
Harrisia cacti is an invasive cactus species from South America that has naturalised in a variety of habitats 
in northern NSW and southern Queensland. Harrisia cactus was originally introduced to Australia as an 
ornamental plant. It has white funnel shaped flowers, long spines and forms large tangled mats. 

How does this weed affect us?
Harrisia cactus is difficult to control as it produces thousands of viable 
seeds and has fleshy storage tubers. 

It forms impenetrable thickets which: 

• out-compete grasses and reduce productivity of grazing land
• prevent movement of livestock
• make mustering difficult
• restrict access to watering points
• provide habitat for feral animals such as rabbits
• compete with native plants especially in acacia-wooded grasslands. 

The sharp spines on Harrisia cactus can:

• cause painful injuries to people, livestock, working dogs and pets
• injure and sometimes kill wildlife that get trapped in the spines
• devalue wool and hides and prevent shearing.

Seen this plant?
Harrisia cactus  Harrisia martinii
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Seen it? Call us:
 
Help protect our land, plants 
and wildlife. 

If you spot any infestations of 
Harrisia cactus, please contact 
your BIOSECURITY WEEDS 
OFFICER by calling the 
NSW BIOSECURITY HELPLINE

1800 680 244
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Disclaimer: The information contained in this publication is based on knowledge and understanding at the time of writing (October 2020). However, because of advances in knowledge, 
users are reminded of the need to ensure that information upon which they rely is up to date and to check currency of the information with the appropriate NSW Government department.

Where is it likely to be found?
Harrisia martinii is most common in the North West 
region of NSW from the Queensland border to Moree. 
It is also found in the Central West, Western, Central 
Tablelands and Riverina Local Land Services regions. 

Harrisia cactus grows in semi-arid scrublands with 
summer rainfall. It prefers fertile clay soils. It is 
common in acacia-wooded grasslands such as the 
brigalow forests. 

What does it look like?
Harrisia cactus can form dense tangled mats up to  
0.6 m high. The stems can also climb up other plants 
to a height of 2 – 3 m.

Spines are:

• a central spine 2 - 3.5 cm long
• surrounded by 1 - 3 spines 

1 - 1.5 cm long
• and a row of spines 3 - 6 mm long.

Areoles are rounded areas on the humps along the 
cladode (or stem). Each areole produces a group of 
spines.

Flowers are:

• white, tinged with pink
• funnel shaped with a green base
• up to 20 cm long
• open at night and whither in the morning.

Roots have:

• fibrous shallow roots up to 10 cm deep, and
• fleshy storage tubers up to 50 cm deep. 
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Fruit are:

• red with white flesh and black seeds
• round
• 2 - 4 cm in diameter
• warty with spines up to 5 mm long.

Cladodes (or stems) are:

• green
• fleshy and spiny 
• slender and branched, often tangled
• jointed every 30 - 45 cm
• 2 - 5 cm in diameter 
• has 4 - 5 ridges and prominent pyramid shaped 

humps along the stem.

How does it spread?
The plant can begin to produce seed by six months 
of age and from then on can continue to produce fruit 
almost all year round. Each fruit produces 400 – 1000 
seeds. Birds eat the fleshy fruit and spread the seeds 
in their droppings. 

Plants can regrow from stem fragments and root 
tubers. Wild pigs can spread the tubers. The stems 
can spread by sticking to animals, people, vehicles 
and machinery.

Help us protect our land,  
plants and wildlife
For control and biosecurity information for  
Harrisia cactus visit WeedWise  
https://weeds.dpi.nsw.gov.au/Weeds/HarrisiaCactus


