Controlling Wild Parsnip
(Researched by volunteers in the Adopt-a- Road program to provide information to others )

Wild Parsnip (Pastinaca sativa) is a biennial plant which produces a rosette of leaves in its first year, and
a tall flower spike in the second. The basal rosette is 12-18” or so across, and the basal leaves are
divided into many leaflets with toothed edges. The central stem is light green and has deep grooves. Its
leaves have distinct saw-tooth edges and alternate on the stem. The mature plant can reach the height
of a person. Flowers are yellow, small with 5 petals and form flat umbrella shaped clusters. After
flowering, fruit is produced which, when mature, splits into two sections, each containing a seed. These
seeds, the plant’s only method of reproduction, can be dispersed by wind, water, animals, humans,
mowing and other equipment. They can remain viable in the soil for up to 5 years, although their
viability drops off markedly after the first or second year.

Flowering occurs between June and October and seeding between August and November,
predominately in September. In marginal growth situations, it can take more than two years to mature
during which time it remains close to the ground in a compact rosette.



These plants can contain toxic furanocoumarins particularly during the phase of flower stalk
development and flowering. Care must be taken to avoid any contact with any part of the plant without
adequate skin protection. Skin contact with sap and sunlight can result in a phytophotodermatitis. (see
details below).

The rash: Parsnip is capable of causing a very nasty rash on human skin. For this to happen certain
conditions must be fulfilled. First the parsnip must be at the stage in life where it contains the toxic
furanocoumarins that cause the rash. This usually occurs during flower stalk development and flowering
in the second year of its life. Second, sap from broken plant parts must get on exposed skin. Third, the
skin with sap on it must be exposed to direct sunlight. The UV rays in the sunlight activate the toxin. If
any of these three conditions is not present, the rash does not occur.

Protective measures

1) Clothing that blocks both sap and sunlight (long sleeves and trousers, work gloves, boots
and, just in case some gets on the face, a sunhat).

2) Eye protection should be worn.

3) For known skin contact, wash immediately in soapy water - have some on site, perhaps
in a squirt bottle. Avoid further sun exposure to affected area that day.

4) If there is any question of eye contact with sap, flush with clean water and seek medical
attention immediately.

5) Launder your clothes after each work session, separately from household laundry.

6) Shower immediately after each work session.

Treatment: If you are unlucky enough to get the rash, what you will notice is blisters forming on the
affected skin where it was touched by the plant sap. These may be associated with a burning sensation
or pain. Do not break them. Intact skin protects you from infection. You may use a clean cloth
moistened with cool water for relief of discomfort.

If the blisters are extensive, or there is worsening redness and discomfort after a few days, or you are
concerned for any reason, see your family doctor.

Once the blisters settle, there will be a brownish pigmentation left where they were. This can take
months to clear, but it usually eventually does. This is not true scarring, although it is often called that.
If you had a secondary infection in the blisters, or an unusually deep exposure, it is possible that
permanent scarring could occur.

Opportunistic or invasive species (such as wild parsnip) come into an ecosystem that is disturbed or
stressed. In general, they cannot get a foothold in a healthy, balanced ecosystem. There are no niches
available for them. When the system is disturbed, niches open up. The parsnip is particularly adapted



to moving onto compacted soil where there is relatively sparse competition for its large rosettes. Its
fleshy taproot helps break up compaction, accumulate nutrients, and the whole plant, when it dies,
produces a small amount of compost. After several generations of this, the soil is opened up and
enriched and other plants can begin to thrive there again. Unfortunately, an overabundance of seed
from large areas of disturbance can overwhelm nearby plant communities. It is important, in this
context, to preserve a healthy, intact ground cover and avoid disturbing the soil as much as possible.

Working on your road: There will be many roadsides with very few, widely scattered parsnips. Leave
them alone. Doing nothing is the best option for these. Record where they are, and their approximate
numbers so you can see whether the population is changing year to year, and leave them be.

Where there are clumps or stands of parsnip, it will be appropriate to remove some. The goal here is to
reduce seed production, ideally without disturbing the soil.

Slicing the root below the soil surface and pulling off the top of the larger rosettes is one method. (The
smaller ones you can just pull.) Another is to cut the seed stalks during flowering and remove them from
the site in bags. Beware of toxin, which will likely be present at this stage.

References for further reading: Put Wild Parsnip in the “Search” box of these sites

www.healthunit.org www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english www.weedinfo.ca



http://www.healthunit.org/
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english
http://www.weedinfo.ca/

