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Abstract 
I report on the distribution of White snakeroot (Ageratina altissima) (Asteraceae, 
Magnoliopsida) in Austria. The first established occurrence of this species in Austria 
was recorded in Lower Austria in 2006. Here, I summarize the current distribution 
of the study species at this locality. In 2006, the species had invaded several 100 m2. 
In 2024, it has spread over c. 2.7 ha forming open to dense stands. The composition 
of the invaded vegetation was documented by four plots. Ageratina altissima 
invades mesic to temporarily wet tall herb vegetation in forest clearcuts, forest fringes, 
open conifer plantations, and broadleaved forests. Thus, given the substantial 
expansion in the last two decades, I suggest that the future spread of Ageratina 
altissima should be monitored, and if necessary, management actions should be taken. 
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Introduction 

Worldwide, numbers of alien species are increasing rapidly (Seebens et al. 
2017), and horticulture is known to be the most important pathway for 
plant invasions (Hulme et al. 2018; van Kleunen et al. 2018). In Central 
Europe, alien plant species are most widespread in the lowlands because 
human population density (and thus propagule pressure and disturbances) 
are highest there. Consequently, habitats that are strongly shaped by human 
disturbance are the most invaded, while near-natural vegetation types such 
as forests, rock vegetation, mires or tall-herb vegetation are rather rarely 
invaded (Chytrý et al. 2008; Wagner et al. 2017). However, evidence is 
accumulating that the number of invasions of alien plants in European 
temperate forests is increasing (Essl et al. 2012; Wagner et al. 2017). 

Here, I summarize and extend the known current distribution, population 
size and habitat affiliation of Ageratina altissima in Austria; this vascular 
plant species has been recorded as an alien species in several countries of 
the world and has shown considerable invasive potential in a few countries, 
e.g. in South Korea (e.g. Kang et al. 2019; Kim et al. 2021). In Central 
Europe, it is still very rare, and most occurrences so far have been short-
lived casual findings. 
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Materials and methods 

Recently, an update of the Alien Flora of Austria (Essl and Rabitsch 2002) 
has been completed (Glaser et al. in prep). In 2024, the only known 
established population of Ageratina altissima in Austria was surveyed, and 
data on population size, accompanying species and invaded vegetation 
types were collected. Species cover in the plots was assessed in % separately 
for tree, shrub and herb layers. Species nomenclature and taxonomy follow 
Fischer et al. (2008), names of syntaxonomic units follow Mucina et al. (2016). 

Results 

Species description 

Ageratina altissima (L.) R. M. King & H. Rob., White snakeroot, (Asteraceae) 
is a toxic perennial herb that spreads mostly vegetatively by rhizomes. 
Stems are robust and upright, and the plant grows up to 1.5 m tall; stems 
are branched in the upper part, with decussate leaves. Leaves have sharply 
serrated margins and are up to 15 centimetres long. The white flowers are 
arranged in flat-topped panicles measuring 5–15 cm in diameter. Diaspores 
are dispersed by wind. Flowering in Austria lasts from late July to early 
October. Ageratina altissima is native to eastern and central North America 
(Nesom 2006). White snakeroot contains a complex mixture of alcohols 
and ketones collectively called tremetol. When milk or meat containing the 
toxin is consumed, the poison is passed on to humans. If consumed in 
large enough quantities, it can cause tremetol poisoning in humans. The 
poisoning is also called milk sickness, as humans may ingest the toxin by 
drinking the milk of cows that had eaten snakeroot (Davis et al. 2015). 

Distribution in Austria 

The first observation of a casual occurrence of A. altissima in Austria was 
made in the 1940s in Graz (Hamburger 1948; Melzer 1954; Essl and Rabitsch 
2002). More recently, the species was also recorded in Viktring near Klagenfurt 
in Carinthia (Fischer and Niklfeld 2003). In 2006, an established occurrence 
was found in Goldegg in Lower Austria which covered a few 100 m2 at that time 
(Stöhr et al. 2007). A survey in 2024 (Figure 1) showed that this population 
has spread considerably since its first discovery. Currently, it covers an area of 
c. 2.7 ha. There, it occurs mostly in dense stands with cover values > 10 % in 
tall herb communities, in clear cuts, and along forest roads. Further, it grows 
to a smaller extent in open conifer forest plantations, and broadleaved forests. 
In Goldegg, A. altissima prefers temporarily wet sites on loamy soils, while 
it avoids temporarily dry, acidic shallow and nutrient poor soils. 

Invaded vegetation types 

In Goldegg, A. altissima colonizes tall herb vegetation in forest clearcuts 
and forest fringes, and—to a lesser extent—open conifer plantations and 
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Figure 1. Location of the occurrences of Ageratina altissima in central Lower Austria, and 
detailed maps of its distribution (A, B). 

broadleaved forests (Supplementary material Table S1, Figure 2). The 
vegetation types as documented by four plots belong to two different 
vegetation units: three of the plots (plots no. 1, 3, 4) are placed in tall-herb 
fringe vegetation of the class Epilobietea angustifolii (Mucina et al. 2016); 
the fourth plot (plot no. 2) has been established in an open conifer forest 
dominated by Picea abies. The herb vegetation in all four plots is 
characterized by the joint occurrence of tall herbs and grasses (e.g. Urtica 
dioica, Calamagrostis epigejos, Phalaris arundinacea), pioneer shrubs (e.g. 
Rubus fruticosus, R. idaeus), forest understorey species (e.g. Carex brizoides, 
Oxalis acetosella), and ruderal species (e.g. Galium aparine). Ageratina 
altissima is a co-dominant species in all four plots. The population of 
A. altissima at Goldegg grows between c. 400–460 m a.s.l. in a submontane 
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Figure 2. A detail of the growing site Goldegg in Lower Austria. Invaded are the open broadleaved 
forests dominated by Fagus sylvatica, tall herb vegetation in clear cuts, and road embankments 
of the forest road; 21st April 2024. Photograph by Franz Essl. 

Central European climate with average annual precipitation of c. 800 mm 
and average temperature of c. 9.0 °C (ZAMG 2024). 

Discussion 

The population of A. altissima in Goldegg – which is known since 2006 but 
has been introduced substantially earlier (F. Drucker pers. comm.) – has 
spread considerably since its discovery. Most likely, the species has been 
locally introduced as an ornamental plant by the owners of the Goldegg-
castle, which is located c. 500 m northeast of the established population. 
This is corroborated by the occurrence of established populations of 
several other alien species in the vicinity such as Digitalis purpurea, Rubus 
armeniacus, Spiraea japonica, and Symhoricarpus albus. 

The Austrian population reported here represents one of the first 
established occurrences of A. altissima in Central Europe. Currently, the 
species is missing from the alien vascular plant checklists of Slovakia 
(Medvecká et al. 2012), and Switzerland (Infoflora 2024). In the Czech 
Republic, A. altissima has been first recorded in 1979 and still is a rare 
casual (Pyšek et al. 2022). In Poland it was reported as ephemerophyte 
(Rostański and Sowa 1987; EPPO 2024), but not confirmed in recent 
decades (Tokarska-Guzik et al. 2012). In Hungary, the species is a very rare 
alien plant (Király and Vidéki 2004). In Germany, A. altissima is a very 
rare and casual alien species (Floraweb 2024). In Western and Northern 
Europe, records of A. altissima are known from a few countries. In Belgium, 
A. altissima has been first recorded in the wild in 1953, and since then, 
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only one further record was made (Verloove 2024). In Italy, the species has 
been included as naturalized in the alien plant species checklist (Galasso et 
al. 2024). So far, there is no report of impacts on native species in Europe. 

In Austria, A. altissima invades mesic to temporarily wet submontane 
tall-herb vegetation, forest fringes, plantations and open forests. I conclude 
that given the substantial—but still localized—distribution of A. altissima 
since it was recorded for the first time in 2006 in Austria, the future spread 
of this species should be monitored, and if necessary, management actions 
should be taken. 
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