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1. Problem identification, objectives and aims 
  

Echium plantagineum L. Paterson’s curse (Afr. pers-echium; bloudisseldoring) originates 

from Eurasia and is mainly a problem in the coastal provinces of the Western Cape, Eastern 

Cape and KwaZulu Natal, although it also occurs in parts of the Free State and 

Mpumalanga. It is a winter annual plant with rough, hairy, leaves. It is a problem because 

it competes with cultivated crops and pastures and can be a problem in areas of natural 

vegetation. The plant is also poisonous and an irritant. It is a deep tap-rooted plant that 

grows up to 1m high, with stems covered with coarse, white hairs with a rosette like bulbous 

base. It forms funnel-shaped flowers, usually purple but also blue or pink.  Paterson's curse 

occurs mainly in degraded pastures, on roadsides and in disturbed sites within warm 

temperate areas with Mediterranean-type winter rainfall climates. It does not grow 

well on alkaline or lime-rich soils. It is a prolific producer of seeds with more than 5000 

seeds per plant per year. These seeds can germinate under a wide range of 

temperatures and can survive up to 10 years in the soil.  

 

Paterson's curse soil seed banks of up to 13 000 seeds per square metre have been 

recorded in grazed pastures. It is spread by seed dispersal, while long distance spread is 

often via contaminated fodder. Seeds spread by attaching to animals, being ingested, 

and being associated with seed, hay, grain, soil, gravel, vehicles and equipment. Following 

autumn rains, seeds germinate in the first autumn after they are produced, forming rosettes 

increasing in size over winter which produce flowering stalks in spring and early summer. 

The first mature seeds are produced four to six weeks after flowering commences.  

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Annual_plant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leaf


 

 

2. Rationale (motivation) - Hypothesis 

  
Its spread has been greatly aided by human-induced habitat degradation, particularly the 

removal of perennial grasses through overgrazing by sheep and cattle. Perennial grasses 

can out-compete Paterson's curse, and any increase in perennial cover produces a direct 

decrease in the weeds’ population numbers. Paterson's curse is regarded as a significant 

environmental weed in the Western Cape. It quickly establishes large populations in 

disturbed areas and can form very dense stands that compete vigorously and impede the 

regeneration of indigenous vegetation.  

 

Paterson's curse can invade areas of natural vegetation, particularly where there is 

frequent disturbance, and can suppress smaller plants and is poisonous to grazing animals. 

Paterson’s curse quickly replaces other more palatable plants in heavily grazed 

pastures, reducing the value of the pasture and replaces the natural vegetation of the 

area at huge costs through lost production and control costs. The plant reduces pasture 

productivity by competing for light, moisture and nutrients with desired species. When 

Paterson's curse displaces legumes in a pasture, nitrogen fixation is reduced and soil fertility 

declines. Due to a high concentration of pyrrolizidine alkaloids, which cause cumulative 

chronic liver damage, it is poisonous to grazing livestock, especially those with simple 

digestive systems, like horses. The alkaloid concentration of plants in the rosette stage is 

twice that of flowering plants. Ruminants (sheep, cattle and goats) are less affected 

because the alkaloids are largely broken down in the rumen. The toxins are accumulated 

in the liver, and death results from too much Paterson's curse in the diet. In dairy producing 

http://keyserver.lucidcentral.org/weeds/data/03030800-0b07-490a-8d04-0605030c0f01/media/Html/glossary.htm#weed
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pyrrolizidine_alkaloid
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poisonous


areas, the stiff bristles on the plant irritate the udders of cows. It may also cause skin irritations 

and hay fever in humans. However, on the flip side, Echium oil was found to have effects 

similar to that of fish oil with regard to human health. It also contains compounds which 

make it valuable in cosmetic and skin care applications.  

 

The objective of this proposed project will be to evaluate all available economic and 

sustainable weed management options for Paterson's curse suppression and control. This 

will be followed by evaluating the ability of suitable pioneering plant species to rehabilitate 

areas previously invaded by Paterson's curse. 

Furthermore, there is a realisation that agriculture is a mix of environmental as well as 

economic and social concerns.  This awareness has led a move towards the concept of 

sustainability in farming practices.  The concept centre around the need to build farm 

productivity and profitability in a way that protects the natural resources on the farm as 

well as social well-being; ensuring a sustainable agricultural sector that can meet current 

and future world food demands (Pretorius, 2008).   

 

 

 

3. Literature review 
   

The literature study is currently underway. 

 

 

 

4. Potential beneficiaries 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fish_oil


The knowledge gained in this study will further our capacity to structure environmentally 

friendly weed suppressive practices, which will typically be applicable to all land owners 

in the Darling area. 
 

 

 
 

5. Technology development  
 

The reduced spread and invasion of Paterson's curse in protected areas will result in more 

stable plant communities close to ecological equilibrium, able to regenerate itself and 

therefore less prone to weed invasion.  
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