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History

Russian thistle, an exotic weed originally from Russia, is present
throughout most of North America, most often found in arid and/or
disturbed habitats. Belonging to the Amaranthaceae family, Russian
thistle, though once thought to be a single species, is denoted by numerous
Latin names due to the number of species found around the world. In
North America, Russian thistle is largely known as Salsola tragus and
Salsola kali, the former more widespread in arid, inland regions of the
continent while the latter is focused to coastal regions. It was first
introduced to the United States in 1873 when flaxseed that had been
brought to and planted in South Dakota was found to be contaminated
by Russian thistle seeds. From there the weed quickly spread and Figure I. Young Russian thistle. Source:
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appearance in Colorado; merely two years later, a third of the state reported the presence of the
weed. Historic management varied depending on the stage in which the thistle was to be treated.
Several authors suggested pulling the weed when young prior to seeding and others recommended
burning the plant—a method that is now discouraged due to Russian thistle’s ability to easily
establish itself and out compete other plants in disturbed areas. In Colorado, Russian thistle is not

listed as a noxious weed.!

Rocky Mountain National Park (ROMO) made no concerted efforts to combat Russian thistle until
2003, when management of the weed was limited to 1.59% of the Exotics Crew’s time. While 1.2
acres were treated in 2003, the Exotics Crew treated 12.47 acres in 2013. ROMO has most
commonly manually controlled Russian thistle, though a combination of applying sugar and
mowing have been utilized to control the weed in experimental plots.>

Biological Concerns

Russian thistle, also known as tumbleweed when dry, presents a
biological concern due to its ability to spread quickly and easily
establish in arid conditions, rangelands, and disturbed areas. When
the weed matures and the stem separates from the root—becoming
the easily recognizable tumbleweed—the plant “tumbles” across the
landscape, blown by the wind and allowing its seeds to fall as it
tumbles. As Stallings et al determined in their 1995 study of Russian
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often traveling several miles. Russian thistle is also a major
competitor for water, particularly in the arid regions in which it thrives and is most often found.
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While Russian thistle does not effectively compete in the presence of numerous plants, its success
in cropland, arid, and disturbed areas easily prevents other plants from establishing themselves. In
particular, Russian thistle greatly reduces wheat crop yields, making it economically detrimental as
well. Additionally, Russian thistle is a major fire hazard due to its abilities to ignite and spread
quickly. Dried tumbleweeds collect along fences and buildings and across the landscape, which
allows for the swift ignition of fire. Furthermore, the tumbling weeds quickly spread fire across the
landscape, and make the management of fires significantly more difficult. And, while the weed can
serve as a forage food for cattle and sheep during the early stages of its growth, it also contains
toxic levels of nitrates. However, when soil salinity increases, nitrate levels decrease and forage
quality improves.?

Management Strategies

Effective management and elimination of Russian thistle is best achieved through the adoption of a
variety of strategies, depending on the time of treatment. In the early stages of the plant’s life,
several authors recommend pulling the weed. If the plant is pulled while seeding, the plant must be
bagged in order to prevent seed dispersal, as seeds are viable for up to one year. Mowing Russian
thistle is also a viable option if performed prior to seeding, as Russian thistle is capable of
producing seeds that grow below the mowed level. Targeting the plant at a young age is also
recommended when applying herbicides, so as to prevent seed emergence. Recently, however,
researchers have noted the plant’s resistance to certain herbicides, as the thistle has developed an
acetolactate synthase which served to inhibit the effects of herbicides. Despite this, the herbicides
2,4-D, dicamba, and glyphosate have been found to be effective methods of Russian thistle control.*

Researchers have also suggested several biological control methods, none of which have been
implemented at ROMO, probably because little research has been done on the species. In 2005,
Colorado Parks & Wildlife noted two potential moth species that could serve to manage Russian
thistle: Coleophora klimeschiella and Coleophora parthenica. A 1978 study by Hawkes and
Mayfield determined that C. klimeschiella did not target other plants, but the moth also did not
wholly eliminate the thistle. Other studies recommend the use of a rust fungus, Uromyces salsolae,
or a mite, Aceria salsolae. According to both studies, these methods did not impact non-target
species, and thus may serve as useful controls for Russian thistle. Other biological control methods
such as the weevil Lixus salsolae, have been found to attack surrounding vegetation.’

ROMO has largely relied upon manual control methods of Russian thistle through hand pulling and
digging, although occasionally the plant will be mechanically treated through mowing. The Exotic
Crew’s treatment of acreage infested with Russian thistle has been comparatively small compared to
other exotics in the park, though a thorough survey of the weed’s presence in the park has not been
conducted.

Recommendations

Given the relatively little time devoted to management of Russian thistle at ROMO, the author
recommends a thorough survey of its presence in the park to determine suitable methods of
eradication. With the knowledge of Russian thistle locations in the park, the weed may be targeted
with manual, mechanical, and/or chemical control at an early stage of the plant’s growth. Manual
removal is recommended due to the higher cost of chemical control and given that the plant is not
rhizomatous. Sites may then be revisited later in the season to determine the efficacy of the manual
control, after which pulling and bagging the remaining plants will prove effective. The most
important element of Russian thistle control will be to pull the plant before it breaks off its stem and
tumbles, further infesting and spreading in the park.
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