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Wild Parsnip 
(Pastinaca sativa) 

Distribution in Nova Scotia: 
Throughout the province 

Description: Wild parsnip is a tall 
biennial or perennial herbaceous plant 
in the carrot/parsley family (Apiaceae). 
When in flower, it can grow up to 1.5 m 
tall. It produces numerous small yellow 
flowers in July that form an umbel 
inflorescence (Photo 2A). Its flower 
stem is hollow with deep grooves. The 
plant has alternate, pinnately compound 
leaves with distinct saw-toothed edges. 
In its first years of growth, it grows as a short rosette (radial 
spreading leaves) and does not produce a flowering stalk  
(Photo 2B). Wild parsnip has a thick, funnel-shaped taproot that 
stores energy.  

Habitat and Impacts: Wild parsnip prefers full sun but can also 
be found in semi-shaded habitats. It favours disturbed sites such 
as roadsides, trails, shorelines, ditches, beaches and railway 
embankments. In disturbed habitats, wild parsnip outcompetes 
native vegetation and forms dense patches. In agricultural fields 
it decreases the quality of forage crops for livestock and 
displaces edge plants such as goldenrods, which are more 
beneficial for pollinators. This invasive plant species also poses a 
risk to human health. Its sap contains toxic compounds called 
furanocoumarins that can cause severe rashes, burns, or blisters 
if the sap contacts skin and is exposed to sunlight.  

Pathways of Spread: Wild parsnip spreads only through its 
seeds, which can stay viable in the soil for up to five years. A 
single plant can produce, on average, 975 seeds. These seeds are 
dispersed by wind, water, animals, and humans. Wild parsnip is a 
monocarpic perennial, meaning it dies once the plant flowers 
and fruits. This plant takes two or more years to flower. 

 

Photo 1. A dense patch of wild parsnip along a hiking trail. 

Photo 2. Wild parsnip’s A) umbel 
inflorescence and B) compound 
leaves forming a rosette. 
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Management: It is important to wear protective clothing such as waterproof gloves, long-
sleeved shirts and pants, and eye protection when managing this species. Failing to wear proper 
protective clothing can result in injury. A disposable waterproof spray suit coverall is ideal. Tape 
the sleeves at the wrists to prevent sap from getting under the clothing. Clothing and gear should 
be removed carefully after working with wild parsnip to avoid exposing bare skin to any residual 
sap on the fabric. First, wash rubber gloves with soap and water. Then, while still wearing the 
rubber gloves, remove protective clothing. Wash the rubber gloves a second time before taking 
them off. Place non-disposable clothing in the laundry and wash it immediately with soap and 
water. Protective eyewear should be removed last. Conduct management activities on overcast 
days to reduce exposure to sunlight. 

If skin is exposed to the sap, wash the area with soap and water immediately. Avoid further 
sun/UV exposure to the affected area for at least 48 hours. Seek medical attention if burns 
develop. If eyes are exposed to the sap, rinse them with water and seek medical attention 
immediately. 

  - Cutting/Mowing - 
Preventing seed development is a key strategy for managing wild parsnip. These plants can only 
be spread through seed production. Cutting plants back during the flowering stage can 
effectively control populations if done at the right time of the year. Both mowing and hand-
cutting are viable methods. Plants should be cut when the flower stalks appear and before they 
begin to form seeds. If the cutting is too late and seeds have already developed, this will 
contribute to the further spread of wild parsnip in the area. Continued cutting before seed 
production for at least five years is needed to exhaust the soil seed bank. Mowing can release 
sap into the area, so caution is essential. Equipment such as shears and mowers must be 
thoroughly cleaned after use to remove sap and seeds and prevent further spread. New 
flowering stems may emerge after the initial cut, so sites should be monitored regularly over the 
growing season to decide if additional mowing is necessary. After cutting or mowing, barriers 
and warning signs should be installed to prevent people from walking in the area, as the sap can 
still be harmful to exposed skin.  

  - Pulling/Digging -  
Digging out the tap root with a shovel can be an effective method to control wild parsnip. This 
method works best for small patches – when used to control larger patches it is labour-intensive. 
Digging is best done after rainfall when the soil is soft or during a drought when the taproot has 
shrunk. Another effective method is completely severing the underground taproot with a hoe or 
other sharp tool. The cut should be made 2.5-5 cm below the soil surface. As with cutting and 
mowing, these hand removal methods should be done when the flower stalks appear and before 
it has gone to seed. Both methods require direct contact with the plant, and proper protective 
equipment must be worn.  
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  - Tarping – 
Tarping the area after management can help 
reduce regrowth. This can be used with both 
pulling/digging and mowing/cutting 
treatments. A dark, opaque tarp should be 
placed over the entire area and left in place 
for the rest of the growing season. The tarp 
should extend 50 to 100 cm beyond the  
treated area and be secured to the ground using sandbags, bricks, or landscape staples. Do not 
puncture the tarp. Follow-up treatments will still be needed. 

  - Herbicides - 
Herbicides are only recommended if other 
management methods are ineffective or impractical 
for the site. Herbicides must be applied in 
accordance with label directions and all applicable 
regulations. Avoid using herbicides near water or 
ecologically sensitive areas. For more information 
about pesticide regulations in Nova Scotia, visit 
https://novascotia.ca/nse/pests/faqs.asp 

Applying a systemic herbicide (one that travels 
through the plant’s vascular system) such as 
glyphosate via foliar spray or wick treatments is 
effective for controlling wild parsnip. Foliar spray 
allows for rapid treatment of plants but will impact 
non-target species. A wick treatment requires a 
specialized applicator that wicks herbicides onto the 
leaves. This method reduces the amount of herbicide 
used and minimizes effects on non-targeted plants. 
Herbicide should be applied in spring or early 
summer when the plants are just forming flower 
stalks. It should not be applied while the plants are 
flowering, as they can still produce seeds, making the 
treatment ineffective. Targeting the rosettes (first-year growth) in the fall is another viable time for 
herbicide application. This helps reduce the number of flowering plants the following year. 

  - Not Recommended - 
Burning is not recommended for controlling wild parsnip. It can release sap into the air, 
exposing individuals downwind and potentially causing severe reactions. 

 

Photo 4. Wild parsnip plants growing  
near a wetland. 

Important! When removing wild parsnip, 
inspect and clean machinery, gear, and boots 
of soil before moving to a new site. Seeds 
stuck on the bottom of boots or machinery 
can be spread to a new site if not removed. 

https://novascotia.ca/nse/pests/faqs.asp
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Disposal: Wild parsnip should never be burned or placed in 
home composters for disposal. Home composters do not 
reach the necessary temperature to kill the plant material, 
and burning the plant can release the toxic sap into the air. 
It is recommended that the wild parsnip plant material be 
left on site. Over time, the plants will dry out and 
decompose. If this is not an option, carefully place plant 
material in black garbage bags and leave them in direct 
sunlight for several weeks. Once the plant material is no 
longer viable and fully dried, call your local waste 
management facility for directions on collection and 
disposal. Let them know of the plant’s toxicity and if the 
plant material contains seeds or soil, as additional 
measures may be required to prevent further spread. 
Contact information for your local waste management 
facility can be found at the following website: 
https://novascotia.ca/nse/waste/about.asp. 

 

To learn more about invasive species and how to  
prevent their spread, visit the Nova Scotia Invasive  
Species Councils website at: https://nsinvasives.ca 
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Report Observations! 
 
Observations of wild parsnip 
should be reported on 
iNaturalist. 

Uploading to iNaturalist is free 
and easy to do! Download the 
app on your mobile device, 
create an account, take photos 
of the organism, and upload 
the observation. 

 
 
If you prefer not to use 
iNaturalist, observations can 
be reported directly to the 
NSISC website. 

https://novascotia.ca/nse/waste/about.asp.
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/invasive-species-in-nova-scotia
https://nsinvasives.ca/

