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Background  
The invasive flora of South Africa is dominated by trees and shrubs, many of which have invaded large areas of 
natural and semi-natural vegetation and have major impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem services. Several 
Australian genera have contributed a large proportion of the country’s most widespread and damaging invasive 
species; these include Acacia, Eucalyptus, Hakea and Leptospermum. Many species in these genera were 
introduced and widely planted more than a century ago.  Another Australian plant genus, Melaleuca (Myrtaceae) 
is becoming increasingly widespread across South Africa. Many melaleucas (bottlebrushes) were introduced for 
ornamental horticulture. An assessment in 2017 found that at least 36 Melaleuca species were present in South 
Africa, 11 of these are known to be naturalised (and regulated under the National Environmental Management: 
Biodiversity Act’s Alien and Invasive Species Regulations) and six are clearly invasive. The introduction and 
invasion ecology of only one species (M. parvistaminea) has been thoroughly studied in South Africa. 
 
This study aims to build on the work of Jacobs et al. (2017) to improve knowledge of the distribution of Melaleuca 
species in South Africa. All available data sources will be utilised to create an accurate database of the 
distribution of all planted, naturalised, and invasive taxa in the country. Special attention will be given to 
developing a project on the citizen science platform iNaturalist to serve as the foundation for monitoring the 
distribution of the genus in South Africa and to serve as the portal for detection of new incursions. The history 
of introductions of Melaleuca species around the world will also be reviewed. Risk analyses will be conducted 
for all taxa known to be present in South Africa, for all other taxa used in the ornamental horticultural trade, or 
known to have been introduced outside of their native ranges. 
 
A detailed study will be undertaken of the ecology of biogeography of the most widespread Melaleuca taxon in 
South Africa, namely M. viminalis. All data sources will be used to create a high-resolution map of the occurrence 
of the species. This information will be used to assess the habitat requirements of the species and to provide a 
risk map of areas most likely to be affected by invasions in the future. The invasion ecology of M. viminalis will 
be assessed in a nested study, focussing on the Western Cape and on selected regions within this province 
(potentially the areas around the towns of Fisherhaven, Stanford and Stellenbosch) to determine, among other 
things, seed dispersal conduits, habitat requirements, and impacts. 
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