
   

  
  

 

Tansy ragwort, Senecio jacobae, is a 
poisonous, introduced, biennial or short-
lived perennial. Flowering plants are 1-6 
feet tall. It reproduces by seed and by 
regrowth from the root crown. 

  

The first year plant is a rosette, with 10-20 
irregularly lobed leaves attached directly to 
the main stalk. When the leaves are 
crushed they give off a rank odor. 

 

  
  

The daisy-like flowering heads are about 
½ inch across, yellow, with 10-16 ray 
flowers. Flowering may occur from July to 
October. It produces approximately 
150,000 tufted seeds per plant. 
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Tansy ragwort infestations can range from isolated plants to linear colonies along roadways, or dense infestations in pastures and clearcuts. 
It is a major pest in millions of acres west of the Cascade Mountains in Oregon, Washington, and northern California. Infestations at inland 
sites and in states not normally considered susceptible, like Montana, have become an increasing problem. Tansy ragwort contains 
pyrrolozidine alkaloids which are converted to pyrroles in the liver. The accumulation of pyrroles causes liver failure. Horses and cattle are 
most prone to poisoning. Sheep and goats are less susceptible and have been used as biological control agents. In the 1970’s, it was 
estimated that Oregon lost more than $4 million a year in livestock due to ragwort poisoning. 

Approved Biological Controls 

Spectacular successes controlling tansy ragwort using natural enemies have been achieved in the Pacific Northwest region. Oregon 
reported a successful biological control program provided an estimated annual benefit of $5 million per year in reduced livestock losses, 
increased pasture production and decreased herbicide use. 
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Larvae hatch several weeks after the eggs are 
deposited, from mid-spring through summer. Larvae 
strip the foliage and destroy the flowers and often 
leave bare stalks. After stripping the plant, they 
crawl to other nearby plants and feed. The larvae 
and adults are able to sequester toxic alkaloids from 
the host plant. This makes then toxic to birds and 
other vertebrate animals, hence their warning colors 
of black and red. 

Adult beetles feed on the leaves of rosettes cause a shot-holed appearance and 
can kill rosettes. Larvae mine the roots of rosettes which can cause mortality when 
the plants begin to bolt. In Oregon, 90 percent control of flowering plants was 
achieved within 6 years of release. 

Fly larvae feed in the seed head and often destroy 
all of the developing seed. Infested flowers exude a 
frothy spittle. It can disperse up to 60 miles, but to 
be effective it needs to be combined with another 
biological control agent. 
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