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Oleander - a cryptic problem plant
(Published in the Prince Albert Vriend in Afrikaans January 2014)
Oleander or Selonsroos (Nerium oleander) is a local problem plant in the Prince
Albert area. Oleander invades fresh water streams, particularly rocky and gravelly
watercourses in semi-arid mountain valleys where it grows in the water or on the
moist edges of streams and rivers. The plant is of Mediterranean origin, originally
brought into the country as an ornamental in gardens and hedges, and is still being
planted for these purposes today, often by city councils and municipalities.
Historically, oleander was mentioned by Burchell on his travels in South Africa in
1811 and noted as an "exotic" plant by Carl Thunberg in his Flora capensis in 1823.
More recently, oleander was recorded in the Baviaanskloof near Willowmore in 1949,
and had become established there as a result of floods that washed oleander plants
and seeds from gardens. It has become a resident in many semi-arid areas,
particularly the Cedarberg, Oudtshoorn and Ladismith areas, and near Port Elizabeth
and Grahamstown. Closer to home, oleander has invaded some streams flowing
north and south from the Swartberg Mountains in the Weltevrede valley and nearby
in the Little Karoo in the Huisrivier in the Calitzdorp area (not to be confused with the
Huisrivier in the Weltevrede valley, discussed below).
Oleander is among the most poisonous of all garden plants. All parts of the plant are
poisonous to humans, birds and other animals. It is not browsed by antelope or
domestic livestock, and each plant makes thousands of seeds, each seed with a
fluffy parachute so that they get carried by the wind and lodged in suitable
germination sites. The poisons include nasty cardiac glycosides, specifically
oleandroside and nerioside, all causing reactions in humans similar to digitalis
[digitalis is a group name for several medicines containing cardiac glycosides which
are part of the treatment for heart problems, including controlling heart rate, and
given to patients with potential heart failure]. More than 50 distinct poisons have been
identified in the plants, not only cardiac glycosides but also a strychnine-alike poison.
People have died as a result of using oleander sticks as skewers, pot stirrers and
toothpicks, and honey made from the flowers can be dangerous to eat. It is not a nice
plant!.
Locally, thickets of oleander are all along the Huisrivier in the Weltevrede valley, from
its catchment at Villiersville at the head of the valley and all along the river bed until it
meets the Gamkakloof dam. It stops at the dam - oleander cannot grow in salty or
“brak” water, and the waters of the dam are saline enough to prevent any invasion of
the dam edges (its place at the dam is taken by other alien invasive plants, the
Spanish reed (Arundo donax) and tamarix (Tamarix ramossima) that can deal with
the slightly salty water).
Some control of oleander in our area is underway. In a project supported by Michael
Fuller and the Koorts family, a small but dedicated team is systematically removing
clumps of oleander in the Weltevrede valley, and preventing regrowth of the plants by
treating the cut stumps and stems with a herbicide. Anthony Mullins and co-workers
Japie Minnie, Colin Scheepers and Cornelius Smit are cutting and poisoning
oleander along the Huisrivier. They carefully and diligently remove all the drift wood
and soil that has built up around the multi-stemmed bases of the plants, and then cut
all the stems at ground level with either chainsaws or pruning saws. The removal of
the soil and debris is necessary to keep cutting chains sharp, otherwise the soil
causes excess wear. It can take as much as one days work to remove one oleander
plant and poison it. Then the cut stems and foliage must be removed and destroyed,
and this is currently being done by burning, although this is not best practice.
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Michael Fuller (with back to the camera) and Anthony Mullins in the river bed at De Hoek. A
dense patch of oleander is to the right of the picture, and cleared stumps to the left.

Part of the oleander cutting team at De Hoek - left to right, Cornelius Smit, Japie Minnie and
Colin Scheepers
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Oleander is a Declared Weed under the Conservation of Agricultural Resources Act.
Land users are responsible for control of Declared Weeds and these plants may not
be propagated or sold. Moreover the 19 July 2013 amendment to the National
Environmental Management Act demands compulsory control of such weeds.
Assistance, in the form of herbicide or labour can be obtained from the Working for
Water programme provided that the land on which the weed occurs meets certain
criteria such as being part of an important freshwater catchment, a formal nature
reserve or part of a conservancy. For more information on assistance with clearing of
invasive alien plants and declared weeds see
https://www.environment.gov.za/sites/default/files/docs/forms/clearing_assisstance_a
pplication.pdf
The Working for Water Programme of the Department of Water Affairs provided
financial backing for control of oleander in the Gamkaspoort Dam Nature Reserve in
1998. They established, trained and equipped a local Working for Water team of 20
Prince Alberters led by Mr. Freeman Williams in January 1998 to clear oleander from
the bed of the Huisrivier bed between the eastern boundary of the Nature Reserve
and the dam (see article in Prince Albert Friend # 34 (1998). The team, made up of 6
women and 14 men, manually cut and herbicide-treated all oleander stems in an
area of approximately 120 ha along a stretch of the Huisrivier that runs west towards
the Gamkaspoort Dam. The multistemmed plants were slashed as near as possible
to their bases, and herbicides were sprayed onto cut stems from knap-sack sprayers.
The first 58 ha of plants were treated with 12% Garlon® (trichlopyr) and the
remainder with 7.5% Roundup® (glyphosate). The treatments were unsuccessful:
nine weeks later most oleander stumps had produced 20-40 cm long regrowth
shoots. Problems included inappropriate wetting agent (diesel), lack of marker dye in
the mixture so that untreated stumps could not be identified, and inability of the team
to cut the oleander near their bases in the rocky and partly-flooded river bed.

The slow process of cutting each stem in a multi-stemmed oleander clump
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Anthony pointing out a cleared and poisoned oleander clump in the river bed, and showing
just how many stems must be cut and treated.

Anthony Mullins and team made some initial mistakes with trying to clear oleander
effectively. Oleander resprouted in the first steep rocky stretch of river that they
cleared. Problems included cutting stems too far above the base and applying too
dilute a solution of herbicide. They have found that the only way of killing oleander in
a river bed is to clear all “opdrifsels”, soil, rocks and other debris around the stems
before cutting each stem with a handsaw and painting the cuts immediately with a
10% solution of Hatchet© mixed with Actipron wetting solution and a marker dye to
indicate treated stumps. But even this method is not killing all the oleander, and the
team has found that there is still some regrowth. This means a repeat - and costly return visit to previously cleared areas to remove regrowth and apply yet more
herbicide.
Oleander is notoriously difficult to eradicate. Trials in Australia using the herbicide
Access™ (triclopyr 240 grams/litre, picloram 120 g/l) were done in the Parachilna
Gorge in the Flinders Range. Access™ was mixed with diesel diluted 1:60 and
carefully painted onto all cut stems in a 400 m2 control trial. All treated plants
appeared to die, but within 12 months all had resprouted. A follow up spray treatment
using Roundup® Biactive™ (glyphosate 360 g/l) was ineffective. In another trial
Roundup® Biactive™ was used on 241 plants. Plants were cut low to the ground and
swabbed using neat glyphosate. After 3 months 96% of treated plants had died. As in
the case of the plants in the Huisrivier, access to the bases of some large plants had
been impeded by flood debris. The Australian trials showed that control of oleander
was improved by removing debris and cutting stems lower to the ground, something
that Anthony and his team found out the hard way. However, the Australian project
went further by drilling an 8 cm hole into the cut stem and filling this with neat
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glyphosate, and this method seems to have been very effective (but still not with
100% success).
Michael Fuller has employed Anthony Mullins and his team for over a year now. With
additional support from Jaco de Klerk of Weltevrede Fig Farm the investment has
paid off. Through the teams dedicated and meticulous work, about one kilometer of
the bed of the mountain stream that feeds the farms has been freed from the dense,
water hungry and poisonous oleander thickets. Beneficiaries of clean, weed free
rivers include the river and its fish, crabs, dragonflies and plants, water users and
Cape Nature that manages the upper reaches of the river catchment on the
Swartberg. Thankyou Michael, Anthony, Colin, Japie and Cornelius, and Jaco and
his men.
Postscript. Since our visit to the site in September, additional clearing teams, led by
Japie and Colin respectively, have been employed. Although this is a pilot project,
what has been learned so far could be replicated in other areas where oleander is a
problem. One product from the project is trained teams that could be employed to
clear invasive alien plants on other farms. Partial financial support by local
municipalities and/or Cape Nature would enable these trained teams to have
sustainable employment outside the fruit picking season, and to usefully contribute to
the control of invasive alien vegetation.
Dr Richard Dean (e-mail lycium@telkomsa.net)
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