Senecio flaccidus Less.
ASTERACEAE

Synonyms:

S. douglasii DC.

General Description.—Threadleaf groundsel is
also known as threadleaf butterweed, Douglas
groundsel or ragwort, felty groundsel, sand wash
groundsel, comb butterweed, old man, yerba cana,
squawweed, creek senecio, and cenicillo (Elmore
1976, Epple 1995, Stubbendieck and others 1997).
This species commonly reaches heights of 80 to
130 cm and under ideal conditions may reach 2 m.
It is probably best classified as a subshrub. It
forms woody stems to a meter or so but often dies
back to less than 50 cm from the ground-line. It
tends to become somewhat straggly as branches
may lean over in different directions, some
becoming almost decumbent. The leaves are
alternate, pinnately compound (sometimes not
divided), narrow and thread-like, up to 12 cm in
length, and usually covered with whitish hairs
giving the plant an obvious grayish color (Carter
1997, Ivey 1995, Kearney and others 1951, Martin
and Hutchins 1980-81). It may have some
tendencies to be evergreen in the southern portion
of its range.

Taxonomy.—There has been a profusion of
taxonomic names and varietal subclassifications
attached to this species, making for a complicated
taxonomy. The oldest specific name applied to this
species complex is now known to be Senecio
flaccidus Lessing (Turner and Barkley 1990).
Three varieties are recognized with the following
synonymies (Allred 2002, Kartesz 1994). Variety
1: S flaccidus Less. var. flaccidus, with four
synonyms; S. douglasii DC var. longilobus
(Benth.) L. Benson, S. filifolius Nutt., S. flaccidus

threadleaf groundsel

Nutt. var. jamesii Torr. & Gray, and S. longilobus
Benth. This variety tends to be more uniformly
white hairy with the column of the flower head
narrower (8 to 10 mm wide at summit). Variety 2:
S. flaccidus Less. var. douglasii (DC) B. Turner &
T. Barkley, with two synonyms; S. douglasii DC
var. douglasii, and S. warnockii Shinners. This
variety is not white hairy throughout and the heads
are wider (10 to 15 mm). Variety 3: S. flaccidus
Less. var. monoensis (Greene) B. Turner & T.
Barkley, with two synonyms; S. douglasii DC var.
monoensis (Greene) Jeps., and S. monoensis
Greene. This variety is generally hairless
throughout, more herbaceous, and has a more
comb-like leaf, the linear lobes curling upward.

Range.—Threadleaf groundsel occurs from
western Texas, west through New Mexico,
Arizona, to California, north to Wyoming and
Nebraska, Utah, and Nevada, and south into
northern Mexico. It is a wide ranging species
occurring in a variety of soil types and elevations
from about 760 to 2,440 m.

Ecology.—This species grows in short grass
prairies of the southwestern Great Plains and a
wide variety of scrubland and grassland habitats in
the Southwest. It has been considered a diagnostic
or climax species for desert grassland (Dick-
Peddie 1993). It tends to become more abundant in
disturbed habitats and overgrazed rangelands and
often grows in washes. It is a taprooted plant that
grows relatively quickly and tends to be a short-
lived perennial shrub to subshrub. Oxygen flux, as
it relates to photosynthesis, from leaves and twigs
was constant with increasing drought stress, up
until leaf drop occurred (Ehleringer and Cooper
1992). Twigs may serve to maintain some
photosynthesis through drought periods when new
foliage cannot easily be produced, such as during
dry springs and early summers. Threadleaf
groundsel was one of several shrub and subshrub
species, studied in Mojave and Sonoran desert
areas that generated substantial net carbon gains
from twig photosynthesis (Comstock and others
1988).

Reproduction.—Threadleaf groundsel generally
blooms in the late summer and fall but will bloom



earlier in the summer if sufficient moisture is
available. It produces numerous yellow flower
heads with eight to 17 ray florets, the rays 10 to 15
mm long (Carter 1997, Martin and Hutchins 1980-
81). Seeds (fruits) are wind-borne with a white
fluffy pappus.

Growth and Management.—Threadleaf
groundsel is a fast growing, short lived perennial.
Plants may live 3 to 6 years or more. It increases in
rangelands as a result of overgrazing pressure. Its
abundance may be controlled through proper
grazing management and careful use of herbicides.
Spraying with 2,4-D has been used to control this
species.

Benefits and Disadvantages.—Because this
species will colonize open disturbed areas, it helps
achieve a quick ground cover in a natural
succession process. The perennial nature of the
plant further helps stabilize soil for longer-lived
perennials to eventually become established.
Direct human uses are minimal, but it was once
used medicinally by Native Americans. It is a poor
forage plant for cattle and horses and is known to
be toxic (Gay and Dwyer 1998, Stubbendieck and
others 1997, Warnock 1974) and causes liver
damage when consumed in large quantities
(Kirkpatrick 1992). All parts of the plant are
poisonous, younger leaves more so, and poisoning
is more of a problem on drier range conditions.
Symptoms in cattle may include a dry scaly nose, a
rough coat, and continuous walking with no
direction (Phillips Petroleum Company 1963).
Because it has low palatability, it tends to be
avoided except during long droughts or in heavily
overgrazed areas where it may increase in
abundance (USDA 1937). Toxicity of threadleaf
groundsel may be attributed to the pyrrolizidine
alkaloids (PA). About 50 percent of all identified
PA are toxic, and some are carcinogenic in rodents
(Stegelmeier and others 1999). Threadleaf
groundsel contains the pyrrolizidine alkaloids:
senecionine, seneciphylline, florosenine,
otonecine-based  florosenine, and retrorsine
(Cooper and others 1996). As with many toxic
plants, concentration and preparation are critical
factors. For example, the Navajo would boil entire
plants and drink the mixture to assist the voice and
singing during some ceremonial songs (Elmore
1976). The Navajo would also use the flower
heads to clean cactus fruits of their spines.
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