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Pesticides and Pollinators  

In the world of weed management, herbicides play a crucial role in controlling 

the populations of various undesirable plant species. An herbicide is classified 

as a type of pesticide along with insecticides, fungicides for mold and mildew 

management, disinfectants used to eliminate harmful bacteria, and rodenticides 

to control the likes of mice and rats. Unlike other types of pesticide, herbicides 

have physicochemical characteristics that are designed to effect the cells of 

plants as opposed to organisms on other phylogenetic branches of life. Though 

herbicides are not created for the control of insect species such as bees and 

wasps, they can still pose issues to insect pollinators if applied incorrectly. Care 

must be taken during application to mitigate the harm that they can cause to 

pollinator species. 

Bee covered in pollen: Emma Korntheuer, Hill County Conservation District Administrator  
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That being said, 

integrated weed 

management, including 

herbicide use, is essential 

for reducing noxious 

weeds and promoting 

healthy pollinator 

populations. Many of 

Montana’s native 

pollinators rely on native 

plant species for food, 

shelter, and nesting 

grounds which noxious 

weeds directly threaten. 

Powell County Weed 

Coordinator, Karen 

Laitala, put this in 

perspective noting; “Of 

the 4,000 plus species of 

bees in this country, the 

vast majority are solitary 

(or otherwise known as 

“wild” or native) bees, 

and these important 

natural pollinators rely on 

the very plant 

communities that noxious 

weeds threaten by their 

aggressive invasive 

nature.” 

Mimic flies pollinating flowers: Emma Korntheuer  

At the end of the day, herbicides are a necessary noxious weed control method. If used 

properly, these herbicides can do more to bolster the populations of native pollinators 

rather than harm them. For more information on pollinator health in Montana, visit the 

MSU Pollinator Health Center website at https://www.montana.edu/pollinators/.   

(This article is adapted in part from an original document written by Karen Laitala 

titled Pesticides and Pollinators.) 

https://www.montana.edu/pollinators/
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Fun Fact; Pollinators come in all shapes and sizes! On the top left of the page you have a bee 

fly enjoying some nectar, while on the top right you have a wasp, the more aggressive cousin 

to the bee that will sometimes pollinate flowers. On the bottom left of the page, there is a 

humble moth that will often carry pollen from one flower to the next, and on the bottom 

right is a solitary bee.  

 

All images on this page were taken by Emma Korntheuer  
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Spotted knapweed, Russian knapweed, and diffuse knapweed are the three aggressive 

members of the Asteraceae family that are listed as noxious weeds by the state. How 

does one spot the difference between these three knapweeds? This can be tricky when 

quickly glancing at the knapweed in the field, but on closer inspection, the bracts 

(modified leaf parts at the base of the flower) and rosettes of the knapweed in question 

can reveal quite a bit about its identity. Flower color can sometimes be an indicator of 

which knapweed you are looking at, but it is not reliable on its own. The roots can also 

help to reveal the identity of the knapweed. With that said, let’s dive right into the 

unique traits of each knapweed. 

Spotted knapweeds have bracts with a dark colored fringe, which gives this knapweed 

its spotted appearance. It has rosettes with leaves that look similar to arugula, and its 

flower color tends to be pinkish in color. Sometimes the flower can be light purple or 

white in color, but this is not typical of spotted knapweed. It also has a taproot which 

distinguishes it from Russian knapweed. 

Knapweeds in Montana 

Spotted knapweed with dark tipped bracts: Rob Routledge, Sault College, Bugwood.org 

https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5474274#collapseseven
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Diffuse knapweed has bracts with a rigid, central spine. Each bract also has 

multiple lateral spines on each side of the central spine. The rosettes of 

diffuse knapweed look like that of spotted knapweed, but its flowers tend to 

be white in color. Pinkish colored flowers are less common. Diffuse 

knapweed is a tap rooted plant like spotted knapweed, which distinguishes it 

from Russian knapweed. 

Russian knapweed has bracts with light hairs and thin, translucent tips with 

a papery appearance. Russian knapweed rosettes do not have lance shaped 

leaves like spotted or diffuse knapweed. The rosettes, as well as its 

rhizomatous root system, are a great indicator of this particular knapweed 

species. The Russian knapweed flowers tend to be the same color as spotted 

knapweed. 

Top left image of a white diffuse 

knapweed flower: Cindy Roche, 

Bugwood.org 

 

Top right image of a spotted  

knapweed flower: Rob Routledge, 

Sault College, Bugwood.org 

 

Bottom image of a Russian  

knapweed flower: John M. Randall, 

The Nature Conservancy,  

Bugwood.org 

https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=1350078#collapseseven
https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=1350078#collapseseven
https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5475279#collapseseven
https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5475279#collapseseven
https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5391795#collapseseven
https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5391795#collapseseven
https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5391795#collapseseven
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Bottom left is a spotted knapweed flower with separated bracts, top center are two diffuse 

knapweed flowers with separated bracts, and bottom right is a Russian knapweed flower 

with separated bracts: Steve Dewey, Utah State University, Bugwood.org 

With that information available to you, identifying knapweeds should be less 

daunting than it was before. If you do still have problems identifying knapweeds, 

contact your local weed coordinator for more information. You can also visit the 

MSU Extension page titled Biology, Ecology and Management of Montana 

Knapweeds by following this link https://apps.msuextension.org/publications/

pub.html?sku=EB0204. 

(All information for this article was sourced from the MSU Extension page titled 

“Biology, Ecology and Management of Montana Knapweeds”) 

https://www.invasive.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=1459253#collapseseven
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The due date for the MWCA Award nominations is right around the corner! 

Make sure to send your nomination letters for Weed Fighter of the Year, 

Agency Weed Fighter of the Year, Outstanding Weed District, Outstanding 

CWMA, and who you think is most deserving of the Barb Mullin Lifetime 

Achievement Award to Kellieann at kmorris@rc.mt.gov by November 15th! 

It is important that we recognize individuals for their dedication to weed 

management across Montana, so please take some time to think about who 

you would like to nominate for these awards at next year’s Annual 

Conference. Be sure to also send in your nominations for the Board of 

Directors by November 15th!  

Amber Burch with the 2021 Outstanding CWMA of the Year Award: Bethannie Pike  

MWCA Award Nominations 
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Important Dates for MWCA 

 

 

MWCA Award  

Nomination Letters Due: 

November 15th, 2022 

 

MWCA Board of Directors  

Nominations Due: 

November 15th, 2022 

 

2022 Returned Ballots Post 
Marked by: 

December 31st, 2022 

 

MWCA Annual Conference: 

February 6th-9th, 2023 

The Delta Hotel in Helena, Mt 

Fall foliage in the Bear ’s Paw mountains: Joshua McTeer  
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ADDRESS 

PO Box 2064 

Havre, MT 59501 

PHONE 

 406-925-0708 

 

EMAIL 

mwca@mtweed.org 

 

 

WEBSITE 

WWW.MTWEED.ORG 

Golden aspen trees in Carter County: Joshua McTeer  

Articles for this newsletter written by Joshua McTeer  

mailto:mwca@mtweed.org

