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Native to Eurasia, Common buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica) was introduced to North America in 
the early 1800’s as an ornamental shrub and was used for living snow fences and wildlife habitat. 

Since, it has spread aggressively across most of the northeast and upper Midwest. Common 
buckthorn is a restricted noxious weed, making it illegal to import, sell or transport. Management 

can be complex, depending on the size of the population, but control is possible.  

Report new occurrences  
Submit a report through EDDMaps, iNaturalist, Seek or                      

by contacting your local SWCD.  

Environmental Impact 
Common buckthorn outcompetes native plants for nutrients, light, and 
moisture. Buckthorn forms dense, impenetrable thickets that degrade 

wildlife habitat, threats biodiversity, and contributes to erosion by shading 
out ground vegetation. Seeds are dispersed by birds due to a laxative   
effect, furthering the spread. Buckthorn serves as a host for pests like 

crown rust fungus and soybean aphid, exacerbating ecological damage.  

Identification 

• Understory shrub/small tree up to 20’ with a spreading 
branched crown, often with multiple stems at the base 

• Orange heartwood and yellow sapwood. Twigs often end in stout thorns.  
• Bark is dark brown/grey and has elongated silver corky projections.  
• Leaves are sub-opposite, broadly elliptic pointed at the tip, smooth, dark 

glossy and small-toothed. Leaves stay green into late fall.  
• Flowers are inconspicuous and appear in May or June at the axils of leaves.  
• Female plants produce clusters of black 1/4”-1/2” fruit in August and       

September. Fruits contain 3-4 seeds that are viable for 1-2 years in the soil  
• Roots are extensive and fibrous.  

Look-alikes 

Common buckthorn can be mistaken for a mature black cherry 
tree. Black cherry has cracked and segmented bark compared to 

the peeled appearance on buckthorn. Black cherry leaves are 
much longer and skinnier than buckthorn.  
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