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Summary   Harpagophytum procumbens is heavily 
promoted by herbalists and alternative medical practi-
tioners as an arthritis treatment. It has recently become 
available via mail order on the internet. Whatever its 
pharmaceutical properties, this plant has potential to 
establish and impact on native and introduced grazing 
animals in Australia and North America. 
Keywords    Harpagophytum procumbens,  weed po-
tential,  CLIMATE,  herbal use,  harpagoside.

INTRODUCTION
Harpagophytum procumbens (Burch.) DC. ex Meissn., 
Pedaliaceae, is commonly known by herbalists as dev-
il’s claw. However, the authors choose to use the alter-
native common name of grapple plant to distinguish 
it from three weedy species in the Pedaliaceae family, 
native to the Americas and naturalised in Australia, 
that are also known as devil’s claw. These are small-
fruit devil’s claw (Martynia annua L.), purplefl ower 
devil’s claw (Proboscidea louisianica (Miller) Thell.) 
and yellowfl ower devil’s claw (Ibicella lutea (Lindley) 
Esselt.). It is the weed potential of grapple plant outside 
its native range which is the focus of this paper. 

DISCUSSION
The threat from grapple plant relates to its fruit which 
is a large follicle, up to 10 cm across, covered with 

stout three-pronged recurved hooks from which its 
preferred common name is derived (Figure 1). The 
fruits are adapted to attach to the feet of animals, so 
spreading the seeds as the animal moves around. In the 
course of this, however, the affected animal is likely to 
be crippled. In the event of a fruit becoming attached to 
the muzzle of an animal, severe ulceration or starvation 
can result (Wells et al. 1986).

Extracts of the large root tubers of grapple plant 
contain harpagoside which is reputed by some to be 
effective in the treatment of arthritis and lower back 
pain, though others dispute this. Regardless of whether 
or not it is effective, there is a demand for herbal prod-
ucts made from this plant. 

Grapple plant is native to South Africa, Botswana 
and Namibia (Figure 2). A CLIMATE analysis indi-
cates grapple plant could thrive across large areas of 
central Australia (Figure 3) and south-eastern North 
America from southern California to southern Texas 
and into Mexico. 

CLIMATE uses 16 climatic variables all derived 
from long term monthly temperature and rainfall data. 
The output parameters in the prediction map (Figure 3) 
equate to 0–20% variance from the ideal climate (black 
squares) to 30–50% variance from the ideal climate 
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Figure 1.   Fruit of grapple plant, Harpagophytum 
procumbens (Bergfeld et al. 2002).

Figure 2.   Distribution of grapple plant in southern 
Africa (Anon. 2002).
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(open circles). The black squares therefore represent 
those areas most at risk of grapple plant establishing 
and becoming problematic.

It would clearly be devastating to commercially 
valuable livestock should grapple plant become estab-
lished in any of these regions. Australia’s soft footed 
macropods would also be severely affected.

The authors were alerted to this problematic spe-
cies when single grapple plant fruits were intercepted 
by Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service 
(AQIS) offi cers in two separate incidents at Perth In-
ternational Airport, Western Australia. In both cases, 
the fruits had been brought in as novelty souvenirs.

There was concern that seeds could be available 
from mail order or internet suppliers, which have been 
documented as a source of many other weed species. 
Regular searches using GoogleTM revealed numerous 
webpages promoting products containing extracts of 
the plant and/or its abilities to treat arthritis and other 
conditions. An Australian Rural Industries Research 
and Development Corporation (RIRDC) report 
also promotes the cultivation of this plant (Michael 
2000). 

However, no internet sources of grapple plant 
seeds were identifi ed until September 2001 when an 
Oregon based herb seed company was found to be 
advertising devil’s claw (H. procumbens) seeds. In 
January 2002, a Petaluma (California) nursery spe-
cialising in cacti, euphorbias and other prickly plants 
was found advertising devil’s claw (H. procumbens) 
plants on the internet. 

The USDA and other appropriate authorities in the 
US were notifi ed of these two suppliers but, at the time 
of writing, no action had been taken to stop sales. Apart 
from the two Perth airport interceptions, neither seeds 
nor plants have been documented in Australia. Grap-
ple plant (listed as H. procumbens) is prohibited by 
the Australian Quarantine Inspection Service (AQIS); 
however, there remains the possibility that other trav-
ellers have brought fruits in undetected, or that seeds 
have (or will) enter Australia through the mail.
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Figure 3.   Potential distribution of grapple plant in 
Australia based on a CLIMATE analysis.
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