
For those of us 
with allergies, 
the pollinating 

plants of fall are nothing to sneeze at.  
But one of these plants—both are in the 
JBS wetland habitat—is often the victim 
of mistaken identity. Can you ID the 
allergy culprit? 

 If you said the plant on the left, you correctly picked the 

allergy offender from the lineup.  

 That plant is ragweed (Ambrosia spp.), while the plant 

on the right is goldenrod (Solidago spp.). Both are native 

across much of Texas and North America, in the Asteraceae 

family and bloom in the fall. But our sinuses take notice of 

just one of them.  

 The plants’ leaf shape and growth habit are quite differ-

ent, and goldenrod’s flowers are showy and bright, where-

as common ragweed’s are drab and nondescript.   

 But the biggest difference is the way 

they pollinate.  

 Goldenrod pollen is large, heavy and 

sticky and pollinated by insects. Many 

bees, moths and butterflies (including 

migrating monarchs) feed on its nectar. 

Multiple species of mammals and birds con-

sume its green vegetation and seeds. 

 Ragweed has light, wind-blown pollen. Each 

plant can produce over a billion grains of pol-

len that can travel hundreds of miles in the 

air—straight to your nose. Some 75% of people 

who are allergic to pollen react to it. Achoo! 

 

 While humans may suffer from ragweed, Ambrosia 
artemisifolia, known as common ragweed and pictured 
above, brings exceptional benefits to wildlife.  
 Its abundant seed is exceptionally 
rich in crude fat and protein, and 
much of it is retained on the plant 
well into winter when food is 
limited.  
 The seed provides sustenance for 
more than 50 bird species as well as 
small meadow mammals.  
 It’s the No. 1 food for the 
threatened northern bobwhite quail 
and liked by other declining ground-
nesters like pheasants, meadowlarks and turkeys.  
 The plants’ vegetative cover also serves as prime 
nesting and loafing habitat for these ground birds. 
 Many insects use the plants for food and cover too. 
 Finally, deer and cottontail rabbits browse its leaves 
and stems in the summer. 
 Here’s a list of the wild creatures that revere this 
often reviled plant.  

 

 Giant ragweed (Ambrosia trifida) has spread into a space we once used for outdoor teaching and recreation. Mowing 
just brings it back bigger and bushier. We’re removing it so that more desirable natives can restore the area to its previ-
ous condition.  
 Ragweed is a pioneer species. These sun-loving plants are the first to move in when land has been left fallow, cleared 
or, in our case, rooted up by feral pigs.  
  If you’d like to help with our ragweed project, come on out. If you’ve got the time, we’ve got the tools.  

Bobolink 
Tom Fleming 

 

https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/pollinators/What_is_Pollination/
https://files.constantcontact.com/5fc0fb61701/92db5c5b-ac6c-4380-9f3c-602ea7f2788a.pdf
https://files.constantcontact.com/5fc0fb61701/123d063c-94c7-49f5-90eb-07d80f2df5e7.pdf
https://www.treehugger.com/what-is-a-pioneer-species-5089870

