
Mother-In-Law’s Tongue 
 
 (Author’s Note:  This is the fifteenth in a series of articles by members of the City of Sanibel 
Vegetation Committee dealing with vegetative matters of concern to island residents.  Members 
of the Vegetation Committee are Sanibel residents appointed by City Council for one-year terms.  
To be considered for appointment, contact the City Manager’s Office at (239) 472-3700.) 
 
Mother-in-Law’s Tongue (Sansevieria hyacinthoides), also known as Bowstring Hemp or Snake 
Plant, is one of the eight regulated invasive exotic plants threatening Sanibel Island’s natural 
areas.  Originating in the southern tropics and Africa, this plant was used for making bow strings, 
cordage, ropes, mats, and nets. It can thrive in dry climates, rough terrain, but also in moist 
conditions, virtually anywhere without care.  This plant was introduced in Florida around 1800 
as an ornamental plant and fiber crop. Growing wild in south Florida, it was deemed a nuisance 
in 1951 because the stout and creeping rhizomes (a horizontally growing, underground stem that 
puts out lateral shoots and adventitious roots) eventually produce a dense groundcover that 
effectively excludes desirable native vegetation. 
 

  

 

 
 
Mother-in-Law’s Tongue is a succulent, stemless perennial with long slightly twisted slender 
blades. These fibrous blades are green striped with yellow or gray and can be up to 50 inches tall.   
The plant has a showy scape up to three feet tall with tubular white flowers. The rhizome base 
emerges from the ground as white, but then maturing to bright orange.   All parts of the plant are 
poisonous if ingested. 
 
Because it adapts easily to all growing environments of Sanibel, it is difficult to control.  The 
best removal technique is physical removal by digging.  The rhizomes are fragile and break 
easily when pulled by the leaves.  Resprouting is likely if any part of the plant remains and 
continuous maintenance is recommended. Due to the waxy coating on the blade, chemical 
combinations are moderately effective, therefore physical removal is best.  Any invasive 

The picture on the left displays a stand of Mother-in-Law’s Tongue.  The picture on the right shows the 
underground network of mature, orange rhizomes.  

Photo Credit: Dana Dettmar, Conservation Officer. 



vegetation should be bagged and put out as garbage, not vegetation waste.  Good native 
replacement plants would include Wild Coffee, Stoppers, Myrsine, and Leather Fern. 
 
Please remember that Mother-in-Law’s Tongue is only one of the eight regulated invasive exotic 
plants on Sanibel.   The others include Brazilian Pepper, Earleaf Acacia, Exotic Inkberry, Java 
Plum, Melaleuca, Lead Tree, and Air Potato.  These eight species are not permitted to be grown, 
sold, or propagated on Sanibel and, upon issuance of a City Development Permit; they are 
required to be removed from the parcel which must be maintained free of these plants in 
perpetuity. 
 
To view pictures of these plants or the City’s “The Alien Invasion” brochure, visit the City’s 
website at http://www.mysanibel.com/Departments/Natural-Resources/Vegetation-
Information/Exotic-Vegetation/Other-Invasive-Exotic-Vegetation or contact the City’s Natural 
Resources Department at 472-3700. 
 
To read other Vegetation Committee articles in this series please visit the City of Sanibel’s 
Natural Resources Department website: http://www.mysanibel.com/Departments/Natural-
Resources. 
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