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Protecting Pierce County: The Battle Against
Noxious Weeds

If you have spent any time driving through the lush landscapes of Pierce County,
Washington, you have likely noticed the stunning views of Mount Rainier, the dense
forests, and the productive farmlands. However, beneath this natural beauty lies a
persistent threat that is quietly reshaping the region’s ecosystems and agricultural
economy: noxious weeds. For residents, landowners, and visitors alike, understanding
the impact of Pierce County noxious weeds is not just a matter of horticulture—it is a
vital part of preserving the character and health of the region.
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Pierce County, Washington, is home to a diverse range of habitats, from the rugged
foothills of the Cascade Range to the fertile floodplains of the Puyallup River. These
environments are particularly vulnerable to invasive plant species that outcompete
native vegetation, degrade wildlife habitat, and reduce agricultural productivity. The
management of Pierce County noxious weeds is a shared responsibility that
requires awareness, vigilance, and action from everyone in the community. In this
article, we will explore the most problematic invasive plants in the area, why they are
so harmful, and how you can contribute to the fight against their spread.

What Defines a Noxious Weed in Pierce
County, Washington?

Before diving into specific species, it is important to understand what qualifies as a
noxious weed. In Washington State, a noxious weed is legally defined as a plant that
is "injurious to public health, agriculture, recreation, wildlife, or property." The
Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board, working in conjunction with county-
level agencies like the Pierce County Noxious Weed Control Board, classifies these
plants into three categories: Class A, Class B, and Class C.
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Class A weeds are the most aggressive invaders. They are not yet widespread in
Pierce County or the state, and the goal is complete eradication. If you spot a Class A
weed, you are required by law to report it and take action to remove it. Class B
weeds are more established but are still considered a significant threat. Control
efforts focus on preventing their spread into new areas. Class C weeds are widely
established, and control is left to the discretion of local landowners and agencies.
Understanding these classifications helps residents prioritize their efforts and
understand the legal obligations surrounding invasive species management.

The Economic and Ecological Cost of Invasive Plants

Noxious weeds are not just an eyesore; they come with a hefty price tag. In Pierce
County, Washington, infestations of weeds like tansy ragwort and Scotch broom
can reduce pasture yields by up to 50 percent, directly impacting livestock operations
and hay producers. The cost of chemical control, manual removal, and lost
productivity runs into millions of dollars annually. Beyond agriculture, noxious weeds
increase the risk of wildfires by creating dense, dry fuel loads, and they clog
waterways, leading to flooding and reduced water quality.
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Ecologically, these plants form monocultures that choke out native wildflowers,
grasses, and shrubs. This disrupts the food web, reduces biodiversity, and degrades
habitat for pollinators, birds, and large mammals like elk and deer. The delicate
balance of Pierce County’s ecosystems is under constant pressure, and noxious weeds
are one of the most insidious threats they face.

Common Noxious Weeds Found in Pierce

The list of Pierce County noxious weeds is extensive, but some species are
particularly notorious for their aggressive growth and harmful impacts. Below are
several you are likely to encounter while hiking, farming, or even gardening in the
area.

Scotch Broom (Cytisus scoparius)

Perhaps the most recognizable noxious weed in the Pacific Northwest, Scotch broom
is a perennial shrub with bright yellow flowers. It was originally introduced as an
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ornamental plant and for erosion control, but it has since become a pervasive invader.
In Pierce County, Washington, Scotch broom dominates roadsides, forest clearings,
and pasture edges. It produces thousands of seeds per plant that remain viable in the
soil for decades. Scotch broom crowds out native shrubs and grasses, alters soil
chemistry by fixing nitrogen (which favors other weeds), and creates dense thickets
that are difficult to traverse and manage.

Tansy Ragwort (Jacobaea vulgaris)

Tansy ragwort is a biennial or short-lived perennial that produces clusters of daisy-like
yellow flowers. This weed is a serious concern for livestock owners because it contains
pyrrolizidine alkaloids, which are toxic to cattle, horses, and goats. When consumed, it
causes irreversible liver damage. Tansy ragwort is classified as a Class B noxious
weed in Pierce County, meaning control is required in certain areas to prevent its
spread. It thrives in pastures, along roadsides, and in disturbed soils. Biological
control using the cinnabar moth and ragwort flea beetle has shown some success, but
manual removal and targeted herbicide applications remain the primary management
methods.
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Giant Hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum)

Giant hogweed is a Class A noxious weed that demands immediate attention. This
towering plant can reach heights of 15 feet and is easily identified by its large,
umbrella-shaped flower heads and deeply lobed leaves. The danger of giant hogweed
lies in its sap, which contains a chemical that causes severe photodermatitis. When
sap contacts the skin and is then exposed to sunlight, it can cause painful blisters,
burns, and long-lasting scars. In Pierce County, Washington, any sighting of giant
hogweed must be reported immediately to the Pierce County Noxious Weed Control
Board. Eradication efforts are aggressive and typically involve digging up the root
crown or using carefully applied herbicides.

Knotweed Species (Reynoutria spp.)

Japanese knotweed, giant knotweed, and their hybrid Bohemian knotweed are among
the most difficult Pierce County noxious weeds to control. These perennial plants
spread rapidly through an extensive underground rhizome system. They are
commonly found along riverbanks, drainage ditches, and roadsides. Knotweeds cause
significant structural damage—they can penetrate asphalt, building foundations, and
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concrete retaining walls. In riparian areas, they displace native vegetation, leading to
streambank erosion and reduced habitat for salmon and other aquatic species.
Controlling knotweed requires a multi-year commitment involving repeated herbicide
applications and careful monitoring.

Poison Hemlock (Conium maculatum)

Poison hemlock is a biennial plant that is often mistaken for Queen Anne’s lace or wild
carrot. However, it is highly toxic to both humans and animals. All parts of the plant
contain alkaloids that cause respiratory failure and death when ingested. It is
increasingly common in Pierce County, Washington, especially in disturbed areas,
along fence lines, and in pastures. The plant has smooth, hollow stems with purple
spots, and its small white flowers form umbrella-shaped clusters. Landowners should
remove poison hemlock with caution, using gloves and long sleeves, and avoid
burning it, as the smoke can carry toxic particles.
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How to Identify and Report Noxious Weeds in
Pierce County

Effective management of Pierce County noxious weeds begins with proper
identification. The Pierce County Noxious Weed Control Board offers free educational
resources, including printed guides and online databases, to help residents identify
invasive plants. Look for characteristics like rapid growth, the ability to reproduce
vegetatively, and a tendency to form dense stands. Many noxious weeds also have
distinctive features such as milky sap, thorns, or unusual leaf shapes.

If you suspect you have found a noxious weed on your property or in a public space,
particularly a Class A species like giant hogweed or purple loosestrife, you should
contact the county weed board immediately. In many cases, they can provide free
identification services, control advice, and even cost-share assistance for landowners.
Reporting sightings through the Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board’s
mobile app or website also helps track the spread of these plants and allocate
resources effectively.
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Best Practices for Controlling Noxious Weeds
on Your Property

Whether you own a small garden plot or manage hundreds of acres of farmland, there
are practical steps you can take to combat Pierce County noxious weeds. The key
is to act early, be consistent, and use an integrated approach that combines
mechanical, cultural, and chemical methods.

Mechanical Control

Pulling, digging, mowing, and cutting are all effective ways to remove weeds,
especially when dealing with small infestations. For tap-rooted plants like tansy
ragwort and poison hemlock, it is crucial to remove the entire root crown to prevent
regrowth. Mowing can be effective for some annual and biennial weeds if done before
they set seed, but it often needs to be repeated multiple times in a season. For shrubs
like Scotch broom, cutting plants at the base when the soil is moist can make removal
easier. Always wear appropriate protective gear and dispose of plant material in
sealed bags to prevent further spread.

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Silas & Karlee ¢ Knowledge is power. ¢ Page 9



Cultural Control

Preventing noxious weeds from gaining a foothold is the most cost-effective strategy.
Maintain healthy, dense plant cover in gardens, pastures, and natural areas. Native
grasses, clovers, and deep-rooted perennials compete effectively with weeds for
sunlight, water, and nutrients. Avoid overgrazing pastures, as bare soil creates ideal
conditions for weed germination. When planting, choose native or non-invasive
species that are well-suited to Pierce County’s climate and soil types. The Washington
State University Extension office in Puyallup offers excellent guidance on selecting
appropriate plants for your area.

Chemical Control

Herbicides can be a necessary tool, especially for large infestations or for weeds that
are difficult to remove manually, such as knotweed. Selective herbicides target
specific weed species without harming desirable plants, while non-selective herbicides
kill everything they contact. It is essential to read and follow all label instructions
carefully, apply herbicides during calm weather to prevent drift, and avoid treating
areas near water bodies without using approved aquatic formulations. The Pierce
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County Noxious Weed Control Board can recommend specific herbicides and
application timing for different weed species.

The Role of Community and Collaboration

no single landowner can win the fight against Pierce County noxious weeds alone.
Weeds do not respect property lines, and seeds can travel miles on the wind, in water,
or attached to vehicles and animals. That is why community involvement is so critical.
Neighborhood groups, conservation districts, and local non-profits often organize
weed pulls and educational workshops. Participating in these events is a great way to
learn more about invasive species, meet like-minded neighbors, and make a tangible
difference in your local environment.

In addition, many local farmers, ranchers, and gardeners in Pierce County,
Washington, have formed cooperative weed management areas (CWMAs). These
partnerships allow for coordinated control efforts across larger landscapes, making
the work more efficient and effective. By sharing equipment, knowledge, and labor,
communities can tackle infestations that would be overwhelming for any individual to
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handle alone.

Resources Available in Pierce County

If you are ready to take action against noxious weeds in your area, you are not
without support. The Pierce County Noxious Weed Control Board is the primary
resource for residents. Their office, located in Puyallup, offers free site visits,
identification services, and customized control plans. They also maintain an updated
list of Class A, B, and C weeds for the county, along with information on required
control measures.

The Washington State University Pierce County Extension office provides educational
programs on integrated pest management, soil health, and native plant landscaping.
They frequently host workshops and field days that cover topics like weed
identification, herbicide safety, and pasture management. For those interested in
biological control, the Washington State Department of Agriculture offers a biocontrol
program that releases approved insects and pathogens to target specific weeds like
tansy ragwort and St. John's wort.



Pierce County Noxious Weeds Pierce County Washington

Noxious weeds are a formidable challenge, but they are not an insurmountable one.
By staying informed, taking early action, and working together as a community, we
can protect the natural beauty and productivity of Pierce County, Washington.
Whether you are a farmer dealing with tansy ragwort in your pasture, a hiker who
notices a suspicious plant along a trail, or a homeowner who simply wants to keep
your garden free of invaders, your efforts matter. The fight against Pierce County
noxious weeds is ongoing, but with knowledge, persistence, and collaboration, we
can ensure that the landscapes we love remain healthy and vibrant for
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