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Opuntia cacti 
Opuntia cacti (Opuntia spp.), which include the wheel cactus and prickly 

pear species are Weeds of National Significance (WoNS) and declared 

plants under the Landscape South Australia Act 2019. The sweet prickly 

pear (Opuntia ficus-indica) is excluded from this declaration.

What does it look like? 
Opuntia cacti are succulents, typically long-

lived, perennial shrubs, generally growing up 

to 2m high. They have round or oval shaped 

flattened stem segments, referred to as pads. 

A key distinguishing feature are fine hair-like 

detachable barb bristles. The sweet prickly 

pear does not have these barbs. 

Flowering typically occurs from spring through 

to summer, with fruits forming in late summer 

and into autumn. 

Flowers are large and can be coloured white, 

orange, pink, red and purple. Most produce 

fleshy fruit which ripen to red, purple or 

yellow. Not all species develop mature fruit, 

but those that do produce numerous seeds. 

Seed can germinate year round during 

adequate rainfall.  

Flowers appear mainly in summer and 

autumn. The flowers are very small and occur 

in clusters in the axils of the leaves. The 

flowers are surrounded by sharply-pointed, 

chaff-coloured bracts. 
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Where is it found? 

Wheel cactus and prickly pear are found in the 

south-eastern quarter of South Australia, 

focused in the Flinders, Southern Flinders, 

Adelaide Hills and Riverland regions. 

What is its impact? 

Opuntia cacti are highly invasive, forming 

dense infestations that displace desirable 

vegetation and limit access for stock, vehicles 

and humans. Their spines can injure livestock, 

attaching to their flesh or eyes. Large patches 

also harbour pest animals, such as rabbits 

which gain safe refuge under the spiny plant. 

What can you do? 
The most appropriate method of control will 

depend on the size and age of the infestation, 

site access, resources and specific species. 

Long-term control requires the use of multiple 

control methods. 

Wheel cactus and prickly pear are spread from 

the movement of seeds, fruits and segments. 

Segments of many opuntia species attach 

easily to clothing, footwear and animals. 

Wheel cactus and prickly pear fruit is attractive 

to some birds, and some mammals including 

foxes, aiding seed dispersal. 

Prevention/Containment 

Prevent opuntia cacti from entering your 

property by ensuring stock and machinery are 

free of weed seeds and matter. Good hygiene 

is essential when working in infested areas, 

including staying on tracks. All segments and 

fruits should be removed from an area as they 

are very capable of regrowing, even under 

harsh conditions.  

Mechanical 

Opuntia cacti can be controlled through 

manual removal, making sure all fragments 

are removed and buried under 1m of top soil. 

Care must be taken when mechanically or 

physically removing cacti due to their spiny 

nature. Early action on small isolated plants is 

easier than controlling large, dense 

infestations. 

Chemical 

Herbicide control is effective while the cacti 

actively grows, followed up by further 

treatment. Chemical control can be achieved 

through spot spraying, basal bark, stem 

injection and drill and fill methods. These are 

most effective when the cacti are small and 

reasonably accessible. 

For advice on chemical control techniques 

contact the Northern and Yorke Landscape 

Board. Please refer to the Weed control 

handbook for declared plants in South 

Australia for advice on chemical control. You 

can find it on PIRSA’s website at: 

www.pir.sa.gov.au/biosecurity  

Biological Control 

There are two biological control options for 

opuntia cacti, including a stem-boring moth 

(Cactoblastis cactorum) and several species of 

cochineal scale insect (Dactylopius spp.).  

Cactoblastis is successful for controlling 

prickly pear in most situations but is less 

effective in cool wet areas or very dry 

locations. There are several species of 

cochineal present in Australia. It is important 

that the correct cochineal species is selected 

for the target cactus. 

What are your 
responsibilities? 
The Opuntia cacti species is a declared plant 

under the Landscape South Australia Act 2019. 

Landholders must control the plant on their 

property. Sale or movement of plants or 

goods containing plants or plant parts is 

prohibited within the state. 

More information 

Email: ny.landscapeboard@sa.gov.au  

Phone: 08 8841 3444 

www.landscape.sa.gov.au/ny 

http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/biosecurity
http://www.landscape.sa.gov.au/ny

