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Summary 
The distribution, im portance and con
trol options for bridal creeper 
(Myrsiplryl/um asparagoides) in Aus
tralia are reviewed. Bridal creeper is 
widespread in south-west Western Aus
tralia and has been recorded on 17 areas 
of public lands including nine National 
Parks. The weed is also present in nature 
conservation areas in South Australia 
and Victoria. The spread of bridal 
creeper in areas of native vegetation is 
regarded as a threat to nature conserva
tion values. Consequentially, bridal 
creeper has been approved as a target for 
biological control. Preliminary results 
are given of a survey of fauna and dis~ 
eases attacking bridal creeper in its na~ 
tive habitat, southern Africa. Potential 
biological control agents includ e 
eurytomid seed wasps; larvae of fruit~ 
feeding Lepidoptera; a rust fungus, 
Pr.lccinia myrsiphylli; a Crioce.ris sp. 
(Chrysomelidae), that eats new shoots 
and young leaves; a leaf·feeding 
cicadellid and an unidentified Ay that 
galls shoot tips. 

Introduction 
Bridal creeper (Myrsiphyllunr asparagoides 
(L.) Willd .) is native to southern Africa 
and has been present in Australia since at 
least 1871 (Kloot 1986). Recently concern 
has arisen because the plant is considered 
a threa t to native vegetation. Information 
on the biology and distribution of bridal 
creeper has only been reviewed for South 
Australia (Cooke and Robinson 1990). In 
this report we summarize information on 
the distribution of bridal creeper in Aus~ 

tralia with particular emphasis on West
ern Australia . We also consider contro l 
techniques including developments to 
wards the bio logica l control of this weed. 

Taxonomy 
M. asparagoides is in the family 
Asparagaceae which was previously in
cluded in the Liliaceae (Dahlgren et al. 
1985). Three genera, Asparagus, Myrsi
p}tyllum and Protasparagus are currently 
recognized in the family (Obermeyer 
1983). Prior to this, a ll species were re
garded as members of the genus Aspara~ 
gus. 

Obermeyer (1984) included 12 southern 

African species in her revision of the ge
nus Myrsiphyllum . Of these, 10 are re
stricted to the winter rainfall area of 
southern Africa and only two species ex
tend northwards along the eastern escarp
ment of southern Africa. The only species 
that is found naturally beyond southern 
Africa is M. asparagoides which extends 
north to tropical Africa (Obermeyer 1984). 
Three Myrsiphyllum species: M . 
asparagoides, M. decIinatum (L.) Oberm. 
and M. seandells (Thunb.) Oberm. have 
established in Australia (Clifford and 
Conran 1987). 

Sixty-seven species of Protasparagus 
have been described for South Africa 
(Obermeyer 1985). Many species outside 
South Africa that are currently contained 
in the genus Asparagus, need to be trans~ 
ferred to the genus Protasparagus on the 
basis of Obermeyer's criteria . Most of 
these species occur in Africa and Asia. 
One species, P. racemoslls (Willd.) Oberm. 
extends from South Africa across Africa 
and Asia into northern Australia . It is the 
only species in the Asparagaceae native to 
Australia. Four other Protasparagus with 
distributions which include southern Af~ 
rica: P. afriCa/illS (La m.) Oberm ., P. 
dell sijlorlls (K unth) Oberm., P. pillmosus 
(Baker) Oberm. and P. virgat"s (Baker) 
Oberm ., are naturalized in Australia 
(Clifford and Conran 1987). 

By Obermeyer's (1983) criteria, the ge
nus Asparagus is limited almost exclu
sively to Europe. It includes crop aspara
gus, Asparagus officinalis L. which is also 
naturalized in Australia (Clifford and 
Conran 1987). Dahlgren et al. (1985) state 
that Asparagus and ProtasparagJls together 
comprise approximately 300 species. 

Biology and distribution of bridal 
creeper 
M. asparagojdes is a perennial climber or 
scrambler with green, thin, wiry, twisting 
stems reaching 6 m in length. Subterra
nean tuber masses occur at the base of the 
stem and consist of cylindrical branching 
rhizomes surrounded by numerous 
fusiform root tubers. Cladodes are shiny
green and vary considerably in size (10-
70 x 4 - 30 mm) and shape (broadly ovate 
to lanceolate). Flowers are borne sing ly on 
pedicels and are small, white and sweetly 
scented . The ripe berries are red and suc-

culent and contain 1-9 seeds (Obermeyer 
1984, Clifford and Conran 1987, Kleinjan 
unpublished data) . 

In regions with a Mediterranean-type 
climate, bridal creeper has above-ground 
growth from autumn to spring. Over 
summer the plants aestivate as under
ground stems and tubers. In summer
rainfall areas, above-ground parts grow 
actively in summer and the above~ground 
parts of the majority of plants senesee in 
winter. In regions with year-round rain
fall, plants produce above-ground growth 
throughout the year, pOSSibly as succes· 
sive cohorts o f stems. 

M. asparagoides is widespread in South 
Africa and is recorded from Namibia and 
further no rth to tropica l Africa (Ober
meyer 1984). The plant is not known as a 
weed or 'problem plant" in southern Af
rica (Wells et al. 1986). It is also known 
from New Zealand, where it has been re
corded as sparingly naturalized (Healy 
and Edgar 1980). It also occurs in the 
Azores, Portugal, and Sicily (Valdes 1980) 
without being considered a weed. In Aus
tralia, M. asparagoides is found in Western 
Australia, South Australia, Victoria and 
New South Wales (Clifford and Conran 
1987). The plant is no t established in Tas
mania (Buchanan et al. 1989), where it is 
Listed under the Noxious Weeds Ad 1964 as 
a prohibited weed and cannot be im
ported or moved within the State. 

Bridal creeper ill Western Australia 
The earliest record of M. asparagoides in 
Western A ustralia is the description of the 
synonym, Elachnnthera sewelliae F. MueU., 
based on a specimen from Nickol Bay 
(Mueller 1886, Clifford and Conran 1987). 
Nickol Bay is in the Pilbara Region near 
Dampier and Karratha and at least 1250 
km from present day populations of M. 
asparagoides in the south west of the state. 
A more recent survey of plants on the 
Surrup Peninsula, which fo rms part of 
the coastline of Nickol Bay, did not find 
bridal creeper (Blackwell et al . 1979). 

The plant was no t loel uded in 
Gardner's (1925) list of naturalized spe
cies of southern Western Australia . The 
earliest record of brida I creeper for this 
region is McArthur (1956) who lists the 
plant as present on Garden Island. The 
earlies t specim en from a naturalized 
popula~on of bridal creeper was collected 
in 1960 from Israelite Bay. These records 
suggest that naturalization of bridal 
creeper in Western Australia occurred be
tween 60 to 30 years aBO given that the 
plant's presence at Nickol Bay has not 
been confirmed this century. 

Other records suggest that the distribu
tion of M. asparagoides is increasing in 
south-west Western Australia. McArthur 
(1956) did not mention bridal creeper in 
his description of the vegetation commu
nities of Garden Island. In a subsequent 
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survey (McArthur and Bartle 1981), M. 
(lsparagoides dominated the undergrowth 
in some stands of Acacia rostelhfera Benth. 
scrub and the plant was sufficiently abun
dant for its presence to be mapped in the 
vegetation survey of the island . The 
southern end of the island now has a 
heavy infestation of bridal creeper (Scott, 
unpublished data) in regions where the 
plant was not mapped as present by 
McArthur and Bartle (1981). 

M. asparagoides is the dominant under
story species in parts o f Kings Park, an 
area of semi-natural vegetation in central 
Perth (Scott, unpublished data). !twas not 
recorded in Kings Park by Baird (1977) 
despite her specifically mentioning intro
duced weeds. Keighery (1989) found M. 
asparagoides in two out of 100 sites sur
veyed in Bmlksia woodlands between 
Mandurah and Moore River in south
west Western Australia . Other nature 
conservation areas where bridal creeper 
has been recorded are: Bold Park 
(Keighery et al. 1990), Fitzgerald River 
National Park (Anon. 1991) and Yanchep 
National Park (Anon. 1989). A further 
eleven areas o f public land in south-west 
Western Australia contain bridal creeper 
(Keighery 1991 personal communka
tion). Informa tion o n herbarium sheets 
indicates that bridal creeper occurs in a 
variety of habitats, including coastal heath 
on sandy dunes, Eucalyptus woodlands, 
roadsides, creek and river banks and 
swamps. 

Two studies have recorded aspects of 
the plant's biology in Western Australia. 
Fox (1984) measured the abundance of M. 
nspnragoides in Acncia thickets and Tuart 
(Eucalyptus gomphocephnla IX.) woodland 
at Woodman Point and found between 0.2 
and 3.3 bridal creeper stems m·' · He also 
compared the germination of M. 
asparagoides with the native Clematis 
microphylla IX. (Ranunculaceae) and 
showed that a greater proportion of bridal 
creeper seed was viable and germinated 
at a higher tempe rature. 

A study by Bell et al . (1987) of grazing 
by tammar (Macropus eugenii Desm.) on 
the vegetation of Garden Island shows the 
potential impact of herbivores on bridal 
creeper. They found that bridal creeper 
formed a Significant part of the diet of the 
tammar. In an exc10sure experiment (at 
Beacon Head), where the vegetation was 
protected over two years fro m grazing, 
the mean pe rcentage cover by M . 
asparagoides in quadrats inside the 
exc10sure was 78.9% in contrast to 1.8% in 
quadrats exposed to grazing. In July 1991 
this exclosure si te was not fenced . A mat 
of dead tuber masses was present and the 
few bridal creeper stems apparent were 
amongst other vegetation and exposed 
stems were cropped, probably by 
tammars (Scott, unpublished data) . 

M. asparagoides is not subject to noxious 
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weed legislation in Western Australia . 
However, the potential of bridal creeper 
to invade areas reserved for nature con
servation has been recognized in the man
agement plans of important nature re
serves such as the Fitzgerald River Na
tional Park (Anon. 1991). 

Bridal creeper ill South Australia 
Cooke and Robertson (1990) reviewed the 
distribution, biology and control of bridal 
creeper in South Australia. The plant was 
introduced in 1871 (Schomburgk 1871 in 
Kloot 1986) and the first herbarium speci
men was collected in 1937. It is pro
claimed under the Pest Plant Act 1975 in 
schedule PP4 - which lists major threats 
to native flora . Bridal creeper is wide
spread in South Australia including the 
southern Eyre Peninsula, Yorke Penin
sula, Kangaroo Island and the Riverland 
(Cooke and Robertson 1990). It is estab
lished in dry sclerophyll open-forest, Eu
calyptus woodland, mallee, Caflitris forest 
and on coastal dunes (Cooke and 
Robertson 1990). Bridal creeper is also re
garded as a major threat to the conserva
tion of roadside vegeta tion (Lewis 1991). 

Bridal creeper ill Victoria 
The earliest herbarium record for Victoria 
is 1943 (Clifford and Conran 1987). Willis 
(1962) noted that bridal creeper was 'es
tablished in a few sandy, coastal habitats 
(Torquay, Queenscliff, St Leonards, 
Frankston, Deep Creek at Bulla, Lakes En
trance)'. Anon. (1976) iden tified bridal 
creeper as an important weed of public 
lands in Victoria and present (out o f the 
15 areas examined) in the Little Desert 
National Park and on the Mornington Pe
ninsula, including Ca pe Schanck Park 
(now included in Nepean National Park) . 
Bea uglehole (1988 and earlier references 
listed within) recorded brida l creeper 
from public lands on 48 of the 152 sections 
included in the 13 regions examined dur
ing his survey of the distribution of vas
cular plants in Victo ria . 

Bridal creeper ill Nw South Wales 
Jacobs and Pickard (1981 ) list bridal 
c reepe~ as present on the central coast, 
southern parts of both the western s lopes 
and western plains of New South Wales 
and on Lord Howe Island. 

Control techniques 
Techniques for cultural contro l o f bridal 
creeper include slashing o r mowing the 
foliage, digging by hand and fire. Cutting 
of foliage is probably best carried out in 
autumn prior to fruit and new tuber for
mation, but the frequency required to ex
haust unde rgro und reserves is not 
known. Digging up rhizomes and tubers 
can be effective in small areas (Overton 
1989) and it is essential to remove the 
growing ends of the rhizome, usually in-

dicated above ground by the presence of 
s tems. Firecan be used to destroy autumn 
growth, but fire should be foll owed with 
herbicide trea tments to prevent further 
spread of the plant (Twentyman 1990). 

Herbicides used for M. asparagoides in
clude 360 g L·I Roundup (glyphosate) at 
rates ranging from 100:1 to 200:1, Brush
off (metsulfuron methyl) at 10 g 100 L·I 
and a paraquat/ amitrole / MSMA mixture 
(Cooke and Robertson 1990, Robinson 
1990). Bromacil and amitrole w ere less ef
fective against bridal creeper (Schrank 
1982 in Cooke and Robinson 1990). Con
trol can take from three years (Cooke and 
Robertson 1990) to six years (Robinson 
1990). 

The control technique with the greatest 
potential benefit in conservation areas is 
bio logical control . Classical or inoculative 
control, which is the introduction of host
specific, exotic natural enemies (usually 
insects or fungi) adapted to exotic weeds 
(Wapshere et al. 1989), is readily applica
ble to w eeds o f conservation areas . The 
Australian Weeds Committee has ap
proved M. asparagoides as a target for bio 
logical control, and a preliminary survey 
for bio logica l control agents sta rted in 
1990 (Kleinjan and Scott 1990). 

Survey for biological control agents 
The survey for bio logical contro l agents 
encompasses the southern African range 
o f bridal creeper, but is concentrated in 
western and southern Cape Province as 
these areas are climatically similar to ar
eas with bridal creeper in Australia . Five 
study si tes have been established in south
ern Cape Province. One s ite has been es
tablished in weste rn Cape Province. Each 
si te contains 20 randomly chosen bridal 
creeper plants. The southern cape study 
si tes are v isited at three-monthly intervals 
since bridal creeper has active above
ground growth throughout the year. The 
w estern Cape s tudy si te is visited at two
monthly intervals from about May, when 
the plant starts above-ground growth, 
through to October when the plants are 
fruiting. 

Populations cons isting of at least 20 
bridal creeper plants were surveyed once 
at] O loca lities in the Drakensburg moun
tain range during either Januaryor Febru
ary 1991. Plants in this summer-rainfall 
region are actively grow ing during the 
summer months. Fruiting and subsequent 
senescence of above-ground growth oc
curs towards the end o f the summer. 

Bridal creeper has been recorded in the 
arid West Coast zone o f Sou th Africa 
(Obermeyer 1984). To date we have not 
found populations of the plant in this 
area. 

The objectives o f the survey are to pro
vide a comprehensive list of the fauna and 
diseases associa ted with bridal creepe r 
and to determine the level of specificity of 
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these organisms and the extent of the 
damage they cause. Further, the survey 
aims to record the seasonal phenology of 
the plant and its associated fauna and dis
eases. Other members o f the Aspara
gaceae will be surveyed incidentally, with 
em phasis being placed on other species in 
the genus Myrsiphyllum. 

Fauna and diseases associated with 
bridal creeper in southern Africa 

Organisms attacking rhizomes and 
tubers 
As the below-ground rhizomes and tu
bers of bridal creeper provide the reserves 
for rapid growth after unfavourable sea
sons, we would ideally like to find organ
isms that attack these organs. However, 
despite extensive excavations, we have 
not found potential biological control 
agents amongst the few organisms attack
ing these parts of the plant. 

As an a lternative to attacking the rhi
zomes and tubers, the spread and vigour 
of bridal creeper could be reduced by in
sects and pathogens that attack the above
ground parts of the plant. Two groups of 
o rganisms have been found ; species 
which feed on the seed prior to dispersal 
and species which feed on fOliage and 
stems. 

Predispersal seed predators 
1. Seed wasp: The seeds of bridal creeper, 
and virtually all Asparagaceae whose 
fruits have been collected, are attacked by 
a group of eurytomid wasps. Each wasp 
larva consumes a single seed and all the 
seeds within a fruit may be attacked. An 
average of 85% of fruits and 66% of seeds 
were attacked at five sites in southern 
Cape Province. The level of parasitism of 
the seed wasp appears to be very low. 
Eurytomid wasps have not been recorded 
from the fruits of crop asparagus. 
2. Fruit-attacking Lepidoptera: The fruits 
of indigenous Asparagaceae in southern 
Africa are attacked by lepidopteran lar
vae. These appear to belong to a group of 
closely related, but as yet unidentified 
species. Each larva consumes several 
fruits during its development. The larvae 
eat both the pulp and the seeds. We have 
reared adults from the fruits of bridal 
creeper and several Protasparagus species. 
They have not been recorded as pests of 
crop asparagus and they were not present 
in fruits of non-Asparagaceae collected in 
the vicini ty of brida I creeper. The la rvae 
are commonly parasitised by a braconid 
species. 

Organisms attacking the foliage and 
stems 
1. Rust fungus : A rust fungus, Puccinia 
myrsiphylli (Thuem.) Wint., occurs on the 
foliage and stems of M. asparagoides, M. 
ramosissimum (Bak.) Oberm. and M. 

volubile (Thunb.) Oberm. However, bridal 
creeper appears to be the most suscepti
ble. Particularly severe infestations have 
been observed, towards the end of the 
growing season, in the Drakensberg 
mountain range. A related rust, Puccinia 
asparag£ DC ., is a pest of crop asparagus. 
2. Crioceris sp.: A chrysomelid, Crioceris 
sp., has been found on bridal creeper and 
Protasparagus aethiopicus (L.) Oberm. in 
southern Cape Province. Eggs are laid on 
new shoots of bridal creeper and the lar
vae and adults ea t new growth. Pupation 
occurs in a cocoon in the soil. The biology 
of this species resembles that of the Euro
pean species, Crioceris asparagi L., which 
is a pest of crop asparagus in Europe and 
North America, where it is introduced. 
The southern African Crioceris species has 
not been recorded as a pest of crop aspara
gus. The Crioceris from bridal creeper is 
rare and the levels of parasitism by larvae 
of eulophid wasps and tachinid flies are 
high. 
3. Other phytophages: A cicadellid that 
causes severe damage to the cladodes is 
particularly abundant on bridal creeper in 
southern Cape Province. It also occurs on 
Protasparagus spp., \Jut we have not ob
served it on non-Asparagaceae and it is 
not a recorded pest of crop asparagus in 
southern Africa. 

The growth tips of bridal creeper, and 
of o ther southern African Asparagaceae, 
are severely galled by an unidentified fly 
species. Similar ga lls have not been ob
served on non-Asparagaceae in the vicin
ity of galled bridal creeper individuals 
and similar damage has not been re
corded on crop asparagus. Due to the im
pressive damage this species causes, it is 
potentially useful for a biological control 
program. 

Various phytophagous lepidoptera and 
a gregarious mite which feeds externally 
on the cladodes of bridal creeper will also 
be studied in the near future. 

Discussion 
M. asparagoides is now widespread across 
southern Australia . It has established in a 
range of vegetation types, from coastal 
dunes to inland maBee. In some areas the 
plant appears to be increasing in abun
dance and distribution. The plant is per
ceived as a threat to native vegetation 
throughout its range. However, the exact 
nature of this threat has not been quanti
fied . 

A start has been made on the develop
ment of cultural, chemical and biological 
control techniques for bridal creeper. 
South Africa hasa diversity of indigenous 
Asparagaceae with a corresponding di
verse array of phytophagous insects, 
mites and pathogens. None of the species 
being considered fo r biological control of 
bridal creeper have been recorded on crop 
asparagus in South Africa which makes 

us optimistic that organisms sufficiently 
specific for use in Australia may be found. 
A further factor in favour of biological 
control is the virtual absence of native 
Asparagaceae in Australia . All the species 
except crop asparagus and P. racemosus 
were introduced to Australia from South 
Africa. 

Sustained stress by phytophages may 
ultimately exhaust the plant's tuber re
serves. The evidence from exdosure ex
periments on Garden Island (Bell et al. 
1987) indicate that it is possible to achieve 
a reduction in bridal creeper abundance 
by the use of herbivores. A series of ex
periments are currently being conducted 
in South Africa to determine whether 
above-ground damage to bridal creeper 
by insect herbivores has a measurable im
pact on the rate of tuber production of es
tablished plants and whether insect 
herbivory can affect seedling establish
ment. 
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