Mistletoe

Creeping Mistletoe, Muellerina eucalyptoides
Photo: Neil Blair, VicFlora

Jane Morrow

Some mistletoe facts
• There are more than 1500 species of
mistletoe worldwide
• Over 90 occur in mainland Australia, all are
endemic
• None are native to Tasmania

• They characteristically have long flowering
and fruiting times, often when surrounding
species are not in flower or fruit, making
mistletoe a valuable food source when
little else is available
• Mistletoe are fire sensitive. They do not
regenerate after fire as do many host
species. Fire ‘cleanses’ the host. Mistletoe
rarely kill the host if there is balance in the
ecosystem.

Harlequin Mistletoe, Lysiana exocarpi,
growing on a sheoak
Photo: Jane Morrow

Interesting features of mistletoe

• There is no direct connection to the soil at any point in
the life cycle
• Mistletoe species frequently show adaptive mimicry, the
foliage looks very like that of the host. This could be an
adaptation to reduce grazing by possums and to increase
seed dispersal by birds. Read more about this on the
Australian Botanic Gardens website
• It is an important habitat—a dependable source of
shelter, fruit and nectar
• Mistletoe is an important food plant for many butterfly
and moth species, many caterpillars feed exclusively on
mistletoe
• These and other animals that utilise mistletoe are
important pest controllers and pollinators in the
landscape
• Dropped mistletoe leaves add nutrition, microbes and
moisture to the soil
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Wire-leaf Mistletoe, Amyema preissii

Mistletoe Moths, Comocrus behri
Photo: Marilyn Hewish

There are 13 different mistletoe species or subspecies in
Victoria
Most genera belong to the Loranthaceae family, they are:
Amyema
Dendrophthoe
Lysiana
Muellerina
Two genera belong to the Santalaceae family, they are:
Korthalsella
Notothixos
This family includes root parasitic plants, e.g. Exocarpos spp., The Ballarts

Mistletoe are Hemiparasitic
That means they are only partially parasitic.
They use water and minerals from the host,
tapping the host xylem. However, they generate
their own sugars through photosynthesis.
Other hemiparasitic plants include:
• The Dodder-laurels, Cassytha spp.
Hosts are usually herbs, shrubs and trees
• The Ballarts, Exocarpos spp.
e.g. Cherry Ballart,
Exocarpos cupressiformis
Hosts include sheoaks and eucalypts
• The Western Australian Christmas
Tree, Nuytsia floribunda
Hosts are grasses, shrubs, trees
and exotics such as Oak

Slender Dodder-laurel,
Cassytha glabella

Source: Enid Mayfield, VicFlora

WA Christmas Tree, Nuytsia floribunda
Photo: enjosmith/Wikimedia

Did you know that mistletoe grows on mistletoe?
An example: Golden Mistletoe, Notothixos subaureus
• A number of mistletoes are epiparasites,
growing on other mistletoe species
• In Victoria, Golden Mistletoe is usually
found on Long-flower Mistletoe,
Dendrophthoe vitellina, where it is
confined to East Gippsland in the vicinity of
Mallacoota Inlet
• Refer to the Australian Botanic Gardens
website for more information about these
amazing epiparasites
Photo: Daniel Olsen, VicFlora
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Grey Mistletoe, Amyema quandang var. quandang
Photo: N.G. Karunajeewa, VicFlora

•

Mistletoe fruit is a single seed berry
with a sticky viscose layer, and is often
brightly coloured
First Nations people collected the
fruit, it was eaten and also used in
medicine
Many species of birds such as
honeyeaters feed on the mistletoe
fruit, as do Sugar Gliders and possums
The Mistletoebird is especially
important for seed dispersal and
germination
Mistletoebirds are the main
consumers of mistletoe berries

The Mistletoebird, Dicaeum hirundinaceum

Photo: Keith Lightbody

• Mistletoebirds are generally common and widespread on the
mainland and islands of South Torres Strait, but they are not
present in Tasmania
• Mistletoebirds primarily feed on mistletoe, but also on
invertebrates, nectar and fruit of other plants
• Non-breeding birds are highly nomadic in some areas,
following the fruiting mistletoe around the region
• Mistletoebirds have a modified digestive system. The fruit
passes through the bird in 4–12 minutes. When it defecates,
it twists characteristically, wiping the sticky seed
onto the bark of the host
• Insects and spiders are digested differently, entering the
stomach for a more thorough digestive process
Female Mistletoebird feeding young in nest (top), and a male adult bird (below)

Photo: Barry Lingham

Seeds
• A sticky layer is present on the seed and it adheres onto
the host
• It germinates spontaneously and rapidly
• The germinating seed sends out a glandular hypocotyl
(not a root), and develops a disc (haustorium) which
attaches to the host
• The disc exudes enzymes that dissolve the outer layers of
the bark of the host
• The xylem of the host is then connected directly to the
xylem of the seedling
• The mistletoe now has a direct source of water and
minerals from the soil
• There is only a 13% survival rate of seedlings

Germinating Harlequin Mistletoe,
Lysiana exocarpi
Photo: Dave Watson

The 7 mistletoe species in the Corangamite region all belong to the Loranthaceae
family. Here they are sorted according to leaf shape:
Cylindrical leaves
Buloke Mistletoe, Amyema linophylla
subsp. orientalis
Host: Buloke, Allocasuarina luehmannii only
Flowers mainly Jan–April
Vulnerable due to depletion of host
Photo: Geoff Lay, VicFlora

Source: Enid Mayfield, VicFlora

Wire-leaf Mistletoe, Amyema preissii
Host: acacias, occasionally on cassias
Flowers mainly Dec–April

Photo: Phil Hunter

Photo: Jane Morrow

Eucalypt-like leaves
Box Mistletoe, Amyema miquelii
Hosts: eucalypts, acacias
Flowers mostly Dec–Jan, all flowers usually pedicellate
Photo: Kevin Thiele

Drooping Mistletoe, Amyema pendula
subsp. pendula
Host: mostly eucalypts, occasionally acacias
Flowers all year,
at least central flower(s) of triad or tetrad are sessile
Photo: Jane Morrow
Photo: Andre Messina, VicFlora

Creeping Mistletoe, Muellerina eucalyptoides
The only species with epicortical runners.
It spreads by creeping along the branch of the host and
attaching at many points
Host: acacias, eucalypts, sheoaks,
other indigenous species and exotics e.g. Oak
Flowers mainly in the summer

Photo: Neil Blair, VicFlora

Source: Enid Mayfield, VicFlora

Strap-like leaves
Harlequin Mistletoe, Lysiana exocarpi
Hosts: wide range of species but not eucalypts
Flowers mostly Dec–April
Photos: Jane Morrow

Downy grey, blunt shaped leaves
Grey Mistletoe, Amyema quandang
var. quandang
Host: Vic. acacias only,
also Grey Box, Eucalyptus moluccana in NSW & Qld
Flowers mostly May–Oct

Photo: Neil Blair, VicFlora

Photo: Ian Clarke, VicFlora

Seeding Melbourne street trees with Mistletoe, a City of Melbourne project
• The commonly used street tree, the London Plane
(Platanus x acerifolia), is not a useful habitat tree in
Melbourne
• 28 trees were seeded with Creeping Mistletoe, Muellerina
eucalyptoides, in 2017, to increase habitat value of the
trees
• 800 seeds were placed on the underside of branches
where dew collects. Branches facing different directions
were used to assess relative success rates
• The project aims to increase biodiversity and ecological
value in North Melbourne, Parkville, South Yarra and
Southbank. Already there are some very encouraging
results
• Read more about the project here, and the progress report
here

Plane trees in Melbourne

Photo: Biatch

Mistletoe are essential food plants for many butterflies and
moths—some examples from the Geelong region
Dark Purple Azure, Ogyris abrota

Imperial Jezebel, Delias harpalyce

Larval food plant: Creeping Mistletoe

Larval food plants: Box, Drooping, Grey, Wire-leaf
and Creeping Mistletoe

Emerging
Imperial
Jezebel
Butterflies

Photo: Trevor Pescott
Photos: Rodney Start, Museums Victoria

Many butterflies of the Lycaenidae family (Blues and
Coppers), such as Ogyris spp. have complex
relationships with attendant ants. See the Australian
Museum website for more information, and this
amazing ABC science story

The larvae of the Imperial Jezebel feed
gregariously and complete defoliation of
the mistletoe plant can occur, helping to
keep the plant in check

Mistletoe Moth, Comocrus behri

Photos: Marilyn Hewish

Mistletoe Moth adult (left) and larva (right) on Box Mistletoe.
Often mistaken for butterflies, Mistletoe Moths can be seen during the day flying around mistletoe
plants growing on sheoaks and eucalypts. The adults feed on nectar, often from the host eucalypt
flowers, and the larvae feed on the mistletoe leaves.
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