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Prunus padus in Europe: distribution, habitat, usage and threats

T. Houston Durrant, G. Caudullo

Prunus padus L., commonly known as bird cherry or hackberry, is the most widely distributed of the Prunus species 
and can be found across northern Europe and Asia. It is a small deciduous tree or shrub with decorative white flowers 
and bitter edible berries that are sometimes used to flavour alcoholic drinks. As its name suggests, the berries are an 
important food for some bird species.  

Prunus padus L., or bird cherry, is a deciduous tree or large 
shrub native to Europe and Asia. It is small (normally up to 14 m 
in height) and conic in shape, becoming rounded with age. It is 
short-lived, rarely reaching more than 60 years of age1. The bark 
is smooth and a dull grey-brown with an acrid odour, and the 
leaves are obovate with fine serrations2, 3. The white flowers 
appear in late spring and are carried on long stalks at the ends 
of shoots. A number of cultivars with different coloured flowers 
have been bred4. The blossoms are strongly scented and are 
visited by a number of pollinating insects, particularly bees and 
flies5. The fruits are around 8 mm in size, shiny black when ripe 
and bitter to taste. Most other parts of the plant, particularly the 
bark and seeds, are toxic1, 6.

Distribution 
The bird cherry is the most widely distributed species of the 

genus Prunus and can be found throughout northern Europe, 
central Asia and as far east as Siberia, Northern China and 
Japan1. Its northern limit coincides broadly with the shores of the 
Arctic Ocean, and in the south it has been recorded in Morocco5.

Habitat and Ecology
The bird cherry is a hardy species (the most northerly distributed 

of its genus) and in the southern part of its range it tends to be found 
in the mountains. In the Alps it grows at a higher altitude than any 
other deciduous tree and can be found at 2 000 m. However, it can 
also survive hot summers5. It tolerates a wide variety of soil types4. 
It often regenerates from branches bent to the ground, and also by 
means of basal shoots, resulting in dense thickets that may form as 
far as 20 m from the mother tree1, 7. These properties mean that it 
can become invasive in some regions8. Seed dispersal is also aided 
by birds who feed on the fruits. 

Importance and Usage
The timber of the bird cherry has little economic importance, 

although it is sometimes used by cabinet-makers4. Given its 
rapid growth and tendency to form thickets, it makes an effective 
wind-break and sound-break7. The fruit is too bitter for human 
taste but can be used to make jams or to flavour alcoholic drinks 
such as brandy and wine. The fruits also form an important food 
for some bird species. This species has been widely used as a 
traditional medicine and methanolic extracts of the stem have 
been shown to have anti-inflammatory properties9.

The distribution range of the bird cherry includes several 
areas with high erosion rates such as the European mountain 
systems10. Its adventitious roots are very suitable to be exploited 
for soil bioengineering to increase the stability of slopes and 
mitigate erosion11. It is also useful for deep reinforcement and 
soil strength enhancement12.

Threats and Diseases
Bird cherry does not suffer as much from insect pests as 

some other species13. It is the primary host of the bird cherry-
oat aphid (Rhopalosiphum padi) and the bird cherry ermine moth 
(Yponomeuta evonymella), both of which can cause widespread 
damage to the tree5. In common with most species of the genus 
Prunus, bird cherry is vulnerable to the gypsy moth (Lymantria 
dispar)14, 15.
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The white flowers arranged in pendulous racemes are insect pollinated.
(Copyright AnRo0002, commons.wikimedia.org: CC0)

Shiny black fruits: these fleshy drupes have a bitter taste.
(Copyright AnRo0002, commons.wikimedia.org: CC0)

Bird cherry in the countryside near Rhine river (Hockenheim, Germany).
(Copyright AnRo0002, commons.wikimedia.org: CC0)

Map 1: Plot distribution and simplified chorology map for Prunus padus.
Frequency of Prunus padus occurrences within the field observations as 
reported by the National Forest Inventories. The chorology of the native 
spatial range for P. padus is derived after several sources16-22 .
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