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By Steve Young, Rod Simmons, and Claudia Hamblin-Katnik, April 2012 

   We greatly appreciate volunteer assistance in the effort to remove English Ivy (Hedera hibernica) from 

parks and natural areas in the City of Alexandria and Arlington County, Virginia.  Our parks and stream 

valleys are being overrun by destructive, unwanted, non-native plants.  These plants diminish biological 

diversity, affect nutrient cycling, alter the delicate natural balance of ecosystems, cause wildlife declines, 

introduce diseases and parasites, alter regional distinctiveness of flora and fauna, and have a host of other 

negative effects throughout the landscape.  In the City of Alexandria, the Dept. Recreation, Parks, and 

Cultural Activities, Horticulture and Natural Resources Section; Dept. T&ES, Office of Environmental 

Quality; and Ford Nature Center have partnered together to maximize the City’s efforts in eradicating 

invasive exotic species.   

 

   One of our chief targets is English Ivy.  Most people have at least a glancing familiarity with English 

Ivy.  It is an imported woody vine that invades forests, woodlands, and riparian areas.  It is introduced as 

a cultivated indoor or garden plant, but is either deliberately planted or distributed by birds and other 

wildlife via the berries it produces. 

 

   For many years Hedera helix was thought to be the invasive English Ivy in North America, but 

according to Arthur Tucker with the Dept. of Agriculture & Natural Resources at Delaware State 

University (pers. comm. 2011), it is actually Hedera hibernica that is the invasive species here and not 

Hedera helix: “the distinguishing characters are the stellate hairs on the underside of the leaves.  On 

Hedera hibernica they are flat and appear like a starfish, but in H. helix they are upright and appear like a 

coral.  The cultivars differ significantly in the size and distribution of the trichomes.  Unfortunately, the 

mature, flowering and fruiting specimens have almost no hairs, so it is usually a guess unless an isolated 

hair can be located.  H. hibernica is tetraploid and possibly a hybrid of H. helix x H. maderensis; this is 

the noxious weed (and the fruit a favorite bird food).  H. helix is diploid and usually well-behaved (or as 

much as an ivy can be).  Fortunately, most of the named cultivars are H. helix (but ‘Albany’ and 

‘Deltoidea’ at DOV are H. hibernica).  The nursery industry usually sells H. hibernica ‘Hibernica’ as 

“English Ivy,” but “Atlantic Ivy” is also used by some writers on ivy.  Rarely, Baltic Ivy (H. helix 

‘Baltica’) is sold at nurseries, sometimes escaped from nearby cultivation, but not really invasive like H. 

hibernica.”  

 

   We have a few simple guidelines that we ask volunteers to follow when removing ivy.  Mainly, we 

want to make sure that the soil is not disturbed and that native plants, including ferns, wildflowers, 

seedlings, and saplings, are not trampled or otherwise disturbed when ivy is removed.  Therefore, we try 

to limit ivy removal efforts to fall and winter when most of these plants are dormant.  For example, we 

want to discourage pulling ivy in spring when spring ephemeral wildflowers like Trout Lily, Spring 

Beauty, Mayapple, etc., have emerged and are intertwined with the ivy, rendering it difficult or 

impossible to remove the ivy without destroying the native plants (Fig. 5).  

 

   In areas smothered by ivy where native flora is not visible or is fairly sparse, removing the ivy is 

possible throughout the growing season.  However, it is always important to protect any existing native 

plants from damage during ivy removal efforts.  Often, native plants such as Virginia Creeper, Greenbriar 

(Smilax spp.), occasional tree seedlings, and Poison Ivy are intermixed with the invasive ivy growth.  

Also, as much as possible, leave rotting wood where it is and minimize disturbance to it except as 

necessary to remove ivy.  The rotting wood is an important resource for native plants and animals. 
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Fig. 1.  Extensive English Ivy infestation at Melvin Hazen Tributary of Rock Creek Park, Washington, D.C.  

Seedlings from this colony examined in March 2012 were identified as Hedera hibernica.  Photo by R.H. Simmons. 
 

   Because soil disturbance damages a site and promotes the spread of invasive species, we don’t allow 

digging in the soil when removing invasive exotic plants.  Moreover, digging is not necessary in 

removing English Ivy as it is very effectively removed by hand-pulling.  (A trowel, however, is a useful 

tool for prying or loosening large or stubborn sections of vines from the ground, without digging a hole.)  

Pulling ivy vines when the soil is moist (preferably not too wet as in just after a heavy rain) is ideal, 

because the roots will not adhere as much to the soil.  When there have been freezing and thawing cycles, 

winter ivy pulling can be much easier, plus typically there are no active insects, and Poison Ivy is less of 

an issue.  Do not try to pull ivy in the winter if the ground is actually frozen (which is fairly rare in our 

immediate area, however).  Ivy will be hard to pull and vines will frequently break with roots remaining 

in the ground when the soil is dry and hard during drought periods, or frozen. 

 

   When pulling ivy runners that have spread out horizontally across the ground, pull one vine at a time, 

making sure that all major pieces of the vine are removed (particularly the small roots that have a 

tendency to break off from the runner).  In most cases, the ivy will be shallowly-rooted towards the recent 

growth at the end of the runner and more deeply-rooted along the thicker, older growth of the vine.  

Sometimes the ivy is so dense that different vines almost seem knotted together and are very hard or even 

almost impossible to pull.  In these cases, Landscape Architect Kathleen Kust recommends hedge shears 

or pruners for cutting and separating masses of knotted vines that are too tangled for easy pulling.  

Cutting can be very helpful; just be safe with sharp tools and wear protective clothing.  If you see that a 
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small root still in the ground has pulled off even a tiny section of vine stem (which usually will be light-
colored), that stem fragment can still resprout.  Pull it up or use a tool to cut off the stem piece.  Tiny 
rootlets with no stem attached will not resprout.  
 
   In cases where ivy has spread from the ground up to the base of a tree and is growing vertically up the 
tree trunk, it is especially important to make sure that all the ivy roots are removed so they can’t resprout.  
Where it is attached to the trunk, ivy can be carefully pulled off lower areas as long it doesn’t remove 
sections of bark or otherwise damage the tree.  One doesn’t have to try to pull all sections of vine off the 
tree, just removing a foot or so of ivy from around the base is all that is necessary to kill the vines up the 
trunk.  A trowel or large screwdriver comes in handy for gently prying or loosening (not digging) the 
vines from the trunk.  
 
   Often, ivy growing up trees and getting more sunlight matures into the adult stage that flowers and sets 
fruit.  Birds spread the seeds when they eat the toxic fruit, and new ivy seedlings spread.  So ivy that 
shows signs of flowering and fruiting is an especially high-priority target. 
 

 
 
Fig. 2.  Fruiting branches of English Ivy at Alexandria National Cemetery.  Photo by R.H. Simmons.  
 
   Try to clear ivy at least a foot away from the tree trunk and any exposed roots or buttresses.  Dense ivy 
creates a moist, shady microclimate that promotes infection of the tree by pathogenic bacteria and fungi.  
The tree needs air, especially at its base.  In cases where ivy vines are very old and thick and have rooted 
into the tree bark, hand-pulling is not recommended.  Instead, the treatment would be to carefully 
(without cutting into the bark) sever the vines with a pruner or small saw by removing an at-least several-
inch segment of the vine.  This will kill the vine from the point of cut up the tree.  Later, professional staff 
can treat these vines with herbicide. 
 
   Ivy vines can be piled in areas where they won’t smother native vegetation or bagged.  They usually 
will not resprout so long as they are not mixed with soil.  UPDATE: When the season has been extremely 


