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Background:
Dioscorea bulbifera L. is commonly called air-potato, potato vine, and air yam.  The genus Dioscorea (true yams)
is economically important world-wide as a food crop.  Two-thirds of the worldwide production is grown in West
Africa.  The origin of D. bulbifera is uncertain.  Some believe that the plant is native to both Asia and Africa.
Others believe that it is a native of Asia and was subsequently introduced into Africa (Hammer, 1998).

In 1905, D. bulbifera was imported into Florida for scientific study.  A perennial herbaceous vine with annual
stems, D. bulbifera climbs to a height of 9 m or more by twining to the left.  Potato vine has alternate, orbicular to
cordate leaves, 10-25 cm wide, with prominent veins (Hammer, 1998).

Dioscorea alata (white yam), also found in Florida, is recognizable by its winged stems.  These wings are often
pink on plants growing in the shade.  Unlike D. bulbifera, D. alata twines to the right.  Native to Southeast Asia
and Indo-Malaysia, this species is also grown as a food crop.  The leaves are heart-shaped like D. bulbifera, but
more elongate and primarily opposite.  Sometimes the leaves are alternate in young, vigorous stems and often one
leaf is aborted and so the vine appears to be alternate, but the remaining leaf scar is still visible.  Stems may root
and develop underground tubers that can reach over 50 kg in weight if they touch damp soil.  Aerial bulbils are
also produced (Hammer, 1998).

A third species found in Florida is Dioscorea sansibarensis.  D. sansibarensis twines to the left and is
distinguishable from the other two species by its small, often purplish, smooth bulbils.  Bulbils of this species are
poisonous.  A native of East Africa, it is unknown how this plant got to Florida.  The leaves are orbicular at
maturity and reach greater than 60 cm wide.  The leaves are cordate near the base with a long tail-like projection
produced on the leaf tip.  Young leaves have wide, pointed projections off to each side.  Stems, 3 cm thick or
greater, can climb into tree canopies before producing leaves (Hammer, 1998).

Reproduction:
Dioscorea species are dioecious.  In Florida, flowers occur during the summer months (but not every year).  The
inconspicuous flowers are pleasant smelling and green to white in color.  Male and female flowers are superficially
alike.  Fruit, ca. 3-5 cm long is 3-lobed with 1-2 seeds per cell.  Seeds are wind-dispersed although fruit set in
Florida occurs only occasionally (Hammer, 1998).

The principal means of spread are by underground tubers and bulbils (aerial tubers).  The underground tubers and
bulbils sprout in the spring (March) using the dead stems from the previous year as a “trellis” to climb into the tree
canopy.  Bulbils are produced in June and July from the leaf axils until the plant matures.  Bulbils may be smooth
and light grayish brown or warty and dark brown (Hammer, 1998).  Bulbils can last a year or more on the ground
and still sprout.  Sprouting can also occur without soil contact.  The bulbils fall to the ground in late August and
die-back of stems generally occurs in October.  Raccoons, wild hogs and other animals do not seem to feed upon
the bulbils.  Mature bulbils float in water suggesting that flood waters may be a form of dispersal.

Habitat:
Dioscorea bulbifera is an aggressive weed in Florida.  D. bulbifera prefers growing in hardwood forests (Hammer,
1998) and invades thickets, disturbed areas, fence rows, and tropical hammocks.  Potato vine is often found in
urban lots and flood plain forests, but the most vigorous growth occurs within forest canopy gaps.  D. bulbifera is
rarely found along disturbed edges of pinelands and is not salt tolerant so it does not invade marine areas.

Ecological Impacts:
Potato vine is a serious weed in central and southern Florida.  Vines grow as rapidly as 20 cm per day, quickly
spiraling up to tree tops.  The vines form dense masses that shade out trees and may eventually kill them.

Preventative Measures:
D. bulbifera is often recommended as an ornamental planting because its leaves are attractive and the plant quickly
forms dense shade.  People should be warned that this plant grows rapidly and moved tubers can resprout in
unwanted areas.



Vines grow rapidly in areas of direct sunlight.  Therefore, concentrate control efforts in these areas.  Monitor the
number of vines climbing up trees or rooted stems per plot several times per year.  Bulbils the size of peas are
capable of sprouting so diligent monitoring is necessary (Hammer, 1998).

Mechanical Control:
Manual removal is very effective but is labor intensive.  Remove bulbils in the wintertime by hand or by raking and
then again when they begin to sprout.  All bulbils should be removed and burned to prevent spread into new areas.
Underground tuber reshooting may not be as important for recolonizing an area as sprouting bulbils, therefore
concentrate efforts on removing as many bulbils as possible.

Burn/Cut/Graze:
Managed burns may control D. bulbifera.  Stems readily succumb to fire but often subterranean tubers resprout
quickly.  Large bulbils can resprout if fire temperature is too low.

To weaken the subterranean tuber, clip back and remove stems before bulbils form in June.

Chemical Control:
RoundUp, a nonselective herbicide, will kill the vines but the tuber will most likely resprout.
Garlon 4 applied at a 10% concentration provides good control when applied with the basal application method.
Basal application methods should use an oil diluent.  Completely encircle the lowest 30-61 cm of the stem or trunk
with the herbicide and form a band at least 15 cm wide.  Garlon 4 (10% concentration) and Garlon 3A (50%
concentration) provide excellent control when applied to a cut surface.  Apply herbicide during the growing season.
Wound plants (e.g., with a hatchet) by making a downward cut and use a chemical-resistant squirt bottle to apply
the herbicide.  Follow up treatments (usually 1-2) are recommended at 6 month intervals until control is successful
(Kline and Duquesnel, 1996).
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