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Non-native species make up 31% (1,180) of all 
the plants found growing out of cultivation in Florida 
(Wunderlin 1998). These are plants that were 
introduced to Florida accidentally or for agricultural 
or landscape purposes and then became naturalized 
(able to reproduce out of cultivation). Over 120 of 
these naturalized plants are considered to be invasive 
to some degree by the Florida Exotic Pest Plant 
Council (FLEPPC), and 28 of these are prohibited 
from possession or sale by the Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection or the Florida Department 
of Agriculture and Consumer Services (DACS). Old 
World climbing fern is listed as an invasive species 
by FLEPPC and it is listed by DACS on the Florida 
Noxious Weed List (5B-57.007 FAC). It may be the 
most serious threat to Florida's natural areas.

Figure 1. Old World climbing fern spreads along the 
ground, over shrubs, and climbs by twining around other 
structures, such as trees and other vines.

Distribution and Spread

Old World climbing fern (Lygodium 
microphyllum), native to Africa, Asia, and Australia, 
is a newcomer to Florida that has spread at an 
alarming rate since its introduction. The first record in 
Florida was collected from a plant in cultivation at a 

Delray Beach nursery in 1958 (University of Florida 
Herbarium record). Subsequently, a collection was 
made from the wild in Martin County in 1960 
(Florida State University Herbarium record), and two 
additional collections from the wild in Martin County 
in 1965 (University of Florida Herbarium record). By 
1978, it was well established and had already affected 
native vegetation by smothering shrubby and 
herbaceous plants in southern Florida (Nauman and 
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Austin 1978). Owing to the fern's ability to reproduce 
by wind-dispersed spores, new populations are found 
in remote areas far from existing populations. Spores 
are produced year round in south Florida, and a single 
fertile leaflet can produce up to 28,600 spores with 
each spore potentially capable of starting a new 
population of the fern at a distant location (Lott et al. 
2003; Volin et al. 2004). Area coverage of the fern 
increased from 27,000 acres in 1993 to 122,787 acres 
in 2005 (Amy Ferriter, SFWMD, personal 
communication). In 2005, the most northern 
distribution of the fern in peninsular Florida was 
recorded in Orange County about 5 miles east of 
Orlando (Pemberton 2003). In 2005, Old World 
climbing fern is found on both the Atlantic and Gulf 
Coasts of Florida as far North as Hillsborough and 
Brevard Counties (Wunderlin and Hansen 2004). 

Impacts to Natural Areas

Old World climbing fern climbs into the tree 
canopy where it competes with canopy trees and 
understory vegetation for light (Figure 1). It can 
completely engulf Everglade tree islands (Figure 2), 
pinelands, and cypress swamps, and spreads across 
open wetland marshes. It can kill mature trees along 
with their associated epiphytic orchids and 
bromeliads and smother understory vegetation, 
preventing regeneration of the native plant 
community. As time progresses, a thick mat of old 
fern material accumulates on the ground that severely 
alters the habitat. When fire occurs, the fern carries 
fire into the tree canopy, causing greater damage and 
carrying fire through wet areas, which would 
otherwise present a boundary to spread of fire. Rare 
plant species, such as the tropical curlygrass fern 
(Actinostachys pennula) and thin-leaved vanilla 
orchid (Vanilla mexicana) are threatened in their last 
remaining habitats, such as northern Everglade tree 
islands and coastal bay swamps. However, the 
potential for the most significant damage to native 
plant populations is highest in areas such as 
Faxahatchee Strand State Preserve and Big Pine Key 
National Wildlife Refuge, where numerous rare 
plants occur. 

Figure 2. Old World climbing fern smothering a tree island 
in the northern section of the Arthur R. Marshall 
Loxahatchee National Wildlife Refuge in Palm Beach 
County.

How to Recognize Old World 
Climbing Fern

Old World climbing fern plants consist of long 
fronds (to 90 feet long) that spread along the ground, 
over shrubs, or climb by twining around other 
structures, such as trees and other vines (Figure 1). 
Rhizomes (underground stems), and rachis (main 
stem of the frond) are dark brown to black and wiry. 
Leafy branches (Pinnae, Figure 3) off the rachis are 2 
to 5 inches long with several pairs of leaflets 
(pinnules). Fertile leaflets (Figure 4) are fringed with 
tiny lobes of enrolled leaf tissue along the leaf 
margin, which cover the reproductive tissues.

Figure 3. Leafy branches (pinnae) of Old World climbing 
fern are 2 to 5 inches long with several pairs of leaflets 
(pinnules).  Photo by Richard Roberts.




