
SYNONYMS
Broad-leaved paperbark, paperbark, punk tree, white 
bottlebrush
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HISTORY AND DISTRIBUTION
Melaleuca is native to Australia, New Caledonia, New Guinea 
and was intentionally introduced to Florida, USA several 
times in the early 1900s as an ornamental, timber source, soil 
erosion inhibitor, and as a means to drain wetlands. It has 

RANKING SCIENTIFIC NAME COMMON NAME
Kingdom Plantae Plants

Subkingdom Tracheobionta Vascular plants

Superdivision Spermatophyta Seed plants

Division Magnoliophyta Flowering plants

Class Magnoliopsida Dicotyledons

Subclass Rosidae

Order Myrtales

Family Myrtaceae Myrtle family

Genus Melaleuca

Species Melaleuca quinquenervia (Cav.) S.T.Blake Melaleuca
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Figure 1. Melaleuca reported distribution in North America (Credit: EDDMapS, www.eddmaps.
org; USDA PLANTS Database, plants.usda.gov [both accessed 7 September 2021]; Munger 2005)

also been introduced as an ornamental to Hawai’i, California, 
Louisiana, and Texas (Fig. 1), but its spread in these states 
has mostly been minimal, and it is largely problematic in 
Florida and Hawai’i. 

IMPACT
In southern Florida, melaleuca displaces native plants, 
reduces overall species diversity, alters soil chemistry, 
reduces decomposition rates, changes land physiography, 
and modifies hydrology and fire regimes. 

IDENTIFICATION
at a glance
Melaleuca is an evergreen 
tree typically growing 49–80 
ft tall (15–24 m) from an 
adapting root system with 
above- and below-ground 
roots. Trees in dense stands 
have a single, relatively 
straight trunk while those 
in open infestations may 
be multi-stemmed with 
wide canopies. The spongy 
bark is thick, consisting of 
many layers; outer layers 
often become ragged and 
partly unrolled. Leaves are 
alternate, leathery, lance-
shaped, gray-green, and 
give off a camphor-like odor 
when crushed. Numerous 
flowers occur on creamy 
white bottlebrush-like inflorescences 1–3 in (2½–8 cm) long. 
The brown capsule fruits are arranged in tight clusters of 30–
70; each capsule contains 200–350 tiny brown seeds.

roots
The melaleuca root system is adapted to fluctuating water 
tables and partially flooded swampy environments. The tree 
produces numerous vertical and horizontal sinker (structural) 
roots that extend to the water table’s deepest annual level 

Figure 2. Melaleuca tree (Scott W. Gavins, 
iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0)
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and anchor the trees to the ground. During wet seasons and 
surface flooding events, specialized feeder or “water roots” 
are produced from the soil roots and submerged portions of 
the stem (Fig. 3a). These water roots grow upwards until the 
tips extend just above the water’s surface. Once floodwaters 
recede, most water roots die, though a few become new 
structural roots.

steMs and leaves
Trees typically grow 49–80 ft tall (15–24 m). Those growing in 
dense stands have a single, relatively straight trunk (Fig. 3b) 
while those in open infestations may be multi-stemmed with 
wide canopies (Fig. 3c). Branches are ascending on young 

trees and somewhat drooping on older trees. New stems can 
sprout from damaged root crowns and may even sprout from 
felled stems (Fig. 3d). The bark is spongy, thick, and consists 
of many layers (Fig. 3e). On lower parts of the trunk, the outer 
layers often become ragged and partly unrolled. Leaves are 
alternate, lance-shaped, leathery, gray-green, and 1½–5 in (4–
13 cm) long (Fig. 3f). Leaves have longitudinal veins, and they 
give off a camphor-like odor when crushed. Young leaves and 
stems often have fine, soft hairs across their surfaces.

Flowers
Several flowers occur in dense bottlebrush-like inflorescences 
1–3 in (2½–8 cm) long (Fig 3g). Flowers are creamy-white 

Figure 3. Melaleuca produces vertical soil roots as well as (a) specialized water roots during times of flooding. Trees have (b) relatively straight trunks in dense stands but (c) are often multi-stemmed 
with wide canopies at open sites. New stems readily sprout (d) from felled stems and damaged root crowns. The bark (e) is spongy, layered, and often peeling. Leaves (f) are lance-shaped and leathery. 
Flowers (g) are produced in creamy-white “bottlebrush” clusters. Fruits (h) are woody capsules also arranged in up to 10 tight clusters along branches; each capsule produces (i) 200–350 tiny brown 
seeds. (a: Melissa C. Smith, USDA-ARS Invasive Plant Research Lab); b: Daniel_shelley, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; c: Alvaro_vaca, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; d,g: Joe MDO, iNaturalist.org CC 
BY-NC 4.0; e: Forest and Kim Starr, Starr Environmental CC BY-4.0; f: Sean Patton, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; h: Susan McCaslin, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; i: Paul Pratt, USDA-ARS Invasive 
Plant Research Laboratory)
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with numerous stamens that have long white filaments and 
yellowish anther lobes surrounding a pistil. Many describe 
the smell of flowering melaleuca as “burnt mashed potatoes.”

Fruits and seeds
Fruits are brown woody capsules that are broadly cylindrical, 
0.1–0.2 in (2½–4 mm) long, and often arranged in a series of 
up to 10 tight clusters along branches (Fig. 3h), each cluster 
comprised of 30–70 seed capsules (Fig. 3i). Each capsule 
contains 200–350 tiny brown seeds (Fig. 3i), most of which 
are not viable. 

ECOLOGY
Melaleuca is known to have stand densities of up to 55,000 
trees per acre (135,000 stems/ha). It is highly tolerant of 
fire due to its multiple layers of papery bark that provide 
insulative protection to trunks. After fire, other plant 
species are often killed, whereas most mature melaleuca 
trees produce adventitious growth. Melaleuca reproduces 
by seed (Fig. 3i) and re-sprouts from damaged root crowns 
and felled stems (Fig. 3d). Seeds germinate quickly in moist 
soil. Trees can become reproductive in one year, but most 
flower only by the third year. Flowering occurs primarily in 
fall and secondarily in summer, though some flowers can 
be observed all year, and some trees flower multiple times a 
year. Stems continue growing beyond the fruit clusters, often 
producing new leaves and additional flowers/fruit clusters in 
later flowering events (Fig. 3h). Seed capsules typically open 
gradually with age, shedding seeds throughout the year; 

however, some capsules containing viable seeds may remain 
on trees for up to 10 years. Capsules of all ages may open and 
mass-release seeds (Fig. 3i) after events such as fire, frost, or 
wind damage. Seed viability in the soil is highly variable and 
dependent on exposure to water; seeds in wet sites may only 
be viable for two years, whereas buried seeds in sandy soils 
may remain viable for upwards of 4–7 years. Some trees can 
live more than 100 years. 

HABITAT
Melaleuca is found in subtropical climates with alternating wet 
and dry seasons. In southern Florida, it can be found in moist 
habitats including sawgrass prairies, freshwater marshes, and 
cypress and mangrove swamps, as well as the drier zones of 
pine flatwoods and hardwood bottomlands (Fig. 4).

SIMILAR SPECIES
There are over 200 species in the genus Melaleuca, none of 
which are native to North America, but over 50 of which 
have been intentionally introduced as ornamentals. Their 
current status in North America is largely unknown. While 
some may have similar bottlebrush inflorescences and 
woody capsule fruits, the spongy, peeling bark and often 
dense infestations of melaleuca set it apart from the other 
introduced species, which often don’t have spongy bark and 
are typically only found growing isolated in ornamental 
settings. Less related species in this family (Myrtaceae) are 
both native and introduced to North America. They can 
easily be differentiated by having more egg-shaped leaves, 

Figure 4. Melaleuca thrives in subtropical climates with alternating wet and dry seasons and is often found in or along (a) ponds, (b) permanently flooded sawgrass prairies, (c) moist roadsides, (d) 
wetlands, (e) swamps, and (f) pine flatlands. (a: Scribbles, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; b: Willey Durden, USDA-ARS, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US; c: Tony Pernas, NPS, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US; d: 
Amy Ferriter, State of Idaho, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US; e: Thomas Mesaglio, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; f: Zion, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0)
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SPECIES DIFFERENCES PLANT BARK LEAVES FLOWERS FRUIT
Snow-in-summer

Melaleuca linariifolia

Exotic perennial

Typically ≤33 ft (10 m); usually 
multi-stemmed; bark not 
spongy; leaves shorter, much 
narrower, single prominent 
midvein; flower clusters more 
fluffy with more scattered 
spikes; capsule fruits not 
densely arranged

White stopper

Eugenia axillaris

Native perennial

Typically ≤25 ft (7½ m); 
usually multi-stemmed shrub; 
bark splotchy, not spongy or 
peeling; leaves opposite, more 
egg-shaped; flowers with larger 
petals; flowers not in tight 
clusters; fruits berries that 
turn from orange to black at 
maturity

Wax myrtle

Morella cerifera

Native perennial

Typically ≤25 ft (7½ m); 
plant dioecious; usually 
multi-stemmed shrub; bark 
splotchy, not spongy or peeling; 
leaves with yellow resin dots, 
few small teeth, wider at tip; 
flowers non-showy; fruits waxy, 
blue-gray drupes

Table 1. Sample species related to (all Myrtaceae) and somewhat similar to Melaleuca that are established in North America, along with traits for differentiation

Photos: snow-in-summer tree, fruit (Scott W. Gavins), bark, leaves (Environment_logancc), flowers (Thomas Mesaglio); white stopper plant, leaves (Tom), bark (Sfitzgerald86), flowers (Alan R. Franck), 
fruit (Mccork01); wax myrtle plant (Te Chang), bark (Wendo88), leaves (Deanna), flowers (Jordan Broadhead), fruit (Grinnin) (all iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0)

flowers not as showy or not in tight inflorescences, and berry 
fruits. Representatives of these related species are described 
in greater detail in Table 1, along with key characteristics 
that can be used for differentiating them from melaleuca and 
from each other.
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This fact sheet was produced by the North American Invasive 
Species Management Association (NAISMA) with financial 
support from USDA Forest Service. The layout was designed 
by Rachel Winston, MIA Consulting.

NAISMA is a network of professionals challenged by invasive 
species: land managers, water resource managers, state, 
regional, and federal agency directors and staff, researchers, 
and nonprofit organizations. NAISMA’s members are a 
diverse group of individuals and organizations who are 
involved in implementing invasive species management 
programs at all scales. Our mission is to support, promote, 
and empower invasive species prevention and management 
in North America. Our vision is to have North America’s 
lands and waters protected from invasive species. NAISMA’s 
programs aim to provide the support, training, and standards 
needed by the professional invasive species management 
community.
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