Pompom weed

Campuloclinium macrocephalum (Less.) DC
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The pompom weed, Campuloclinium macrocephalum, from the family Asteraceae, is a weed in an early stage of invasion and is already showing evidence of becoming one of the most aggressive alien invader plants in South Africa. Invasions are especially prominent within the Gauteng Province. The plant initially establishes itself in disturbed sites such as roadsides, but has the potential to invade natural grasslands and wetlands and to displace good pasture vegetation. 

Origin

The pompom weed originates from the tropical Americas. It is not certain how or when the plant was introduced to South Africa, but it is presumed that the plant was brought in as an ornamental in the early 1970s. The earliest records of the plant are from Durban in 1972 and from Pretoria in 1974. 

Morphology

The plant produces a light purple to pink flowerhead. These flowerheads are very conspicuous along roadsides and in grassland. Flowerheads are produced during summer (December to March) and every flowerhead consists of hundreds of tiny, purple star-shaped florets surrounded by purple bracts. The florets mature and produce brown, one-seeded fruits, about 5 (five) mm long, with tufts of bristles that promote wind dispersal. 

The pompom weed is a herbaceous plant with a perennial rootstock and regrowth occurs every season from the rhizome. Several erect stems are produced that can vary in colour from green to purple. The stems and leaves are both covered with dense, brittle hairs. The leaves are densely spaced at the base of the stem and form a rosette. Towards the apex of the stem, the leaves are smaller and more widely spaced.     

Distribution

There are records of invasions countrywide, from Durban to Tzaneen, but the most intensive invasion has taken place in the Gauteng Highveld region. In Gauteng the most prominent invasions can be seen in the environs of Pretoria, Irene, Centurion, Johannesburg and Krugersdorp. The Rietvlei Nature Reserve is also heavily infested.   

Problematic characteristics of the pompom weed

Some of the characteristics that contribute to this plant’s weedy nature include:

· Prolific seed production

· Ability to establish itself in disturbed or denuded areas after fires

· Dense basal leaf cover (rosette) prevents germination of native plant species

· Rhizomes spread laterally underneath other vegetation

· Rhizomes store nutrients that enable the plant to recover rapidly after winter or damage. It also enables the plant to survive fires and most mechanical and chemical control measures

· Nodes on the rhizome can give rise to new flowering stalks 
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Legislation

According to the regulations 15 and 16 of the Act on Conservation of Agricultural Resources, 1983 (Act 43 of 1983), the pompom weed has been declared as a weed. This implies that the plant must be eradicated wherever it is found in South Africa. It will not be permissible to trade or cultivate the plant. Non-compliance will be punishable as dictated by law.  

Control

No herbicide has been registered for the pompom weed yet. Concerned farmers have had good results in controlling the weed by spraying it with chemicals containing the active ingredients 2,4-D/picloram.

Other methods of control include uprooting and burning the plant. The spread of the plant can be limited by preventing seed production. Through constantly cutting back the aerial growth the nutrients stored in the rhizomes will be depleted. This will weaken the plant and limit seed production.   

Shortlist characteristics

Inflorescence: purple-pink star-shaped florets in compact flowerheads surrounded by purple bracts, December to March

Stems: several erect stems, green to purple, 1.3 m high Leaves: light green, lanceolate-elliptic, 80 mm long x 20 mm wide, serrated margins, densely spaced at base of stem to form a rosette

Fruit: brown, 5 mm long, one seeded, tufts of bristles

General: leaves and stems covered by bristle hairs, invades grassland, roadsides
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