
Yellow Starthistle  
Centaurea solstitialis 

Family;  Asteraceae 

Common Names:  Golden Star Thistle, St. Barnaby’s Thistle, Yellow Cockspur  

Species Affected:  Horses, Cows, Sheep 

Toxin:  Alkaloids, Sesquiterpenes 

Description:  Yellow Star Thistle is an annual that grows 1-3ft high. Leaves are covered with wooly hairs, giving the 

plant a grayish tint. Upper stem leaves are narrow with smooth edges. Yellow flowers are surrounded by the stiff, 

long spines around the base of the flower bracts.  

Growing Locations:  Primarily Eastern Washington , rangelands, plains, and hillsides.  

Most Toxic When:  Young plants in spring before flower set, when pastures are severely depleted, in hay, and eq-

uines can develop an addiction for Yellow Star.  

Signs and Symptoms:   signs of toxicity are not normally apparent in  equines until the toxic threshold has reached 

50-100% of the animals body weight in  ingested plant material. After this point, deterioration is rapid. Toxicity 

causes chewing disease. The symptoms include: Anxiety, confusion, muscle tremors, inability to drink or eat and 

possible odd behavior when trying to do so, constant chewing motions and injuries to the mouth/tongue, Inability 

to swallow, mouth may be open with tongue out, tossing of head, severe depression. Spiny bracts may become 

lodged in mouth, gum, tongue, or possibly the nose or eyes of animals grazing it post-flowering.  

Preventative Measures:   

Yellow Starthistle  is difficult to control once established, as seed production is high and plants have deep taproots. 

A combination of methods will be needed to control infestations.  

Cultural– Yellow Starthistle does not compete as well in establishes grass communities or in shade, so establishment 

of tall shading plants may be helpful. Prescribed burning (hot, well-timed) has been found effective in depleting the 

seedbank, but must be repeated or combined with other methods.  

Mechanical–  All plant material needs to be removed and disposed of properly. Hoeing/digging may be effective 

when populations are small and young. Mowed populations can re-sprout so must be carefully used as part of an 

overall management plan. Mowing after seed set can increase seed dispersal and spread, while mowing too early 

can be injurious to other plant competitors.  

Chemical– At the seedling or rosette stage or during the bolting stage, use a post emergent, systemic, selective 

broadleaf herbicide like Milestone.  

Biological– The most effective agent is the seed-feeding weevil.  

*Caution*  
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