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Overview: 
St John’s-wort is a perennial herb native to 
Europe, western Asia, and North Africa. It is 
also considered a weed in much of its native 
habitat. It widely distributed around temper-
ate areas of the world, likely due in good part 
to its cultivation as a medicinal plant.1 It re-
produces both by seed and vegetatively by 
stems sprouting from buds on lateral roots/
rhizomes. St John’s- wort  reproduces large-
ly by apomixis - an asexual type of reproduc-
tion in which the plant embryos (seeds) grow 
from egg cells without being fertilized by pol-
len.1

St John’s-wort  seeds can germinate in fall or 
spring, and new stems emerge from woody 
root crowns in the spring. Seedling survival 
is low in stands of mature plants. Flowering 
occurs over the summer, and can be self-
pollinated or pollinated by insects.1 New 
seed capsules are moist, green, and sticky.1 
Leaves senesce by late summer to fall. In fall 
seed capsules dry and become less sticky, 
are shed, and the stems begin to die.3 Dead 
stems can remain standing for many months.1  
New plants establish the root system in the 

first year of growth and begin flowering the 
following season.3

St John’s- wort can have one to several root 
crowns attached to a system of vertical and 
lateral roots. As well, rhizome connections 
between vegetatively propagated plants can 
sever. This makes it difficult to distinguish 
single plants accurately.1

St John’s- wort contains two toxic com-
pounds, hypericin and hypericum red, which 
can cause photosensitivity in grazers, loss of 
weight, and even death in rare circumstanc-
es if consumed in sufficient quantities.3

Habitat:
St John’s-wort grows in well-drained, coarse 
textured soils. It can equally establish in silt/
sandy loam soils, fertile or infertile. Soil fer-
tility and depth may affect growth habit and 
longevity.1

Identification:
Stems: Are 10-110 cm long, erect, some-
times rooting at the base, smooth, and have 

ascending branches.2 There are one to sev-
eral stems per root crown, and are woody at 
the base.1

Leaves: Are sessile (or near sessile),2 1.5-3 
cm long, and 1.5-5 mm wide.1 Leaves are el-
liptic or linear, with rounded bases, and mar-
gins entire.2

Flowers: Are numerous (25-100 per stem), 
about 2 cm in diameter and occur in terminal, 
open, flat-topped clusters. Fruits are sticky, 
5-10 mm long, 3-celled capsules containing 
many seeds. Seeds are about 1mm long. Esti-
mates of seed production range from 1500 to 
3400 seeds per plant.1

Prevention: 
St John’s-wort seeds can remain viable is 
the soil for many years and can thus be trans-
ported in contaminated soil. Seed is also dis-
persed by wind, water, human activity and 
animals. Do not grow St John’s-wort for any 
reason.



Control:
Grazing: Some management of St John’s-wort by 
grazing has been used, but only in conjunction with 
other forms of control. This plant is toxic and can even 
cause death if consumed in sufficient quantities.3 Inva-
sive plants should never be considered as forage.

Mechanical:  Tillage followed by sowing of perennial 
grasses and legumes is one method of control.  Remov-
al of the stems by any means (grazing, fire, defoliation) 
stimulates re-sprouting.3 Hand pulling/digging cannot 
effectively remove the extensive root system.

Chemical:  Isoxaben is registered for use on St. 
John’s-wort. Always check product labels to ensure 
the herbicide is registered for use on the target plant in 
Canada by the Pest Management Regulatory Agency. 
Always read and follow label directions.  Consult your 
local Agricultural Fieldman or Certified Pesticide Dis-
penser for more information.

Biological: Two Chrysolina species were introduced 
to B.C. and released in 1952. This was one of the first 
biocontrol releases in Canada. The beetles established 
and dispersed freely, with little assistance. A moth, 
aphid, gall midge, and another beetle are in the devel-
opment stage.4
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