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Glossy Buckthorn, Frangula alnus 

Also known as Rhamnus frangula, alder buckthorn, black buckthorn, European alder buckthorn. 

 

Glossy buckthorn was introduced to North America by European settlers who 

brought it with them as an ornamental shrub. 
 

Description: 

Glossy buckthorn is an invasive 

shrub with a very aggressive 

growth habit.  It has multiple 

stems and can grow up to 20 feet 

tall. 
    

Identification: 

It’s leaves are alternate, shiny and 

oval shaped with smooth wavy 

edges.  The leaves remain green late into fall. The bark of glossy buckthorn is 

grey-brown with white spots called lenticels.  The inner bark, or sapwood, is a 

yellow-orange color.  The flowers of the buckthorn are small and white to 

whitish-green.  They hang down in small clusters.  Glossy buckthorn produces 

berries that are green, turning to red then purplish-black when mature.  

These berries act as a laxative and facilitate dispersal when eaten by wildlife.  
 

Reproduction:    

Glossy buckthorn is a prolific seed producer.  It’s berries are eaten by birds 

and the seed is spread long distances as the birds fly from place to place.  If 

the stems of the buckthorn are broken or cut, sprouts will grown from the 

crown of the plant. 
 

Habitat:   

Glossy buckthorn tolerates a wide range of habitats from wetlands to wood-

land edges, old fields, ditches, urban properties and backyards.  It will grow 

in dry or wet areas.  It prefers sunny locations but will tolerate shade .The 

seed remains viable in the soil for several years and will germinate with the 

right growing conditions   

 

 



Why is glossy buckthorn a problem? 
 

• it out-competes native plants for food and water 

• it creates dense shade that eliminates most other plant growth 

• it has an aggressive growth habit that allows it to form monocultures which de-

grade wildlife habitat and reduce biodiversity 

• it has no natural controls such as disease or insect pests 

 

Glossy buckthorn on the Miltonvale Reforestation Site  
 

Glossy buckthorn has been found in several areas on the Miltonvale property.  It can 

be found growing along the hedgerows and forest edge.  Most of the plants have been 

removed, but some glossy buckthorn remains on the site.  The seed is still present in 

the soil and will germinate over time regenerating the population.   

 

What can Islanders do? 
 

Don’t plant it. 

Dig it up – make sure your identification is accurate.  Some dogwood leaves look very 

similar to glossy buckthorn leaves  

Dispose of it properly by taking it to Island Waste Management for incineration 

Tell your friends and neighbors about it 
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