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Japanese Barberry Berberis thunbergii DC. 
Native Range: Japan  

Description: Japanese barberry is a compact, spiny, 
deciduous shrub in the barberry family (Berberidaceae) that 
commonly grows from 2 to 3 feet tall (although it can grow 
up to six feet in height). Roots are shallow but tough. The 
smooth-edged leaves range from oval to spoon-shaped and 
are clustered in tight bunches close to the branches. The 
single spines bear small leaves in their axils. Yellow flowers 
bloom in May, are about one third of an inch wide, and are 
solitary or in small clusters of 2-4 blossoms. The bright-red 
fruits mature in mid-summer and hang from the bush during 
autumn and into winter. The berries are small, oblong, and found singly or in clusters.  The plant regenerates 
by seed and creeping roots. Birds and rabbits are known to eat the seeds and distribute the species. Branches 
root freely when they touch the ground; thus allowing single plants to become quite large.  

Habitat: Japanese barberry prefers well-drained soils, although it has been found in wet, calcareous situations, 
(specifically in a black ash swamp). It is typically found in locations of partial sunlight such as woodland’s edge; 
it can survive well under the shade of an oak canopy. It is also found along roadsides, fences, old fields, forest 
edges, and open woods. Japanese barberry can be found invading oak woodlands and oak savannas; it is 
widespread in Wisconsin woodlands south of the tension zone. A related non-native species, B. vulgaris, was 
widely planted for similar purposes, but has been exterminated because it is the alternate host of black rust, a 
disease that affects wheat crops. Japanese barberry competes poorly with grasses and may succumb to drought 
conditions. 

Distribution: This species is reported from states shaded on the Plants Database 
map. It is reported invasive in CT, DC, DE, IN, KY, MA, MD, ME, MO, NC, NH, NJ, NY, 
OH, PA, RI, TN, VA, VT, WI, and WV.  

Environmental Impact: It often escapes cultivation. Plants shade out other under-
story species. Recent research studies in New Jersey indicted that Japanese barberry 
changes the soil chemistry in environment it inhabits.  

Control and Management:  

• Manual- Mechanical removal of the plant is recommended in early 
spring because barberry is one of the first shrubs to leaf out, thereby 
making identification easier. Cutting, pulling or digging are effective in 
areas where there are only a few plants. A hoe, weed wrench, or 
mattock should be used to uproot the bush and all connected roots. 
Thick gloves are recommended for protection from the shrub's spines. 
Japanese barberry may be relatively easy to control in fire-adapted 
communities. Fire is thought to kill these plants and prevent future 
establishment. 

• Chemical- Triclopyr has been used as a cut-stump treatment with success. Other herbicides labeled for 
brush control, such as glyphosate, may prove to be effective. Care in application is essential because 
glyphosate is a non-selective herbicide that can kill native species as well. Herbicides are suggested only for 
plants that are difficult to remove mechanically.  

Reference: http://www.dnr.state.wi.us/org/land/er/invasive/factsheets/b..., http://plants.usda.gov/ 
http://webapps.lib.uconn.edu/ipane/browsing.cfm?descriptionid=26, www.forestryimages.org/ 
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