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Kudzu…In Ohio?
Stephanie Downs, Invasive Species Forester, ODNR Division of Forestry
When looking at a picture like the one below, one might think we’ve moved to the
Southern United States. Trees draped in vines with bright showy purple flowers and
large, tri-part leaves belong somewhere like Alabama, right? Unfortunately, this photo
was taken in south-central Ohio, and similar scenes can be found across the state. The
“vine that ate the South” is working its way north, and is finding areas where it can thrive
here in our state.
Kudzu (Pueraria montana) is an invasive vine that is native to Asia. It was introduced to
the United States in the late 1800s for erosion control, feed for livestock, and
landscaping. While it historically has been a major problem in the southern United States
where the winters are warmer, kudzu is surviving in Ohio and seems to be doing quite
well in some locations. This is a species that poses many threats to our Ohio woodlands.
Kudzu has been shown to have very rapid growth rates (up to a foot a day), and can take
over large areas relatively quickly. This leguminous vine will grow over anything it
encounters, including trees, killing them over time. Once established in an area, it is very
difficult to control. Early detection and removal is the best method for getting rid of it.
Kudzu has large compound leaves with three leaflets per leaf. Each of the three leaflets
is three to seven inches long and will often have lobes. Flowers are generally present
from June to September, and are two to 12 inch long bright purple clusters similar to pea
flowers. The fruit is present from September to January, and consists of flat, tan, hairy
seed pods up to three inches long. Each seed pod can have three to ten hard seeds. The
young vines are covered with fine yellowish hairs, and the older vines can get up to four
inches in diameter. The main method of spread for kudzu is through runners
underground, although it can also spread by seed.
The longer kudzu is allowed to grow in an area, the harder it will be to control. Early
detection and control is the best option, and hopefully, with your help, we can employ the
“early detection – early control” technique throughout the entire state of Ohio. By
locating isolated patches of this invasive vine now, we may be able to limit its spread and
control it before it establishes a firm foothold in the native forests of our state. Kudzu has
already been discovered across Ohio, from the extreme southern point of Lawrence
County as far north as Cuyahoga County and many counties in between. Knowing the
distribution of Kudzu helps us not only identify the areas to control this species, but can
also help us predict where else in the state it is most likely to be found.
You can help us control kudzu in Ohio before it becomes as big of a problem as it is in
the South! If you know of a location with kudzu, please contact Stephanie Downs,
Invasive Species Forester for the Ohio Division of Forestry by email at:
stephanie.downs@dnr.state.oh.us or by phone at: (740)774-1596 (112).
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