
MADAGASCAR PERIWINKLE (Catharanthus roseus, previously Vinca rosea and 

sometimes still called vinca) is an erect, perennial herb up to one metre high, with a 

woody base (i). The leaves are bright green and glossy, with attractive pink or white 

flowers in the axils (ii), although modern cultivars are available in a variety of  colours 

and colour combinations. Each flower has 5 petals that fuse to form a tube at the base. 

Plants flower throughout the year, and are followed by green, cylindrical fruit that resem-

ble unopened flower buds. As the name implies, Madagascar periwinkle is native to 

Madagascar and was imported to South Africa as a garden ornamental, but has since 

escaped cultivation to become invasive in many parts of the country. Madagascar peri-

winkle is a declared invader in South Africa and must be controlled, or eradicated where 

possible.  

 

THE PROBLEM 

In South Africa, Madagascar periwinkle is capable of colonising virtually any area within 

a wide range of ecological conditions. It is recorded to invade riverbanks, rocky outcrops, 

roadsides, urban areas, open spaces in dry savannah, as well as plantations, forests and 

coastal scrub margins. The plants reproduce from seed, which may be dispersed by 

wind and animals, or be transported to new areas in water and garden waste. The stems 

and leaves of the plant contain a milky sap, and the entire plant is toxic. There is no 

evidence to suggest that these plants are utilised by game or livestock. 

 

THE SOLUTION 

Infestations can be removed by hand-pulling. Gloves should be worn to protect the skin 

from the latex, and all  seeds must first be removed from the plants to prevent them from 

germinating in the disturbed soil. The collected seeds must be destroyed, preferably by 

burning. Although no herbicide has been registered for use specifically on Madagascar 

periwinkle, herbicides designed for broad-leafed plants may be used. Follow-up treat-

ments are recommended for both mechanical and chemical control, to ensure there is no 

recolonisation from roots or seeds. As with most invasive alien plants, the only long-term, 

sustainable solution is biological control. Unfortunately, no potential agents have been 

identified for use. In the meantime, gardeners and landowners are strongly urged to 

remove these plants from their property, and to replace them with indigenous plants such 

as Bulbine frutescens (iii) or one of the many Carpobrotus species (iv), all of which are 

equally attractive, hardy and drought-resistant. Other indigenous plant ideas are availa-

ble here: http://pza.sanbi.org/. 
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