
Fact sheet 
DECLARED CLASS 2 PEST PLANT

Water lettuce
Pistia stratiotes

St John’s wort is a perennial herb, native to Europe, 
western Asia and North Africa. It is grown for use  
as an anti-inflammatory, astringent and antiseptic. 

St John’s wort is an invasive weed in more than  
20 countries and has the potential to spread across  
cooler, upland areas of southern Queensland.

Legal requirements
St John’s wort is not a prohibited or restricted invasive  
plant under the Biosecurity Act 2014. However, by law,  
everyone has a general biosecurity obligation (GBO) to 
take reasonable and practical steps to minimise the  
risks associated with invasive plants under their control.

Local governments must have a biosecurity plan that 
covers invasive plants in their area. This plan may include 
actions to be taken on certain species. Some of these 
actions may be required under local laws. Contact your 
local government for more information. 

Description
St John’s wort is a perennial weedy herb that prefers 
rangelands, pastures, fields, roadsides and forest 
clearings in temperate regions with cool, moist winters  
and dry summers. The leaves and flowers contain 
hypericin, which causes photo-sensitisation when 
ingested by grazing animals, resulting in health problems, 
production losses and death. Known current populations 
are found near Stanthorpe and Toowoomba in Queensland.

St John’s wort
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St John’s wort  has two growth stages: (1) in autumn 
and winter it grows as a flat, low rosette with spindly 
stems and a dense mat of leaves; and (2) in spring and 
summer it adopts an erect, twiggy form with one or more 
woody stems 30–120 cm tall. Stems have two opposite 
longitudinal ridges. Its roots can penetrate the soil to a 
depth of 1 m. Shallow rhizomes produce new aerial growth 
each year. 

Leaves are opposite, ovate to oblong or linear in shape; 
dotted with tiny translucent, black oil glands that are 
visible when held against light. Flowers occur in late spring 
and summer they are bright yellow, 1-2 cm in diameter 
with five petals and black glands on the margins. Fruits 
are sticky three-chambered capsules, containing densely 
pitted seeds about 1 mm long. Seeds can remain viable in 
the soil for ~10 years or more, and at least five years when 
submerged in freshwater.

St John’s wort has a long history of use as an anti-
inflammatory, astringent and antiseptic. It has been used 
for centuries to treat mental disorders and nerve pain. In 
ancient times, it was used as a sedative and a treatment 
for malaria, as well as a balm for wounds, burns and 
insect bites. St John’s wort is widely percieved as a herbal 
treatment for depression. The compound hyperforin in 
the plant is also believed to have excellent antibacterial 
properties. However, skin contact with the sap, or 
ingestion of the plant, can cause photosensitivity in some 
people. Ingestion by grazing animals, can result in health 
problems, production losses and death.

Habitat and distribution
St John’s wort has been declared noxious in the Australian 
Capital Territory, New South Wales, Victoria, Western 
Australia and Tasmania. Currently, small populations 
exist in Queensland at a few sites around Stanthorpe 
and Toowoomba. Over the past 25 years, its population 
expansion in Queensland has been greatly reduced by  
an annual control program.

Generally, St John’s wort prefers rangelands, pastures, 
fields, roadside and forest clearings in temperate regions 
with cool, moist winters and dry summers.

Control
For successful control of St John’s wort prevent its spread 
by seed and rhizome. Take action before it flowers and 
keep on top of it. 

Manual control
Seedlings and smaller plants can be hand pulled, make 
sure to take most of the root stock to prevent re-sprouting. 
Wear gloves, as the leaves and stems are hairy and may 
cause skin irritation. Bag and dispose of this pest plant at 
your local waste facilitiy.

Prevent spread around properties. Seed is spread by wind, 
in water and soil, and as a contaminant of agricultural 
produce. The sticky capsule attaches to animal wool and 
fur, clothing and can also survive the digestive systems  
of most stock.

Cultivation, earthworks and roadside machinery can 
spread pieces of the crown or rhizomes to clean areas 
where the fragments produce new plants.

Biological control
Biological control with Chrysolina beetles has been used 
in Australia. This is not currently used for the small  
St John’s wort population in Queensland.

Herbicide control
Herbicide control, such as foliar spray, may be required  
for larger infestations of St John’s wort. See Table 1 for 
control options. 

Further information
Further information is available from your local 
government office, or by contacting Biosecurity 
Queensland on 13 25 23 or visit biosecurity.qld.gov.au.



Table 1. Herbicides for the control of St John’s wort

Situation Herbicide Rate Comments
Agricultural non-crop 
areas, commercial and 
industrial areas, forests, 
pastures and right-of-way

Fluroxypyr 140 g/L + 
aminopyralid 10 g/K   
(e.g. Hotshot®)

700 mL/100 L of water Foliar spray application to 
plants from flowering to early 
seed set 
Late spring to early summer

Triclopyr 300 g/L + picloram  
100 g/L (e.g. Conqueror)
Or
Triclopyr 300 g/L + picloram 
100 g/L + aminopyralid 8 g/L 
(Grazon Extra)

500 mL per 100 L water Foliar spray application, from 
flowering to early seed set   
Late spring to early summer

Fluroxypyr 333 g/L present 
as meptyl ester (Starane® 
Advanced Herbicide)

300 mL per 100 L water Foliar spray application to 
plants from flowering to early 
seed set 
Late spring to early summer

Glyphosate 360 g/L
And other formulations
(Numerous trade names)

500 mL/100 L water Foliar spray application
Oversow with pasture species 
to restrict new seedlings 

3 L/ha Boom application
Oversow with pasture species 
to restrict new seedlings 

2,4-D 300 g/L + picloram 75 g/L 
(e.g. Tordon® 75-D)

500 mL/100 L water Foliar spray application
Late spring to early summer 
during flowering to early seed 
set 

Grass pastures Fluroxypyr 333 g/L (Starane 
Advanced)

1.8 L/ha Boom application
Apply from bud to full bloom 
(usually late Nov to early Jan) 
Some regrowth will occur
Treat regrowth the following 
season for best results
Use at least 200 L water/ha

 
Read the label carefully before use. Always use the herbicide in accordance with the directions on the label.
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