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Know

Your

Thistles!

Native Anderson’s Thistle at Lake Tahoe

Invasive Thistles
Bull thistle Vase-sha�S�H�G���Áower; spiny, winged stem; 

rough, bumpy leaves

Canada thistle Smallest thistle; very spiny; grows in 
moist locations

Musk thistle �/�D�U�J�H�V�W���Áower; single, sometimes nod-
�G�L�Q�J���Áower at end of stem; hairless 
leaves

Scotch thistle Largest thistle; grayish-green hairy ap-
pearance; soft, hairy leaves

Nativ e Thistles
Anderson’s thistle No spines on stems; red, cylindrical 

�Áower

Elk thistle Flat, no stems;���S�D�O�H���Áower

Snowy thistle Whitish appearance; r�H�G���Áowers

Quick Guide to
Identifying  Thistles

The Lake Tahoe Basin is home to many species 
�R�I���Z�L�O�G�Áowers,���L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���E�H�Q�H�À�F�L�D�O���Q�D�W�Lve 

thistles that provide food and habitat for local 
wildlife. However, many areas in the basin are 
infested with several species of invasive thistles 
that crowd out desirable plant species, altering 
plant communities.

Not only are these invasive w�H�H�G�V���G�L�I�À�F�X�O�W���W�R��
control and unpleasant to walk through, they also 
displace native vegetation, decrease wildlife habitat, 
alter normal ecological processes, and reduce 
recreational uses. In addition, they cost us millions 
of dollars each year in treatment costs, decreased 
land productivity and decreased land value.  

If you look closely, there are many clues that will 
help you identify the various local thistles.  When 
y�R�X���À�Q�G���Lnvasive weeds, report the location to the 
appropriate county (see back panel).  Ask experts 
�W�R���F�R�Q�À�U�P���W�K�H���L�G�H�Q�W�L�W�\���R�I���Lnvasive thistles before 
applying control measures.

Natives ... Do Not Disturb!

Snowy Thistle
(Cirsium occidentale var. candidissimum)

�÷��Biennial
�÷��Has eye-catching white stems and leaves and 

bright-r�H�G���Áowers.
�÷��Flower head is cylinder-shaped with a single 

�Áower at the end of the stem.
�÷��Plant is white and wooly. 
�÷ Whitish leaves are 

long, narrow, and 
lobed.

Elk Thistle (Cirsium scariosum)

�÷��Biennial
�÷��Stemless, white to pale-lav�H�Q�G�H�U���Áowers 

extend directly from the rosette.
�÷��Leaves are lobed, 

somewhat spiny 
and pale-green.

�÷��Usually has no 
stems.  F�R�U�P�V���Á�D�W��
to the ground; 
generally less 
than 1 foot tall.

Anderson’ s
Thistle
(Cirsium andersonii)

�÷��Biennial
�÷��Flower head is cylinder-shaped with a single 

�Áower at the end of the stem.
�÷��Flower color is rose-red to reddish in color.
�÷��Leaves are divided and wavy, with spiny edges.
�÷��Stems are purplish and thornless.
�÷��Appears more delicate than other thistles.
�÷��Is most commonly confused with bull thistle.

For mo re information,  contact:
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Report a weed sighting to:
www.tahoeinvasiveweeds.org

For more informatioin or to request 
assistance with identi�cation, removal or 

revegetation contact:  
Tahoe Resource Conservation District

870 Emerald Bay Rd., Suite 108
South Lake Tahoe, CA 96150
Phone: 530.543.1501 ext 113

Email: info@tahoercd.org
Website: www.TahoeRCD.org


