
Biosecurity series – pest plant factsheet

WHY IT IS A PEST PLANT
Production threat Environmental threat Public threat

Velvetleaf originated in southern Asia and is a member of the mallow 
family. It’s regarded as the world’s worst cropping weed, damaging 
arable crops, lowering crop yield by competing with them for nutrients 
and water. It is already present in New Zealand, including in the Waikato 
region. A national outbreak in 2016 was linked to imported fodder beet 
seed infested with velvetleaf. However, Waikato infestations have also 
been linked to maize crops and maize silage, machinery, stock movement 
and manures from grain-fed animals.

Velvetleaf seedlings are vigorous and the plant grows rapidly in the first 
few months after germination. Seeds remain viable for up to 60 years. 

The seed survives in maize silage and in the gut of cattle, so it has the 
potential to spread rapidly through farms. Farm, crop and machinery 
hygiene are important strategies for the prevention and control of this pest.

Related species
Tree mallow, cretan mallow.

RESPONSIBILITY FOR CONTROL
All landowners/occupiers in the Waikato are responsible for the control of velvetleaf on 
their property. 

All landowners/occupiers are responsible for controlling velvetleaf on 
their properties. In addition, no person shall move, or allow to be moved, 
any velvetleaf propagules from a contaminated property. No person 
shall move, or allow to be moved, cultivating/harvesting machinery, any 
organism, risk goods or other goods into or out of a property that may be 
contaminated with velvetleaf, without the permission of an authorised 
person. Velvetleaf is also banned from being sold, propagated, distributed 
or included in commercial displays.

HOW TO CONTROL VELVETLEAF
Research on effective control methods in New Zealand conditions is in 
progress.

Physical control
Physical control may be an option for small infestations and smaller 
plants. Hand pull plants before seed capsules have formed. 

Continued overleaf

IDENTIFYING FEATURES
Velvetleaf is an annual broad-leaved herb that grows 
1-2.5m tall.

Flower

• Buttery-yellow flowers about 3cm across.
• Flowering is spring to autumn.
• Flowers only open for a few hours.

Fruit/ 
seed

• Distinctive seedpods or capsules, with 12-15 segments in 
a cuplike ring.

• Each seedpod is about 2.5cm in diameter.
• Each seedpod segment contains 1-3 large black seeds.

Leaf

• Large heart or circular shaped leaves.
• Velvety and soft to touch. 
• Leaves are smelly when bruised or crushed.

www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/velvetleaf

Exclusion Eradication Progressive containment Sustained control Site-led

Reduce the amount of velvetleaf and limit the locations that have it.

Velvetleaf
Abutilon theophrasti

Other common names:
China jute, butter print, Indian mallow
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For more information call Waikato Regional Council’s freephone  
0800 800 401 or visit www.waikatoregion.govt.nz.
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MORE INFORMATION
Advice
• For advice and additional 

information on control methods, 
call our pest plant staff on 
freephone 0800 BIOSEC  
(0800 246 732).

• Chemical company 
representatives, farm supply 
stores and garden centres can 
also be good sources for advice.

Publications
View, download or order the following 
publications at www.waikatoregion.
govt.nz/publications or call our 
freephone 0800 800 401. 
• National Pest Plant Accord 

(Manual of plants banned 
from sale, propagation and 
distribution) ($10.00 plus GST)

• Plant Me Instead! (Plants to use in 
place of common pest plants) (free)

• Poisonous Plants and Fungi 
in New Zealand – A Guide for 
Parents, Schools and Child 
Minders (free)

• Waikato Regional Pest 
Management Plan (RPMP) (free) 
(Section 5.61, page 149)

• Waikato Regional Council pest 
guide (free)

• What makes a pest a pest? A 
summary of the Waikato Regional 
Pest Management Plan (free)

Web
• www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/

velvetleaf
• www.weedbusters.org.nz
• www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/rpmp 
• www.mpi.govt.nz/velvetleaf

If seed heads have formed
• Place a drop sheet on the ground, tightly against the stem to catch 

falling seed.
• Carefully place a large bag over the seed capsules and secure tightly 

around the stem.
• Pull out the plant and place in another bag.
• Pick up and bag any seeds which have fallen onto the drop sheet.
• Check soil for fallen seed or capsules – if seed has dropped, consider soil removal into a bag.

Herbicide control
Spray application

In pasture
• If small seedlings are abundant, treat the pasture with a broadcast application 

 of 2,4-D. 
• If fewer but larger plants are present, spot-spray individually with aminopyralid/triclopyr.

In maize
Use a pre-emergence application of acetochlor plus saflufenacil to control early weeds. 
Then apply a post-emergence application of topramezone, dicamba (e.g. KambaTM) or 
mesotrione to control any plants that may still emerge later. 

Safety when using herbicides
• Follow the instructions on the manufacturer’s label.
• Always wear protective clothing.
• Always minimise the risk to your other plants.
• Contact the supplier for further advice.

Disclaimer: Any product names mentioned below are not an endorsement nor are they a criticism of similar 

products not mentioned. 

Summary of herbicides and application methods for control

HERBICIDE APPLICATION

2, 4-D Spray application (broadcast) for pasture.

Aminopyralid/triclopyr Spray application (spot-spray) for pasture.

Acetochlor plus saflufenacil Spray application (pre-emergence) for maize.

Topramezone, dicamba (e.g. KambaTM) or 
mesotrione

Spray application (post-emergence) for 
maize.

Herbicide rules will apply. You may need to notify neighbours if spraying. The Waikato 
Regional Plan explains the agrichemical (herbicides) use rule in section 6.2, online at 
www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/regionalplan.

Tips – stopping the spread
Velvetleaf can spread by soil movement, stock feed and equipment such as diggers, crop 
harvesting machinery and farm machinery. Take special care not to transport it to new sites. 

Farmers should protect their properties from velvetleaf and other serious plant pests by:
• insisting all contractors practise good weed hygiene, cleaning their equipment before 

entering the farm
• ensuring supplementary feed brought onto the farm is weed free
• ensuring manures, aggregates, soil and sand brought onto the farm are weed free
• checking feed crops before purchase to ensure they are weed free.

For more information about machine hygiene contact the regional council for the Keep it 
Clean – Machine Hygiene Guideline booklet.


