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Gorse 
Ulex europaeus 

 

Family: PAPILIONACEAE 
 

Description: Gorse (Ulex europaeus) is a dense spiny perennial shrub that can grow up to 4 
metres high but is more often found in 2 metre tall dense thickets. Very few other plants can 
survive in these thickets. Gorse has coarse spiny branchlets and small dark green leaves (thick 
spine-tipped phyllodes) covered with a waxy coat although seedlings have leaves with 3 
leaflets. Flowers are numerous and pea-shaped produced singly and are 15-20 mm long. 
Flowers can be produced at almost all times of the year but mainly appear spring and autumn. 
Seed pods are grey, hairy, slightly compressed and 1-2 cm long containing about 3-4 brown to 
black seeds. The seeds have a hard, water-resistant coating which allows them to remain 
dormant in the soil for up to 30 years.Gorse produces deep and extensive roots. It is native to 
Europe and the United Kingdom and was originally planted in Australia as a hedge plant in the 
early 1800’s.  

Dispersal: 
Predominantly spread by seed. Most seeds fall around the 
plant but seed pods can split open and shoot seeds for a 
distance of up to 5 m. If Gorse is growing along a 
watercourse, seed can spread rapidly by water. Gorse can 
also spread into new areas from soil movement, machinery 
and footwear. All machinery, tools and footwear should be 
thoroughly cleaned after use in any gorse-infested area, 
especially in bushland and forests. Birds and ants are also 
known to spread the seeds. Cultivation and the spread of the 

root system can permit some plant fragments to regenerate. Large plants can break off and 
regrow from the base. 
 

Removal techniques: Small infestations can be manually removed. Start with outlying 
infestations and work towards more infested areas. This will mean less follow-up control will be 
necessary in these areas as the seed bank will be smaller. All material should be burnt on-site or 
carefully removed in bags to reduce the risk of spreading seed. Avoid removing any soil material 
that is or has been infested with Gorse. Vigilant follow up is necessary due to the long-term 
viability of seed banks in the soil. Follow up control should occur prior to plants setting seed. 
 

Additional information: Gorse can hinder the regrowth of harvested areas and invade pastures 
reducing available feed for stock. It can also increase fire hazard as plants contain volatile oils 
and produce large amounts of litter. Gorse is difficult to control as it has the ability to flourish in 
low rainfall areas. It grows rapidly and its seeds stay viable in the soil for up to 30 years. Soil 
seed banks can exceed 10,000 seeds per square metre. Seeds are usually released in hot or dry 
conditions. Burning or mechanical disturbance can also stimulate seed germination. Individual 
Gorse plants can live up to 30 years. 


