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What is Mexican petunia?
Mexican petunia (Ruellia simplex C. Wright) is an orna-
mental plant species popular in southeastern landscapes 
and gardens. It is native to Mexico, the Antilles, western 
Bolivia, southwestern Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay and 
northwest Argentina (Ezcurran and Daniel 2007), and it 
is also found throughout the southeastern United States 
(Wunderlin and Hansen 2013). Its tolerance of varying 
urban landscape conditions makes it a common choice for 
difficult to plant areas. Mexican petunia tolerates shade, 
sun, wet, dry, and poor soil conditions. It is a prolific 
bloomer with flowers in shades of purple and pink peaking 
in the summer, but with the potential to also bloom in 
spring and fall in some parts of Florida (Tobe et al. 1998).

When Mexican petunia originally became available in the 
ornamental plant trade in the United States, only wild-type 
plants were available. Plant breeders have since produced 
a number of cultivars that produce flowers in different 
shades of purple, pink, and white (Hupp et al. 2009). Dwarf 
cultivars have also been produced (Hupp et al. 2009). The 
‘Purple Showers’ cultivar was the first sterile (does not 
set seed) cultivar produced for the nursery trade, and is 
still the predominant cultivar available from retail garden 
centers and wholesale nurseries. Three new cultivars for the 
landscape have been developed recently at the University of 
Florida and are now being sold as cultivars ‘Mayan Purple, 

‘Mayan White’ and ‘Mayan Pink’ (Freyre at al., 2012; Freyre, 
personal communication). The simplest method for urban 
landscape managers to distinguish between the wild-type 
and sterile cultivars in the landscape is to observe plants to 
see if they set seed. The sterile cultivar ‘Purple Showers’ has 
larger flowers and is taller than the wild-type plants, but at 
certain times of the year or if ‘Purple Shower’ plants have 
been cut back, they are not easily distinguishable from the 
wild-type plants. The new sterile cultivars are also visually 
distinct from the wild-type. They can be distinguished by 
flower color and a more compact growth habit.

Figure 1. The flower and form of Ruellia simplex ‘Purple Showers’ (left) 
and wild-type (right)
Credits: Rosanna Freyre
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Why can Mexican petunia be a 
problem?
Environmental tolerance, abundant seed production, 
and an ability to easily grow from plant stem sections 
(Reinhardt Adams, personal communication) have allowed 
Mexican petunia to spread into natural areas bordering 
urban areas. The Florida Exotic Pest Plant Council lists 
Mexican petunia (wild-type and non-sterile cultivars) as 
a Category 1 invasive species, meaning that it is “altering 
native plant communities by displacing native species, 
changing community structures or ecological functions, or 
hybridizing with natives” (Florida Exotic Pest Plant Council 
2011). These potential changes to community structure 
and ecological function are of particular concern in Florida 
wetlands where changes to plant communities have the 
potential to impact not just plant-animal interactions, but 
also overall hydrology on a whole watershed level.

While there is a native species of Ruellia, it should not be 
confused with Mexican petunia. The native Carolina wild 
petunia (R. caroliniensis) is also found throughout the 
southeastern United States (USDA-NRCS 2013), but is a 
smaller plant and more sprawling than the Mexican petunia 
(Wilson et al. 2004). The Carolina wild petunia is generally 
found as individual plants rather than in dense stands like 
the Mexican petunia (Wilson et al. 2004). Additionally, the 
Carolina wild petunia grows as a short-lived annual wild-
flower, while the Mexican petunia has a perennial growth 
habit (Wilson et al. 2004).

Since its introduction, wild-type Mexican petunia has 
spread throughout the southeastern United States. 
The USDA has reported wild-type Mexican petunia as 
established in Texas, Louisiana, Georgia, Alabama, Mis-
sissippi, Florida, and South Carolina (USDA-NRCS 2013). 
Wunderlin and Hansen (2013) indicate that Mexican 
petunia has been vouchered in natural areas in 29 of 67 
counties in Florida. The conclusion of the most recent 
Institute for Food and Agricultural Science (IFAS) Assess-
ment of the Status of Non-Native Plants in Florida’s Natural 
Areas listed R. simplex as “invasive, not recommended” for 
all climatic zones in Florida (IFAS Invasive Plant Working 
Group 2013). Researchers have observed dense stands of 
near monocultures of wild-type Mexican petunia in Florida 
floodplain forests, usually occurring in strips along the 
edges of streams and other wet areas (Hupp 2007; Randall 
Stocker, pers. com, personal observations).

Figure 2. Wild-type Mexican petunia has established in natural areas at 
Hogtown Creek, Alachua County, Florida.
Credits: Adrienne Smith

Figure 3. Wild-type Mexican petunia has established in natural areas at 
Lake Jesup, Seminole County, Florida.
Credits: Adrienne Smith

Figure 4. Wild-type Mexican petunia has established in dense patches 
in natural areas at the Paynes Prairie Preserve State Park, Alachua 
County, Florida.
Credits: Christine Wiese
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Why is control of wild-type and 
non-sterile cultivars of Mexican 
petunia in urban landscapes and 
home gardens crucial to overall 
control of this invader?
Managing the invasion of non-native aggressive plant 
species is a key component of maintaining the health and 
functionality of plant ecosystems. Controlling invasive 
ornamental species often requires multiple methods to 
first establish and then maintain the health of the native 
vegetation (Tallent-Hasell and Watt 2009; Gooden et al. 
2009; Hanula et al. 2009). A key part of maintaining control 
of a potential invading species is reducing or eliminating 
the source of propagules (seeds or other plant material that 
could generate more plants). Urban landscapes bordering 
nearby natural areas are a constant source of propagules for 
ornamental invasive species as long as these species remain 
in the urban landscape. Home gardeners have the oppor-
tunity to positively impact the quality of their neighboring 
natural areas by removing invasive ornamental species from 
their landscapes. Research on the control and behavior of 
Mexican petunia suggests that it can be best managed with 
a two-pronged approach: 1) control populations in invaded 
natural areas with glyphosate and native revegetation and 
2) reduce the urban sources of Mexican petunia propagules, 
particularly the wild-type and non-sterile cultivars. While 
sterile cultivars like ‘Purple Showers’ have not yet been 
documented in natural areas, they can spread aggressively 
through vegetative means. It is up to those managing 
urban landscapes to responsibly care for plantings of sterile 
Mexican petunia. The UF/IFAS Assessment of the Status of 
Non-Native Plants in Florida’s Natural Areas Infraspecific 
Taxon Protocol (http://plants.ifas.ufl.edu/assessment/in-
fraspecific_taxon_protocol.html), a component of the UF/
IFAS Assessment of Non-Native Plants in Florida’s Natural 
Areas, reports that there is currently no documented 
evidence of invasion of the cultivars ‘Purple Showers’, 
‘Mayan Purple’, ‘Mayan White’ or ‘Mayan Pink’ in natural 
areas (UF/IFAS Invasive Plant Working Group, 2013).

Past agreements between nursery owners and others 
involved in the horticultural industry have been negotiated 
to reduce sales of known invasive species as well as reduce 
introductions of potentially invasive species (Baskin 2002; 
Foxcroft et al. 2008; Reichard 2004). Additionally, there is 
increasing pressure on ornamental plant growers to restrict 
sales of ornamental invasive species (Coats et al. 2011; 
Wirth et al. 2004). However, many ornamental species 
are already a frequent planting in urban landscapes and 

have already established themselves in natural areas. The 
invasion of ornamental invasive species is most likely to 
be a serious problem where urban landscapes are adjacent 
to natural areas and therefore provide consistent, nearby 
propagule sources of the invader (Foxcroft et al. 2008). In 
the case of Mexican petunia, reducing the urban propagule 
source is likely to be a key part of long-term reduction of 
the species in natural areas.

Many homeowners are unaware of which species that 
appear in the landscape are invasive (Gagliardo and Brand 
2007; Reichard and White 2001). Reichard and White 
reported that less than half of home gardeners surveyed 
said they were aware of ornamental invasive species. To 
add to home gardeners’ confusion, sterile cultivars of some 
invasive ornamental species have been developed that are 
safe for use in the home landscape (Tallent-Hasell and Watt 
2009; Trueblood et al. 2010; Czarnecki and Deng 2009). 
However, while research has been done to develop sterile 
cultivars of Mexican petunia (Freyre et al. 2012), other 
research suggests that the primary method of propagule 
dispersion for Mexican petunia is vegetative rather than by 
seed (Reinhardt-Adams, personal communication). There-
fore, the introduction of sterile cultivars of Mexican petunia 
as the only management action will likely not sufficiently 
reduce the propagule source for this species. We suggest 
removal of all wild-type and non-sterile cultivars of this 
species from the urban landscape will be an important part 
of managing this invading species in adjacent natural areas.

Figure 5. The sterile ‘Purple Showers’ cultivar of Mexican petunia is 
thriving in a Florida landscape.
Credits: Keona Nolan
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What is being done to control 
escaped Mexican petunia in 
natural areas?
Researchers conducted a preliminary evaluation of 
herbicides and evaluated the need for a follow-up spray for 
control of Mexican petunia in natural areas (Hupp et al. 
2009). They found that all tested ready-mixed herbicides 
successfully controlled Mexican petunia invasions (Hupp 
et al. 2009). Adams et al. (2013, submitted) also examined 
herbicide control of Mexican petunia in natural areas. Spe-
cifically, they evaluated seasonal effectiveness of herbicide 
applications as well as the need for repeat applications to 
achieve sufficient control of the invader. They also evaluated 
effect of season of glyphosate applications and number of 
repeat applications on post-treatment vegetation quality. 
They found that, with sufficient spray coverage, glyphosate 
could control Mexican petunia with one or two applications 
regardless of which season the glyphosate was applied 
(Adams et al. 2013, submitted.). Adams et al. (2013, submit-
ted) and Hupp et al. (2009) both found that a follow-up 
application resulted in the best control, particularly where 
complete spray coverage was difficult to obtain. 

While season of glyphosate application did not influence 
control of Mexican petunia, it did impact total and native 
species richness; both were greater when glyphosate 
treatments were initiated in fall as compared to spring. 
Overall quality of the vegetation after glyphosate treatment 
(as measured by the FAQWet index; Ervin et al. 2006) was 
greater when glyphosate treatments were initiated in the fall 
and a second application was applied at three months after 
the initial treatment compared to applying glyphosate only 
once (Adams et al. 2013, submitted). Although Stocker et 
al. (see Wiese et al. 2013, submitted) did not quantify native 
species composition of post-herbicide treatment vegetation; 
they observed that newly emerged vegetation did not ap-
pear to constitute a diverse native plant community. Hupp 
(2007) examined potential competition between Mexican 
petunia and native vegetation by evaluating Mexican 
petunia seed germination and survival in uncleared plots 
and in plots cleared of existing native vegetation; she found 
survival of Mexican petunia seedlings was higher in cleared 
plots where there was no competition with existing native 
vegetation (Hupp 2007). This suggests that maintaining ex-
isting native vegetation and actively introducing additional 
native vegetation will be important factors in preventing 
reinvasion after Mexican petunia control is achieved.

What can you do to responsibly 
manage Mexican petunia in your 
landscape?
1. Do not buy or plant wild type or non-sterile cultivars of 

Mexican petunia. Be cautious about accepting Mexican 
petunia plants from friends or neighbors unless you are 
sure they are a sterile cultivar. If this is a plant that you 
especially enjoy, keep checking in with nurseries to see if 
they are carrying sterile varieties yet. The sterile variety 
‘Purple Showers’ is commonly available in the garden 
trade and three new sterile varieties, ‘Mayan Purple’, 
‘Mayan White’ and ‘Mayan Pink’ are now being sold 
(Freyre at al., 2012; Freyre, personal communication).

2. If you are growing sterile cultivars of Mexican petunia, 
manage the plant in your landscape responsibly. Do not 
dispose of plant clippings where they could root and 
spread uncontrolled. Home owners and others managing 
urban landscapes should proactively prevent the vegeta-
tive portions of Mexican petunia from being disposed of 
in storm water drains or waterways, where they have the 
potential to be deposited in natural areas and become a 
future problem. 

3. Remove established wild-type or non-sterile cultivars of 
Mexican petunia plants in your home landscape. Small 
areas or individual plants can be dug up by hand. Be sure 
to get the whole plant! Mexican petunia has underground 
rhizomes that will produce new plants if not removed. 
Large areas of Mexican petunia can be killed with herbi-
cide. Many ready-mixed herbicides have been success-
fully used to control Mexican petunia. One of the most 
commonly used and easily available from local stores is 
glyphosate, which is sold under the trade name Roundup. 
Other ready-mixed herbicides that can be effectively used 
on Mexican petunia can be found here: http://edis.ifas.ufl.
edu/ep415. Be sure to follow all label directions and wear 
all required personal protective equipment when applying 
herbicide. You may need to apply a follow-up herbicide 
application after 3-6 months depending on what degree 
of herbicide application coverage was achieved during the 
first spray. Dense invasions or those underneath fallen 
limbs or other debris often may require a second her-
bicide application to fully control the Mexican petunia. 
Caution: it is illegal to apply herbicide to Mexican petunia 
in natural areas outside your home landscape without 
permission from the landowner!

4. Plant something new in the bare ground left after the 
Mexican petunia is removed or dead. Holding the space 

Archival copy: for current recommendations see https://edis.ifas.ufl.edu or your local extension office.
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with appropriate landscape plant material will minimize 
the chances of a reinvasion of Mexican petunia or a new 
invasion of other unwanted weeds. Choose sterile culti-
vars of Ruellia, another non-invasive ornamental species, 
or appropriate native species for your new plantings 
(Knox et al. 2013a; Knox et al. 2013b). Recommended 
plant material for Florida zones can be found here: http://
edis.ifas.ufl.edu/ep467 and http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/ep468.
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