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JAPANESE KNOTWEED

Japanese knotweed (Fallopia japonica) is a particularly invasive, 
fast growing, bamboo-like perennial plant. It spreads through 

its creeping root system (fibrous rhizome) which allows for its 
rapid spread that can grow up to three metres in height. Even a 
tiny amount of rhizome, as small as 10mm, can generate a new 
infestation reaching a depth of three metres and extending out up to 
seven metres from the parent plant stem.

Now, this seems to be the absolute worst case scenario in terms of 
growth. New research conducted by AECOM and the University of Leeds 
suggests that Japanese knotweed rhizomes rarely extended more than 
four metres from above-ground plants and that rhizome spread was 
generally less than 2.5m (Fennell, Wade and Bacon, 2018).

The RICS has a 2012 Japanese knotweed information paper 
which contains a handy identification chart which can assist with 
identification during different times of the year. The plant starts out 
with a red-tinged shoot with spade-shaped green leaves zig-zagged 
from the stem. These will mature to become more prominent chunky 
green stems with distinctive purple speckles. Spikes of small white 
flowers can be seen around October and in the winter the plant dies 
back leaving brown hollow dead canes.

Background
Japanese knotweed’s incredible resilience is down to its native 
habitat. Originating from Japan’s volcanic mountain ranges, it 
was able to survive in extremely harsh environments utilising its 
underground stems to make use of the limited nutrients available. 
This means the plant is able to grow almost anywhere in the UK 
from sandy beaches to heavy asphalt, earning its title as one of the 
most problematic plant species in the UK and Ireland (Property Care 
Association, 2018).

Japanese knotweed can cause damage to built structures (e.g. drains 
and patios), although its effect in some cases has been overstated. It 
can be particularly expensive to remedy, especially as most buildings 
insurance policies do not cover the resultant damage caused by the 
plant. It can disrupt drains, damage fencing, grow between slabs and 
undermine garden walls with shallow foundations.

It must be stressed that although Japanese knotweed can damage 
built structures, it is usually because an existing weakness or defect 
has been exacerbated. Structural damage to residential properties 

is actually quite rare and there is a lack of evidence to support the 
claim that it causes damage in excess of the norm for many other 
plants (Fennell, Wade and Bacon, 2018).

Court case
So, what happens if you have Japanese knotweed within your 
organisation’s land and you do not heed requests to tackle this 
invasive plant? Well, in a recent case (Waistell v Network Rail 
Infrastructure Limited) we found out. In this case a homeowner won 
a claim for £15k compensation based on the fact that Network Rail 
had ignored requests to intervene when the plant was growing on to 
their land.

An appeal to this case was published on 03 July 2018. The Court of 
Appeal unanimously upheld the initial decision on the basis that the 
encroachment of the Japanese knotweed rhizomes had diminished 
the claimants’ ability to enjoy the amenity and utility of their 
respective properties.

The principal legislation that covers the control of Japanese 
knotweed is the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. The Wildlife and 
Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011 has amended this Act but 
from a cursory analysis there has been no major difference in regards 
to Japanese knotweed apart from slightly strengthening the existing 
legislation. It is an offence to release or plant Japanese knotweed in 
the wild regardless of intention, knowledge or negligence. Also soil 
containing Japanese knotweed is considered a controlled waste (The 
Environmental Protection Act 1990).

Treatments
There are a range of treatments available for Japanese knotweed 
including:
• On-site burial and/or encapsulation with membranes
• Excavation of the plant and its roots
• Biological control
• Chemical control.

Chemical control is a commonly used method which includes the 
application of specialised herbicides to Japanese Knotweed plants 
over a period of several growing seasons. While chemical treatment 
will not always completely eradicate the plant, a multiple-stage 
glyphosate-based treatment approach seems to provide the greatest 
control (Jones et al., 2018). Glyphosate is a systemic herbicide which 
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acts by blocking a plant’s enzyme system. The herbicide is absorbed 
through growing leaves and stems and travels throughout the plant 
and root network. 

Proactive professionals
A greater awareness may allow construction professionals to 
recognise, identify and manage Japanese Knotweed effectively. This 
will prevent costly claims and legal fees if the plant is making its 
way into adjacent land. A better understanding will allow rationality 
to prevail as recent studies have shown it’s not as damaging to 
structures as some have claimed. Effective treatments are available 
and can provide good control of the plant giving organisations little 
reason to ignore it. 

If you enjoyed this article you can find similar content on 
TheMaintenanceCorner.com

 For further information contact Ben Milligan BSc(Hons) ACABE, 
Maintenance Officer, Cairn Housing Association.  
www.linkedin.com/in/Benjamin-Milligan

References
• Japanese Knotweed and residential property. (2012). 1st ed. 

[ebook] Coventry: the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors 
(RICS), pp.3-11. Available at: http://www.rics.org/uk/knowledge/
professional-guidance/information-papers/japanese-knotweed-
and-residential-property-1st-edition/ [Accessed 25 Jul. 2018].

• Network Rail Infrastructure Limited -v- Stephen Williams and Robin 
Waistell [2018]Case No: B2/2017/1470 (COURT OF APPEAL (CIVIL 
DIVISION), p.2.

• Williams, S. (2016). Knotweed: The unstoppable scourge of British 
gardens. The Telegraph, [online] p.1. Available at: https://www.
telegraph.co.uk/gardening/problem-solving/knotweed-the-
unstoppable-scourge-of-british-gardens/ [Accessed 25 Jul. 
2018].

• Jones, D., Bruce, G., Fowler, M., Law-Cooper, R., Graham, I., 
Abel, A., Street-Perrott, F. and Eastwood, D. (2018). Optimising 
physiochemical control of invasive Japanese knotweed. Biological 
Invasions, [online] 20(8), pp.2091-2105. Available at: https://
link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10530-018-1684-5 
[Accessed 1 Aug. 2018].

• Fennell, M., Wade, M. and Bacon, K. (2018). Japanese knotweed 
(Fallopia japonica): an analysis of capacity to cause structural 
damage (compared to other plants) and typical rhizome extension. 
PeerJ, [online] 6, p.e5246. Available at: https://www.leeds.ac.uk/
news/article/4262/japanese_knotweed [Accessed 1 Aug. 2018].

• Code of Practice; Management of Japanese Knotweed. (2018). 1st 
ed. [ebook] Huntingdon: Property Care Association. Available at: 
https://www.property-care.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/
PCA-COP-Control-of-Knotweed-24pp_04.05.18-WEB.pdf [Accessed 
2 Aug. 2018].

If your company is interested in placing 

a display advert or for front/back cover 

opportunities in Building Engineer contact 

the Editor on: 

01604 404121 or e-mail 

editor@cbuilde.com 

for sizes and prices


