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Euonymus fortunei 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Euonymus europaeus 

 
BURNING BUSH, 

EUROPEAN EUONYMUS, 
WINTERCREEPER 

(Euonymus spp.)  
 
WHAT IS EUONYMUS 
 
Euonymus may refer to one of a number of 

popular ornamental shrubs native to Eurasia.  

There are three invasive species of Euonymus 

available in Ontario:  

 
 

 

• Burning bush, also known as winged 

spindle bush and winged euonymus 

(Euonymus alatus (syn. Celastrus 

alatus). 

 

• European euonymus, also known 

as European spindletree 

(Euonymus europaeus). 

 

• Wintercreeper, also known as climbing 

euonymus (Euonymus fortunei syn. 

Elaeodendron fortunei, Euonymus 

japonicus, Euonymus radicans).  

Cultivars of wintercreeper include 

Emerald and Gold and Emerald Gaiety. 

 

E. alatus and E. europaeus are often selected 

for their colour, while E. fortunei may be chosen 

as a fast growing groundcover.  All species 

contain toxic chemicals and while some birds 

appear to be unaffected, these are poisonous 

to children and animals including dogs and 

cats. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Euonymus alatus 
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WHY ARE INVASIVE EUONYMUS A 
PROBLEM 
 

These three euonymus species are considered 

ecological threats. While well behaved in the 

garden, they and their cultivars produce large 

quantities of easily germinating seeds which are 

spread widely by birds into all areas including 

natural areas and ravines. Growing in all except 

heavy wet soils and environmental conditions 

including dense shade, they form dense 

thickets blocking sunlight and nutrients from 

understory native plants and seedlings, 

supplanting native plants such as trillium, maple 

and oak trees and other plants necessary to 

insects, birds and other species. E. fortunei or 

wintercreeper is a rapid growing ground cover 

and climbing vine which will eventually climb 

trees and bushes depriving them of light 

necessary to their health and growth.  
 

IDENTIFICATION 
 

All invasive euonymus species share the 
following identification characteristics: 
Leaves are opposite.  Colour can vary and 
variegated cultivars are popular. 
 

 
E. alatus: leaves 

 

 

Flowers are greenish yellow, 4-petalled. 

 

 
E. alatus: flowers 

 

 

Fruit are reddish capsules with orange fleshy 

seeds, appear in September to October. 

 

 
E. alatus capsule and seeds 

 

 

Further identification characteristics include: 
 

• Burning bush varies in size from dwarf 

(60cm) to up to 6.1 m in height.  
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o Stems may form two to four corky 

ridges along the length of young 

stems except in shady areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

o Leaves are 5 cm long, round and 

smooth, taper at the tips and turn 

bright crimson to a purplish color in 

the fall.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• European euonymus is similar to 

burning bush but does not have the 

ridges on young stems. 

 

 
• Wintercreeper is a spreading, climbing 

evergreen perennial vine.  

o Leaves are 2.5-6.4 cm long, glossy, 

dark green, oval, slightly toothed, 

with light-colored veins.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
MANAGEMENT FOR THE TORONTO 
GARDENER 
 

Do not plant invasive euonymus or cultivars.  

Where necessary, seedlings up to 60 cm in 

height, can be hand pulled when the soil is 

moist. Large areas can be smothered with 

cardboard, newspaper or other light blocking  
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materials – it may take up to a year to kill such 

invasives. Larger shrubs may be dug out, being 

careful to remove the roots. If cut at ground 

level sprouting will occur, but repeatedly cutting  

to the ground will eventually exhaust the shrubs 

carbohydrate reserves and the stump will die. 

Removing reproductive parts could control 

spread but it is very labour intensive just to 

remove the flowers and there is always a risk of 

missing a few. For climbing wintercreeper, 

remove smaller vines from trees and bushes. 

Cutting larger vines close to the ground will 

cause the upper portion to die and drop off. 

Careful disposal is necessary to prevent spread 

of these euonymus species. Avoid throwing 

garden cuttings and vegetation into ravines, 

roadsides and other areas. Leave branches in 

the sun to dry out. Bag cuttings with flowers and 

seed heads in heavy duty plastic bags, and 

dispose in the garbage. 

 

If you see “escaped” Euonymus species or 

other invasive species in the wild, please 

contact the Invading Species Hotline at 1-800-

563-7711, or visit EDDMapS Ontario to report a 

sighting. 

 

 

SIMILAR NATIVE PLANTS AND 
ALTERNATIVES 
 

There are two species of native euonymus: 

 

 

 

 

Eastern wahoo, also known as arrowwood (E. 

atropurpureus), has the blazing red color of the 

non-native E. alatus without its invasive 

tendencies.  It can be distinguished by its hairy 

leaf underside and maroon flowers.   

 

 
 

Running strawberry bush (E. obovatus) is a 

short woody vine much smaller than 

wintercreeper with obovate (like the name!) 

leaves, five part flowers and unusual three 

lobed fruit.  Running strawberry bush is an 

excellent groundcover plant. 

 

 
Image: Chris Evans, University of Illinois, Bugwood.org  licensed under 
a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 3.0 License. 
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OTHER NATIVE SHRUBS WHICH MAKE 
EXCELLENT ALTERNATIVES TO INVASIVE 
EUONYMUS INCLUDE 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Image: Wendy VanDyk Evans, Bugwood.org  
licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 3.0 License. 
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 DOGWOOD 

(Cornus spp.) 

MAPLELEAF VIBERNUM 
(Vibernum acerifolium) 

CHOKEBERRY 
(Aronia melanocarpa) 

SERVICEBERRY 
(Amelanchier spp.) 
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GROUNDCOVER SUBSTITUTIONS FOR 
WINTERCREEPER INCLUDE: 
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BEARBERRY 
(Arctostaphylos uva-ursi) 

FOAMFLOWER 
(Tiarella cordifolia) 

WOODLAND/WILD 
STRAWBERRY 

(Fragaria vesca, F. virginiana.) 
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