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HISTORY AND DISTRIBUTION
Air potato is broadly native to Africa and Asia. It was 
first introduced to North America as a result of the West 
African slave trade and was recorded growing in a garden in 
Alabama, USA by the late 1700s. Air potato was subsequently 

intentionally introduced to Florida, USA by 1905 from 
numerous locations for agricultural, ornamental, and 
medicinal reasons before escaping cultivation and becoming 
weedy. Invasive populations throughout the Southeast are of 
Asian origin. Air potato is reportedly naturalized in 10 states 
in the USA (Fig. 1), though it is most problematic in Florida, 
Hawaii, and along the Gulf Coast.

IMPACT
Air potato grows rapidly, climbing into forest canopies 
where it forms dense mats that smother and shade out 
native species. Large infestations are capable of altering plant 
communities by displacing native species, interfering with 
native forest regeneration, changing community structures, 
and disrupting ecological functions.

IDENTIFICATION

RANKING SCIENTIFIC NAME COMMON NAME
Kingdom Plantae Plants

Subkingdom Tracheobionta Vascular plants

Superdivision Spermatophyta Seed plants

Division Magnoliophyta Flowering plants

Class Liliopsida Monocotyledons

Subclass Liliidae

Order Dioscoreales

Family Dioscoreaceae Yam family

Genus Dioscorea Yam

Species Dioscorea bulbifera L. Air potato

Air potato
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Figure 1. Air potato reported distribution in North America (Credit: EDDMapS, www.eddmaps.org, 
and iNaturalist.org; both accessed 25 November 2024; F. Allen Dray Jr., pers. obs.)

At a Glance
Air potato (Fig. 2) is an 
herbaceous perennial 
twining vine capable of 
growing up to 98 ft (30 m) 
long from subterranean 
potato-like tubers. Vines are 
smooth, rounded, and twine 
counterclockwise. Leaves 
are alternate, heart-shaped, 
up to 8 in (20 cm) long, and 
attached to vines via long 
petioles. The deep leaf veins 
all arise from the point of 
petiole attachment. Flowers 
are rarely observed in the 
USA but are small, white 
to light pink, and occur on 
long hanging spikes arising 
from leaf axils. Fruits have 
three wings but are also rarely (if ever) observed in the USA. 
Bulbils are produced aerially at leaf axils. These vary but are 
typically ½–5 in (1¼–13 cm) across and dark brown and 
rough, or tan and more smooth.

Figure 2. Air potato plant (Forest & Kim 
Starr, Starr Environmental, Bugwood.org CC 
BY-3.0 US)

http://www.eddmaps.org/
https://iNaturalist.org
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Roots
Air potato grows from persistent subterranean tubers that 
resemble small, oblong potatoes typically 2–6 in or 5–15 cm 
in diameter, though some can be longer depending on soil 
conditions. Fleshy, white roots also grow from bulbils that 
fall to the ground and sprout new vines in spring.

Stems and Leaves
Vines grow up to 98 ft (30 m) long, blanketing trees and 
surrounding vegetation (Fig. 4). Vines are smooth, rounded, 
and twine counterclockwise (from right to left; Fig. 3a). Leaves 
are alternate (Fig. 3a), smooth-margined, heart-shaped, 
attached by long petioles, and up to 8 in (20 cm) long and 
nearly as wide. Leaf veins are deep; all arise from the same 
point at the point of petiole attachment, and all terminate at 
the same point at the pointed tip of the leaf (Fig. 3b).

Flowers
While flowers are rarely present in North America, it is not 
uncommon to see the occasional vine in flower. Male and 
female flowers occur on separate plants (dioecious), but only 
female flowers have been observed in the invaded range. 
Flowers occur on small hanging spikes arising from leaf axils. 
Each flower is fragrant, small, and either pale green to white 
(Fig. 3c) or tinged in pink (Fig. 3d).

Fruits, Seeds, and Vegetative Propagules
Sexually produced fruits are 3-winged capsules that produce 
tiny, partially winged seeds. However, yam fruits are 
extremely rare in the USA. If ever produced, they are sterile; 
seeds have not been observed in North America. Air potato 
produces vegetative propagules called bulbils (aerial tubers) 
that arise from leaf axils. These resemble small potatoes and 
give the plant its common name of “air potato”. Bulbils can 
vary markedly in their appearance but are typically round 
or angled, and ½–5 in (1¼–13 cm) across. There are two 
bulbil morphotypes in the southeastern USA: brown and 
tan. Brown bulbils have dark brown skin and a rough surface 
with numerous rounded bumps or small projections (Fig. 
3e). Tan bulbils have tan skin with a relatively smooth surface 
and fewer rounded bumps (Fig. 3f).

ECOLOGY
While air potato can reproduce by seed in its native range, 
it reproduces exclusively vegetatively in the USA. Air potato 
sprouts from subterranean tubers and bulbils in spring. 
Vines may grow outwards or climb into the canopy by 
twining around trees. They can grow up to 8 in (20 cm) per 
day in summer and up to 98 ft (30 m) long per season. Up 
to 200 bulbils are produced per plant throughout summer 

Figure 3. Air potato (a) vines are smooth and twine counterclockwise, with (b) alternate heart-shaped leaves with major veins all arising from the same point. Flowers are rarely present in North 
America but may be (c) whitish-green or (d) tinged pink. Two types of bulbils occur in the Southeast USA: (e) brown with rough skin and small bumps or projects and (f) tan with smoother skin and fewer 
bumps. (a: Katja Schulz, iNaturalist.org CC BY 4.0; b: John Fraser, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; c,f: Karen Brown, University of Florida, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US; d: Shiwalee Samant, iNaturalist.org 
CC BY-NC 4.0; e: lserra, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0)
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and autumn. These fall to the ground in autumn and winter 
months and may be carried long distances by water or on 
machinery and equipment. Vines die back in winter with 
colder temperatures and re-grow from tubers or bulbils the 
following spring. Dead stems often remain strongly attached 
to nearby vegetation or structures and serve as an attachment 
surface for new vine growth the following season. 

HABITAT
Air potato can be found growing in moist, mesic, and/or 
hardwood forests. It is frequently found in disturbed areas, 
forest gaps, and along roadsides (Fig. 4) and is less common 
in coastal areas and pine forests. It grows best where winter 
temperatures remain above freezing.

NOTES
Some varieties of air potato are edible and cultivated as a 
food crop, especially in West Africa. Varieties in the USA 
tend to be bitter, and some consider them to be poisonous 
unless thoroughly soaked and boiled.

SIMILAR SPECIES
There are five additional species of yam in the genus 
Dioscorea established in North America. The native Florida 
yam (D. floridana) and wild yam (D. villosa) have rhizomes 
instead of subterranean tubers and neither produces aerial 
bulbils. The three other exotic Dioscorea species all grow 
from subterranean tubers and produce aerial bulbils, though 
each species has subtle to obvious differences to air potato. 
All five Dioscorea species are described in greater detail in 
Table 1, along with key characteristics that can be used for 
differentiating them from air potato and from each other. 
The exotic kudzu (Pueraria montana) is not related to air 
potato and has many more obvious differences. It is included 
in Table 1 because it is frequently mistaken for air potato 
from a distance. 

REFERENCES
Croxton, M.D., M.A. Andreu, D.A. Williams, W.A. Overholt, 

and J.A. Smith. 2011. Geographic origins and genetic 
diversity of air-potato (Dioscorea bulbifera) in Florida. 
Invasive Plant Science and Management 4(1): 22–30. 

Dray, F.A., Jr., O. Menocal, R. Murray, E. Rohrig, and C. 
Minteer. 2023. Lilioceris egena (Weise) (Coleoptera: 
Chrysomelidae: Criocerinae)—biological control agent 
of air potato vine. EENY-804. University of Florida IFAS 
Extension. https://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/publication/IN1406 

Gucker, C.L. 2009. Dioscorea spp. In: Fire Effects Information 
System. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 
Rocky Mountain Research Station, Fire Sciences 
Laboratory (Producer). Available: https://www.fs.usda.
gov/database/feis/plants/vine/diospp/all.html.

Figure 4. Air potato growing (a) in a forest clearing, (b) over other vegetation in an abandoned 
lot, (c) in a forest, and (d) along a roadside (a: Adam Pitcher, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; b: 
Dvdkssrw, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; c: Irvin Louque, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC-ND 4.0; d: Jade 
Fortnash, iNaturalist.org CC0)

d

Hammer, R.L. 1998. Diagnosis: Dioscorea. Wildland Weeds 
2: 8–10.

Kerr, C., and R. Poffenberger. 2016. Quick Identification 
Guide: Air Potato, Dioscorea bulbifera. Methods Circular 
No. 1, Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer 
Services, Division of Plant Industry.

Langeland, K.A., and K.C. Burks. 1998. Identification and 
biology of non-native plants in Florida’s natural areas. 
University of Florida, Gainesville, Florida.

Overholt, W.A., L. Markle, M. Meisenberg, L. Raz, G. 
Wheeler, R. Pemberton, J. Taylor, M. King, D. Schmitz, 
G.R. Parks, M. Rayamajhi, E. Rohrig, E. Lake, M. Smith, 
K. Hibbard, T.D. Center, V. Manrique, R. Diaz and F.A. 
Dray, Jr. 2014. Air Potato Management Plan for Florida. 
Florida Exotic Pest Plant Council, www.fleppc.org. 

Rayamajhi, M.B., P.D. Pratt, P.W. Tipping, E. Lake, M. Smith, E. 
Rohrig, F.A. Dray, Jr. and T.D. Center. 2016. Seasonal growth, 

c

a b

https://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/publication/IN1406
https://www.fs.usda.gov/database/feis/plants/vine/diospp/all.html
https://www.fs.usda.gov/database/feis/plants/vine/diospp/all.html
http://www.fleppc.org


4      Air Potato (Dioscorea bulbifera): History and Ecology in North America

SPECIES SIMILARITIES DIFFERENCES PLANT LEAF FRUIT/BULBIL
Florida yam

Dioscorea floridana	
Dioscoreaceae

Native perennial

Perennial climbing vine; plants 
dioecious; similar habitat; stems 
twine counterclockwise; leaves 
alternate, heart-shaped; small 
flowers in clusters from leaf axils; 
fruit and seeds winged

Roots rhizomatous; only grows 3⅓–
13 ft (1–4 m); stems ridged, often 
reddish; nodes articulate (plant may 
separate naturally at nodes); leaves 
sparsely hairy on undersides, only 
1¼–4⅓ in (3–11 cm) long; flower 
clusters often branched; flowers more 
yellow; fruit fertile; no bulbils

Wild yam

Dioscorea villosa	
Dioscoreaceae

Native perennial

Perennial climbing vine; plants 
dioecious; similar habitat; stems 
twine counterclockwise; leaves 
alternate, heart-shaped, similar 
veins; small flowers in clusters 
from leaf axils, white to pale green; 
fruit and seeds winged

Roots rhizomatous; only grows 5–30 
ft (1½–9 m); stems ridged, often 
reddish; leaves sparsely hairy on 
undersides, only 2–4 in (5–10 cm) 
long, may appear in whorls near vine 
base; fruit fertile; no bulbils

Chinese yam

Dioscorea 
polystachya	
Dioscoreaceae

Exotic perennial

Perennial climbing vine; plants 
dioecious; roots tuberous; invasive 
with dense, smothering mats; 
similar habitat; leaves alternate 
near vine base, some heart-shaped; 
small flowers in clusters; aerial 
bulbils tan; seeds winged

Only grows ≤16½ ft (4 m); stems 
twine clockwise, slightly ridged, may 
be reddish; leaves only 1¼–4⅓ in 
(3–11 cm) long, may grow opposite 
near vine tips, some 3-lobed with 
more pointed tip; flowers greenish; 
fruit fertile; bulbils ¾ in (2 cm) long, 
small projections on tan bulbils

Winged yam

Dioscorea alata	
Dioscoreaceae

Exotic perennial

Perennial climbing vine; plants 
dioecious; roots tuberous; invasive 
with dense, smothering mats; 
similar size and habitat; leaves 
heart-shaped, alternate near vine 
base; small flowers in clusters; 
aerial bulbils dark brown with small 
projections; fruit and seeds winged

Roots massive; stems twine 
clockwise, winged with 4 sides, 
purple-tinged; leaves opposite at 
vine tips, narrower with more pointed 
tips; petioles clasp the stem; flowers 
greenish; fruit fertile; bulbils more 
elongate

Zanzibar yam

Dioscorea 
sansibarensis	
Dioscoreaceae

Exotic perennial

Perennial climbing vine; plants 
dioecious; roots tuberous; invasive 
with dense, smothering mats; 
similar size and habitat; stems twine 
counterclockwise; leaves alternate 
near vine base; small white flowers 
in clusters; aerial bulbils dark 
brown; fruit and seeds winged

Stems slightly angled; leaves opposite 
at vine tips, 3–5 lobed, longer and 
nearly twice as wide; petioles clasp 
the stem; fruit fertile

Kudzu

Pueraria montana 
Fabaceae

Exotic perennial

Perennial climbing vine; roots 
tuberous; highly invasive with 
dense, smothering mats; similar 
length and habitat; leaves 
alternate, relatively hairless, 
similar size; flowers in long 
clusters

Stems dark brown, rope-like, hairy, 
twine clockwise; leaves compound, 
separated into three leaflets; foliage 
exudes skunky odor when crushed; 
flowers pink to deep purple; each 
flower strongly 2-lipped; fruits long, 
hairy pods

Table 1. Key traits for differentiating air potato from similar related species established in North America.

Photos: Florida yam plant and leaf (Alex Abair, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), fruit (adapted from Jeff Staufferild, iNaturalist.org all rights reserved); wild yam plant (Summit Metro Parks, iNaturalist.org 
CC BY 4.0), leaf (Derek, iNaturalist.org CC BY 4.0), fruit (dinomama789, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0); Chinese yam plant, bulbils (Chris Evans, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US), leaf (James H. Miller, USDA 
Forest Service, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US); winged yam plant, leaf (Chris Evans, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US), bulbil (Angel D Vega, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0); Zanzibar yam plant (Al Kordesch, 
iNaturalist.org CC0), leaf (Jonathan Hiew, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), bulbil (SunGW, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0); kudzu plants (Kerry Britton, USDA Forest Service, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US), 
leaves (James H. Miller & Ted Bodner, Southern Weed Science Society, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US), fruit (bobohog, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0)
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