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Fig. 181. Orange flowers of Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) Mill. (Picture by Neil R. Crouch)

Fig. 182. Yellow flowers of Opuntia 
ficus-indica (L.) Mill.

(Picture by Neil R. Crouch)

Fig. 183. Unripe fruit of Opuntia ficus-
indica (L.) Mill.

(Picture by Geoff R. Nichols)
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Fig. 184. Reddish fruit on spineless form of Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) Mill.
(Picture by Helmuth G. Zimmermann)

Spiny forms have been known under a range of names (Annecke & Moran, 1978) 
in southern Africa (e.g. Opuntia elatior Mill., O. maxima Mill., O. megacantha Salm-
Dyck, O. schumannii Weber, O. tuna Haw.). While these are mostly misapplied, some, 
such as O. elatior, O. schumannii and O. spinulifera, represent additional species that 
were perhaps at one stage naturalised in South Africa, or that still are. The invasive 
form with orange to red flowers was at one stage referred to as O. megacantha.

In the Americas the fruits of these plants are eaten and the juvenile cladodes are 
consumed as a vegetable. This multi-purpose plant has also been introduced in 
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various arid and semi-arid countries for use as an emergency source of feed for 
animals (Felker & Inglese, 2003). In South Africa it is cultivated for edible fruits, 
animal fodder and is often used as a form of security hedging. 

Many spineless cultivars are cultivated in South Africa, but only the spiny form is 
reported to be invasive. The spineless forms (Fig. 185) are eaten by stock and 
wildlife. There are a few cases where it appears as if a spineless form is ‘invasive’ 
but this is because it grows inside spiny cactus thickets where animals cannot 
reach it. The plant also undergoes significant genotype-environment interaction 
which affects identification based on phenotypic traits. 

Fig. 185. Spineless form of Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) Mill. (Picture by Gideon F. Smith)
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The spineless forms were introduced into the rest of the world by Spaniards from 
Nueva Espana (Mexico) as far back as about 1500. These were soon cultivated 
all around the European Mediterranean basin. Annecke & Moran (1978) mention 
that it was introduced into the Cape shortly after Jan van Riebeeck landed. These 
introductions were still spineless. Once widely established in the Eastern Cape, 
spiny forms emerged through cross pollination and genetic recombination, reverting 
back to the spiny forms (seeds taken from a spineless fruit and germinated result 
in a high proportion of spiny seedlings). The spineless forms were often protected 
by the spiny forms and could proliferate. 

Opuntia ficus-indica invades many habitats, but is mainly a potential transformer in 
dry and rocky places in savanna, thicket and karoo (Fig. 186), widespread through 
most of South Africa. During the late 19th century the spiny form invaded huge 
areas in the Eastern Cape (South Africa) (Fig. 187), Tigray in Ethiopia and in Saudi 
Arabia. It has never reached full invasive potential in Australia, thanks to early 
introduction of appropriate biocontrol agents.

Spiny types are declared category 1 (transformers) weeds in South Africa, 
and have been proposed for category 1b of NEMBA and CARA (Anonymous, 
2009). The infestations in South Africa have been successfully controlled to 
manageable levels using three natural insect predators, namely the cactus moth, 
Cactoblastis cactorum, the cochineal, Dactylopius opuntiae (Fig. 188) and the 
weevil, Metamasius spinolae (Annecke & Moran, 1978). Although the use of these 
biological control agents is the most economical form of control, there are currently 
also two herbicides registered for use in South Africa (Anonymous, 2004; Grobler, 
2005)

Ethiopia has opted to control rampant populations by promoting their utilization as 
a source of human food (fruit and vegetable), fodder and for the production of the 
red colourant (carmine) from the cochineal insect Dactylopius coccus.

Infestations have now stabilised in South Africa after seventy years of biological 
control. The biocontrol agents manage to prevent resurgences of prickly pear in 
previously invaded areas. But some small infestations persist in a few isolated 
areas e.g. around Uitenhage, Patensie, Grahamstown, Ohrigstad and Polokwane. 
These are now widely utilised for their fruit and form the basis for an important 
informal fruit industry. Byproducts made from fruit, including confectionaries, 
syrups, jams, iqhilika (local brew) and ‘nopalitos’ are supporting and benefiting 
many small enterprises, and these are gaining in importance (Beinart, 2007). 
Control of prickly pear is still practiced in conservation areas and in these cases 
the preferred and most economical form of control remains biological, though 
sometimes in combination with chemical control.

In general, Opuntia ficus-indica populations have stabilised at acceptable levels 
and pose no further threat to agriculture and the environment despite the few 
pockets of infestations in some nature reserves. Its invasive species ranking 
remains high mainly because of its past history and its wide distribution. The 
aggression and past impact on agriculture in South Africa still looms high in the 
memories of farmers and conservationists.




