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Key to symbols

  
 Cladodes  
(Stem segments)

 
 

Flowers

 
  

Fruits

   

Spines

  
 Physical  
(hand) removal

   

Mechanical  
removal

   

Chemical control 

 Biocontrol

 
 

Cochineal

  

Mealybug

  

Cactoblastis

Use the symbols and glossary below as a reference to 
help guide you through this booklet.

Glossary
Areole – small circular or 
elongated woolly cushion 
area on the surface of 
segments.

Cladode (Stem segment/
pad) – a modified, swollen, 
water storing stem 
segment, often refered to 
as pads in Opuntia species.

Glochids – small, 
detachable barbed bristles.

Sheath – papery outer 
covering of the spine.  
Only present in 
Cylindropuntia species.

Tepal – the term given to 
the outer part of flowers 
when it cannot be easily 
divided into sepals and 
petals.

Tubercle/tuberculate – a 
small raised area or nodule 
on a plant surface/ having 
tubercles.

Circular

Elliptic

Linear

Oblong

Obovate

Opuntia species  
cladode shapes

SYMBOLS AND GLOSSARY
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• Invasive cacti impact on Australia 
environmentally, agriculturally and 
aesthetically, as well as posing a risk to 
animal welfare and human safety. 

• Cacti are drought resistant and hardy, 
surviving in low rainfall environments. 

• They spread easily by seed (in some species 
only) and by cladodes (stem segments) that 
root readily to form new plants. 

• Cacti vary significantly in their form and 
habit, ranging from low-growing shrubs under 
50 cm to erect trees up to 8 m tall. 

• Species are found in all Australian states and 
territories and there is potential for further 
spread. 

• Australian rangelands are especially 
vulnerable to cacti invasion. 

• The cost of control often exceeds the value of 
land infested. 

• All cacti are exotic to Australia. 

INVASIVE CACTI FACTS
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The problem
Dense infestations of invasive cacti compete 
with native vegetation, limiting the growth of 
small shrubs and groundcover species. 

The plant’s sharp spines or barbs can cause injury to 
stock and native animals and contaminate wool and 
hides, reducing or preventing grazing activities and 
productivity. 

Large stands of cacti may harbour pest animals, such 
as foxes and rabbits and, due to their spiny nature, 
can limit access for stock mustering and recreational 
activities. The spines are capable of causing serious 
injury to animals and humans. 
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Lightning Ridge, NSW
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Cladodes kept in sealed containers have been known 
to survive indoors for three years without soil or water, 
demonstrating their ability to persist even in severe 
conditions. Cacti are very adaptable, growing in a range 
of soil types and areas that receive above 150 mm of 
rainfall annually. 

This field guide considers cacti from four genera that 
are invasive to north-west NSW: Austrocylindropuntia, 
Cylindropuntia and Opuntia (collectively referred to as 
opuntioids), and Harrisia. Opuntiods are also listed as 
Weeds of National Significance.

Cylindropuntia fulgida var. mamillata, Hebel, Qld
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The weed
Opuntioid cacti are a group of plants that 
belong to a sub-family of Cactaceae. 
Originally from the Americas, some species 
were introduced into Australia to support 
cochineal dye production, while others were 
planted as garden ornamentals or hedges. 

One of the most well-known opuntioid cacti is 
common prickly pear (O. stricta), which covered 
some 240 000 km2 before the introduction of the 
Cactoblastis moth, a highly successful biological 
control agent, in 1926. 

There are around 30 species of opuntioid cacti that 
have naturalised in Australia, with infestations in all 
states and territories. 

Plants have cladodes, also known as stem segments 
or pads, which can be flat or cylindrical. They contain 
the green tissue of the plant where photosynthesis 
occurs. 

Leaves are small, and typically drop off when plants 
are young. Opuntioid cacti often have large, colourful 
flowers that are yellow, orange, pink, red or purple. 
Most produce fleshy fruit which ripen to red, purple 
or yellow. Some species produce viable seeds that are 
bird and animal dispersed. 

Opuntioid cacti grow in many different climates, from 
arid and semi-arid environments to warm temperate, 
sub-tropical and tropical areas.

In Australia they grow in different soil types including 
calcareous loam, shallow granite, red earths and clay 
soils. Cacti thrive around old homesteads, dumps and 
mine sites.
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Varying in form and habit, opuntioid cacti range from 
low growing shrubs under 50 cm to erect trees eight 
metres tall. They are distinguished from other Cactaceae 
sub-families by the presence of glochids – small, 
detachable, barbed bristles. Glochids grow from areoles, 
the small circular or elongated woolly cushion areas on 
the surface of cladodes. Areoles are also the points from 
which flowers, new shoots or spines can grow.
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Cylindropuntia pallida (formally know as C. rosea)



Growth pattern under 
suitable conditions
Invasive cacti are perennial plants that are generally 
long-lived (greater than 10 years). Flowering typically 
occurs from spring through to summer, with fruits 
forming in late summer and into autumn. Not all 
opuntioid cacti produce seed (or viable seed) in 
Australia, however, all species can reproduce and 
spread vegetatively. Cacti that develop from seed 
can germinate year round depending on rain, 
though seedlings are not likely to survive if they are 
in exposed conditions. Seedlings can be difficult to 
detect when small. 
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How they spread
Vegetative spread is the most common form of 
dispersal, and can occur year round when cladodes 
(stems), immature fruit or flowers detach and make 
ground contact. New shoots and roots then grow 
from areoles and a new plant is formed. 

Cladodes (stems) of many cacti will attach easily to 
clothing, footwear and the fur and limbs of animals, 
aiding their spread. 

Some cacti also spread by seed. Species such as 
wheel cactus (Opuntia robusta), common prickly pear 
(Opuntia stricta) and Harrisia cactus (Harrisia martinii) 
produce bright, large fruit that are attractive to birds, 
aiding dispersal. Other animals, such as foxes and 
pigs, also spread the seed. 

The spread of cacti is aided by the movement 
of water, hence distribution often occurs along 
watercourses, drainage lines and across flood plains. 

HOW THEY 
SPREAD

WHAT SPREADS THEM?

Plant parts

Seeds  
(from fruit)

Clothing  
and 
equipment 

Vehicles  
and 
machinery 

Attached  
to animals 

Moving 
water

Moving 
water 

Birds  Vehicles  
and machinery

Pigs
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What to do about them
There are different ways to manage cacti. The best 
option will depend on your situation. Below are 
suggested management approaches based on the size 
of the infestation.

For large infestations, integrated weed management 
will work best. This may use a combination of 
biological control (if available), herbicides and or/
physical removal. Follow-up is essential in any control 
program. 
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No plants Only a few plants

Only in a few 
areas 

All plant locations 
are known

Many plants over 
large area (core), 
but surrounded 
by an area with 
few or no plants 

Beyond 
eradication, but 
can be contained 
to the core area

Lots of plants 
over a large area

Beyond 
eradication and 
containment 
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S PREVENT

Stop plants from 
growing

ERADICATE

Remove all 
plants, plant 
parts and seeds 
(including seed in 
the ground)

CONTAIN

Stop further 
spread

Stop spread 
beyond 
boundary of core 
infestations

Remove outlier 
plants

PROTECT ASSETS

Reduce impact on 
assets

Reduce number 
of plants

Limit spread by 
reducing seeds 
and plant parts

M
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EN
T 

AC
TI

VI
TI

ES Check for plants

Hygiene/stop 
spread

Learn to identify 
cactus species

Map locations 
with plants

Hygiene/stop 
spread

Control (chemical 
and/or physical)

Hygiene/stop 
spread

Integrated 
control (chemical, 
physical, 
biocontrol)

Hygiene/stop 
spread

Integrated 
control (chemical, 
physical, 
biocontrol)

  

  

Native veg Native veg

Core

Outliers

Native veg

  

  Native veg
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Is this site a 
core infestation?

Is it a sensitive 
site and/or is 

access difficult?

Is it a sensitive 
site and/or is 

access difficult?

Yes

Yes

No

No Yes No

Chemical
control

Physical
control

Chemical
control

Chemical
control

Physical
control

Physical
control

(Small plants only)

Only recommended if other control options not possible

Biological control only available for some species. 
Refer to Table on page 21 for further information 

Use with care in sensitive sites

Chemical
control

Physical
control

(Small plants only)

Biological
control

Biological
control
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Chemical control
The Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines 
Authority (APVMA) regulates the use of chemicals in 
Australia. For more details on herbicide registration and 
permits visit the APVMA website, www.apvma.gov.au. 

You should always check the product label and seek 
advice from your local government weeds officer. You 
can also visit NSW WeedWise for more information – 
weeds.dpi.nsw.gov.au.

Opuntia species respond well to stem/ pad injection, 
while many Austrocylindropuntia, Cylindropuntia and 
Harrisia species require overall spraying. 
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Cylindropuntia imbricata
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When using herbicides, care must be taken to ensure 
adequate coverage of the plant (all sides of the 
segments) to prevent regrowth. In the case of foliar 
spraying, the addition of a marker dye will assist with 
identifying any missed plants or cladodes. 

Plants should be actively growing and not under stress 
from heat/drought or cold conditions. Plants may die 
more quickly as a result of warm weather spraying, as 
cooler conditions can slow the uptake of herbicides. 
Herbicides may not result in a complete kill. 

Control sites should therefore be monitored for 

regrowth and follow-up activities applied if necessary. 

Do cladodes 
fall off easily?

Does it have
a trunk or big, 

round cladodes (pads)?

Yes No

No Yes

Foliar spray Foliar spray
(Small plants only)

Pad/stem
injection

Invasive Cacti Field Guide – North West NSW 13
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ACTIVE INGREDIENT SITUATION AS PER 
LABEL

SPECIES SUITABILITY

triclopyr as butoxyethyl  
ester (600 g/L) 
e.g. GARLON 600 

Timber Production, 
Commercial / 
Industrial / Public / 
Non-agricultural land, 
Rights-of-way, Pastures

Opuntia species 
including  
O. stricta and  
O. aurantiaca

triclopyr as butoxyethyl  
ester (750 g/L) 
e.g. SAFARI 750 EC 

Timber Production, 
Commercial / 
Industrial / Public / 
Non-agricultural land, 
Rights-of-way, Pastures

Opuntia species 
including  
O. stricta,   
O. aurantiaca and  
O. monacantha

picloram as potassium 
salt  
(240 g/L) 
e.g. STUKA FLEXI 

Agricultural 
Land (Non-crop), 
Timber Production, 
Commercial / Industrial 
/ Public, Rights-of-Way, 
Pastures

Opuntia species 
including  
O. stricta and  
O. aurantiaca

triclopyr as butoxyethyl  
ester (300 g/L) 
+ picloram as 
hexyloxypropylamine 
salt (100 g/L) + 
aminopyralid as 
hexyloxypropylamine 
salt (8 g/L) 
e.g. GRAZON EXTRA

Timber Production, 
Commercial / 
Industrial / Public 
/ Non-agricultural 
land, Rights-of-Way, 
Pastures

Opuntia species 
including O. stricta 
and O. monacantha

Foliar spray options
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ACTIVE INGREDIENT SITUATION AS PER 
LABEL

SPECIES SUITABILITY

triclopyr as butoxyethyl  
ester (300 g/L) 
+ picloram as 
hexyloxypropylamine 
salt (100 g/L) 
e.g. APPARENT 
WOODY

Timber Production, 
Commercial / Industrial 
/ Public land / Non-
agricultural land, 
Rights-of-way, Pastures

Opuntia species 
including  
O. stricta and  
O. aurantiaca

picloram as Isooctyl/
ethylhexyl (120 g/L) +  
triclopyr as butoxyethyl 
ester (240 g/L) 
e.g. ACCESS

Agricultural 
Land (Non-crop), 
Timber Production, 
Commercial / Industrial 
/ Public land, Rights-of-
way, Pastures

Cacti including O. 
stricta, Harrisia spp., 
prickly pears, snake 
cactus, tiger pear, tree 
pear

Dichlorprop 600 g/L  
Lantana 600

Non-crop,  
Rights-of-way

Harrisia spp.

Remember to follow the label directions when  
using herbicides.

Up to date information on herbicides  
can be found at:

• apvma.gov.au

• weeds.dpi.nsw.gov.au

http://apvma.gov.au
http://weeds.dpi.nsw.gov.au


Biological control

What is biological control?
Biological control (or biocontrol) is the use of natural 
enemies to reduce the health and size of weed 
patches. We call these natural enemies biocontrol 
agents.

Biocontrol can:
• reduce the weed’s impact on the environment and 

agriculture

• achieve better long-term control, over larger areas, 
with less effort and cost than other methods such 
as chemical control or physical removal

• reduce flowering and fruiting (cacti covered in 
biocontrol agents have fewer flowers and fruit)

• reduce spread of cacti in the long term.

When combined with other control methods such as 
chemical control or physical removal, the impact of 
cacti can be reduced even more.

Cactoblastis larvae hard at work
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There are several agents available in Australia for use on 
invasive cacti (see page 21). 

It is relatively easy to infect vulnerable cacti species with 
cactoblastis, cochineal or the mealybug by re-distributing 
the agents either as eggs (in the case of cactoblastis) or 
by placing infected cladodes on unaffected plants (in the 
case of cactoblastis larvae, cochineal or mealybugs). 
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Opuntia robusta
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When do you use biocontrol?
Biocontrol is for use on large areas of weeds, where 
there are lots of plants growing closely together .

✓ Cacti are thick, cover 
a large area, and/or are 
hard to get to.

✘ Cacti are small and 
scattered. Choose 
herbicides or physical 
methods instead.

Note: 
• Biocontrol will not get rid of a weed completely.

• For best results, biocontrol should be used with 
other methods, such as herbicides and physical 
control (integrated weed management).

• It can take a few years before agents get 
established and give good results.

• Not all cacti species have agents that can control 
them (see page 21).

Native veg
  

  Native veg

✓ ✗
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How to integrate biocontrol with other 
control methods
For best results when using biocontrol, use with other 
control methods. Let the biocontrol deal with the core 
infestation. This will give you more time to search the 
surrounding area and chemically treat or physically 
remove outliers. 

You may still have to give the biocontrol agent a helping 
hand a few times a year by spreading infected cladodes, 
speeding up the process. 

The diagram below is a suggested way of using other 
types of control alongside a biocontrol program using 
cochineal.

Core

Outliers

Native veg
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Use of biocontrol 

Selecting the right agent

Biocontrol agents are ‘host specific’. That means they 
only live, breed and have an impact on certain plant 
species. For example, the agent for wheel cactus 
will not effectively control Hudson pear. It is very 
important that you have the correct agent for your 
species of cacti. Many agents look exactly the same, 
so the easiest way to make sure you have the right 
agent is to get it from a population where the agent is 
impacting on the same species of cacti that you have.

The table on page 21 lists the agents for each cactus 
species. Note that not all cactus species currently have 
agents available, and therefore biocontrol is not a 
suitable control method for these species.

Starting a biocontrol program  
for cacti
Before starting a biocontrol program for cactus 
control it is important to talk to your local government 
weeds officer. They will be able to let you know what 
you need, whether the project is likely to be successful 
and where to source the right agents. 

20



CACTUS SPECIES COMMON NAME BIOCONTROL AGENTS

Austrocylindropuntia 
cylindrica

Cane cactus NO AGENT

Cylindropuntia 
fulgida var. mamillata 

Boxing glove cactus 
or Coral cactus

Dactylopius tomentosus 
(‘cholla’ lineage)

Cylindropuntia 
imbricata

Devil’s rope or Rope 
pear

Dactylopius tomentosus 
(‘Cylindropuntia’ lineage)

Cylindropuntia pallida 
(formerly C. rosea)

White-spined 
Hudson pear

Dactylopius tomentosus 
(‘californica var. parkeri’ 
lineage)

Cylindropuntia 
prolifera

Jumping cholla Dactylopius tomentosus 
(‘californica var. parkeri’ 
lineage)

Cylindropuntia 
spinosior 

Snake cactus Dactylopius tomentosus 
(‘bigelovii’ lineage)

Cylindropuntia 
tunicata

Brown-spined 
Hudson pear

Dactylopius tomentosus 
(‘acanthocarpa × echinocarpa’ 
lineage)

Opuntia aurantiaca Tiger pear Dactylopius austrinus and 
Cactoblastis cactorum

Opuntia monacantha Drooping/smooth 
tree pear

Dactylopius ceylonicus 

Opuntia robusta Wheel cactus Dactylopius opuntiae 

Opuntia stricta Common prickly 
pear

Dactylopius opuntiae and 
Cactoblastis cactorum

Opuntia tomentosa Velvet tree pear Dactylopius opuntiae 

Harrisia martinii Harrisia cactus Hypogeococcus festerianus

The following pages provide information on the available 
biocontrol agents for invasive cacti in Australia.
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Cactoblastis
The Cactoblastis moth (Cactoblastis cactorum) lays 
eggs on the surface of the cladodes (pads). When the 
larvae hatch, they burrow into the cladodes and feed 
on the fleshy tissue, causing severe damage, often 
resulting in plant death. 

Cactoblastis is especially effective on Opuntia stricta 
(common prickly pear) and Opuntia aurantiaca (Tiger 
pear), although it does feed on other cacti. It is 
effective in most climates and situations, but less so in 
cooler areas or very dry locations. 

Larvae Adult moth

Eggs

Pupa

Cactoblastis life cycle
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How to apply Cactoblastis

Cactoblastis is common in northern NSW and southern 
Queensland. Moths are strong flyers and travel large 
distances, so aiding distribution is not usually necessary. 

You may consider helping to speed up natural spread:
• after a few unsuitable seasons that may have 

impacted on cactoblastis populations;

• when wanting to establish a new population in a 
remote area that cactoblastis has not yet reached.
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Opuntia stricta at Chinchilla farm, Qld (i) in May 1928, before 

release of cactoblastis and (ii) in October 1929 following 

cactoblastis establishment and destruction of the infestation

i ii
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Cactoblastis harvest and redistribution method

Method 1: Egg stick

There are two ways of using egg sticks:
1. Paste egg sticks to a small piece of paper and pin 

the paper to the new plant. Or 

2. Put cladodes with egg sticks into new plants. 
Larvae will then hatch, burrow into unaffected 
cladodes and start feeding.

Method 2: Larvae

An easier method of transferring cactoblastis is to 
move cladodes already infested with larvae. 
1. Cut off infested cladodes and store them in boxes 

out of direct sunlight. Take boxes to release site. 
Put infected cladodes onto new plants, either by 
tying onto cladodes, wedging between stems or 
leaving at the base of plants.  
Or

2. Put larvae 
in an open 
container 
and attach 
container 
to an 
unaffected 
cladode.

One method 
trialled for 
translocating 
cactoblastis 
larvae, Emu 
Creek SA
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Dactylopius (Cochineal)
Dactylopius, commonly referred to as cochineal, is a 
scale insect. Adult females are immobile and damage 
cacti by feeding on them. When you squash them 
they are bright red. Adult males are small, weak fliers 
that do not feed. 

When in the nymph stage (often referred to as 
‘crawlers’) males and females climb to the edges 
of plants. They are picked up by wind currents and 
moved onto nearby plants. 

Females are permanently attached to plants by 
their sucking mouthparts and are covered by white 
cotton-like wax. They feed by sucking sap from 
the plant. This causes plants to change colour and 
eventually die.

Male nymph

Pupa’ removed
from pupal

Pupal (cocoon)

Adult male

Adult female
Female nymph

Eggs

Female nymph
covered in wax

Dactylopius life cycle  (adapted from Moran and Cobby, 1979)
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NOTE:
• Cochineal insects do not travel long distances, so 

people often need to help spread them. 

• Crawlers are very small and are vulnerable to being 
washed away by heavy rain.

• Heavy rain and cold weather can reduce the 
effectiveness of cochineal, which thrive under drier 
conditions.

How to help spread cochineal

Moving cladodes infested with adult females (obvious 
by the white, waxy coating) is the most successful way 
to spread cochineal.
1. Collect infested cladodes from existing plants using 

tongs and a knife. Make sure the cacti species you 
are collecting from is the same as the species you 
wish to introduce the agent to. Plastic tubs with lids 
are ideal for collecting and transporting cladodes. Do 
not leave agents in tubs in direct sunlight, hot cars or 
buildings. 

2. Using tongs, wedge infected pads in the junctions of 
stems of healthy plants. Two or three per plant should 
be enough, depending on the size of the plants.

Cylindropuntia fulgida (coral cactus) infected with cochineal.  

The nymphs (crawlers) and adult males are visible here
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How to breed cochineal

When establishing a new biocontrol program it is 
necessary to breed (or rear) a large population of 
cochineal. Below is a handy guide on how to do this. 

Optimal 
rearing 
temperature

Dormant below 16°C, death increases above 30°C. 25–30°C is 
considered a comfortable temperature.

Housing A dry protected room; or warm glasshouse in the winter, 
transferring outside or to a shade house as the weather warms 
up.

Equipment Shelving • Plant trays, metal trays or plastic tubs • Large 
serrated knife for harvesting cacti pads • Heavy duty gloves 
• Tongs for handling cacti pads • Mask or respirator to avoid 
inhalation of airborne glochids • Safety glasses or a face shield

Harvesting Harvest infected cladodes (and fruit) from known populations 
or nursery sites using tongs and a serrated knife. Collect in a 
tub. Also harvest healthy cladodes to be infected.
TIP: Each time you collect pads, harvest extra plant material 
and store it in a cool place until you need it.
NOTE: You may require a permit to transport and/or keep 
opuntioid cacti. Contact your local government weeds officer 
for more information.

Feeding Place 1-2 infected cactus cladodes within a tray of clean 
pads. When the new pads are infested, each infested pad can 
be added to a new tray of fresh plant material. Trays can be 
stacked to allow crawling nymphs to move between them; just 
ensure enough space for adequate airflow.

Frequency How often you provide new plant material will depend on how 
quickly the insects reproduce, which may vary throughout the 
year.
As a rough guide, check the spread of the colony weekly.
4-6 weeks should be sufficient time for the colony to increase 
and allow new material to be added. Remove dead cladodes 
before they decay.

Keeping 
the colony 
healthy

Protect cochineal from extremes of temperature. 
Cochineal can be impacted by other insects and disease. Talk to 
a weed professional about which of these factors are impacting 
the success of the rearing program. 
Do not release colonies suspected of carrying a disease into 
a site, as this may affect the ability of the cochineal to control 
cacti.
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Placing infected cladodes on Cylindropuntia fulgida  

var. mamillata at an infestation in Tibooburra NSW

To rear cochineal, 

collect healthy 

cladodes, place on 

trays in a warm, 

dry place with 

infected cladodes 

for 4-6 weeks
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Cactus Mealybug (Hypogeococcus 
festerianus)
The mealybug has a life cycle of about 2 months. 
Mealybugs feed on harrisia at all stages of their life.  
They like protected areas next to spine bases and 
buds, in the areoles and between branches. All stages 
are covered by a dense cottony wax. Mature females 
lay up to 100 eggs, which immediately hatch into tiny 
(2 mm) crawlers that spread over the plant, attach 
and begin feeding within 24 hrs. Winged males are 
common and short-lived.

Cactus mealybugs damage plants by feeding on 
them, causing plants to be distorted. Flower buds are 
similarly affected, and heavily infected plants produce 
no flowers or fruit.

Hypogeococcus festerianus life cycle

egg
1st instar1st instar

2nd instar

3rd instar

adult adult

MALEFEMALE

prepupa  
in cocoon

pupa  
in cocoon

2nd instar
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Applying the agents

The mealybugs will need to be collected in the field. 
This should be done in Spring. Pieces of new growth 
with tell-tale signs of mealybug presence (distortion of 
growth) should be cut from plants. Each piece should be 
at least 15 cm long, so that it doesn’t dry out.
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Mealybugs at work on a harrisia infestation

Effective control of harrisia cactus using the mealybug
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Physical control
Care must be taken when mechanically or manually 
removing opuntioid cacti due to their spiny nature. 
Small, isolated plants are easier to remove than large, 
dense infestations and some species, such as Hudson 
pear and devil’s rope, can pose significant risk of 
injury when handled. Physical removal can be difficult 
as any cladodes detached in the process can regrow 
to form new plants. Material must be disposed of 
appropriately via deep burial. 

Is it a
sensitive site?

Are there
disposal options?

Yes No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Choose 
other control

Manual
removal

Choose 
other control

Mechanical
removal

Choose 
other control

(i) Dense 
infestations/large 
isolated trees

(ii) Small plants, 
light/scattered 
infestations

Is there good access 
for/availability of 

machinery?

Are there
disposal options?

Is it a
sensitive site?

Are there
disposal options?

Yes No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Choose 
other control

Manual
removal

Choose 
other control

Mechanical
removal

Choose 
other control

(i) Dense 
infestations/large 
isolated trees

(ii) Small plants, 
light/scattered 
infestations

Is there good access 
for/availability of 

machinery?

Are there
disposal options?

Decision support tool for determining situations  

in which physical control might be appropriate 
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Fire
Hot fires can kill plants, although regrowth may occur. 
Burning can also assist in providing access to sites so 
that other control activities can take place. Removing 
the bulk of the plant through burning can also reduce 
the amount of herbicide required for follow up 
control. Advice should be sought and permission may 
be required in areas of native vegetation. Ask your 
government weeds officer for advice. 
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Opuntia stricta
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Grazing
The spines on invasive cacti prevent grazing in most 
instances, although stock and other animals sometimes 
feed on less-spiny species in times of drought. In 
most instances the presence of cacti limits or prevents 
grazing activities, and grazing activities can sometimes 
inadvertently accelerate spread.
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Opuntia ficus-indica
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Weed identification
The appearance of opuntioid 
cacti can vary significantly, 
from the more familiar tall, 
erect and flat segmented 
common prickly pear (O. 
stricta), through to small 
shrubs with narrow, flattened, 
rope-like segments such as 
Hudson pear (C. pallida, C. 
tunicata). 

O.stricta, Prickly pear

C. tunicata, brown-spined Hudson pear

A. cylindrica 
Cane cactus

C. prolifera 
Jumping cholla

O. robusta 
Wheel cactus

WHAT CACTUS DO I HAVE?
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6-8m0.5-3m0.3-3m

6-8m0.5-3m0.3-3m

6-8m0.5-3m0.3-3m

Austrocylindropuntia 

differ from 

Cylindropuntia species 

in that their spines 

lack papery sheaths. 

Of the 11 species 

worldwide, two have 

naturalised in Australia 

– Austrocylindropuntia 

cylindrica and A. 

subulata.  

Cylindropuntia have 

cylindrical cladodes 

and spines with papery 

sheaths that separate 

from the spine in their 

first year. Many species 

have easily detachable 

cladodes that attach to 

animals, humans and 

vehicles. 

Opuntia are branched 

shrubs, typically up 

to two metres high, 

though they can 

grow taller. They have 

flattened cladodes, 

commonly referred to as 

pads, which are usually 

round or oval shaped. 
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Erect, branching shrub 0.3-1.5 m tall. Often forms 
patches several metres wide. Deciduous leaves to 
1 cm long.

   

Dark bluish-green, shiny. Cylindrical,  
15-50 cm long, 3-4 cm diameter.

   

2-6 spines per areole, approx 1 cm  
long. (Lacks papery sheath)

  

Pink-red, cup-shaped,  
 2.5 cm diameter.

   

Egg to urn shaped, to 4.5 cm long.  
Deep green to green-yellow.  
(Can produce chains)

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial 
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

Cane cactus



Cylindropuntia fulgida  
var. mamillata
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Erect shrub 0.4-1 m tall. Deciduous leaves.  
Rarely flowers/fruits.

   

Green to grey-green. Often distorted,  
with a corrugated (tuberculate) surface, 
10-22 cm long, 2-4.5 cm diameter. 
Often numerous, easily detached small 
segments.

   

4-15 spines per areole, 0.7-2 cm long 
(often shorter). Cream to brown (colour 
variable). White to tan sheath.

  

Deep red. Rarely flowers.

  
 

Inverse cone or egg-shaped.  
Green to grey-green. Forms long chains.  
Usually sterile.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal 

Coral cactus,  
boxing glove cactus



Cylindropuntia  
imbricata
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Branched shrub or small tree 1-3 m tall.  
Often with short trunks. Deciduous leaves.

  

Dull grey-green. 15-40 cm long, 3.5-5 cm 
diameter. Large, widely spaced tubercles 
give a woven, rope like appearance.

   

2-12 spines per areole, 0.8-3 cm long. 
Trunks often covered in spines.  
Off white-cream. Off white-cream  
sheath attached.

  

Dark pink, magenta.

   

Fleshy, egg shaped, to 4 cm long.  
Greenish-yellow when ripe.  
Can form chains.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal 

Devil’s rope,  
rope pear
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Cylindropuntia pallida* 

* formerly known in Australia as C. rosea
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Low, spreading shrub, 0.5-2 m tall.  
Up to 3 m wide. Old plants can develop trunks, but 
not commonly seen. Deciduous leaves.

   

Grey-pale green. 4.5-26 cm long,  
1.5-3.5 cm diameter. Easily detached. 
Prominent tubercles.

   

7-14 spines per areole, 1-4 cm long. White 
to light brown. White sheath loosely 
attached.

 
 

Pink to purple.

   

Oblong to egg shaped, to  
3 cm long. Green to yellow-green.  
Sterile hybrid.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal 

Hudson pear  
(White-spined) 
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Cylindropuntia prolifera
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Low shrub 0.4-1 m tall. Deciduous leaves.

   

Greenish grey. 4-15 cm long,  
4-5 cm diameter. Easily detached.  
Prominent tubercles.

   

7-11 spines per areole, 1-2 cm long.  
Light to dark brown, interlacing.  
White to tan sheath firmly attached.

 
 

Rose to magenta.

   

Top shaped, 2-5 cm long. Green.  
Can form chains. Usually sterile .

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal 

Jumping cholla
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Cylindropuntia 
spinosior
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Erect shrub 1-3 m tall. Often forming patches 
several metres wide. Similar to C. prolifera, but 
different spine and fruit colour. Deciduous leaves. 
May develop a trunk.

   

Mid grey-green. 10-24 cm long,  
1.5-3 cm diameter. Firmly attached.  
Prominent tubercles.

   

6-24 spines per areole, 0.8-1.5 cm long, 
interlacing. White to grey.  
White sheath firmly attached.

  

Rose-purple. 3-7.5 cm diameter.

   

Fleshy, cylindrical to egg-shaped,  
4 cm long. Yellow, sometimes green.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal 

Snake cactus
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Cylindropuntia tunicata
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Low, densely branched shrub 0.3-0.6 m tall. 
Deciduous leaves.

   

Pale grey-green. 10-20 cm long,  
1.5-3 cm diameter. Easily detached.  
Prominent tubercles.

   

4-7 spines per areole, 3-7cm long. Red-
brown to pale brown. Brownish sheath 
loosely attached.

  

Yellowish-brown.

   

Club to top shaped.  
Greenish-yellowish to red. Spineless. 
Usually sterile.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal 

Hudson pear 
(Brown-spined)
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Opuntia aurantiaca
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Low spreading shrub to 0.5 m tall. Branches 
prostrate to somewhat erect.

   

Dark green to dark purple. Cylindrical 
to flattened. Up to 20 cm long. Easily 
detached. No tubercles.

   

Usually 2-3 spines per areole, 1-3 cm long. 
Brown-yellowish.

  

Yellow to orange-yellow.

   

Fleshy, globular shaped, to 3 cm long. 
Red-purple. Sterile.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cactoblastis 
Cochineal

Tiger pear
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Opuntia monacantha
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Erect shrub to 2 m tall, sometimes with a short 
trunk. Plant has an obvious drooping appearance.

   

Glossy green. Linear to elliptic, tapering 
towards base, thin profile. 20-50 cm long.  
12-18 cm wide.

   

1-2 spines per areole (but increasing to 
4-5 in older parts of the plant), 2-4 cm 
long. Brown to off-white.

  
 

Yellow, outermost tepals red.  
5.5-7 cm diameter.

   

Pear-shaped tapering to a stalk-like base, 
5-7 cm long. Green to reddish, spineless, 
often forming chains of fruit.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal

Drooping tree pear
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Shrub with multiple stems up to 4 m tall 
(commonly 1-2 m).

   

Blue-green. Flattened, circular, up to  
40 cm wide.

   

2-12 spines per areole, up to  
5 cm long. White to pale  
brown or yellow.

  

Yellow, 5-8 cm diameter.

   

Fleshy, globular shaped, to 8 cm long. 
Deep red. Numerous fertile seeds.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal 

Wheel cactus
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Sprawling/erect shrub, up to 2 m tall. Forms 
thickets.

   

Green to grey green. Eliptic to obovate, 
10-25 cm long.

   

In O. stricta var. stricta, spines are absent 
or the occasional one may be present on 
a pad. In O. stricta var. dillenii, there are 
up to 11 spines per Areole, 1.5-4 cm long.

  

Yellow, 6 cm diameter.

   

Fleshy, globular to pear shaped,  
to 6 cm long. Purplish red. Numerous 
fertile seeds.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cactoblastis 
Cochineal

Common  
prickly pear
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Opuntia tomentosa
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Shrubby to treelike, up to 5 m tall. Often with a 
trunk. Cladodes and fruits covered in fine hairs, 
giving a velvety appearance.

   

Grey-green. Flattened, elliptic to obovate, 
15-30 cm long.  

   

Often spineless, but can have 0-4 spines, 
0.5-1.5 cm long. Whitish-yellow. 

  

Orange, 4-5 cm diameter.

   

Globular to egg-shaped, with flattened 
top, up to 5 cm long. Red.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

   

Mechanical removal and burial  
(large infestations)

   

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Cochineal 

Velvet pear,  
Velvety tree pear



Harrisia martinii
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Perennial herb, forming large tangled mats, 30-60 
cm high. Can climb up existing shrubs and trees.

   

Bright green fleshy, multi-branched, 
succulent stems 2-5 cm thick with 5-6 ribs 
running lengthways, each bearing spines 
in areoles.

   

1-3 central spines per areole, 1-3.5 cm 
long and 5-7 radial spines 1-6 mm long.

   

White, large, funnel-shaped, 15-20 cm 
long, opening at night and withering in 
early morning.

   

Red, almost spherical, spiny 3.5-5 cm 
diameter. Fruit splits down side when 
ripe, exposing 400-1000 black seeds 
embedded in white pulp.

The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

    

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Mealybug

Harrisia martinii



Harrisia – other species

62

There are other species of Harrisia that are 
weedy in Australia, including H. tortuosa and H. 
pomanensis. These species:

• look very similar to each other

• cause the same impacts

• can be managed the same way.

Use they key below to help identify the correct 
species.

A key to invasive Harrisia:  
Stem ridges 6-8, continuous – H. tortuosa

Stem ridges 4-5, often discontinuous:

Stem ridges with prominent pyramid shaped 
humps below spine clusters – H. martinii or

Stem ridges with slight humps below spine clusters 
– H. pomanensis

Key courtesy of the Queensland Herbarium.
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Erect to prostrate with stems 1-3 m long and 2-4 
The ‘What to do about them’ section on page 10 
has more information on the best control method 
for your situation.

   

Chemical control 

   

Hand removal and burial  
(small infestations)

    

Biocontrol (large infestations) 
Mealybug

Harrisia – other species
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