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Scientific Name: Asclepias speciosa 
Common Name: Showy Milkweed

Image: Mature plant
URL: https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.
cfm?&imgnum=5374226

Native Range: Showy milkweed is native to the western half of 
North America. 

Description:  
Showy Milkweed -Asclepias speciosa is a native perennial common 
in pastures and meadows; along streams, irrigation canals, riparian, and wetland areas. Plants are erect from 2 
to 5 ft. tall. Leaves are large, leathery, oval 4-7inches long and are arranged oppositely on the stems.  Plants are 
covered in thick fine hairs giving it a velvety feel.  Pink to purple 5 petalled flowers are in clusters at the end of 
the stems. Sepals (5) are reflexed. Seeds are borne in 3-5 inch pods.  Hairs attached to the seeds allow for effec-
tive wind and water dispersion. Reproduction can occur from seed and horizontally spreading roots/rhizomes or 
from pieces of root. Each plant can produce from hundreds to thousands of seeds. Growth nodes along the root 
can produce new plants. Foliage and stems exude a milky latex when injured. Showy milkweed contains toxic 
alkaloids and cardiac glycosides, which cause nausea and vomiting in low doses, and death in high doses.

Pathways of Introduction and Spread. 
Although native to western North America, irrigation systems 
and the practice of irrigation have created “false” wetlands or 
seasonally wet areas that have allowed this species to flourish 
especially in agricultural production ground.  Easily spread via 
seeds by wind and water.  Is also spread from creeping roots 
and from equipment carry pieces of rootstock.  
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Distribution in North America: 
Showy milkweed is found in all states
west of the Mississippi River and the 
western provences of Canada. Also 
present in WI, MI, and IL.

Ecological Impacts:
Showy milkweed is native to North America and is a natural component of many ecosystems; however, it can 
become problematic in agricultural settings. Showy milkweed may become weedy or invasive in some regions 
or habitats as it competes with crops and native plants for nutrients, sunlight, and space displacing desirable 
vegetation.  The light wind-dispersed seed allows it to invade agricultural fields. Grazing pressure causes in-
creased colonization as animals will avoid it unless other desirable forage is not available. Despite being used 
as food, shelter, and medicine by humans and butterflies (particularly Monarchs), showy milkweed is a serious 
toxic weed as they contain cardiac glycosides. Showy milkweed is toxic to sheep, cattle, horses and domestic 
fowl. It retains its toxicity in dried hay.  With increased sites attributed to irrigation and agriculture production, 
Showy milkweed infestations are occurring where they wouldn’t normally be found. 

Economic Losses: 
Loss of productive pastures, increase agriculture production costs, and loss of  more desirable native plant spe-
cies that in turn can lower property values can occur.  

Management Strategies:
Showy milkweed thrives in disturbed sites where competition from other species is reduced. Proper grazing 
and water management practices can reduce the chance or severity of infestations.  No biological agents are 
available for this species.  Hand weeding, mowing, and burning isn’t effective due to the extensive root system.  
Burning is not effective as it reduces competition and stimulates flower and seed production.   Tillage in crop 
systems can spread pieces of root giving rise to new plants. Because of the root system of Showy milkweed 
(and others) herbicides provide an effective control.  Depending on location, future lands use, future cropping 
rotations, the following are recommended.  Glyphosate-spot treatments with no desirable vegetation nearby, 
2,4-D with Dicamba,(Weedmaster®) and Tordon® a restricted use product. There may be specific products 
available for certain crops (Consult Extension Agriculture agent(. Applications should be made when plants are 
actively growing with bud to bloom stage ideal.  Repeat applications may be necessary.

Image:  North Americal Distribution
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Notes: Milkweed plants (Asclepias spp.) are the only larval host for monarch butterflies (Danaus plexippus). 
There are several species of milkweeds that may be more desirable for monarchs and not as aggressively inva-
sive as Asclepias speciosa-Showy milkweed such as the narrow leaved milkweeds.  This may include species 
such as Western whorled milkweed-Asclepias subverticillata.  However, narrow leaves species are more toxic 
to livestock and still require care to prevent them from invading as well.  Cattle that consume less than 0.05% 
of their body weight of green milkweed material can receive lethal amounts of showy milkweed. For an average 
sized sheep, consuming from 1 to 2 ounces of green leaf material can be lethal. The highest concentrations of 
toxins usually occur in the milky latex sap, which occurs throughout leaves and stems.

Other Online Resources: 
https://plants.usda.gov/plantguide/pdf/pg_assp.pdf
http://www.unce.unr.edu/publications/files/nr/2003/fs0360.pdf
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Asclepias_speciosa
https://plants.usda.gov/plantguide/pdf/cs_assy.pdf
https://extension.colostate.edu/docs/pubs/natres/06111.pdf
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