
O A K  O P E N I N G S  R E G I O N  B E S T  M A N A G E M E N T  P R A C T I C E S  

European Black Alder 
                                              A l n u s  g l u t i n o s a   

INTRODUCTION AND IMPACTS — European black alder (Alnus  

glutinosa) is also commonly referred to as black alder, European alder 

or common alder. It is native to Europe, western Asia and Mediterra-

nean areas of north Africa. European black alder (E.b. alder) is a de-

ciduous tree of the birch family (Betulaceae) reaching up to 60 ft. in 

height with a narrow, upright crown.  E.b. alder has a long history of 

cultivation in the northeastern U.S., dating back to colonial times. It 

is often planted on infertile (soils) sites as it is a tree which fixes nitro-

gen. It is also used in landscaping, as an ornamental. Records show 

that it began es-

caping cultivation 

on Long Island, NY 

in the 1870s. Ac-

cording to data in 

EDDMapS (Early 

Detection & Distri-

bution Mapping 

System),  E.b. alder 

is a listed invasive 

plant in IN, PA, KY 

and NJ; by law, it is 

also invasive in WI, 

MN and VT. In 

Ohio, it has been 

recorded in 20  

counties, these in 

the northern and 

eastern half of the 

state. Spread of 

this invasive is of growing concern in OH (EDDMapS). In Michigan, 

records are found in 8 counties, mostly southern counties adjacent to 

Lake Michigan and Lake Erie (EDDMapS). The Midwest Invasive Spe-

cies Information Network (MISIN) has 193 records of E.b. alder (red 

points on map) that are just outside of the Oak Openings Region 

(OOR) (approx. 20 mi radius). To date, the MISIN database has no 

(zero) occurrences mapped within the OOR boundaries (green poly-

gon on map). However (in 2021), records have been recorded in 6 of 

the 7 OOR counties in EDDMapS. Information from OOR land man-

agers indicates that observations are underreported/not mapped. 

European black alder has several characteristics that contribute to its 

classification as an invasive weedy tree. For a tree species, it is fast-

growing and can reach maturity in just a few years (3). A nitrogen 

fixer, it can change the chemical composition of the soil. 

A mature tree can produce an average of 240,000 seeds. E.b. alder 

seeds are known to disperse long distances thru water movement 

(streams, wetland drainages, ditches, etc.). Female catkins develop 

into cone-like structures that float on water and further aid in seed 

dispersal. Seeds are also dispersed by wind, however, dispersal is 

relatively short distances (~100 - 200 ft.).  

 

Target 

This Best Management Practice (BMP) document provides guidance for managing European black alder in the Oak Openings Region of Northwest Ohio and Southeast Michigan. 

This BMP was developed by the Green Ribbon Initiative (GRI) and its partners & uses available research & local experience to recommend environmentally safe control practices. 

SIMILAR SPECIES - A similar native shrub that occurs in the wet-

lands of the Oak Openings Region is called speckled alder (Alnus 

incana). A true (tall) shrub with many stems (instead of one trunk), 

the leaves on speckled alder are usually pointed at the tips (acute to 

short acuminate); with a height up to 25 ft. E.b. alder, if left uncut, 

will usually form a single trunk and grow much taller than speckled 

alder, >30 ft. The leaf tips of E.b. alder are rounded (not pointed) and 

usually notched. Young leaves are sticky or gummy (this character is 

not found in speckled alder). 

 

 

 

  

HABITAT– In the OOR, E.b. alder prefers wet to mesic acid soils with 

high sunlight. It has been found growing in areas having adequate 

moisture with some disturbance present, e.g. sunny areas with trees 

between mesic to wet fields; restoration zones (savannas) transition-

ing between drier and wetter soils. Across its range in North Ameri-

ca, plants are often found along streams, rivers, ponds or other wet-

lands. They also occur on sites of heavier disturbance including suc-

cessional forests, forest edges, roadsides, even in yards and gardens. 

IDENTIFICATION - Habit: A deciduous tree that grows to medium 

size (30-60 ft. tall and a 10-15 in. trunk diameter (or 9-18 m. tall, 25-

38 cm DBH)), with young trees having a narrow pyramidal shape. 

Fast growing with smooth grayish-green bark when young and light 

gray to brown bark with irregular fissures when mature. E. b. alder is 

monoecious , having male and female parts on the same individual. 

Leaves: Leathery leaves are alternate, simple, oval to orbicular, 2 - 5 

in. long and 2 - 4 in. wide; rounded/blunt-tipped, often notched; 

margins are doubly serrate; color: dark green above and light green 

below; some scruffy hairs in vein axils (below); young leaves gummy. 

Stems: Stems smooth; w/ pale lenticels that are evenly distributed.  

Flowers: The male flower structures are long and drooping catkins, 

while the female flower structures are smaller and round catkins.  

Seeds: The female catkins develop into brown, cone-like structures 

which open for seed/nutlet dispersal. 

Roots: root suckers are rare 
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REPRODUCTION AND DISPERSAL— European black alder can 

mature in 3 years; a mature tree can produce an average of 240,000 

seeds. Seeds are known to disperse long distances thru water move-

ment and shorter distances by wind. Seeds are light enough to float 

on air. Small populations have the ability to spread and  form mono-

specific stands, and thus is a threat to native species, particularly 

wetland plants. Thoroughly cleaning equipment is a critical preven-

tion measure for Canada thistle in the OOR. Land managers 

should consider incorporating pre– and post-project equipment 

cleaning into contracts.  

REPORTING— European black alder is a control species in the 

OOR. Reporting locations of E. b. alder is essential for its manage-

ment and control. In fact, in 2021, with no (0) reported records in the 

MISIN database for the OOR, this indicates an immediate need to 

record field observations through mapping tools, i.e. occurrences 

are known to be more numerous and widespread but observations 

have not been recorded or shared. To report or to find out specific 

ways you can help map occurrences, contact MISIN, GRI (OO-

CWMA) or your county CWMA or CISMA. Early detection of E. b. 

alder invasions will limit the future effort needed to reduce estab-

lished populations.  

CONTROL— Management efforts must focus on the prevention of 

seed production and dispersal. Keeping populations regularly 

mowed can prevent seeding for a few years, however stump sprouts 

are typical and eventually it will be necessary to treat populations 

with herbicide. Cut-stump, basal bark and girdling treatments are 

relatively easy to conduct and provide a lower exposure to herbi-

cides than treatments involving foliar application (spraying). Resto-

ration of treated sites by planting native species can also help to 

sustain management into the future. 

Chemical: It is the responsibility of the applicator to comply with 

herbicide labels and regulations when planning chemical treatment.  

Where appropriate, use herbicides approved for aquatic areas. Also, 

use herbicides with the appropriate non-ionic surfactant. 

Foliar or Backpack Spraying — This technique works best when the 

majority of branches and 

leaves are below chest 

height. If a foliar application 

is the preferred method and 

trees are too tall, mow the 

area during the early to mid 

growing season and wait a 

month or longer for stems 

and leaves to re-sprout.  

Cut-stump or basal bark–  

cut-stump: apply herbicide 

immediately after cutting 

(water-based solution) with 

a wand or dabber; basal 

bark– apply an oil-based 

herbicide to the lower 

stems/base of the plant (no 

cutting is necessary); effec-

tive on any age of tree 

Mechanical:  Pulling: can be 

done on seedlings and small saplings of small pops.;  

Digging—Not recommended unless the size of the pop. is young and 

very small. 

Girdling– can be effective but time-consuming; remove bark and 

phloem in a 10 cm wide layer from around the entire trunk.  

Mowing—Mowing or cutting of stands prior to seed maturation 

(before mid Aug) can significantly reduce the overall seed production 

of a population. A follow-up foliar spray will provide control of any 

resprouts. If enough of a stump is left after mowing/cutting, a basal 

bark treatment may be effective.  

Biological: No bio. control agents. Dozens of insects and diseases 

have been observed on E. b. alder but few cause serious damage.  

DISPOSAL— Cut alder into logs to burn as firewood. Also OK to com-

post. “Cones” with mature or near-mature nutlets should be placed in 

plastic garbage bags (twigs/branches) and sent to the landfill. 

 

Herbicide Trade Names Concentration 

Glyphosate Roundup®, Glypro®                
AquaNeat®               

cut stump: 26.9% AI* or 50% by volume 

foliar: 0.75 to 1.25% by volume             

 

Triclopyr 
Garlon 3a® 

Remedy Ultra® 

cut stump: 22% AI or 50% by volume 

foliar: 1- 3% (up to 5%) by volume 

cut stump: 15% AI or 20 - 30% by volume 

Picloram +         
2-4 D Tordon RTU® 

cut stump: 5.4% Picloram; 20.9% 2,4-D 
AI = undiluted 

E. Black Alder Timeline Jan Feb March April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec 

Life History dormant 

1. blooms (male & 
female catkins),  

2. leaves emerge 

 male catkins  

wither & fall off 

female (♀) 
"cones" continue 

maturing 

♀ "cones" open & 
drop seeds; 

leaves turn & fall 

♀ "cones" remain 

thru winter 

Chemical Treatments:        
cut-stump (CS), basal bark 

(BB), hack & squirt/injection   
(H&S/I), girdle (G) 

Treat:                    
CS, BB, H&S/I, or 

G 

sap begins to 
flow: CS, BB, 

H&S/I, G is less 

effective 

Treat:                                                  

CS, BB, H&S/I, or G 

best time for          

CS, BB, H&S/I, G 

Treat: CS, BB,  

H&S/I, or G 

Chemical Treatments: foliar 
  

foliar spray plants                                
of short height 

best 
time   

Mechanical treatment:             
cutting, mowing, pulling only 

Treat prior to the fall seed dispersal: mowing/cutting without follow-up herbicide will cause re-sprouting. Pulling 

saplings may cause soil disturbance & promote seed germination, potentially causing increase in pop. 

Illustration by  

Otto Wilhelm 

*AI = active ingredient 
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