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WEEDS IN A CHANGING WORLD

Selwyn L. Everist

Department of Primary Industries, Queensland

We have only to look around us and cast our minds back a. few
years to realize that we live in a changing world. What were
marvellous innovations yesterday are commonplace today: what was
commonplace yesterday is often looked upon as archaic.

In the last few years several provocative and challenging books
have been written on the reactions of communities to social and
technological change. Notable among them are Peter Drucker's
"The Age of Discontinuity ", published in 1969 and Alvin Toffler's
"Future Shock ", published in 1970. It is interesting to note
that the subtitle of Drucker's' book is "Guidelines to our
Changing Society" and of Toffler's book "A Study of Mass
Bewilderment in the Face of Accelerating Change ".

Change in social structure affects everybody in the community,
whether they are factory workers, farmers, managers, salesmen,
providers of services, public servants or eggheads in the
asphalt jungle.

Our chief task at this Conference is to look at changes in
human values, demands and technologies and the effects of these
changes on our attitudes to weeds, to research and control
practices and to legislation concerning weeds, particularly
decision - making and the effectiveness of such legislation.

This is the fourth time we have met in conference since the
first. Australian Weeds Conference at Roseworthy in 1954. During
that time the earth has continued to spin beneath our feet,
Governments have come and gone, prices for primary produce have
fluctuated between the heights of absurdity and the depths of
despair. All the time weeds have gone on taking their annual
toll of productivity, involving primary producers, local autho-
rities and Governments in increasing expenditure. We have won
a few battles, we have lost some, but the war goes on continu-
ously. It is time we paused to take stock, to look critically
at what we are doing and whether our work is still relevant or
important to the rural industries and the community at large.
We should try to keep our, minds attuned to the subtleties of
continuous change and the implications of these changes for us
as weed scientists.
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CHANGES IN SOCIETY

First we should look briefly at the nature and magnitude of
change in the community, particularly in the fields of primary
production. In tracing the new industries and their dynamics,
Drucker (1969) pointed out that "agriculture has been the most
spectacular performer in the growth parade. In the United
States ten out of every twenty members of the labour force
were working on the land in 1900. At the end of World War II,
in 1945, we still had almost one -third of the population on
the farm. Now fewer than one -tenth of the labour force work
as farmers. They produce, however, infinitely more food and
farm crops than the much larger number produced sixty years ago."

With regard to Australia, the earliest figures I have been
able to get from the Australian Bureau of Statistics are as
from 1921. These show a decrease from 37% in 1921 to 14% in
1971. This downward trend still continues. Percentages in
the States and Territories in 1971 ranged from 11% in New South
Wales to 35% in the Northern Territory,(Vic. 12 %, S.A. 15 %,
W.A. 18 %, Qld 20 %, Tas. 26 %).

The same trend has been observed in all the consumer - oriented
societies, although it has taken place at different times and
at different rates. In the case of Australia we have gone from
an importing economy through a subsistence economy to an export
economy within 200 years and mostly within the last 100 years.
There is no reason to suppose that this tendency will be
reversed and it is likely to continue up to the United States
level, where less than 10% of the total population grows
sufficient food and fibre for its own needs and an exportable
surplus that is often embarrassingly large.

DEFINITION OF WEEDS

I suppose the most acceptable definition of a weed is a plant
that is growing in a situation where man does not want it to
grow.- This is a value - judgement definition and must necessarily
change as the activities of human communities change. Plants
that are weeds to farmers may be of small importance to urban
dwellers or other rural producers. On the other hand, plants
which seriously affect urban populations, such as those that
cause hay fever, may be of little or no consequence on the
farm. Plants that adversely affect neither urban populations
nor rural productivity may still be undesirable in an industrial
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situation where the only acceptable environment is one kept free
of all combustible material. This need to define precisely the
role of plants as weeds in various situations frequently has
been overlooked, particularly in the field of weed legislation.

BIOLOGY AND ECOLOGY

Like all living things, weeds are dynamic and are part of
biological communities that are subject to continuous change.
In the-case of weeds, certain plants may be newly introduced
or assume greater importance with changes in land use. Former
problem weeds may yield to new knowledge or changes in life
style, land use, cultural or management techniques. Some weeds
which were considered of very great importance in the early
stages of agricultural development in Australia have just faded
away as the ecological niches they occupied have been replaced
by others.

NEED FOR REVIEWS.

There is a need for all concerned with research, control and
legislation on weeds to review their own activities from time
to time and to remember that their work is part of a larger
activity aimed at improving living standards, increasing pro-
ductivity or liberating people from the yoke of peasantry
without at the same time depleting non - renewable resources or
making the earth a less tolerable place in which to live.

It is in this last field that there have been revolutionary
changes in recent Years in the community attitude to the plants
we call weeds.

Until fairly recently, it was accepted almost without question
that any development that increased the amount of food or lowered
costs of production must be good in itself. Apart from soil
conservation little thought was given to long -term effects on
biological communities or non renewable resources or the relative
merits of other forms of land use. Insufficient consideration
was given to the long -term effects on the plant and animal
communities that were being exploited for agricultural or
pastoral purposes. During "the last 10 -years however there has
been an uprising of public opinion (not all of it well informed)
which aims to protect the natural environment from 'unnecessary
development'. The rise of this environmental ethic affects
us all. More "and more we are being forced to consider the side
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'effects of the methods and long -term effects of our efforts to
control weeds.

This is not a bad thing and it has had the effect of forcing
decision makers to reconsider real criteria for declaring weeds
noxious and scientists the objectives and methods of their
research in the light of new community values.

AIMS OF THE.CONFERENCE

This fifth Australian Weeds Conference aims to examine advan-
cing frontiers in the science and art of research and weed
control and to expose those areas where current thinking and
action are lagging behind perceived needs for today and for
the future. In seeking contributions, the Organizing Committee
was quite firm in its adherence to this principle and decided
that there was no place in the proceedings for papers that
simply reported results of new work without at the same time
commenting on the implications of this work in the broader
context of weeds in a changing world. I would ask all contri-
butors in discussion to remember this and not to waste time
with minute details that should be published elsewhere. I

appeal to them to allow their results to speak for themselves
and to indicate to what extent,they represent advances or
changes in thought and direction.

SESSIONS

As in all previous Conferences the.Organizing Committee has
not arranged any concurrent sessions. The reasoning behind
this is that there are many facets of weeds and weed control
and that many disciplines are represented. However, it is
believed that it is more advantageous to bring together
scientists, technicians and policy makers from many disciplines
in plenary sessions rather than to subdivide them into small
specialist groups. Conferences such as this give opportunities
for people in every discipline to consider and if necessary to
challenge work which has been done in other disciplines and at
the same time impose upon each contributor the responsibility
of convincing people in other disciplines that what he is doing
is meaningful and of value to the whole.

For convenience the Conference is divided into seven sections
dealing with a particular aspect of the accumulation or
application of new knowledge about weeds as plants and as
members of various ecosystems, the effect on weed problems of
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changing methods of production and handling of primary produce,
the influence of processing and market acceptability on the
importance of particular weeds, and needs and methods for legis-
lation to control weeds or to regulate their introduction and /or
movement from place to place. Above all, running through the
Conference is the consciousness that natural and man -made
environments, community goals and attitudes to the environment
as a whole are bringing about changes in definitions of weeds
and in the necessity for and the nature of action to control
them.

I believe that we have in this gathering the talent to make
this Conference a turning point in attitudes towards weeds and
weed control in Australia. Please do not squander the time we
have in carping criticism or unimportant. detail. If we do not
grab this opportunity to take stock and to set out guidelines
for the future we may never have another opportunity to do so.
Even if we do have this opportunity it will not come for at
least 5 years.

My thanks go to Dr Wishart for opening the Conference, to the
members of the. Organizing Committee for establishing the guide-
lines, and particularly Mr Graeme Sibley, Dr Greg Wells, Dr Tom
Donaldson and Mr Bill Haseler for the additional efforts in
handling details. To my old friends, and colleagues Dr Milton
Moore and Mr Bill Parsons I am especially grateful for assuming
extra responsibility at a moment's notice.

My disappointment at being unable to attend personally is very
great indeed. Unfortunately, fractured spines are not to be
trifled with and I have no option but to try and follow the
doctor's orders. I would much rather be there with my wooden
spoon, stirring madly.


