
 

Fire and weeds; Erica arborea  

 

Erica arborea can form very large, dense patches which outcompete native plant species making it a significant 

weed problem. 

Erica arborea is a shrub with tiny, needle-like leaves that 

can grow to 5 metres in height and live for more than  

50 years. Plants develop a massive lignotuber at their 

base that makes them very hardy.  

Seeds are first produced when plants are approximately 

3-4 years old and these can germinate either in autumn 

or spring. 

Pre-burn control works best 

The recommended control technique for Erica involves 

physical removal of adult plants, including their 

lignotuber (large adults can be killed by drilling holes in 

their lignotuber and filling the holes with herbicide).   

Burning adult plants does not kill them as they typically 

re-sprout from their lignotubers (see photo).  

Monitoring undertaken by National Parks and Wildlife 

Service SA has shown that physical removal of Erica 

combined with prescribed burning may improve the 

control of Erica.  

Quadrats were set up in an area where large Erica plants 

had been physically removed.  

Half of the quadrats were then burnt, and all were 

assessed over several years.  Erica seedling 

establishment and the number of native plant species 

present were recorded.  

Quadrats were also set up in an area containing only 

juvenile Erica plants.  These were burnt and later 

assessed for juvenile Erica survival. 

Seedlings…but not on mass! 

Erica seedling recruitment was not prolific and it was 

similar across burnt and unburnt quadrats meaning that 

Erica is not highly fire responsive and it also germinates 

in response to soil disturbance (from the removal of 

adult plants). Fortunately, many Erica seedlings died 

after exposure to their first summer season! 

Burning killed juvenile Erica 

A great result! Burning resulted in the death of nearly all 

juvenile Erica plants (with stem diameters of <6 mm). 

This is likely due to plants this size not having significant 

lignotubers to regenerate from. This has great 

implications for improving the efficiency of Erica control. 

Improving outcomes using fire 

This trial has significant implications for Erica control. 

Once large Erica plants have been physically controlled, 

prescribed burning may be used to help control the next 

generation while they are still small.  

Leaving the dead adult plants scattered across the site 

may be required to ensure there is enough fuel at the 

site to burn. 

Prescribed burning may also help with habitat 

restoration as it was found that native seedlings 

established better at sites where Erica was controlled 

and then burnt.  

It’s important to remember that follow-up weed control 

will always be required in conjunction with prescribed 

burning to achieve good habitat restoration outcomes.

More information 

environment.sa.gov.au/topics/fire-management 

Re-sprouted Erica arborea from lignotuber, post burn 

https://www.environment.sa.gov.au/topics/fire-management/stay-informed

