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The potential seriousness of leafy spurge as a weed 
was recognized almost from the first documentation of 
the weed in North Dakota in 1909. An old news release 
from North Dakota Agricultural College on May 1, 
1931 states that " ... leafy spurge may present a 
serious problem to farmers of the state if allowed to 
gain headway, points out Dr. Herbert C. Hanson, head 
of the botanical work at the Agricultural College." Im
portant scientific papers were published by NDSU as 
early as 1933. Unfortunately, leafy spurge did gain 
headway. 

Public comments and frustrations I hear for not con
trolling leafy spurge center on two themes; it doesn't 
pay to control leafy spurge and leafy spurge can't be 
controlled. There are elements of each theme that are 
true and false. Some herbicide treatments on pastures 
will provide a profit as hay or grazing land, as indicated 
in the accompanying article by Lym and Messersmith. 
However, the economic return from the more expensive 
herbicide treatments and from leafy spurge control on 
nonagricultural land is only the indirect benefit of 
minimizing future losses on agricultural land. The peo
ple who say that leafy spurge cannot be controlled really 
intend to say that leafy spurge cannot be eradicated in 
one or two treatments. It is a paradox that many 
farmers are willing to treat wild mustard and wild oats 
every year but they don't accept the same treatment 
principle for controlling leafy spurge. 

Initial research for chemical control involved in
organic herbicides such as sodium chlorate and sodium 
arsenate. These herbicides weren't very effective except 
when high rates that sterilized the soil were used. Fre
quently, leafy spurge was the first weed to reinfest the 
treated areas. These early failures established the princi
ple that leafy spurge has a deep root system that can sur
vive without topgrowth for three to five years or more. 
The deep roots can produce buds that will produce new 
shoots from a 24- to 36-inch depth in the soil; in some 
cases an area may be bare for 12 to 36 months before a 
new shoot appears. Modern organic herbicides are more 
effective than the original inorganic herbicides, but they 
all break down before the deep leafy spurge roots die ex
cept with complete leafy spurge control for five or more 
years. 

Leafy spurge eradication is time consuming and ex
pensive so some people choose to ignore the problem. 
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Other landowners recongize that leafy spurge can be 
controlled with herbicides, if not eradicated, by using 
some of the chemical control anternatives described in 
the accompanying article by Lym and Messersmith. 1 
have observed several ranches where the owner treats 
the leafy spurge patches every year, and the contrast 
with neighboring untreated pastures for both weed den
sity and area infested is visually striking and convincing 
that control is possible. 

The frustration with herbicides for leafy spurge con
trol has kindled a strong public interest in alternative 
control methods. Biological control may be the answer. 
Leafy spurge seems to be a good candidate for 
biological control, but there are many problems to be 
solved as addressed in the article in this issue by Carlson 
and Littlefield. It probably is a realistic estimate that 
four to six insects and/or diseases will have to be 
established on leafy spurge before a successful 
biological control program is in place. It probably will 
take 20 years to reach that goal. 

Any program to control a weed depends on obtaining 
a thorough understanding of the basic biology of the 
weed. There have been extensive studies concerning the 
general growth and development (anatomy and 
morphology) of leafy spurge, but studies of life pro
cesses at the cellular level (physiology) are very limited. 
There is some indication that the strains of leafy spure 

prevalent in North America are substantially different 
from the strains most prevalent in Europe. Insects and 
diseases often are adapted to specific strains of a plant. 
Thus, research that develops a clear understanding of 
the strains of leafy spurge in North America may be a 
critical step to establishment of a viable biological con
trol program. Many voids in our knowledge about the 
basic biology of leafy spure are addressed in an article 
by Galitz and Davis. 

The priority for integrated leafy spurge control 
research is recognized by the agricultural research ad
ministration and legislative leaders. The Agricultural 
Experiment Station has redirected some staff scientists 
from their former projects to biological control re
search. Also, the 1983 North Dakota Legislature is con
sidering a request to add scientific, technical and finan
cial support to the leafy spurge integrated control pro
gram; the indications are that the request will be ap
proved although the Legislature still is in session at this 
writing. 

"From Yellow to Green" could be the motto of the 
leafy spurge control project at NDSU, because our goal 
is to replace the yellow flowered leafy spurge plants so 
prevalent in June with luscious green grass on many 
acres of North Dakota. Hopefully, the goal can be at
tained in 20 years as a realistic estimate, although we all 
dream of and will work for a quicker solution. 
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