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English ivy (Hedera helix) is an evergreen creeping vine that is a traditional element in residential and commercial land-

scapes. Most gardeners either love or hate this plant. It forms a dense mat of dark green foliage spreading horizontally 

over the ground and staying 6 to 8 inches high. It also climbs on walls, fences and trellises up to 50 feet high. English 

ivy develops woody stems and climbs by aerial rootlets that cling easily to brick or masonry, but less so to wood. For 

most, the desirable effect of English ivy is to create a tropical appearance. However, after many years, it can become a 

nuisance and certainly must be periodically kept in check. 

 

English ivy has rich, shiny, dark green, lobed leaves that hold their color if protected from winter sun and wind (hardy to 

USDA Zone 6). It has dark green, heavily veined 2" to 3" leaves with 3 to 5 lobes. English ivy is a native of England, 

Ireland, and northern Europe to the Caucasus Mountains. It was introduced into North America in early colonial times 

as an ornamental. In north central Arizona, English ivy prefers partial shade with regular irrigation. 

 

After 7 to 10 years, plants can bear round clusters of small greenish flowers, followed by ¼-inch blue-black berries. At 

this point, the growth also becomes more erect and less vine-like. Many people do not even recognize the plant as ivy 

at all once it begins to flower. Unless desired, this mature growth should be pruned out to promote the vine-like, imma-

ture growth. 

 

English ivy comes in a variety of leaf shapes and foliage colors. Many of these have small and/or variegated leaves 

and are often used in hanging baskets on patios and decks. Another common practice is to train the ivy onto a wire 

frame, such as a heart-shape, to create an interesting effect. These plants are easy to manage and maintain their at-

tractiveness for several years. These cultivars are often more frost tender and should be grown indoors during the cold-

est winter months. In our area, the primary pest of English ivy is spider mites which can easily be controlled with peri-

odic high pressure hose sprays or soapy water sprays. 

 

While English ivy cultivars are excellent accent plants in containers, plain old English ivy is not the most desirable land-

scape plant. Some of its problems include damage to structures from rootlets, creating refuge areas for pests 

(undesirable insects and rodents), and invasion into natural areas where it displaces native vegetation. English ivy is 

also poisonous. The cell sap causes severe skin irritation and the berries and leaves are toxic if ingested. 

 

English ivy can also damage trees when it climbs the trunk and competes for water, nutrients, and light. Ivy climbing 

trees should be carefully removed to avoid damage to the tree trunk and cleared away from the soil at the base of the 

tree. This is not as easy as it sounds because ivy roots can become closely intertwined with the tree roots. It is best to 

clear ivy away from the trunk for at least a three-foot distance. 

 

Ivy should also be removed from structures and not be allowed to attach itself. Where this has occurred, it should be 

carefully removed to minimize damage. The rootlets often remove paint and stucco when pulled off and portions of the 

rootlets may remain on the structure creating a surface that will not properly hold paint.  
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Additional Resource: 

English Ivy Can Be Contained, Oregon State University Extension Service 

extension.oregonstate.edu/news/english-ivy-can-be-contained   

English ivy (Hedera helix) growing on a stone building at the Sharlot 

Hall Museum (Jeff Schalau, University of Arizona).  

English ivy displaying erect, mature growth with fruit (Jan Sa-

manek, Phytosanitary Administration, Bugwood.org).  

https://extension.oregonstate.edu/news/english-ivy-can-be-contained

