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Common Name:  Japanese Dodder
Scientific Name:  Cuscuta japonica Choisy
Family: Cuscutaceae

Description:  An annual, parasitic vine.  Stems many-branching, fleshy, circular, pale yellow with red spots and striations.  Leaves minute, scale-like, about 0.07” long.  Flowers abundant, pale yellow, sessile, August-October.  Fruit a round, 2-celled, 4-seeded capsule.  Seeds 2.5-3 mm in length, 0.07-0.11” in diameter, dented, pale straw to blackish in color.  A single plant can produce over 2,000 seeds, which can remain viable in the soil for up to 20 years.

After dodder seeds germinate, a rootless and leafless seedling is produced that grows out in search of a host.  Once the seedling comes in contact with a suitable host, it produces a haustorium which invades the vascular tissue of the host plant stem, in the same way that a Witchweed radicle attaches to the root of a corn plant.  If the seedling cannot find a suitable host, it will die within a few weeks.  Once attached to a host plant, dodder grows very fast – up to 6” per day, and its connection to the ground withers away.
Habitat:  Japanese Dodder grows in a wide range of habitats; cultivated crops, perennial crops, pastures, abandoned lands, fence rows, ditchbanks, and residential areas. 
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Native Range:  Asia.

Pathways of Introduction and Spread: Introduced and spread as a medicinal herb, as well as a contaminant of seed shipments, spices, baggage, and straw.  Dodder seeds are commonly intercepted as contaminants of commercial seed shipments entering the United States.  It has also been intercepted as a contaminant of imported baggage, spices, and straw.  Any imported seed shipment found to contain seed of any dodder species is denied entry and the commodity is either devitalized or returned to country of origin (Westbrooks, 1989).  The seeds and sticky stem fragments are spread by birds and animals, as well as human activities associated with pruning and gardening.  

U.S. and Canada Distribution: 

Ecological and Economic Impacts:  Severe infestations can kill host plants.  It poses a severe threat to crops such a soybean, alfalfa, asparagus and tomatoes, as well as horticultural plants.  Japanese Dodder kills the host plant by robbing it of water and nutrients.  Left uncontrolled, it can kill large portions of a host plant, and a complete large tree within two to three years.
Dodder infestations weaken a host plant, making it susceptible to other pests and diseases, and may eventually kill the host.  Dodder is also thought to be a vector for various plant pathogens including several ‘yellowing’ viral diseases, citrus tristeza, citrus stubborn, and citrus greening disease.  Host plants include, but are not limited to fruit trees, tomatoes, potatoes, corn, carrots, soybeans, eggplant, cucumber, peas, tobacco, and soybean, and nursery stock.


Control Strategies:  Control methods include hand roguing, pruning, and the use of herbicides to kill the parasite.  Hand roguing and pruning are often used in landscape settings where the use of herbicides would damage other plants.  In areas where herbicides can be used, pre-emergent herbicides are used to prevent dodder seeds from germinating.  Post-emergent herbicides such as glyphosate (Roundup) are used to kill dodder seedlings before they become attached to the host plant, and to kill mature vines after they have become attached to a host plant.  In settings where the host can be sacrificed, systemic herbicides such as triclopyr (Garlon) can be injected into host plants such as large trees.  This kills the host plant as well as the parasite, and ensures that it will not be spread and further.  
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