
Common Buckthorn: Invasive Plant Control in Central MN 
Andrew Kiminski 

Environmental Studies Department 

The College of St. Benedict/St. John’s University 

                                                       Faculty Advisor: Dr. Derek Larson 

 

 Abstract:  This study considers the invasive species Common Buck-

thorn (Rhamnus cathartica), also known as European Buckthorn, in the 

United States and specifically central MN.  Its effects on native land-

scapes are identified and revealed to be a significant problem.  Buck-

thorn shades out native plants and can eventually dominate ecosystems.  

An attempt is made to discover the best way to control this species.  

Different eradication methods and their advantages and disadvantages 

are discussed.  These methods are either validated or discounted through    

research as well as interviews with people who have used each one.  

Through a case study of St. John’s University and the College of St.   

Benedict, these methods are further analyzed.  Both mistakes and       

successes are observed in each  campus’ approach to Buckthorn control.  

Ultimately, a progressive line variation of the cut stump method,       

combined with discovering the  problem early, is found to be the most  

effective way to eradicate Buckthorn in central MN.   

Recommendations/Conclusion:  Buckthorn has a detrimental effect on 

native ecosystems.  If efforts are not made to control it, Buckthorn will  

only continue to spread, which is what it does best.  However, as can be 

seen in the case study of St. John’s and St. Ben’s, some efforts can do more 

harm than good.  This is why it is important to research what method will 

be best for one’s particular situation.  Depending on the resources       

available, some methods may not be realistic.  Overall, in central MN, the 

findings of this paper suggest that the best method for Buckthorn control is 

a progressive line variation of the cut stump method.  If a Buckthorn       

invasion is found in the early stages of development, there is the             

opportunity for the quickest control with the least amount of labor.       

Discovering the problem later is always worse, as can be seen in Figure 1.  

There will not be as many adult plants to spread seeds, so it can be       

contained faster.  It is important to recognize that large amounts of work 

will be required to totally eradicate Buckthorn, but if one sticks with it, 

they will likely be rewarded with the restoration of a native ecosystem.  

This is an accomplishment that any land owner or  manager could be 

proud of.       

Methods:  Several ways of controlling Buckthorn are discussed, including the cut 

stump method, mechanical removal, foliar treatment, fire and machinery.  The most 

effective method for controlling Buckthorn in central MN was researched through a 

series of interviews.  Different scales of Buckthorn infiltration were looked at by   

interviewing people with varying amounts of land, ranging from home owners with 

less than 20 acres to management of the Stearns County parks around St. Cloud, 

MN.  A case study was done comparing St. John’s University and the College of St. 

Benedict’s.  This was done to add to or corroborate what the interviews had found, 

as well as discovering mistakes and successes that could account for how well      

Buckthorn is eradicated.  Land managers at each campus were interviewed and 

their land management philosophies analyzed.  The diameters of Buckthorn plants 

were measured in the thickest area at each campus to determine which removal 

methods were most effective at maintaining control.  Inherent advantages and     

disadvantages for each control method are revealed and human factors that can   

potentially affect control are discussed.  After these factors are analyzed,             

recommendations are made for what a land owner in central MN can do to control 

Buckthorn.    

Buckthorn Range in the U.S. 

 

Cut Stump Treatment 

Cut low to the ground.  Make sure to spray 

each stump after cutting.  Working in the 

winter can help to concentrate herbicide.   

 

Mechanical Removal 

Can be used on any size of plant, but 

should be complemented with spraying, or 

plants will grow back, usually worse. 

 

Foliar Treatment 

Take some time to learn how to properly 

coat foliage.  Use this method in areas 

where standing dead is acceptable. 

 

Fire 

Effective at killing foliage of small plants.  

Expect several follow up burns to achieve 

control, unless complemented with spray. 

 

Machinery 

Be wary of spreading seeds.  Will likely  

result in resource damage.  Chipping plants 

for trails is an effective use of this method. 

Suggestions 

Range in MN.  Both maps show a 

widespread Buckthorn problem.  

Figure 1.  The green bars represent Buckthorn diameters at St. Ben’s and the red 

represent St. John’s.  Higher overall diameters can be observed at St. Ben’s in 

their thickest plot compared to the thickest plot at St. John’s.  This suggests a 

more developed Buckthorn problem at St. Ben’s, likely due to the natural land 

use philosophy at St. Ben’s in the past. 
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