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Tradescantia fluminensis (wandering Jew, family Commelinaceae) is a serious environmental weed 
in many frost-free regions of New Zealand. The weed commonly forms dense, monospecific mats 
that completely prevent native forest regeneration. It also reduces indigenous biodiversity, alters litter 
decomposition and changes soil nutrient availability. Conventional control is difficult and very costly, 
so a biological control programme was initiated. A survey of invertebrates and plant pathogens present 
in New Zealand found that damage attributed to either insect herbivory or disease was minimal with 
little biocontrol potential. Surveys were subsequently initiated in the plant’s native range in SE Brazil 
to identify potential agents associated with plant damage for classical biocontrol. Molecular studies are 
under way to determine the clonal status of the plant in New Zealand and to establish more accurately 
its geographic origin. In addition, the weed population dynamics will be modelled, with the aim of 
further understanding the ecology of this forest invader in New Zealand and improving the prospects 
of successful biological control.
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Rhamnus cathartica and Frangula alnus are small trees of Eurasian origin, which have become inva-
sive in North America. Some 1,000 insect samples collected at 97 buckthorn sites in Europe indicate 
that the insect-species richness is higher on R. cathartica than on F. alnus and includes more species 
that are host-specific at the species or genus level. Lepidoptera (22 species) largely dominate, followed 
by Hemiptera (8 species), Diptera (4 species), Acarina (4 species) and Coleoptera (1 species). Although 
there is no clear pattern in terms of direction of dispersal, it appears that Rhamnus and Frangula are 
predominant in the Old Word and New World, respectively, and this most probably explains a sig-
nificant proportion of the variation in the insect-species richness on the two target plants. Minimiz-
ing potential non-target effects will likely require the selection of agents which are specific to either  
R. cathartica or F. alnus. There are in Europe several arthropod species which are monophagous on  
R. cathartica or the host range of which will be limited to a few species in the genus Rhamnus. Biologi-
cal control of F. alnus with species- or genus-specific agents will undoubtedly be more difficult and 
will require additional field surveys.


