
RUBBER VINE (Cryptostegia grandiflora) is very similar to the Madagascar or pur-

ple rubber vine  (Cryptostegia madagascariensis), and both are native to Madagascar 

(see separate fact sheet for Madagascar/purple rubber vine ). Rubber vine is native to the 

drier south-west regions of that country. It may grow as an ornamental and multi-stemmed 

shrub that reaches 2-3 metres high, or it may grow as a climber with whip-like stems, 

which are covered in small lenticels (i), that can climb several metres high into the tree 

canopy. The elliptical leaves are dark green and glossy, up to 10 cm long and 5 cm wide. 

The midribs and petioles of the leaves are pinkish when young (ii), but turn white or yellow 

with age. Vines bear attractive, trumpet-shaped pale pink  flowers with five petals (iii) dur-

ing summer. These are 5-7 cm long, and are followed by green follicles (fruit) up to 10 cm 

long (iv) that occur in opposing pairs. When ripe, the follicles turn brown and dehisce to 

reveal as many as 800 papillose (hairy) seeds. Since rubber vine is regarded as a weed in 

South Africa, it must be controlled, and further cultivation of the plant is prohibited.  

 

THE PROBLEM 

Rubber vine is  regarded as invasive in tropical North and South America, as well as India 

and Australia. The vine was brought into South Africa as a garden ornamental, but has 

since escaped cultivation to become naturalised in various parts of the country, especially 

areas where the soil retains moisture. The vine has invaded several watercourses in Lim-

popo province and Mpumalanga, but it has also invaded pastoral land and become ram-

pant in some towns, such as Musina. The vine’s scrambling habit causes it to smother 

indigenous plants, choke waterways, and reduce grazing land. In addition, the vine ex-

udes a poisonous, milky sap that is known to kill livestock and other animals that feed on 

the plant. As mentioned, vines produce as many as 800 seeds per follicle. Most of these 

are viable and germinate readily, especially in damp areas. They are dispersed by wind 

and water, or spread by birds and other animals, vehicles and farm machinery. 

 

THE SOLUTION 

Unfortunately, since no herbicides are registered for use against this vine in South Africa, 

infestations can only be controlled mechanically or by burning. Unless the infestation is 

small, mechanical control is chiefly used to penetrate dense invasions that can then be 

controlled by fire. Fire is a relatively inexpensive control method that will even kill green 

plants, as well as any surrounding seeds and seedlings.  However, both methods are 

labour intensive and require regular follow-up treatments. The only sustainable method of 

controlling the vines’ vigour and spread, is biological control. Although biocontrol agents 

have been released with some success on rubber vine infestations in Australia, none have 

yet been identified for release in South Africa.  
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