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Most of us from time to time venture down to the Passage to watch young men and women 

stand on a piece of fibreglass while the whole of the Southern Ocean is attempting to 

pulverise them on basalt rocks. Good sport. 

But there is something else just as interesting going on in the undergrowth on the shore. 

Well, nearly as interesting. 

If you wander down to the western end of the car park, where the picnic table is sited, you 

should have a little forage in the undergrowth a few metres seaward of the table. 

In amongst the low-growing shrubs and shell grit, at this time of year, you will find a strange 

looking plant, about 15cm tall, looking a bit like a brown asparagus. 

 

Their colour makes them a bit hard to see at first but once you get your eye in they seem to 

pop up all over the place. 

The plant is called Lesser Broomrape Orobanche minor. 

The first thing that strikes you is that it is brown, which is an 

odd colour for a plant. It looks dead but it isn’t. In fact, it 

seems very happy. 

The plant is brown because it does not have any chlorophyll, 

so it does not have any way of making its own food. 

Lesser Broomrape is a parasite, like a mistletoe, except it 

attaches to the roots of nearby host plants rather than the 

branches.  
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The Lesser Broomrape gets all of its nutrients and water from the host plants around it, 

which at the Passage seem to be the native Pelargoniums and Cushion Bush and maybe a 

few other species. It sort-of looks like it might be carnivorous, but it isn’t. 

 

The flowers, which function just like flowers on “normal” green plants, develop from the 

bottom of the head upwards and when they are fully open they are trumpet shaped and 

surrounded by thin brown bracts. 

Unfortunately, it is an introduced species and widely but sparsely scattered throughout 

Victoria and South Australia. There is a native species, Orobanche cernua, but in Victoria 

that species is confined to a few spots in the Mallee.  

Some species of Broomrape are reported as damaging crops, garden plants and native 

plants in other states but does not appear to be doing too much harm at the Passage. 

Just another interesting weed from Port Fairy. 


