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Overview
Å What is a mistletoe?

ÅLetôs bust some myths

Å Cultural significance of mistletoe

Å Biodiversity benefits of mistletoe

Å Importance to two threatened Honeyeater 
species

Å Mistletoe propagation as a novel bush 
regeneration technique

Å Case study from a key Regent Honeyeater 
breeding site

Å Practical tips / how you can get involved

Å Questions

Image credits: Chris Tzaros (top), Mick Roderick (bottom)



What is a mistletoe?

Å Shrubby flowering plants that 
cannot form roots and instead 
connect to other plants, called 
hosts, to obtain water and 
minerals.

Å The Showy Mistletoes arose at 
least 50 million years ago in 
tropical rainforests of Gondwana.

Å Seeds germinate readily on trees 
or non-living surfaces but die 
unless they establish a connection 
to a host.

ÅA ñhemi-parasiteò with semi-
succulent leaves that constantly 
transpire.

Credit: Annette Dexter



Busting Mistletoe myths

Å Myth #1 ïMistletoe is a ñtree killerò

Å Myth #2 ïMistletoe is ñexoticò or ñinvasiveò

Å Myth #3 ïAll mistletoes look the same

Å Myth #4 ïMistletoe is a pest with no benefits

Å Myth #5 ïMistletoe reduces biodiversity

Image credit: Ross Kendall



Myth #1 ςaƛǎǘƭŜǘƻŜ ƛǎ ŀ άǘǊŜŜ ƪƛƭƭŜǊέ

FACTS

Å In healthy bushland, most host trees live
for decades with mistletoe.

Å Mistletoes need their host alive ïitôsnot
in their interest to kill it.

Å Problems usually happen when trees are
already stressed (drought, over-grazing).

Å Excessive mistletoe growth is more
common on roadside trees, isolated
paddock trees, planted street trees.

Credit: ConservationMatters



Myth #2 ςaƛǎǘƭŜǘƻŜ ƛǎ άŜȄƻǘƛŎέ ƻǊ 
άƛƴǾŀǎƛǾŜέ

FACTS

Å Over 1500 species worldwide.

Å Australia has nearly 100 native 
mistletoe species.

ÅTheyôve been here for millions of 
years, part of our natural 
ecosystems.

Å The European Christmas mistletoe is 
most well known - associated with 
pagan folklore and Christmas 
traditions.

Image credit: Long-flowered Mistletoe fruit (Kristy Peters)

European Mistletoe (Viscum album)



Myth #3 ςAll Mistletoes look the same

FACTS

Å Australia has incredible mistletoe 
variety.

Å Significantly more species than 
any other country.

Å Two main groups: showy 
mistletoes (bright flowers) and 
viscid mistletoes (more cryptic).

Å Many are highly host-specific 
(e.g. Kurrajong, Callitris, 
Leopardwood, Rosewood).

Image credits: Clockwise (Kristy Peters, Dean Ingwersen, Carol Probets, Annette Dexter)



Myth #4 ςMistletoe is a pest with no 
benefits
FACTS

Å Mistletoes are keystone species.

Å Provides nectar, fruit, foliage and
nesting sites for birds, mammals and
insects.

Å Supports threatened species like 
Regent and Painted Honeyeaters, and 
specialist butterflies like the Bulloak
Jewel.

Å Their leaf litter enriches the soil 
beneath host trees.

Image credit: Andrew Zoneff



Myth #5 ςMistletoe reduces biodiversity

FACTS

Å Research shows the opposite: mistletoe 
boosts biodiversity.

Å Trees with mistletoe attract more birds, 
mammals, insects and other wildlife.

Å They enrich food webs and create habitat 
for many species.

Image credits: Mick Roderick, Kristy Peters, Chris Tzaros, Peter Firminger, Leanne Wicks.



Cultural significance of mistletoe

ÅóWilburugilô is the Wiradjuri word for mistletoe

Å Locally Amyema species (like Box Mistletoe) 
known as óSnotty Gobblesô

Å Fruit is eaten like chewing gum, produces saliva to 
quench thirst.

Å A lolly-like treat, particularly for children.

Å Taste described as being like a sweet oyster.

Å Medicinal uses include treating fevers ïleaves 
bruised between grinding stones and soaked in 
water before drinking.

Source: Wiradjuri Plant Use in the Murrumbidgee Catchment (Murrumbidgee CMA)

Image credits: Creeping Mistletoe fruit (Ross Kendall), Box Mistletoe fruit (cinclosoma) 



Threatened Honeyeaters need Mistletoe!

Image credit L to R: Peter Goonan, Mark Simpson, Chris Tzaros


