Stabilising characteristics of the New Zealand cabbage tree (Cordyline australis)
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Abstract

The New Zealand cabbage tree, Cordyline australis, is an iconic feature of New Zealand’s landscapes. Cordyline australis is a light-demanding pioneer species that occurs throughout New Zealand between sea level and approximately 1000 m. Since 1997, the introduced willow sawfly (Nematus oligospilus) has caused widespread defoliation among New Zealand’s willow trees, posing a threat to soil stabilization and riverbank protection programmes where these species are the primary protection mechanism. River engineers are urgently looking at plant species that combine a river engineering function to stabilize riverbanks as well as enhancing indigenous biodiversity. However, little information exists on the performance of New Zealand’s indigenous species for soil stabilisation. Cordyline australis, because of its naturally occurring association with rivers, has been suggested as a suitable candidate. The root system morphology and root strength of this unique New Zealand plant are compared with existing data on willow trees to evaluate its possible use for riverbank protection. In terms of the parameters assessed against the limited published literature for willows, it appears that Cordyline australis falls short on growth rate and resistance to root breakage and pullout. However, when grown with another native plant (flax, Phormium sp.), riverbank protection is likely to be comparable, especially in low order streams.
