
QUEENSLAND UMBRELLA TREE (Schefflera actinophylla) is a popular ornamental that 

is often grown as an indoor plant in pots or, in more tropical regions, as a garden plant. It 

is native to northern Queensland in Australia, as well as New Guinea and Java. The um-

brella tree grows rapidly, may have single or multiple greenish stems that reach 12 me-

tres high. Leaves are  palmately compound, green and shiny, and comprise up to 16 leaf-

lets with long petioles (i). In summer, dense clusters of red flowers are borne on stem tips 

above the foliage (ii). These are followed by fleshy, reddish fruits, which are favoured by 

birds, fruit bats, and other animals. A further two species are recorded as being invasive 

in South Africa - S. arboricola, which is smaller and may be variegated (iii), and S. ele-

gantissima, which has toothed leaf margins. All three species are declared invaders in 

parts of South Africa where there are restrictions on further trade and cultivation. In addi-

tion, S. actinophylla must be controlled or eradicated where possible in Eastern Cape, 

Limpopo, Mpumalanga and KwaZulu-Natal provinces. 

 

THE PROBLEM 

The umbrella tree is tolerant of a wide range of environmental conditions, including 

drought, shade, and some frost. As a result, it is capable of invading a variety of habitats 

where it forms dense thickets and outcompetes indigenous vegetation. In addition, where 

plants are grown in proximity to buildings or dwellings, the aggressive root system is 

known to damage plumbing and foundations. Although the flowers are capable of self 

pollination, they are also visited by birds and other pollinators. In some areas, these trees 

have been planted in gardens specifically to attract birds, which are capable of spreading 

the seed vast distances from the parent plant. Seeds are spread mainly by birds and fruit 

bats, and have been observed to take root in the forks of indigenous, and other trees (iv). 

These have been recorded to grow as epiphytes that are capable of strangling, and even-

tually killing, their host  trees. 

 

THE SOLUTION 

These plants are notoriously difficult to eradicate mechanically or chemically, and larger 

trees usually require a combination of both. Seedlings and young plants should be pulled 

out of the ground and destroyed. Although no herbicides have been registered for use on 

the umbrella tree, those containing glyphosate or triclopyr have been used with some 

success by painting them on the bark of larger trees, or by felling the trees and painting 

the stumps. However, the effects are slow and regular follow-up treatments are required. 

The use of herbicides on plants growing as epiphytes within other trees should be under-

taken with caution because the host plant may be damaged in the process. Although 

some form of biological control would be the most sustainable form of control, no potential 

agents have been identified or imported for testing at this stage. 
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