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Common hemp-nett le 
(bee-nettle, blind-nettle, day-nettle, dog-nettle, glidewort, holyrope)  
Galeopsis tetrahit L. 
 
Occurrence 
Common hemp-nettle is a native summer annual weed sometimes plentiful on arable 
land and cornfields on acid peaty and sandy or loamy soils (Long, 1938).   It also 
occurs in damp places, waste ground, roadsides and woodland clearings, and is found 
throughout UK (Stace, 1997).  In an early survey of Bedfordshire and Norfolk it was 
characteristic of lighter soils and rare on chalk (Brenchley, 1913).  It likes nutrient 
rich, loamy, sandy or stony soils (Hanf, 1970).  Vegetative and reproductive growth is 
reduced in dry conditions (O’Donovan & Sharma, 1987).   
 
Common hemp-nettle seed was found in 9% of arable soils in a seedbank survey in 
Scotland in 1972-1978 (Warwick, 1984).  It was also a common weed in a seedbank 
survey in swede turnip fields in Scotland in 1982 being found in 60% of the fields 
sampled (Lawson et al., 1982).   It was a serious weed in Narcissus crops because of 
its shading effect reducing bulb yield (Lawson, 1976).  In a comparison of the ranking 
of arable weed species in unsprayed crop edges in the Netherlands in 1956 and in 
1993, common hemp-nettle had moved up from 9th to 5th place (Joenje & Kleijn, 
1994). 
 
Common hemp-nettle is a very variable species in respect of flower colour and leaf 
shape (O’Donovan & Sharma, 1987; Frankton & Mulligan, 1970).  It is said to have 
originated as a hybrid between G. speciosa and G. pubescens (McNeill, 1976).   
 
The plant has some medicinal and therapeutic uses (Barker, 2001).  The seeds are 
thought to be included in the diet of marsh and wil low tits. 
 
Biology 
Common hemp-nettle flowers from July to September (Clapham et al., 1987).  It is a 
long day plant with regard to flower initiation (O’Donovan & Sharma, 1987).  The 
flowers are self-fertile and mainly autogamous.  Insect pollination is not required.  
Seed is set from August to October (Grime et al., 1988).  There is an average of 387 
seeds per plant according to O’Donovan & Sharma (1987) but a plant may have 2,800 
seeds according to Hanf (1970).  The average seed number per plant in ruderal 
situations is given as 1,584 (Pawlowski et al., 1967).  In cereal crops the average seed 
number per plant ranged from 34 to 68 and in root crops from 580 to 717 (Pawlowski, 
1966).  In pure stands of the weed, seed number per plant was reduced as plant 
density increased but seed number for a given area was little affected (Légère & 
Deschênes, 1989).  Early emerging plants have the potential to produce a greater 
number of seeds.  Flowers near the top of the plant generally produce 4 mature seeds 
while those lower down may produce just a single seed.  The seeds are shed as they 
mature. 
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Seeds from different populations show considerable variation in dormancy 
(O’Donovan & Sharma, 1987).  Removal of the seed coat stimulates germination in 
dormant seeds.  Dormancy is also broken by chilli ng (Grime et al., 1988).  There was 
25% germination of seeds during a 10-month period of moist storage at 5oC (Grime et 
al., 1981).  Seeds kept outdoors in moist soil overwinter, exhumed in darkness and put 
to germinate in 12 hours light per day, in darkness following a 5 second light flash or 
in complete darkness gave 83%, 78% and 71% germination respectively (Andersson 
et al., 1997).   
 
Seeds germinate mainly at 5 to 40 mm depth in soil, few germinate on the soil surface 
(O’Donovan & Sharma, 1987).  The first seedlings emerge in early spring with further 
flushes of emergence throughout the growing season.  There may be a second flush of 
germination in the autumn (Grime et al., 1988).  Few of the seeds sown in a 75 mm 
layer of soil i n open cylinders in the field and stirred periodically emerged in the 
autumn immediately after sowing in September (Roberts, 1986).  In the following and 
subsequent years the main emergence period was from March to May.  A high 
number of seedlings emerged in years 1 and 2, and a decreasing number of seedlings 
emerged over the rest of the 5-year the study.  Over 9% of the seeds remained viable 
in the soil after 5 years.  Seedling emergence in Scotland, recorded in field plots dug 
at monthly intervals, began in April and continued through until October (Lawson et 
al., 1974).     
 
The plant has a taproot with branched laterals (O’Donovan & Sharma, 1987). 
 
Persistence and Spread 
Thompson et al. (1993) suggest that based on seed characters, common hemp-nettle 
seed should persist longer than 5 years in soil.  Some seed remained viable after 5 
years in a cultivated soil (Roberts, 1986).  Seed buried in soil i n subarctic conditions 
had 46% viability after 2.7 years but no seed was viable after 6.7 years (Conn & 
Deck, 1995).  Seed recovered from excavations and dated at 25 and 30 years old is 
reported to have germinated (Ødum, 1974).   
 
The decline of seeds broadcast onto the soil surface and then ploughed-in was 
followed over a 6-year period of cropping with winter or spring wheat grown as 
commercial crops on a clay and on a silty loam soil.  Every effort was made to 
prevent further seed return to the soil.  Common hemp-nettle had a mean annual 
decline rate of 61% and an estimated time to 95% decline of 3 to 5 years (Lutman et 
al., 2002). 
 
Seed shed at maturity may be dispersed by wind and water (O’Donovan & Sharma, 
1987).  The seeds may float in water for 2 days (Grime et al., 1988).  Common hemp-
nettle seed has been found in cattle droppings (Salisbury, 1961). 
 
In cereal seed samples tested between 1961 and 1968, common hemp-nettle was a 
contaminant in up to 1.4% of rye, 1.8% of oats, 1.1% of barley and 0.6% of wheat 
samples tested (Tonkin, 1968).  In cereal seed sampled in the period 1978 to 1981, 
common hemp-nettle seed was found in up to 2% of wheat and up to 6% of barley 
samples tested (Tonkin, 1982).  In a survey of weed seed contamination in cereal seed 
in drills ready for sowing on farm in spring 1970, it was found in 6% of samples 
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(Tonkin & Phillipson, 1973).  Most of this was home saved seed.  In 1991-1997 
common hemp nettle seed was found in up to 0.4% of certificated barley seed samples 
but was found in over 5% of the pre-certification samples for 1996/97 (Don, 1997).   
 
Management 
Common hemp-nettle causes yield losses in spring barley (Scragg et al., 1982).  
Relative time of crop and weed emergence is a major factor in determining the 
severity of loss. 
 
Control is by surface cultivations in spring and autumn (Long, 1938).  Regular hoeing 
in spring wil l destroy most seedlings (Morse & Palmer, 1925).  Delayed crop drill ing 
allows time for pre-sowing cultivations to kill the first flush of seedlings (O’Donovan 
& Sharma, 1987). 
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