control/Removal

Credit: Woody Invasives of the Great Lakes Collaborative

Credit: Illinois General Assembly



Why Removal?  Let’s Review:

Credit: Woody Invasives of the Great Lakes Collaborative



Planting Alternatives?

Credits: Chicago Region Tree Initiative



Going Forward

How to best address the problem? 

We know the nature of this problem….

We know the scale of the problem….

We know the consequences of inaction….

We have the knowledge and the tools to address the problem…

Do we have the will?



Thank You!



Resources Cited:

• Dave Coulter (photos 2023, 2024)

• Biodiversity Heritage Library >>> https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/page/303692#page/365/mode/1up

• Kurylo, Jessica & Knight, Kathleen & Stewart, J. & Endress, Anton. (2007). Rhamnus cathartica: Native and 
naturalized distribution and habitat preferences1. Journal of the Torrey Botanical Society. 134. 420-430. 
10.3159/1095-5674(2007). 

• Kurylo, Jessica & Endress, Anton. (2012). Rhamnus cathartica : Notes on Its Early History in North America. 
Northeastern Naturalist. 19. 601-640. 10.2307/41810145.

• USDA >>> https://plants.usda.gov/home/plantProfile?symbol=rhca3

• USDA National Invasive Species Information Center >>> https://www.invasivespeciesinfo.gov/what-are-
invasive-species

• Illinois Digital Newspaper Collections >>> Prairie Farmer, etc.

• Chicago Region Tree Census >>> https://mortonarb.org/science/tree-census/

• Iowa Stare University Extension and Outreach - Buckthorn Invasive Species Profile >>> 
https://naturalresources.extension.iastate.edu/encyclopedia/buckthorn-invasive-species-profile

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/page/303692#page/365/mode/1up
https://plants.usda.gov/home/plantProfile?symbol=rhca3
https://www.invasivespeciesinfo.gov/what-are-invasive-species
https://www.invasivespeciesinfo.gov/what-are-invasive-species
https://mortonarb.org/science/tree-census/
https://naturalresources.extension.iastate.edu/encyclopedia/buckthorn-invasive-species-profile


Resources Cited:

• Iowa Stare University Extension and Outreach - Chemical Control of Unwanted Vegetation >>> 
https://naturalresources.extension.iastate.edu/encyclopedia/chemical-control-unwanted-vegetation

• Friends of the Mississippi River -A new tool in our toolbox for buckthorn control: Critical period cutting >>> 
https://fmr.org/updates/conservation/new-tool-our-toolbox-buckthorn-control-critical-period-cutting

• Scuppernong Springs Nature Area >>> https://scuppernongspringsnaturetrail.com/2012/06/29/burning-brush-piles/

• University of Minnesota Extension >>> 
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/MNMDA/2021/02/09/file_attachments/1688267/Common%20Buckthorn%2
0WEB%202.21%20%28002%29.jpg

• Chicago Region Trees Initiative – Westchester Urban Forestry Summary >>> 
https://chicagorti.org/app/uploads/2022/09/WestchesterSummary.pdf

• Woody Invasives of the Great Lakes Collaborative – Common buckthorn >>> https://woodyinvasives.org/woody-
invasive-species/common-buckthorn/#1562693791641-6f007f86-0a8cfa11-61a14714-3122ef93-98d154b7-3e7f

• Illinois General Assembly – (525 ILCS 10/) Illinois Exotic Weed Act >>> 
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=1735&ChapterID=44

• Chicago Region Trees Initiative – Healthy Hedges >>> https://chicagorti.org/app/uploads/2022/05/Brochure-11x17-
Healthy-Hedges-update-20190412.pdf

https://naturalresources.extension.iastate.edu/encyclopedia/chemical-control-unwanted-vegetation
https://fmr.org/updates/conservation/new-tool-our-toolbox-buckthorn-control-critical-period-cutting
https://scuppernongspringsnaturetrail.com/2012/06/29/burning-brush-piles/
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/MNMDA/2021/02/09/file_attachments/1688267/Common%20Buckthorn%20WEB%202.21%20%28002%29.jpg
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/MNMDA/2021/02/09/file_attachments/1688267/Common%20Buckthorn%20WEB%202.21%20%28002%29.jpg
https://chicagorti.org/app/uploads/2022/09/WestchesterSummary.pdf
https://woodyinvasives.org/woody-invasive-species/common-buckthorn/#1562693791641-6f007f86-0a8cfa11-61a14714-3122ef93-98d154b7-3e7f
https://woodyinvasives.org/woody-invasive-species/common-buckthorn/#1562693791641-6f007f86-0a8cfa11-61a14714-3122ef93-98d154b7-3e7f
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=1735&ChapterID=44
https://chicagorti.org/app/uploads/2022/05/Brochure-11x17-Healthy-Hedges-update-20190412.pdf
https://chicagorti.org/app/uploads/2022/05/Brochure-11x17-Healthy-Hedges-update-20190412.pdf

	Slide 1:    A Review of  Common Buckthorn   
	Slide 2: Preview
	Slide 3: Introduction
	Slide 4: “The Green Cloud”
	Slide 5: What defines an invasive species?
	Slide 6: Background/History 
	Slide 7: Background/History
	Slide 8: Background/History
	Slide 9: Background/History 
	Slide 10: Background/History
	Slide 11: Background/History
	Slide 12: Background/History
	Slide 13: Background/History
	Slide 14: Background/History 
	Slide 15: Present Status  
	Slide 16: Present Status 
	Slide 17: Present Status 
	Slide 18: Chicago Region Tree Census 2020 
	Slide 19: Chicago Region Tree Census 2020 
	Slide 20: Chicago Region Tree Census 2020 
	Slide 21: Chicago Region Tree Census 2020 
	Slide 22: Chicago Region Tree Census 2020  
	Slide 23
	Slide 24:   Westchester & CRTI 
	Slide 25: Westchester & CRTI
	Slide 26:  Control/Removal (Physical) 
	Slide 27: Control/Removal (Physical) 
	Slide 28: Control/Removal (Chemical)
	Slide 29: Control/Removal (Chemical)
	Slide 30: Control /Removal
	Slide 31: Control/Removal
	Slide 32: Why Removal?  Let’s Review:
	Slide 33:  Planting Alternatives? 
	Slide 34:  Going Forward 
	Slide 35: Thank You!
	Slide 36:  Resources Cited: 
	Slide 37:  Resources Cited: 

