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Inula britannica L. 
An Aggressive Weed Alert

Inula britannica is a member of the sunflower
family (Asteraceae). It has been commonly
called British elecampane, British yellowhead,

and Meadow fleabane. Inula britannica was first
collected in 1915 in Nassau County, New York
(close to New York City on Long Island). It was
later noticed as an invasive weed in Michigan at
several nurseries around 1990. This plant has been
primarily found in Hosta plants imported from the
Netherlands and has led to concern over its poten-
tial as an aggressive weed in the United States.
Roots and rhizomes of Inula britannica become 
intertwined with the root systems of Hosta and re-
main even after the Hosta rootstocks are washed
and shipped. Inula britannica can be easily con-
fused with other closely related plants. The follow-
ing characteristics, especially flower features, will
help in distinguishing this plant. 

Identification
Habit: This herbaceous plant is erect, ranging

from 6 to 30 inches tall (15 to 75 cm). The stems
may be densely covered with appressed hairs or al-
most hairless. Inula britannica reproduces by seed,
short rhizomes, and root fragments. It is considered
to be a biennial or perennial. A common configura-
tion is to have a mother plant surrounded by 8 to
10 “satellite plants” connected by rhizomes. 

Flowers: Flower heads are yellow, daisylike,
and occur alone or in clusters of two or three.
Flower heads are medium to large, 0.8 to 1 inch 
(2 to 5 cm) across. The bracts are linear, in 2 rows,
hardly overlapping, green and soft. The rays are
long and narrow, usually twice as long as the sur-
rounding bracts. Individual flowers are surrounded
by a single pappus of capillary (extremely fine)
hairs. They flower from July to August, but in
greenhouses potentially all year. For correct identi-
fication, the features in bold must be examined
(see Figure 1).

Leaves: The leaves are sparsely pubescent (cov-
ered with hairs, especially soft downy hairs) on the
upper surface and densely pubescent on the lower
surface. Rarely the leaves are almost sericeous

Figure 1. Line drawing showing ray and disc flowers. 
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Figure 2. Flowers can be solitary and
leaves hairy with smooth margins.  
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Extension contact: Wheeler G. Foshee, Extension Specialist, Entomology and Plant
Pathology

Authors: Cynthia M. Morton, Professor, Biological Sciences, Curtis J. Hansen, Curator,
Freeman Herbarium, both at Auburn University, and Guy Karr, Program Director of
Plant Protection Programs, Alabama Department of Agriculture and Industries

For more information, call your county Extension office. Look in your telephone directory
under your county’s name to find the number.
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Figure 3. Daisylike heads and ray flowers are
long and narrow.

Figure 4. Upper leaves are clasping and flowers
are usually in clusters of two or three.

(covered with fine, silky hairs). Leaves are not
rough or densely glandular (sticky). The margins 
of leaves are smooth or finely toothed. Generally,
the lower leaves are 1.5 to 6 inches long by 0.4 to
1 inch wide (4 to 15 cm by 1 to 2.5 cm) and are
narrowed to a short stalk at the base.  The shape of
the lower leaves is elliptical or ovate-elliptical. The
upper leaves have no stalk or may clasp the stem
and are rounded at the base. 

Habitat: This plant occurs in moist habitats, 
including river and streambanks, marshes, ditches,
wet grassland, and wet woods. 

Look for Inula britannica in and around nurs-
eries where Hosta plants are grown or sold. If dis-
covered, please contact the Alabama Department 
of Agriculture and Industries at 334-240-7225 or 
the USDA/APHIS/PPQ at 334-396-9464.
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