IDENTIFICATION OF
WINTER ROSETTES OF

MALTA STARTHISTLE (Centaurea melitensis)

March 2007

Chuck Sexton, Ph.D., Wildlife Biologist

Balcones Canyonlands NWR
Identification of Winter Rosettes of

Malta Starthistle (Centaurea melitensis)


Malta starthistle (Centaurea melitensis) is a non-native invasive plant species that is found on disturbed ground in pastureland, on roadsides, and around facilities such as ranch houses, barns, and corrals in calcareous soils of the Edwards Plateau and elsewhere in Texas (Correll and Johnson 1979).  It is a native of southern Europe, having been introduced into North America in the 1700s (California Dept. of Food and Agriculture 2007).  The closely related yellow starthistle (Centaurea solstitialis) is considered one of the most serious rangeland weeds in the northwestern U.S.  Malta starthistle is classified as a noxious weed but is somewhat less invasive.  Seeds of these species can contaminate grain and hay, lowering their value and quality.  An unidentified compound in yellow starthistle is toxic to horses if ingested in quantity; malta starthistle is not known to cause the same disease.  Both species are the subject of major education and eradication efforts across the southwestern United States and the West Coast (e.g. Calif. DFA 2007, Nevada Cooperative Extension 2004, USDA-NRCS 2007, etc.).

Malta starthistle is an annual or rarely a biennial, growing a winter rosette of lobed leaves.  The plant builds a stout taproot through the cool season, then sends up a simple or branched flower stalk in early spring.  Control is easiest when the plant is in its rosette stage and before flowers open.  Small infestations can be controlled by hand.  Larger infestations may require herbicide.  Treatment of plants with burning or torching just prior to flowering can be effective.  However, two aspects limit this option:  (1) Cool season prescribed burns usually don’t propagate effectively through some of the sparsely vegetated disturbed areas where starthistle is concentrated; and (2) recent experience at Balcones Canyonlands NWR suggests that a hot summer burn (e.g. July) can actually prompt the germination of this species.  Moreover, burning may not be an option close to structures.

Essential to the management and control of malta starthistle is the proper recognition of the winter rosettes.  Many forbs, both annual and perennial, form winter rosettes in the Texas Hill Country.  Among these, no small number have leaves that are variously toothed or lobed.  Malta starthistle is fairly easy to distinguish by details of the leaf shape which can be recognized in the field without the aid of a hand lens.  Malta starthistle has a winter rosette of lobed simple leaves in which the lobes are smoothly rounded.  The terminal lobe on starthistle leaves is usually simple, broad, and rounded or oval.  Other rosettes with which the species might be confused usually have either more angular lobes, or the lobes are further toothed, serrated, or divided.  Starthistle leaves start off quite small in mid-winter (1” to 2”) but subsequent leaves grow to 3” to 5” in length as the rosettes enlarge in late winter prior to sending up a flowering stalk.

The following pages show pictures of characteristic rosettes of malta starthistle and some of the other common winter rosette plants on Balcones Canyonlands NWR.  The images were scanned from live specimens.
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Malta Starthistle (Centaurea melitensis; Asteraceae) winter rosettes
Note the following characteristics:

1.  Evenly rounded (“wavy”) lobes on the leaves, without teeth or further divisions.

2.  Lobes are roughly the same width as intervening sinuses.

3.  Lobes point generally perpendicular off of the midrib;

lower lobes may point slightly backward.

4.  Simple, round or oval terminal lobe.

The leaves are gray-green to dark green and slightly fuzzy.

Notice that both of these rosettes show a pale whitish central area where the fuzziness of leaves is concentrated.  This may be a useful indicator of starthistle rosettes but this character may vary through the season or from area to area.  These rosettes were collected in early March near the Balcones Canyonlands NWR headquarters building.
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Close-up detail of Malta starthistle leaves
Notice the simple rounded lobes separated by wide sinuses, and the rounded terminal lobes.  (Some irregularities in the leaf margins in this photo are from insect damage.)  The general shape of the leaf tip has been likened to a simple “gingerbread man”.  Notice also how most lobes are perpendicular to the midrib, but smaller lower lobes may tend to point backwards a little bit.
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Shepherd’s-Purse (Capsella bursa-pastoris; Brassicaceae)
These rosettes of Shepherd’s-Purse (Capsella bursa-pastoris) are probably the ones most easily confused with starthistle.  However, a majority of the lateral and terminal lobes on these leaves come to a blunt point and often have one or more shallow simple teeth (see close-up in next image).  The rosettes of this species are smaller (at the same time of year) and lack the fuzziness and white centers of starthistle rosettes.
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Close-up:  Shepherd’s-Purse leaves.
Note the irregular, often indented or toothed terminal lobe on these leaves.  The side lobes also come to a blunt point instead of being rounded.  One or more of the side lobes on a given leaf may have a broad tooth or bump.  Notice the asymmetry of the bases of many lobes:

The base may be notched at the outer (upper) junction with the midrib but rounded on the inner (lower) junction.  This gives rise to a “whale tail” profile for the last pair of lateral lobes.
Shepherd’s-Purse blooms quite early (late Feb. onward) and the distinctive fruit capsules

will identify any plant that has put up a flower stalk:
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Filaree or Pin-clover (Erodium cicutarium; Geraniaceae)
[image: image7.jpg]



(close up picture of leaf)
The rosettes of this winter annual are fairly easy to distinguish due to the finely dissected leaves.  The leaves are actually “pinnate” or compound with individual, highly dissected leaflets along the midrib.  The leaflets are much more crowded along the midrib than the lobes on starthistle.
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Mexican-hat (Ratibida columnifera) rosette
This is another common winter rosette but the long leaf stalks and the highly irregular lobing makes it fairly easy to recognize.  Also, this perennial species often retains one or more dried flower stalks from the previous season on the plant.
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