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DODDER – A TRULY PARASITIC PLANT
By Todd L. Cutting, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
If you have a mass of orange/yellow or reddish vegetable spaghetti in your treetops or covering your shrubs, you have dodder.  We would usually write about dodder, Cuscuta exaltata, in August or September when it is full grown, in bloom, and very noticeable in the tops of live oaks and other trees, but this year, after a near absence of a few years, it has shown up early and with a vengeance.  The Aransas County office of Texas A&M AgriLife Extension has already received several inquiries about, and samples of, dodder in the last couple months, likely a result of all the rain that came with Harvey.

Dodder is a parasitic plant that requires a living host plant to sustain it. It produces haustoria, or pegs when the vine contacts green living tissue. These haustoria penetrate the host and suck out the sap for its use, to the detriment of the host. There is really not much of a chance of controlling dodder when it has attached itself to the host plant in innumerable places. 

Dodder is an annual plant; it grows from a seed, flowers, and dies all in the same year. It overwinters as seed, which start to germinate in late winter and early spring and will continue to germinate until the soil gets hot and dry. The seed can survive in the soil for many years. The vines are leafless, but do have nodes and buds. The haustoria emerge from these bud nodes. The vines are probably reddish in color but may be light green to yellowish-orange. 

If you have a dodder problem this year, it will most likely be a bigger problem next year unless you take measures to mitigate it. There are several steps you can take to reduce the dodder.  It is unlikely you will eliminate it in a season. 

First, apply a pre-emergence herbicide to the soil in the area where you see it growing and reapply it in late February or early March and again when the label says to. This will prevent dodder seeds from germinating and emerging for from two to six months, depending on herbicide, rate, and weather. Trifluralin (Preen) is labeled for use on many landscape plants but be sure to read the labels for an herbicide that fits your situation. Under trees, if you have turf of any quality, there are several different products that would be suitable; most of those recommended for annual grasses will control annual broad-leaved weeds. 

Second, if you see a twining, leafless, reddish colored vine growing among your plants or trees, and you didn’t plant it, it is most likely dodder. If it is still attached to the soil, it probably hasn’t penetrated host plants yet. Untwine it, pull it up, bag it if possible, and dispose of it in your garbage.  If it has penetrated, remove what you can, being sure to pick up every small piece that breaks off.  

Third, on live oak trees and other trees where dodder has to grow up the trunk and large branches, it can be sprayed with glyphosate herbicide. This herbicide has the potential to injure your trees. Do not get it on any green tissue of plants you want to live. Roundup is a popular glyphosate-containing product. Use the “Ready to Use” formulations that are available in spray containers. Carefully spray the dodder only when it is on woody sections of the trees where there are no leaves. On shrubs or groundcover plants, do not do this. Spray only until the dodder vines are damp, not dripping. If the glyphosate drips, it may injure the plants underneath. Wait 10 days before giving up on the glyphosate treatment. It takes a while to be effective. 

If you see seedlings emerging, you can spray these with household (white) vinegar or with pelargonic acid (such as Scythe) without endangering your trees, although these products will or may kill any leaves they contact.

Sometimes, to control dodder, the host plant has to be cut almost to the ground or removed.  It is very hard to control, but use multiple approaches as listed here, be persistent and vigilant, and you can be successful.     
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