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A.J. Urban, ARC-Plant Protection Research Institute 

BACKGROUND 

Lantana (Lantana camara hort.) (photo 1) is widespread in South Africa (photo 2) and 
must be controlled because it is a CARA Category 1 weed that transforms indigenous 
vegetation into an impenetrable thicket which diminishes natural pasturage (photo 3), 
reduces productivity of stock farming, poisons cattle (photo 4), obstructs access to 
water sources and plantations, suppresses biodiversity, devalues land, and control is 
required by law.  

The aim is to get rid of lantana and restore the indigenous vegetation. For getting rid of 
lantana, two options are not recommended: reliance on biological control alone 
(because it results in the lantana infestation becoming steadily worse), and the use of 
fire (too unspecific, ineffective and ecologically damaging).  

 

The following recommendations using mechanical-plus-chemical control, are based 
on experience gained with lantana in South Africa and Australia. For cost-
effectiveness, all invasive alien plants that occur in the same area as the lantana 
should be treated at the same time. 

CONTROL 

Initial Clearing: Cut the weed down to the ground, using loppers or a pruning saw, to 
remove nutrient reserves. Paint immediately, five times, with a herbicide, using a 
squeeze-bottle (photo 5). Registered herbicides: imazapyr (Chopper or Hatchet), 
picloram (Access or Browser) or fluroxypyr/picloram (Plenum). Dilute the herbicide 
according to instructions on label. Preferably cut and paint when plants are grow-
ing actively, but it may also be done during winter using imazapyr, which has 
longer persistence. 

Follow-up Treatment: This is always absolutely essential. Hand-pull or Spot-spray all 
weed regrowth when it is 0,5-1,0 m tall, using Access, Browser or Plenum. These 
herbicides are selective: they harm broadleaved plants, but not grasses. Avoid 
spraying non-target broadleaved plants such as indigenous plants and crops. 

Annual Maintenance: Scout for weed regrowth every spring/early summer, and treat 
as immediately above. 

General: Do not rely on biocontrol alone for lantana (see below). Do not disturb the 
soil, because that creates a seedbed for weeds to germinate in and facilitates soil 
erosion. Do not destroy indigenous plants, because they compete with weeds, 
and provide various, valuable ecosystem services. If there are big bare areas, 
rehabilitate them using local indigenous grasses, to impede weeds, restore graz-
ing and prevent erosion. 

Biological Control: Unfortunately, the dozen or so biocontrol agents that are estab-
lished on lantana do not kill the weed (see photos on back page), nor do they stop 
the infestation densifying and spreading. Reliance on biocontrol alone, results in the 
lantana infestation becoming steadily denser and more widespread. The biocontrol 
agents are nevertheless of value, because they do reduce the rate of growth and 
reproduction of lantana, its rate of densification and spread, and the frequency 

and cost of mechanical-plus-chemical control. 
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It is extremely difficult to kill lantana, because it comprises a variety of vigorous, 

prolific, bird-dispersed, polyploid hybrids (with extra sets of genes) that are resistant 

to drought, frost, fire, insects, pathogens, browsing and herbicides – it dies back, but 

the parent plant coppices, seeds germinate (better in the sun) and the infestation 

becomes denser. 

Quick and easy treatments are a waste of time and money. Getting rid of lantana 

requires a very thorough and persistent approach.  

For more detailed guidelines contact Dr Alan Urban at Weeds Research, ARC-

Plant Protection Research Institute, Private Bag X134, Queenswood 0121, Pretoria, 

South Africa. Tel: 012 356 9843. E-mail: UrbanA@arc.agric.za 

Photo: M J Wells 

3 

4 

5 

Photo: H. Klein 

Photo: S. Neser 

 
2 

Secondary 

photosensitiza-

tion due to liver 

poisoning by 

lantana 



Weeds Research Division 
Private Bag X134 
Queenswood 

0121 

Phone: +27 (0)12 356 9840 
   Fax: +27 (0)12 356 9852  

 
Contact: Acting Division Manager: 

Dr Roger Price 
e-mail: PriceR@arc.agric.za 

 
General enquiries: Mrs Hildegard Klein 

e-mail: KleinH@arc.agric.za 

The Weeds Research Division of the ARC-
Plant Protection Research Institute is responsi-
ble for research on the ecology and control of 
invasive alien plants in South Africa. These 
plants were introduced either intentionally (e.g. 
for ornamental use or agroforestry purposes), 
or accidentally (e.g. in livestock feed) and now 
threaten biodiversity and agriculture. In addi-
tion, they reduce run-off from water catch-
ments, thus diminishing flow in streams, and 
adversely affect the quality of life of communi-
ties. 

• Biological control 

• Chemical control 

• Bioherbicides 

• Integrated control 

• Monitoring the emergence and spread 

of invasive alien plants 
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lease a biocontrol agent will be sought only if the 
host-specificity tests prove without doubt that the 
potential agent is sufficiently host-specific for 
release in this country. To be regarded as suffi-
ciently host-specific, the candidate agent must 
be either monophagous (i.e. the insect feeds on 
only one plant species, the target weed in this 
case) or it could have a slightly wider host 
range, provided that none of the additional host 
plants occur in South Africa or surrounding 
countries, either as indigenous or introduced 
crop plants. 

South Africa is regarded as one of the world 
leaders in the field of biological control of inva-
sive alien plants. Since the 1930s we have 
brought 29 invasive alien plant species under 
complete or substantial biological control. In the 
process, 111 species or biotypes of natural ene-
mies were released, 85 of which became estab-
lished. Remarkable successes have been 
achieved with either controlling or reducing the 
invasive potential of many invasive plants includ-
ing cacti, aquatic weeds, Australian wattles, 
chromolaena and lantana. Seed feeders feature 
strongly in many of our projects. Tested and 
safe biocontrol agents are distributed in co-
operation with the Working for Water Pro-
gramme of the Department of Water Affairs. 

Biological weed control is the use of natural 
enemies to reduce the vigour or reproduc-
tive potential of an invasive alien plant. The 
principle is that plants often become inva-
sive when they are introduced to a new 
region without any of their natural enemies. 
The alien plants therefore gain a competi-
tive advantage over the indigenous vegeta-
tion, because all indigenous plants have 
their own natural enemies that feed on them 
or cause them to develop diseases. Biologi-
cal control is an attempt to introduce the 
alien plant’s natural enemies to its new 
habitat, with the assumption that these 
natural enemies will remove the plant’s 
competitive advantage until its vigour is 
reduced to a level comparable to that of the 
natural vegetation. Natural enemies that are 
used for biological control are called biocon-
trol agents. 
 
The potential risk posed by a candidate 
biocontrol agent is determined by biocontrol 
researchers through extensive host range 
studies (specificity tests) that are carried out 
in a quarantine facility. These trials deter-
mine the range of plants that a potential 
biocontrol agent is able to use as host 
plants throughout its life cycle, as well as its 
host plant preferences.  Permission to re-

Biological control of invasive plants 

ARC-PPRI, WEEDS RESEARCH DIVISION 

We are on the Web: 

www.arc.agric.za 

see Plant Protection News  

for current news from the 

Weeds Research Division 

Read Plant Protection News No. 84 for the following news from the Weeds Research Division:  

Lantana herringbone leafminer now in Ethiopia. 

The biological control of the invasive plant Parthenium hysterophorus in South Africa. 

 

Lantana (Lantana  camara hort.) 

defoliation by the leaf-sucking 

lace-bug (Teleonemia scrupulosa) 

is striking but only temporary.        
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