
 

The Yampa River Leafy Spurge Project (YRLSP) is a 
collective of private land owners, federal, state and 
local government agencies, educational, 
environmental and recreation organizations and 
interested individuals, who share a concern for the 
economic and ecological integrity of the Yampa 
Valley, and who are working together to establish an 
effective program of integrated management for 
leafy spurge, which significantly threatens values of 
mutual interest. 

WHAT IS LEAFY SPURGE? 
Leafy spurge is a Eurasian plant that was accidentally introduced to North America in the early 
19th century, probably as a contaminant in ships’ ballast. It has proven to be an aggressive 
invader of both riparian and upland native plant communities, as well as managed agricultural 
lands. It is classified as an invasive species in many states, including Colorado (invasive species 
are capable of aggressive displacement of healthy native vegetation). Millions of acres are 
affected in at least 29 states. 
 
HOW DID LEAFY SPURGE BECOME ESTABLISHED IN THE YAMPA VALLEY? 
No one knows for sure when leafy spurge first arrived in the Yampa Valley, but it has been 
present in riparian areas near the Yampa River for at least four decades. It became established 
in upland areas above Tepee Draw, north of Dinosaur National Monument, as a result of 
contaminated hay dropped in a harsh winter years ago. For many years, leafy spurge seemed 
unlikely to spread, but now it is on the move—in a big way. 
 
HOW IS LEAFY SPURGE SPREADING? 
The river and its associated irrigation ditches are the perfect distribution system for leafy 
spurge seeds. As seed capsules dry out in the late summer and fall, they pop open and the 
seeds are expelled some distance from the plant. Plants growing near water will send seeds 
directly in to the water. Periodic over-bank flooding also gathers seed lying on the ground and 
entrains it in the river. 
 
The epicenter of the spurge infestation in Routt and Moffat counties is in the floodplain of the 
Yampa River between Hayden and Craig—this area has been infested for more than four 
decades. In contrast, only a handful of small spurge patches were present in Dinosaur National 
Monument in the years between 1995 and 2013. Then suddenly, there were a hundred 
patches, then 200, and by 2017, more than 300! It appears that the exceptional high water in 
2011 distributed a threshold quantity of seed to riparian habitats downstream of Craig—in 
Little Yampa Canyon, Dinosaur National Monument, and out in to the Uinta Basin in Utah. 
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WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
The answer to this question depends on who you are, how you make you living, and what you 
care about. In other words, our values and our knowledge base influence how we view the leafy 
spurge problem. 
 
Leafy spurge is capable of degrading agricultural productivity, especially for cattle ranching and 
hay production. In this light, it represents a tangible threat to our agricultural economy and 
heritage. Cattle will avoid areas infested with leafy spurge. Contaminated hay can be fed to 
cattle in upland sites, thereby expanding and accelerating the invasion process. 
 
Leafy spurge is so aggressive it is capable of transforming entire plant communities on a 
landscape scale. In arid environments, riparian habitats comprise only a small percentage of the 
total landscape; in Dinosaur National Monument only 1% of the vegetation is classified as 
riparian. The importance of the 1% to regional biodiversity, however, is huge. Perhaps 70-80% 
of avian species diversity is dependent on riparian habitat for food, cover or nesting habitat. All 
native wildlife depends on native plant communities, from tiny macroinvertebrates to elk to 
beaver, to bats, to birds, to lizards…. 
 
The mission of the National Park system is to preserve and protect outstanding examples of 
America’s natural landscapes and cultural heritage—for the enjoyment of people—now and in 
the future. National Parks and Monuments reflect our collective value system. Leafy spurge 
threatens native vegetation and the wildlife species that find essential habitat within native 
plant communities in Dinosaur National Monument, in the Important Bird Areas (IBAs) at 
Carpenter Ranch, Browns Park and Ouray National Wildlife Refuges, and in many thousands of 
acres of riparian habitat on private lands along the Yampa River. 
 
WHAT ARE THE OBSTACLES? 
Leafy spurge is difficult to manage. Some herbicides are effective, but are not labelled for use in 
riparian areas. Several biological control insects are available, but early efforts to establish 
populations in riparian habitat have not been successful. Hand-pulling only slows it down, it 
doesn’t kill it. Some studies on targeted grazing with sheep and goats have shown promise, but 
are logistically complicated and expensive. Some people believe leafy spurge will not spread 
here, as it has in other places. Some people have no awareness of the invasion or its potential 
trajectory. Leafy spurge is a worthy opponent that is very well-adapted to our landscape. 
 
WHAT CAN WE DO? 
• Educate ourselves and others 
• Talk to your neighbors and friends 
• Support the Yampa River Leafy Spurge Project  (YRLSP) 

https://www.yampariverleafyspurgeproject.com/ 
• Get involved—encourage your kids to get involved 
• Press government agencies and elected leaders to support meaningful solutions 
• Donate to the YRLSP—your donation can be used as a match for grants to support research 

https://www.yampariverleafyspurgeproject.com/

