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Summary 

This report covers the fourth year of the project to control Himalayan balsam, 

Japanese knotweed and giant hogweed in the River Axe catchment.  

One stand of giant hogweed had to be dealt with in a meadow by the Umborne 

Brook and A35 and a single plant was noted at Forde Abbey where the gardeners 

dealt with it. One other report was followed up, finding a thick-stemmed angelica 

plant. 

Five new stands of Japanese knotweed were tackled as well as the previous          

50 stands being treated on 40 separate sites. Most of the original stands have now 

been reduced to a handful of single stems, several of them from hundreds or even 

thousands of stems. However it would be prudent to ensure that these sites are re-

visited for some years to ensure complete eradication. 

Himalayan balsam was again tackled with a mix of volunteers and contractors.  

Areas that have been tackled consistently and with several visits each year have 

shown great improvement but overall this year the resources of both funding and 

people were inadequate to tackle the scale of the problem on the main River Axe.    

It has to be said that it was a particularly good growing year from the balsamôs 

standpoint which made it that much more difficult to control. However it was 

disappointing to be finding it frequently in new areas such as hedgerows, woodland 

and meadows that have not been managed. 

The withdrawal of the agri-environment scheme cross compliance requirements for 

balsam control could not have come at a worse time and such slight impetus as had 

been gained was lost overnight.  
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Introduction 

2015 was a fourth year added on to the original three year project trying to eradicate 

three invasive non-native plant species from the River Axe catchment (Fig. 1).      

The three species are Himalayan balsam Impatiens glandulifera, Japanese 

knotweed Fallopia japonica and giant hogweed Heracleum mantegazzianum. 

Fig. 1   River Axe Catchment with local towns 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The giant hogweed was dealt with by contractors removing the flower and seed 

heads offsite in heavy-duty plastic sacks for disposal by incineration. The Japanese 

knotweed was also tackled by contractors using one application of a Glyphosate-

based herbicide in September. Himalayan balsam was removed by pulling, cutting, 

strimming, brushcutting with both volunteers and contractors involved. 
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Himalayan Balsam 

For the Axe Invasives Project, the whole catchment was sub-divided into sections of 

approximately 40 km of waterway in each one.  (Fig. 2). The part of the river that is 

designated as a SSSI and SAC is the main river channel within sections 4,5,6 and 7. 

Many of the riverside fields in these sections can be kept reasonably clear of balsam 

but the problem is that upstream on most tributaries the balsam is long established 

and unless these areas are also tackled, the balsam will always return to the 

downstream sites. 

Fig. 2   River Axe catchment Himalayan balsam control sections 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Axe Invasives was set up as a project in 2012 with a view to repeating on a river and 

catchment scale the success of the work on the River Tale, a tributary of the River 

Otter north of Ottery St Mary. In practice the Axe project has found many areas of 

woodland, abandoned pasture and wet meadow and even hedgerows where balsam 

has established itself over decades where the model of half a dozen volunteers 

coming out once a month in the summer is not going to be able to progress things. 
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The scale of the balsam problem is such that on two of the farms right at the head of 

the river, a total of 440 person days of clearance have been contributed over the last 

four years, of which 140 days were contractors using brushcutters and still neither 

farm is clear of balsam. These are just two of the sites recorded as óhotspotsô on the 

catchment map on page 20.   

2015 has proved a particularly good growing year for Himalayan balsam as it had an 

early start with no frosts to contend with after early March (Musbury Weather) and 

some very consistent temperatures through May, June and July and most of August 

until a relatively cold snap at the end of August.  

Fig. 3   Balsam plants of differing sizes (photo 3/6/15) around newly 

constructed ponds at Woonton, Holy City.                                                          

The blue penknife on the fifth stem is 57mm in length 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The balsam at Woonton has been present in wet woodland for a considerable time 

and so the creation of new ponds there cleared any competing grasses and other 

plants but left balsam seeded right across the open area. Its growth rate then varied 

presumably with soil and moisture availability (fig. 3) 
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Like the nettle, Urtica dioica, Himalayan balsam is found very much in manôs 

ófootprintô and like nettle it responds strongly to nutrient availability. Early on in this 

yearôs balsam control work, a good example was found of how Himalayan balsam 

reacts to nutrient input. Balsam seedlings were growing to an even height over an 

large area of field except where bonfires had been lit to dispose of brash from a 

newly-layed hedge. No seedlings survived in the fire sites but those plants 

immediately around the open ash areas were already much bigger plants than those 

further away, particularly those downslope (to the left of picture)( Fig. 4) This effect 

was repeated at other fire sites in this location. 

Fig. 4  Balsam growing preferentially larger near a fire site (16/6/15) near  

Cuckolds Pit Lane, Chardstock 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Presumably it is a combination of nutrient and water availability is responsible for the 

size of balsam plants found along some of the waterways such as on the River Yarty 

(Fig. 5).  If this is the case, then these balsam stands can be taken as a visual 

indicator of eutrophication of the river system. On the same site but in a more arid 

position on stony and sandy soil, the balsam plants had much restricted growth   

(Fig. 6), reaching a height of only 15-25 cms before flowering. 


