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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

          TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

Dodder – A Vampire Organism?

By Sandy Stanley, Master Gardener Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Dodder (Cuscuta species) is a plant parasite. The orange masses that are appearing in some area trees and shrubs originated in the spring. Almost invisible threads grew into long yellowish strands that twine around their hosts. Dodder is also called strangle weed, pull-down, hell-bind, devil’s hair…to name a few. It is considered a noxious plant and control is difficult without a chemical agent.

The coastal woods from Aransas Refuge to Flour Bluff are prime targets for the parasite.  It seems to be more rampant in years with heavy spring rains. This may account for the current infestation.

Like any parasite, dodder lives on the tissues and nutrients of its host. When seeds germinate, the thread-like strands search for plants to feed on after which the thread breaks away losing contact with soil. Finding the food source, the vine sends out peg-like projections called haustoria into the host plant’s tissues and in a vampire fashion it drinks to survive. As the dodder siphons nutrients from the host plant, it causes weakening and sometimes even kills it. Attempting to pull the vine off is futile as the plugs (haustoria) are embedded in the tissue of the host plant. Affected trees may lose their symmetry where branches have been killed off by dodder. In the case of dodder infested flower beds and shrub areas, some horticulturists recommend removing all plant material and soil and replacing it with fresh soil.

During late summer and fall, dodder produces flowers and seeds on the long ivy-like strands. The most effective control for dodder is to watch for these and to keep the seeds cut off. If dodder is observed soon after attachment, prune the infected portion of the host plant 1/8” to 1/4” below the point of attachment. The dodder may regenerate from the haustoria left embedded in the host plant. Be careful when handling dodder because its juices stain skin and clothing. Cuttings should be bagged tightly for discard. One dodder plant can produce several thousand seeds which remain viable for 20 years. A few pre-emergent herbicides can be used in early spring to prevent germination of dodder seeds. The problem is knowing just where the dodder seeds may be.

Generally chemical control is not necessary in the home garden and landscape; dodder can be controlled for the most part with cultivation (seedlings), hand-removal or pruning. If cultivating seedlings is not possible, the dodder seedlings can be sprayed. In the home garden, household vinegar (acetic acid) can be used.  Commercial preparations of pelargonic acid (Scythe) are also effective. Both of these act as control herbicides that kill the plant tissue they contact. Consequently good coverage and careful spraying are important so as to not damage desirable plants. As with all herbicides, consult your nursery and follow instructions exactly.

Dodder is one of the signs that we live in a semi-tropical part of the country. The climate of this area also allows us to grow palms, gingers, plumeria and other beauties in our gardens rather than in pots as in other parts of the country. September is still a fabulous outdoor gardening experience in the Coastal Bend in spite of the vampire vine called dodder.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, or by phone 790-0103, or at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport.  Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu.  Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport.  The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours.

