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This document is a work in progress. 
If some stroke of brilliance comes along or a new methodology proves successful, it will be added to 
the collection displayed here. 
 
The general subject of this write-up is wild chervil and wild parsnip.  I write with them in mind, 
because they are typical of the heavy seed-spreaders.  If anything, they are perhaps more aggressive 
than other heavy seeders, but they are a fine focal point for discussion.  Additionally, many of the 
points outlined here carry relevance to the vine species and the rhizomal propagators.  Thus, my long-
term perspective and these thoughts which I have shared with a handful of landowners and / or clients. 
 
Wild chervil and wild parsnip are related species and are dangerous to people once they establish on a 
landscape.  I cannot think of any reason to allow them to take hold at public spaces like campgrounds, 
beaches, recreation spots, and schools.   
Or on a farm / agricultural space where livelihoods depend on goods harvested from the land. 
Personally I consider wild parsnip the greater danger, although I find chervil to be the more difficult 
species in terms of control. 
Chervil can be contained, even eradicated, but the required effort is way out of proportion to the goal, 
and there's always the threat of re-infestation.  A lot of money, time, and energy can go toward 
achieving eradication or control to “safe the space”, so it's the re-infestation piece I wish to address. 
 
As long as the state has no action plan, and as long as control remains beyond the means of so many 
landowners, these two species will persist on landscapes across Vermont and neighboring states.  
Certainly the large transportation corridors, utility easements, river corridors and abandoned ag lands 
will harbor persistent populations. 
That said, aside from the financial burdens, it is entirely possible, from a strict ecology standpoint, to 
maintain designated spaces free of these species.  With funding, a careful analysis of localized 
topography, and real stewardship action, wild parsnip and wild chervil can be held at bay or denied 
access to clean land.  Even infested landscapes can be rehabilitated and maintained in “clean” condition 
with effort and watchfulness, although they will always be vulnerable to new invasions. 
So how do we hold onto gains and preserve a rehabilitated space? 
 
We have to realize that a landscape in transition is at high-risk for infestation by invasive plants.  The 
transition is from a bare-earth condition to a state of maturing forest.  In one sense, that's what 
colonizers do on land that has been disturbed; they initiate the recovery.   Our most cost-effective and 
judicious approach would be to address disturbed landscapes immediately after major events to help 
steer the site as it rebounds.  In some cases, we can move pro-actively, anticipating disturbances like 
timber harvests and taking positive actions beforehand.  In many cases, however, the traumatic event 
occurs or intensive management (farming) ends, and the land wallows for a time as various subtle 
forces come into play.  If we are able to intervene or step in promptly, we can again guide the recovery 
somewhat and favor the propagation of native colonizer species.  But that's where funding comes in, 
and sadly we often find ourselves chasing after situations that have long since deteriorated.  Ironically, 
the rapid response model is so much less costly than the long-delay approach. 



2 
 

 
But zeroing in now on the sight / site we so often encounter, let's discuss the traditional, wildly overrun, 
hopelessly overgrown fieldspace example.  Large trees are still a few years out, although some saplings 
have begun their struggle.  The non-native invasives are on the march; together with the herbaceous 
species they include the shrubby berry-producers like the barberries, multi-flora rose, honeysuckle and 
the buckthorns. 
In this setting, eradication is only part of the long-term challenge, one of several steps. 
Clean lands or land that has been reclaimed, must be protected by new measures and practices. 
There will be a learning curve, but I am convinced that a tailored stewardship plan for landscapes can 
successfully hold off invasive species while restoring soil health and a functional system.  There may 
be need for an adjustment in how the land is utilized, although that land-use adjustment may be minor.  
A hayfield can still be used in the same manner if some thoughtful measures are put into play.  Yes, 
perhaps there would be a drop in the harvest acreage, or perhaps some other limitation may arise, but I 
do not see the equation changing completely.  Solar installations have taken place on farms, often 
because farmers recognize that production of power enables them to continue farming.  The installation 
of the solar array is both a need for land-usage / farm viability and a stress on the land, but we adjust 
and life continues on its modified track.  The threat of wild parsnip and chervil and invasive vines will 
require a similar adjustment. 
And yes, for the record, wild parsnip and wild chervil operate on slightly different calendars, so it's 
possible to be overrun by both species on the same parcel of land.  Chervil sweeps in first with parsnip 
close behind.  Occasionally, black swallow-wort climbs the frame of those plants to offer the third 
mono-culture of the growing season. 
 
Therefore, with wild chervil and wild parsnip, I want to encourage people with clean land or land in the 
process of being reclaimed to think ahead about how they will keep the land in the desired condition. 
Mowing is a tool or method for controlling grasses / herbaceous vegetation, while brush-hogging is 
used to control shrubs and saplings.  Our challenge however, is that the land is not neatly packaged and 
usage can change annually.  But for a situation with any reasonable amount of stability, landowners 
need to learn how to protect their open spaces, particularly along roadsides and drainages or river 
channels.  Even when we mow, we never succeed in cutting or killing off the plants circling telephone 
poles / road signs.  We could succeed there with better equipment or dedicated / trained personnel.  
While mowing does not eliminate these plants (chervil is barely affected), it would likely be a powerful 
tool in combination with other methods.  Pulling is much more effective with parsnip than with chervil, 
but other possible tools include smothering and solarizing.  I wish to focus on one final idea, however. 
 
I want to suggest that our native plants are often ignored in the struggle against invasive species. 
It's my opinion that soils in Vermont are almost universally compacted, calcium-depleted, and low on 
organic content.  In essence, the land is injured, and the invasives take prompt advantage. 
This is why I see no advantage in using toxins to gain control; the land is already debilitated.   
How can an additional negative move things in the right direction? 
My thought is to begin emphasizing some of the larger, space-eating species like burdock, pokeweed, 
and purple-stem angelica.  Even vine species can be useful, although they make people-movement 
difficult.  (Bindweed is non-native, but ground nut and wild grapes are native and functional) 
 
I would like to see landowners of clean fields and spaces begin using burdock in a sort of hedge 
fashion.  Nothing survives under burdock, nothing, yet we strongly resist favoring this native plant. 
Since mono-cultures are not traditionally found in nature, the true solution for “hedge protection” may 
involve a batch of effective species.  The true art and science of weed management comes in the 
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tailoring of plans to fit each treatment area.  There may be experimentation required, and other methods 
such as SGS (sewn grass strips) may be deployed in tandem with the hedge approach.  The key is to 
create a belt system protecting the valuable or critical area within the series of belts.  Maintenance over 
consecutive growing seasons would favor the native species, replenish the plantings as necessary, and 
monitor soil composition / improvement. 
 
So a belt “system” for a particular location may for example consist of a burdock / dogwood, angelica 
hedge bordered by a tightly mowed 4-foot strip, bordered by yet one more impenetrable bank of 
grapevines and pokeweed.  Trees are not a fit everywhere, but we again need to pursue diversity and 
make choices based on canopy density.  Basswood leaves are huge, while ash leafs out late and 
intercepts far less light.  Evergreens provide priceless early-season shading.  The belt system will 
probably work best if at least some trees area included; this is an absolute must along riverbanks.  
Taken as a whole, the complex belt of native species surrounding a valuable resource is simply the 
practice of Sunlight Management.  The resource itself may be open and exposed, but it is safely 
buffered by the dense fence of native species and watched over by active land stewards. 
  
With protective belts around valuable areas and recreational hotspots, public safety can be ensured and 
land-use adjustments will succeed.  Control work can even progress outward from the belts into new 
spaces, harvesting the target plants for economic uses or using goats as part of the plan.  Common 
buckthorn and Japanese knotweed are two species that offer numerous economic positives if managed 
in a programmatic manner. 
 
The final tool we must deploy is a change in behavior.  Tuning in to the needs of the land and learning 
to work with natural processes instead of against them will be helpful.  Building soil is another subject 
entirely, but someday perhaps New Englanders will realize the insanity of burning unwanted brush; it 
will instead be viewed as a resource, as future rich soil.  We must learn to practice better bio-security 
with everything from our boots to our boats to our animals.  With a little more such immersion into the 
subject, we can successfully rehabilitate our lands and even advantage local economies. 


