DODDER II

By Joan Howie

Those innocent appearing threads of dodder that emerged last march have now turned into long parasitic, orange ropes. They can be seen dangling from trees in Rockport-Fulton area like spaghetti tossed by an angry diner. Worse, in the nest few weeks they will produce strands of seed-forming flowers to insure a new crop of dodder for the coming year.


For reasons unknown the coastal woods from Aransas Refuge to Flour Bluff and particularly in Rockport-Fulton, are prime taegets for the parasite, Cuscuta exalta. Extensive infestation can be seen in the RCC sib-division. (check out the dangling parasites on trees along Champions Drive). But clusters of dodder-covered trees can also be spotted along the Highway 35 bypass on towards Aransas Pass. Tourists have noted similarly parisitized trees in tropical islands as varied as the Bahamas and Caribbean. Other Cuscuta species damage cultivated grains and field crops.


Like any parasite, dodder lives on the tissues and nutrients of its host. After seeds germinate, the thread-like strands stretch in search of a plant to feed on. They twine along the ground and spread even on non-living material until they reach a suitable host. Finding a food source, the vine sends out peg-like projections called haustoria into the host plant’s conductive tissues reaching the tubes that carry food, water and minerals – the phloem and xylem. There, in vampire fashion, it drinks to survive, as it siphons nutrients from the host, killing it in the process.


Dodder can be untwined and cut off greenery early in the year before it attaches to the plant’s vascular system. Once that happens trying to remove it is useless. Unfortunately there is no chemical that will kill the parasite, although possibly use of a pre-emergent herbicide would prevent seed germination. The problem is knowing where the seeds have fallen as they appear to be widely dispersed. Dodder infested branches – if not entire trees – should be removed and the material carefully bagged for disposal. The plants will be disfigured if not completely killed by the parasite anyway. The most important control measure is removing the ivy-like flowering stems that produce seeds.


Some horticulturalists recommend removing soil from beds where dodder has attacked shrubbery and replacing it with all fresh dirt. When new homes are built on lots that have had dodder infestation, the tree removal, bed reworking and lawn sodding that takes place appears to eliminate the parasite, at least until more seeds blow in.


Dodder is just one reminder that we live in a semi-tropical part of the country – the climate that allows us to grow palms, gingers, plumeria and other horticultural goodies in our gardens rather than in puny little pots. Not a bad trade-off.

