
 

Hogweed 
Heracleum sphondylium 
 
Hogweed is part of the parsley and 
carrot family (Apiaceae) also known as 
umbellifers for the spreading flower 
heads that look like umbrellas. It can 
grow up to 2 m tall and has a ridged 
hollow stem that it roughly hairy. The 
grey-green leaves are triangular in 
shape, up to 60 cm long, with hollow 
stalks that clasp the stem. Each leaf 
has pairs of opposite leaflets that are 
coarsely-toothed along the margin with 
a terminal larger leaflet. The lower 
leaflets are stalked. The umbel flower 
heads are 5-15 cm across with white-
pinkish flowers that are 5-10 mm across 
and have uneven notched petals. There 
are usually no bracts at the base of the 
umbel but there are bristle-like 
bracteoles at the base of the smaller 
flower umbels. The oval fruit is 7-8 mm 
long and a whitish green colour. It is 
flattened and smooth. All members of 
this family can cause burns and skin 
irritation as the saps can cause skin to 
become hyper-sensitive to the sun. 
Hogweed has been known to cause 
minor burns on some people. 
 
Hogweed is smaller than giant hogweed 
(Heracleum mantegazzianum) which is a very 
large plant up to 5 m tall. The stem of this 
species is red-spotted and the umbels are up 
to 50 cm across. It is an introduced plant that 
is poisonous and the sap causes severe blisters 
due to skin becoming extremely sensitive to 
sunlight. Giant hogweed is less likely to occur 
in managed agricultural or species-rich 
grasslands and is largely confined to 
neglected urban areas, waste ground, rubbish 
tips roadsides and along streams and rivers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Lifecycle 
 
Hogweed is a biennial or short-lived perennial 
plant forming a rosette in the first year and 
flowering from the second year onwards 
between June and September. It only spreads 
by seed which is shed from August onwards 
and germinates in the spring. It does not 
spread by vegetative means. Many 
invertebrates can be found feeding on parts 
of hogweed, including the leaf, stem and 
flowers and it provides pollen and nectar for a 
wide range of invertebrates, including 
beetles, wasps and flies. A list of associated 
invertebrates can be found on the Biological 
Records Centre website using this link 
http://www.brc.ac.uk/dbif/hostsresults.aspx
?hostid=2605.   
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Habitat 
 
Hogweed is present in a wide range of 
habitats, such as neutral grasslands, including 
hay meadows and pasture, and tall herb 
communities, occasionally on calcareous 
grassland, hedgebanks and woodland rides. It 
can be abundant along roadside verges, 
especially if there has been some nutrient 
enrichment or ground disturbance, and can be 
more frequent on verges that receive less 
management by cutting. It is not usually 
present in wet habitats, on waterlogged soils, 
or acidic soils. 
 
Distribution 
 
Hogweed is widespread across the UK and 
Ireland. 
 
GB status and rarity 
 
The Vascular Plant Red Data List for Great 
Britain (2005) and the Irish Red Data Book 
(1988) do not list hogweed and it is 
considered to be common. 

Protection under the law 
 
Hogweed is not protected under any law in 
any of the countries. 
 
Management of hogweed 
 
Hogweed is a natural component of neutral 
grasslands, tall herb and grass communities 
and occasionally calcareous grasslands. It 
does prefer grasslands that have higher soil 
nutrients and thrives in soils where excess 
nutrients, such as farm yard manure or 
inorganic fertiliser, have been spread. There 
may also be a link between higher levels of 
atmospheric nitrogen deposition and an 
increase in hogweed. There seems to be a 
much greater prevalence of this species than 
was historically recorded, and there are 
reports of this species dominating grasslands 
which may be a result or lack of management 
combined with higher soil nutrients.  
 
It can dominate in un-managed grasslands or 
where management pressure has been 
reduced. For example, in hay meadows: 

 it can form large patches in hay 
meadows where the sward has not 
been cut for several years; 

 there is increasing evidence that 
hogweed expands in cover in meadows 
where the cutting date is moved to 
mid-July onwards (in the lowlands and 
later for more northerly latitudes and 
uplands) for a number of years 
allowing hogweed and coarse grasses 
to set seed. These species usually 
produce seed in late July and August. 
In addition, many plants start to 
relocate nutrients to their rootstocks 
during the summer, which can lead to 
soil nutrient enrichment and thereby 
provide a positive feedback for the 
increase in coarse herbs like hogweed 
and grasses. Also, late-cutting may not 
reduce the vigour of coarse herbs and 
grasses enabling them to have a 
competitive advantage;  

 or where aftermath grazing is not 
undertaken or is too light to reduce 
the annual growth of the plant.  

 

Hogweed distribution across 
Britain and Ireland 
The data used to create these 
maps has been provided under 
licence from the Botanical Society 
of Britain and Ireland (BSBI) and 
accessed from the Society’s online 
distribution database. 



 

In pasture, an increase in hogweed may be 
the result of:  

 reduced grazing pressure,  
 or changing the type of livestock from 

cattle and/or ponies to sheep, as the 
later generally do not eat hogweed 
and their hooves are too light to 
break-up the vegetation mat of 
decaying hogweed leaves.  

Hogweed can often be seen growing along 
roads where there has not been any recent 
management and can completely dominate 
some areas. 
 
The most effective method of managing 
hogweed it to put in place appropriate long-
term management. For example in hay 
meadows the cutting date should be moved 
forward and the aftermath grazing intensity 
with cattle and/or ponies increased. Hogweed 
is vulnerable to hard grazing and aftermath 
grazing can limit its spread. If aftermath 
grazing cannot be undertaken, an additional 
autumn cut and chain- or tine-harrowing 
could be undertaken to try and replicate the 
effect of grazing animals. Increase the 
intensity of cattle and/or horse grazing in 
pasture which will reduce hogweed 
dominance over time. If there are large 
patches of hogweed, limit the amount of 
nutrients that are spread on the field, 
including farm yard manure, as hogweed can 
readily take-up the nutrients which provide it 
with a boost and competitive advantage. If 
grazing is not available, hogweed can be 
managed by strimming large patches earlier in 
the year and removing the cuttings (wear 
protective clothing when strimming just in 
case of sensitivity to the sap). This stops the 
plant growing and setting seed, and can help 
weaken the large rhizomes eventually 
allowing other plants to germinate between 
the individual hogweed plants. However, this 
is more labour intensive and may not be 
suitable in the long-term management. 
 
At Skylark Meadows Nature Reserve owned 
and managed by Plantlife, hogweed was found 
to be frequent within the hay meadows. The 
soil nutrients are relatively high and the 
management of the meadows had been 
relatively ad-hoc before Plantlife bought the 
fields in 1999. More regular hay cutting and 

aftermath grazing with cattle has reduced the 
amount of hogweed within the grassland to a 
more manageable level expected within a hay 
meadow.  
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