Japanese Knotweed – Britain’s Most Pernicious Weed
In Sussex Japanese Knotweed is a plant that is still relatively uncommon. For this reason most people living in the area do not recognise the serious problems it can cause and the extreme difficulties of eradicating it. 

Can you recognise it? Do you realise the problems it causes and how it is spread?
How did it arrive?

In the 19th century the female plant of Japanese Knotweed was introduced into the UK as an ornamental plant. However it has exceptional powers of regeneration and establishing itself without producing viable seeds, and can now be found all over the UK even on remote islands. For this reason it has been dubbed “the Biggest Female in the World”!!
What does it look like?

A large stand can be easily recognised in summer as it has Bamboo like stems which can grow to around 10 foot/3 metres high, and large roughly heart shaped leaves. It can also produce sprays of small white flowers in July/August, but as only the female plant exists in this country fertile seeds are not produced. It dies down in winter leaving dead tall brown stems and is not so noticeable. However the underground stems remain alive and over years can form a massive structure beneath the soil extending 20 feet/7 metres away and 10 feet/3metres down, and are much bigger than what is seen above ground.
In Ashurst Wood large stands can be seen along Windmill Lane and the Ivydene Industrial Estate. 

How does it spread?

The plant is spread only by mechanical means eg fly tipping, mowing, cutting/ breaking off stems or fragments, moving water, fragments being caught in vehicle tyres or machinery etc. and yet it is now growing throughout the UK! The two large established sites mentioned above are examples of where the plant can easily be transferred to new areas in Ashurst Wood or elsewhere.

Where will it grow?

The plant will grow well in most soils including very poor ones except those in heavy shade. It will even establish itself in cracks in concrete, penetrate the mortar of walls, and grow through tarmac. As the underground stems start to grow they start to affect and move structures such as paving and walls creating more cracks for the plant to grow thereby cause structural damage. 
Legal restrictions
It is an offence to transfer or cause it to grow in the wild.

Contaminated soil or plant material is classified as controlled waste and therefore must not be put into green waste or taken to the local waste tip. 
How to treat it?

A programme of herbicide treatment over several years is generally needed to eradicate it. This is best done by a specialist contractor who will be able to use appropriate herbicides and recognise whether the plant has been eradicated. Spraying in August/early September is very effective.

Much more information about Japanese Knotweed is available on the web from various councils including West Sussex County Council and other organisations such as DEFRA.
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