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Dodder - The Vampire Weed!
Andy Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

One of the more bizarre and 
disconcerting weeds to see 
at this time of year is a full 
blown infestation of dodder . 
Dodder is the only parasitic 
weed that can plague farmers 
and horticulturists alike . Fortu-
nately, on Long Island it is an 
occasional, but not a common, 
weed problem . Because it is a 
parasite, dodder has no need 
of a functional photosynthet-
ic apparatus . Thus the typi-
cal bright yellow and orange 
spaghetti-like vines engulfing 
a host plant signal that this 
species is sucking the life out 
of its host plant . Dodder (Cus-
cuta spp.)  comprises a group 
of species that are both native 
and introduced to North Amer-
ica . The origin of the common 
name dodder is thought to be 
derived from an old German 
word for egg yolk, reflecting 
the striking color of the plant . 
Other common names are: 
witches shoelaces, strangle 
vine, and devil’s gut . 

On Long Island, dodder will occasionally infest potatoes, 
landscape plants and sometimes greenhouse crops . It is 
thought that birds may drop the seeds onto the pots as 
they are resting on the open greenhouse vents . There 
is no selective control for this weed once it has suc-
cessfully parasitized a plant . The only remedy is to physi-

cally remove the foliage that 
the vine is infesting and dis-
pose of in closed plastic bags . 
However, research by one of 
the leading authorities on this 
weed, J .H Dawson suggests 
that if an area is known to be 
infested, a spring application 
of one of the pre-emergence 
herbicides, pendimethalin, 
prodiamine or trifluralin can 
be applied to greatly suppress 
the emergence of this weed 
at least through most of the 
spring . A second application 
may be necessary to extend 
the control well into the sum-
mer months, since this weed 
can germinate well into the 
growing season . 

Dodder is closely related to morning glory and bind-
weeds . Even though it is a parasite, it is very capable 
of producing an ample number of seeds to perpetuate 
the species . It has been estimated that a single ma-
ture plant can produce more than 15,000 seeds . So 
this is one weed well worth scouting for - early and 
often . It is easy to spot and can’t be confused with 
any other plant, so scouting is not a great chore . The 
seedlings germinate and will ‘twirl’ their stems until a 
host plant is encountered . If the plant is a compatible 

host, the dodder will sprout haustoria and penetrate the 
stem of the host . These hasutoria will begin to syphon 
necessary nutrients from the host for the dodder to con-
tinue to grow and thrive . Even though the dodder will 
not usually kill the host plant, it will weaken it to the 
point of no return . ●
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