INVASIVE PLANT SPECIES OF VIRGINIA

SPECIES COMMON NAMES:
Small-leaf Privet,
Chinese Privet

SCIENTIFIC NAME:
Ligustrum sinense

Threat

The dark, glossy foliage of small-leaf privet
(Ligustrum sinense) is easily recognizable to
many gardeners because of its frequent use in
landscaping. Unfortunately, land managers also
recognize it as one of the most common invasive
plants throughout the Southeastern United
States. The plant was introduced into North
America in the mid-1800s, and was discovered
growing outside cultivation by the early 1900s.

Small-leaf privet forms dense, impenetrable
thickets that outcompete native vegetation,
reduce diversity and prevent other species from
regenerating. Birds eat small-leaf privet fruit,
which helps spread seeds over long distances
and allows the plant to invade areas where it
was previously absent.

Report Sightings

If you believe you have found a wild occurrence of small-leaf
privet, you can assist in conservation efforts by reporting

your finding. Collect complete location information including
coordinates if possible. Take clear photos of the plant from a
distance and up close. Detailed images of leaves, flowers and
fruit are particularly helpful. Reports can be emailed directly
to invasive.species@dcr.virginia.gov or reported online
through the Early Detection and Distribution Mapping System
(EDDMapS). Reports can also be made on a smartphone using
the free EDDMapS or iNaturalist apps.

Description
NATIVE ALTERNATIVES Small-leaf privet is a semi-evergreen shrub or small tree that

Choosing a native shrub instead of small-leaf
privet is a great way to support wildlife and
protect the natural world.

The native mountain laurel (Kalmia latifolia)

is an excellent alternative. Mountain laurel is
evergreen, has beautiful white or pink flowers
in the spring, and grows to a similar height. The
plant is considered native throughout the state.

In the eastern part of the state, another

great evergreen option native to that range

is southern bayberry (Morella cerifera). In

the western portion of the state, consider an
evergreen rhododendron (Rhododendron spp.).

Mountain laurel

can reach heights upwards of about 30 feet. Mature plants have
smooth, gray-brown bark, while young twigs are brown and
typically hairy. Leaves are smooth, opposite-branched, glossy
and typically dark green, with a distinct vein down the middle.
They are oval-shaped with a rounded tip and relatively small,
typically not exceeding 1 3/4 inches in length. In the spring,
small-leaf privet produces white flower clusters on the ends of
branches. Many consider the flower fragrance unpleasant.
These flower clusters mature into dark purple or blue berry
clusters that mature in the fall and persist through winter.
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TO REPORT A SIGHTING:

DCR Invasive Species Team
invasive.species@dcr.virginia.gov

Online mapping and reporting tool:
http://eddmaps.org

Smartphone apps: iNaturalist, EDDMap$S

Virginia Counties with small-
leaf privet as of late 2026

Distribution

Small-leaf privet populations are widespread throughout
Virginia. As of 2026, documented occurrences of this plant
existed in 89 counties.

Small-leaf privet is tolerant of drought, poor soils, shade and
short-term flooding. As a result, the plant can invade a wide range
of habitats. In Virginia, small-leaf privet is most commonly found
in both upland and bottomland forests, old fields, wetlands and
disturbed areas like roadsides.

Control
Many different methods can be used to control small-leaf privet.

For small populations, you can remove small-leaf privet by hand;
however, you must remove the entire root system to prevent
resprouting. The root system is shallow but very strong, so this can
be difficult. For best results, use pulling tools like a weed wrench
and remove plants when soil is moist.

When the plant has formed dense thickets, mechanical control
may be necessary to make the area more accessible. Forestry
mulchers, brush cutters or tractors may be useful.

Goats and sheep will browse on small-leaf privet; however, large
shrubs may be out of reach.

For extensive populations, consider herbicides. Various chemicals
and methods are effective on small-leaf privet. Herbicides can also
be used with other methods, such as manual control or grazing, to
improve success. For additional information on chemical control,
contact your local cooperative extension agent or area forester.
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