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Background  
 
Invasion science has made significant progress by exploring similarities and differences between invasions in 
different taxonomic and functional groups. There are a few broad generalisations that can be made around 
residence time, introduction effort, and climatic match; but specific insights useful for regulation and 
management are often case-specific, e.g., susceptibility to Phytophthora is a major factor limiting Proteaceae 
invasions. This has led to the development of the concept of invasion syndromes, the idea that groups of 
invasions can be jointly considered as they share similar features that mean they are amenable to similar types 
of regulation and management. Another increasing realisation is that often as much is learned from why some 
species do not invade (if given the chance) as from those that do invade. 
 
This project aims to focus on a particular largely New World family—Bromeliaceae—many of which are 
epiphytes but others (including pineapples) are important terrestrial plants. Epiphytes (often sold as air plants) 
are becoming increasingly popular in horticulture. However, there are recent reports of invasions in forest 
ecosystems in South Africa. Are these of concern? To what extend does the use in the horticultural industry 
represent a threat? Is it possible to identify and distinguish taxa that have acceptably low risks of invasion? The 
project is likely to include the following aspects: 

• A review of the movement of species in the group around the world, including synthesising the 
evidence for naturalisation, invasions, and impacts; 

• Detailed studies of the invasion ecology of selected species in South Africa (at least one focussing on 
Tillandsia spp.); 

• An evaluation of the status of the group in South Africa, compiling an inventory of taxa that are 
present in cultivation and outside, their uses, the risks they pose, how they are perceived, with the 
work culminating in a strategy for how benefits can be preserved while managing risks; and 

• Development of a synthesis of epiphytic invasions exploring whether they represent an invasion 
syndrome. 

This is a project suitable for students interested in using a variety of disciplinary tools and approaches to 
develop recommendations for regulation and management. 
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