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Control of English ivy (Hedera helix) in Sherbrooke 
forest - a practical experience 

Vivien Freshwater, Friends of Sherbrooke Forest Incorporated, PO Box 277, 
Belgrave, Victoria 3160, Australia. 

English ivy (Heder. helix L.) (Araliaceae) 
is one of the worst environmental weeds 
in Sherbrooke Forest; a moist sclerophyll 
vegetation formation in the Dandenong 
Ranges National Park, Victo ria . It has 
grown there for the last fifty years and 
covers many hectares of the forest floof, 
as well as climbing trees and shrubs. It has 
reduced feeding areas for some fauna , 
such as lyrebirds and wombats, by form
ing a dense ground cover. This prevents 
lyrebirds from raking over the soil to ob
tain their food, and smothers native 
grasses which form an important part of 
the wombat's diet. 

English ivy is rela·tively slow growing 
and generally does not flower in the forest 
until it has sufficient light. Fertile plants 
of English ivy are often found growing up 
large trees such as mountain ash (Ellcalyp
tus regnans F. Muell.) or in gaps in the for
est where light intensities are high. 

English ivy is generally found where 
the forest has been disturbed, such as in 
pine plantations and areas harvested for 
timber in the 1920s. It is spread into and 
within the forest by birds and probably 
foxes. As the rich volcanic soil of 
Sherbrooke Forest is extremely friable, 
hand weeding can be successfully used to 
control both large and small infestations. 

Control methods 
Hand weeding 
On flat ground, begin weeding at the 
edges of the infestation. English ivy is gen
erally shallow rooted and is easily pulled 
by hand or with pliers. 

If working on a steep slope, start from 
the base of the infestation and work up
wards. Plants can then be easily placed in 
weeded areas behind the operator. Do not 
leave pulled English ivy on the ground in 
winter months as they are likely to con
tinue growing. If English ivy cannot be 
removed it should be placed on suitable 
trees or shrubs or on a platform of logs 
and allowed to dry out and decompose. 

In areas of friable soil, one person can 
hand weed 10 m' of English ivy in ap
proximately one hou r. The Friends of 
Sherbrooke Forest have hand weeded 
about five hectares of English ivy in 10 
years at the site of a former pine planta
tion harvested in 1969. They commenced 
in 1981 when English ivy had completely 
smothered the ground vegetation and 
well-established plants were growing up 
both blackwood (Acacia melalloryloll 
R.Br.) and mountain ash trees. 

Ten months after the initial removal of 
English ivy, natural regeneration was 
monitored every spring and summer for 
three years on a 10 m x 10 m plot. The site 
was subject to frequent disturbance by 
lyrebirds throughout the monitoring pe
riod. In August 1983, 15 indigenous spe
cies and four weed species were present. 
Seven months later, 26 indigenous species 
and six weed species were recorded . At 
the last recording in 1986, there were 21 
indigenous species and 10 weed species 
present. Most species regenerated from 
e ither soil-stored or wind-blown seed. 
Species recorded in 1986 were: 
Acer pseudopmtanus'" Sycamore maple 
Aspenda euryphyl/a Broad-leafwoodruff 
AIIslmlilla plISil/a Shade nettle 
umtaurium erythraea'" Common centuary 
Oetnatis aristata Australian clematis 
CDprosma qlladrifida Prickly currant-bush 
Coprosma robusta'" Karam u 
Cynoglossurtl latifoliu", Forest hound's-

tongue 
Ceranilutl potenhlloides Crane's-bill 
Geranium solanderi Austral crane's-bill 
Hedem Ilflix" English ivy 
Hedycarya alllJllSlifo/ia Austral mulberry 
Hydrocotyle g<mlliifolia Forest pennywort 
Hydrocotyle hirla Hairy pennywort 
Hypericum androsaemum'" Tutsan 
Hypochoeris radicata'" Cat's-ear 
Miaolaella sh·poides Weeping grass 
Olemia argophyl/a Musk daisy-bush 
Olearia lirma Snowy daisy-bush 
Pandorea IXmdomna Wonga-vine 
PittosporwlI 1llldulatum'" Sweet pittosporum 
Plalltago debilis Shade plantain 
Polysfid,um proliferum Mother shield-fern 
Pteridillm esculentum Austral bracken 
Senecio spp. Fireweeds 
Sigesbeckja orjentalis Indian weed 
Solanum l1igrum'" Black nightshade 
Sonchus oleraceus'" Sow this tle 
Rubus fruticosus '" Blackberry 
Urticiis illcisa Scrub nettle 
Viola Izederacea Ivy-leaf violet. 
"'Introduced species 

Treatillg English ivy growing lip trees 
A high priority should be given to con
trolling English ivy vines growing up 
trees and shrubs, as this will prevent fur
ther spread by seeding. 

Cut the vine at waist height and loosen 
the upper part of the vine from the tree. 
Remove the root by hand or with a suit
able tool, taking care not to damage the 
tree. If the root is too large to be removed 
by hand, strip back the bark with a sharp 

paint with a herbicide such as glyphosate 
(undiluted). Notches cut into the exposed 
section of the vine will assist the retention 
of herbicide. 

When English ivy grows on tree-ferns, 
every piece must be removed, as the fi
brous nature o f the tree-fern trunk will 
sustain the growth of English ivy pieces. 
A sharp knife can be used to pry English 
ivy from the tree-fern trunk. Use a ladder 
for tall tree-ferns, as the vine usually 
breaks if pulled from ground level. 
Follow-up 
Six-monthly checks should be made until 
the treated area is free of English ivy 
regrow th. Natural regeneration of indig
enous plants on treated areas may be 
slow. One site in Sherbrooke Forest is still 
bare 10 years after the initial removal of 
English ivy, mainly because of a combina
tion of a lack of light and the continual 
raking of the soil by lyrebirds. 

On treated areas, invasion of o ther en
vironmental weed. species is likely to oc
cur. Exotic species that frequently invade 
weeded areas in Sherbrooke Forest are: 
Cirsirml vulgare Spear thistJe 
Hypericum flndrosaemu11I Tutsan 
Myrsiphyllilm scandms Asparagus fem 
Passiflora mollissima Banana passionfruit 
Pitt05porwn undulatum Sweet pittosporum 
SoIanllm lIigrum Black nightshade 
These plants are easily controlled if they 
are removed before they set seed. 

Conclusion 
English ivy will remain a threat to forests in 
the Dandenong Ranges unless residents are 
educated about the problems associated 
with its invasion and can be convinced that 
they should not allow this plant to reach 
the seeding stage in their gardens. 

A safe method o f chemical control is 
needed for treating large areas when hand 
removal is unsuitable or the manual re
sources are not available. It is extremely 
difficult and time consuming to remove 
English ivy when it is growing amongst 
dense forest wire grass (Tetrarrhena jllncea 
R. Dr.) or areas that are invaded by black
berry (Rllbus jrllticosus spp. agg.) 

If English ivy in Sherbrooke Forest is not 
controlled it will eventually dominate the 
indigenous vegetation, preventing natural 
regeneration and reducing floristic diver
sity. The native fauna will also suffer from 
the loss of habitat and feeding areas. 

The Friends of Sherbrooke Forest, over 
the last 11 years, have proved that large in
festationsof English ivy can be cleared and 
provided these areas are followed up with 
'spot weeding', the treated areas will suc
cessfully regenerate to indigenous forest 
vegetation. 


