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Abstract   

Recent field work in Zimbabwe yielded new records of an alien species, 

Opuntia microdasys (Lehm.) Pfeiff. (Cactaceae) which is naturalized in cen-

tral region of the country. This species is native to central, northern and 

southern America and is commonly used as an ornamental plant in Zimba-

bwe.   
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Introduction   

Opuntia microdasys (Lehm.) Pfeiff., a plant typically used as ornamental 
throughout the world, is recorded for the first time as naturalized species in 

Zimbabwe (Fig. 1, 2). Reference to literature reveals that this species has 

been introduced and naturalized in Australia, Botswana, Namibia and South 

Africa (1-8), Balearic Islands, Galapagos Islands, Malta and Venezuela (9), 

Canary Islands, France, Italy, Portugal, Spain (8, 10-13) and Kenya (14) and 

becoming increasingly problematic weed in almost all these areas (15).  

 In Zimbabwe, only 2 species of Opuntia Mill. have been recorded so 

far (16, 17), namely Opuntia  cochenillifera (L.) Mill. and O. ficus-indica (L.) 

Mill. A detailed account of the species is presented here with photographs 

for easy identification. A detailed description of the species, coloured pho-

tographs and distribution map in Zimbabwe are also provided for its identi-

fication.    

 

Materials and Methods   

Field investigations were carried out in central Zimbabwe in December 2019 

to January 2020 and September 2021. Comparative studies of herbarium 

material were undertaken at the National Herbarium of Zimbabwe (SRGH), 

Harare, Zimbabwe. Voucher specimens were deposited at SRGH and UFH. 

Taxonomic treatment   

Opuntia microdasys (Lehm.) Pfeiff. in Enum. Diagn. Cact.: 154 (1837) (Fig. 
1a, b). 

- Cactus microdasys Lehm. in Index Sem. (Hamburg): 16 (1827). 

Type     

Not designated. 

=Opuntia macrocalyx Griffiths in Rep. (Annual) Missouri Bot. Gard. 19: 268, 
pl. 28 (1908). 
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 Much branched, shrubby succulent perennial, erect 

to spreading forming low clumps or thickets, in time be-

coming tree-like, up to 1.0 m high. Stem segments (pads) 

pale green, brighter green when young, circular to elliptic-

obovate, pubescent, low tuberculate, nor disarticulating, 

bright or pale green, flattened, 5–15 cm long. Areoles 

prominent, round, close-set, 9–16 per diagonal row across 

mid-stem segment, rounded, closely arranged, 2-5 mm 

diameter. Needle-like spines usually absent, sometimes a 

single short one present on an areole. Glochids dense, nu-

merous, fine, bristle-like, nearly filling the areole, yellow, 

white or brown. Flowers numerous on each stem segment, 

25–40 mm in diameter, petals up to 40 mm long, yellow 

with a slight reddish tint towards the slightly frilly tips of 

the petals, filaments and style white and anthers yellow-

ish. Stigmatic lobes dark green. Fruits 30–40 mm in diame-

ter, fleshy, egg-shaped to globose, red to purplish-red, 

densely covered with areoles bearing dense clusters of 

glochids. Seeds tan, nearly spherical, slightly flattened,      

1–1.2 mm in diameter. 

Fig. 1. Opuntia microdasys photographed in Danga village, near Mabasa Growth Point, Zvishavane, south-central Zimbabwe. A: plant habit with a flower and B: 
plant habit showing the habitat of the species. Photograph: Alfred Maroyi.  

Fig. 2. Distribution of Opuntia microdasys in central Zimbabwe.  
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Habitat    

Opuntia microdasys forms large clumps, often escaping 

from gardens or growing near rubbish dumps where plant 

parts have been disposed of. Opuntia microdasys appears 

to have naturalized in localised areas. 

Phenology      

Flowering was observed in December. 

Distribution     

Opuntia microdasys is hereby registered as naturalized in 

disturbed habitats close to habitation and rocky areas in 

central Zimbabwe (Fig. 1B). 

Specimens examined     

Harare district, outside perimeter wall of Prospect Primary 
School in Prospect, Waterfalls, Harare, S17°53.4', E31°3.2', 

alt. 1413 m), 14 December 2019, A. Maroyi 1673 (SRGH, 

UFH). Zvishavane district, in Danga village, near Mabasa 

Growth Point, Zvishavane, S20°24.8' E30°41.1', alt. 1018 

m), 7 September 2021, A. Maroyi 1922 (SRGH, UFH).  
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