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Sheep and goats, however, are unharmed by 
spurge? they actually enjoy grazing on young 
shoots.  Repeated, targeted grazing starves 
the root systems, helping to manage 
infestations.

Our little patch of leafy spurge at the Calgary 
Zoo has met its match this season. Thanks to 
Alex Pepperdine, Integrated Pest 
Management Technician at the City of 
Calgary, we have introduced our own tiny 
troops to stop this invader in its tracks. 
Aphthona lacertosa is one of several species of 
European flea beetles introduced into Alberta 
to feast on leafy spurge. Fortunately, in North 
America their diet is almost exclusively 
Euphorbia esula so they are welcome guests.

Leafy spurge (Euphorbia esula) seems intent on 
world domination. Native to central and 
southern Europe, it was introduced to North 
America over 100 years ago as a seed 
contaminate. Since then, it has invaded all 
Canadian provinces and territories except for 
Newfoundland and Nunavut. It is now 
classified in Alberta as a noxious weed.

The success of leafy spurge is not surprising, 
as it does battle on multiple fronts. It is a 
long-lived perennial that tolerates a wide 
variety of soil and moisture conditions. 
Unfortunately for our region, it is most 
aggressive in semi-arid conditions.

Reproducing by seed and vegetatively, leafy 
spurge is rather good at both. Each stem 
produces well over 100 seeds, and when the 
explosive capsules are detonated they hurl 
seeds metres away.  The seeds themselves are 
covered with a sticky gel, helping them hitch 
rides on other creatures (unaware they are 
abetting conquest).  Did I mention the seeds 
have a high germination rate and are viable for 
eight or more years and also float on water?

Leafy spurge wages subterranean warfare as 
well. Roots stretch 4.5 metres laterally and 
contain hundreds of adventitious buds, all 
capable of producing new plants. The roots 
extend metres below the soil, ensuring 
survival against fire or cultivation. If this 
weren?t enough, the roots engage in 
chemical warfare as well, exuding 
allelopathic compounds that inhibit the 
growth of other plants.

With its blue-green narrow leaves and 
chartreuse bracts, fields of leafy spurge are 
not unattractive. So what?s the big deal? With 
all the tools in this species? arsenal, native 
ecosystems and managed farmlands are all at 
risk. Additionally, the milky sap contained 
within the plant causes contact dermatitis and 
is toxic to most livestock.

Zoo Nooz: Leafy Spurge? Pest  Plant
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Leafy spurge (Euphorbia esula) (Pixabay)

Adult flea beetles (Aphthona lacertosa) on leafy 
spurge (Chris M anderson)
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Adult flea beetles feed on the foliage and 
flowers of leafy spurge during the summer 
months, and a female may lay as many as 200 
eggs in the soil at the base of the plant. 
Newly hatched larva will begin burrowing 
into the soil and feeding on the roots of the 
spurge, graduating to larger roots as they 

grow.  Overwintering in the soil, they 
resume feeding in early spring, pupate, and 
emerge in early summer to start the process 
all over again.

The results will not be immediate. It will take 
several years to build a sufficient population 
to triumph over our nemesis. Should 
another patch rear its chartreuse head in 
subsequent years, we also have the option 
of collecting beetles from the original 
release site and transporting them to new 
battle grounds.

Aphthona lacertosa are part of the Alberta 
Invasive Species Council Biocontrol Release 
Program. If leafy spurge has become your 
nemesis as well, contact the AISC at 
info@abinvasives.ca to participate in 
this program.

Let the battle commence. I?ll keep you 
posted on our progress.

Flea beetles (Aphthona lacertosa) 
(Chris M anderson)

Design Your  Yard:
Have a Plan

Design Your Yard workshops are 
sponsored by the City of Calgary. 

Watch for the return of Design Your Yard 
workshops in February 2022. 

Whatever your challenges? yard size, lot 
shape, soil, runoff, plants, vision? to 
redesign your yard successfully, you need 
to understand its environment and make 
a plan. 

Be ready when the workshops return by 
creating a list of the changes you would 
like to make and why.

Do you know?

- where rainwater flows and collects?

- which areas are in full sun or deep shade?

- which direction the wind comes from and 
if there is any shelter?

- the plants you want to grow and their 
growing requirements?


