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Acacia redolens, commonly called Prostrate Acacia or
Ongerup Acacia, is a familiar sight along the Superstition
Freeway (Arizona State Highway 360) in the Phoenix,
Arizona area as well as along stretches of highway in
southern California. This plant is relatively new to culti-
vation, having been introduced to California from
Ongerup, Western Australia in 1971.

The Plant
B. R. Maslin first described and named the plant in 1974

(Nuytsia 1(4): 327). The three -inch long, spatulate leaves
(actually phyllodes) are leathery and olive green touched
with waxy blue. In juvenile plants tiny leaflets appear
along the leaf margins but are later deciduous. Flowers
emerge in early spring; they are yellow, cylindrical puffs,
under one half inch long. Acacia redolens is evergreen.
With adequate moisture, it grows three to four feet tall
and spreads enthusiastically to eight or twelve feet hor-
izontally.

In a personal communication to John Weber, Ken New -
bey of Ongerup, Western Australia, offered the following
cultural information. Its native area is one of winter rain-
fall averaging 14 to 16 inches (355 to 406 mm) annually.
Temperatures range between 26.5° to 113 °F (3° to 45 °C).
Soils can be loam to clay and moderately well to well
drained. Under these conditions it can tolerate limited
salinity.

With respect to temperature extremes, young plants
were lost from some plantings in an unusually cold winter
and had to be replaced. In the very cold winter of 1978,
plants at the Boyce Thompson Southwestern Arboretum
near Superior, Arizona underwent temperatures as low as
18 °F (- 8.5 °C) and suffered little if any damage. These plants
were already close to two feet tall when planted. Mature
plants will certainly be observed through future cold win-
ters to determine what the low temperature limit is. Due
to its sensitivity to subfreezing temperatures, Prostrate
Acacia has been rejected for use in the Tucson area where
winter temperatures are regularly colder than in Phoenix.
High temperatures have not affected the plant adversely as
long as enough water is provided during the establishment
period. Note that planting is done in the fall when daytime
temperatures begin to remain below 100 °F.

Rainfall in Phoenix is divided between summer and
winter; this does not seem to affect plants. In any case, the
plants are under irrigation and not dependent upon rainfall
for moisture. At the Boyce Thompson Arboretum, plants
of Acacia redolens are rarely irrigated and seem to survive
well on winter and summer rain.

Suppliers
Pecoff Brothers Nurseries in Escondido, California orig-

inally introduced Acacia redolens to cultivation in Cali-
fornia from Ongerup, Western Australia, in 1971. They
made a selection of an especially prostrate plant they call
Acacia ` Ongerup' which is propagated vegetatively. They
provided the first plants to the Arizona Department of
Transportation. Seed -grown plants are presently being ob-
tained from Mountain States Wholesale Nursery of
Phoenix. Owner Ron Gass states that his first plants were
variable from seed. He has been selecting seed from the
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Figure 1. Newly planted Acacia redolens on the Supersti-
tion Freeway, near Phoenix, Arizona.

Figure 2. A single one -gallon size Prostrate Acacia just
planted on a freeway embankment.

most prostrate plants for two generations now (heading
into a third) and feels that his seed -grown plants are be-
coming very reliably low- growing.

According to Leroy Brady of the Arizona Department of
Transportation's Roadside Development Services, the
search for landscaping plants for the Superstition Freeway
began by examining plants which had been employed in
southern California. In addition, Pecoff Brothers recom-
mended Acacia redolens as a possible plant for the
Phoenix area. To date 66,587 plants have been used over
98 acres of freeway embankments.

Culture
The original section of plantings (from Interstate 10 to

Rural Road) was hand -watered; these plants were rather
slow growing. Subsequently, trials of drip irrigation were
run and the growth rate increased substantially. At the
present time, all plantings of Prostrate Acacia are under
either drip irrigation or overhead sprinklers.

Plants in the section between Rural Road and Price
Road are receiving one gallon of water a day. These new
plantings are under high stress and once they are estab-
lished, this amount of water may be reduced. However,
the plant does not appear to be fully drought- tolerant in
the freeway setting. Because of air movement, heavy
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Figure 3. Mature Acacia redolens. Notice how vigorously
it has grown along the edge of the freeway.

Figure 4. The top of both banks show the use of Prostrate
Acacia as a groundcover.



Figure 5. Material in the foreground is mature Acacia
redolens, as is the lower, darker groundcover on the far
side of the highway.

runoff, and heat reflected from the pavement, plants are
subjected to greater moisture stress than in a natural
environment.

Initially, plants were placed in pits in the banks and
berms remaining after highway construction. This situa-
tion proved to be less than hospitable since this placed the
plants more or less directly in caliche, a hardpan layer of
insoluable calcium -lime. Picture, if you will, planting
these Acacias in containers, then setting them out along
the highway in the hot and arid desert climate. Root
growth is limited, as is the amount of water which can be
applied; water drainage is poor and evaporation is high
from this shallow soil. The latest installations have taken
advantage of topsoil stockpiled during excavation. Upon
completion of the highway section, the topsoil was re-
turned and "plated" over the berms and banks in a two -
foot deep layer. A much more favorable root environment
has now been provided and growth rates have increased.

All plants have been purchased in one -gallon contain-
ers; at this stage, plants are about six inches high (Figs. 1
and 2). When adequate water and root space are available,
Acacia redolens is a fast grower. For example, plants
placed in the ground in the fall of 1980 were two feet
across in June of 1981. They were planted eight feet apart
and can be expected to fill in as a total groundcover by the
end of the second growing season, i.e. the end of summer,
1982 (see Figs. 3 -5).

Advantages and Disadvantages
The Prostrate Acacia has shown itself to have many

advantages and few disadvantages. In terms of weed con-
trol and thus aesthetics and ease of maintenance, the
foliage of an established planting is sufficiently dense to

discourage weed growth almost entirely. This dense
foliage also contributes to the erosion control qualities of
the species.

Acacia redolens creates a good deal of leaf litter, which
broaches several potential problems, among them rodent
populations and fire hazard. Plants which harbor rodents
are undesirable for many reasons; rodents could move into
nearby residential and business areas if and when their
numbers increased. In addition, they could be a distraction
to fast moving traffic on the freeway. Gilbert Bernal, a
foreman with ADOT Roadside Maintenance, says that no
rodent problems have surfaced thus far.

The composition of this plant's essential oils has not yet
been studied, but the plant appears to be relatively non-
flammable.

Where Prostrate Acacia borders lawns, pruning is neces-
sary. This may be attributed to overspray from sprinklers
used to irrigate the turf and results in denser and more
rapid growth of the Acacia. The plant takes well to prun-
ing and responds with thick growth.

A Last Word
Having observed the performance of Acacia redolens

along the Superstition Freeway and at The Boyce
Thompson Arboretum, I would recommend wider use of
the Prostrate Acacia in desert landscapes. It is tolerant of
desert heat and alkaline soils as well as a certain amount
of cold. The form and growth rate may be controlled by
pruning and by the amount of irrigation. Equally at home
as a deep groundcover, a foundation planting, or for bank
stabilization and erosion control, as when it is used along
the highway, Acacia redolens can stand up to the rigorous
conditions of "freeway life" with admirable results.


