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Delegates who were present at the last Australian Weeds
Conference in Hobart in December 1970 will recall the masterly
summing up by Dr R.M. Moore, later published in the Journal of
the Australian Institute of Agricultural Science, September,
1971. In this review Dr Moore made several trenchant remarks
about legislation to control noxious weeds and he asked pertin-
ent questions which have not yet been answered. These were -
"Do local government weed control practices ever eradicate an
established species or do they merely suppress it? If they
merely suppress it and the program has to be a continuing one,
is the money well spent? Has legislation other than by keeping
out potential weeds through quarantine regulations materially
affected agricultural production? Has the declaration of a
plant as a noxious weed been of any real value or has it
diverted money and effort from the control of weeds where they
do the most harm, that is, in the farmers' and graziers' fields?
Is there any point in trying to eradicate or suppress a species
established on land not used for crops unless it is poisonous
to stock, adhesive to wool, injurious to man or domestic animals
or otherwise deleterious to the'use of the land on which it grows ?"

Shortly after the publication of Moore's paper another challen-
ging article by Mr B.- Quinlivan - "An ecological basis for decision
making" appeared in the Journal of the Australian Institute of
Agricultural Science, December, 1972. He expressed serious
doubts as to whet -her some of the weeds declared noxious in
Australia were in fact real or potential threats to our wide-
spread farmland and used as an example Cape tulip in Western
Australia. He seriously challenged the bases used for decision
making in declaring plants noxious. He asked the question "How
is it possible for various organizations in Australia to spend
so much money while their decisions remain based apparently on
little or no real scientific evidence but almost entirely on
opinion ?" He suggested that possibly the noxious weed system
in which we found ourselves embroiled might well have its place
in Parkinson's law.
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Two years later, also in the Journal of the Australian
Institute of Agricultural Science, September, 1974, Dr R. Amor
and Mr J. Twentyman produced a very thoughtful paper -
"Objectives of and objections to Australian noxious weeds
legislation ". In this paper they examined in some detail the
weeds which had been declared noxious throughout Australia and
raised some . very awkward questions as to why many of them had
been so declared. One of the important things which they did
was to put forward a preliminary flow chart which would force
decision makers to consider successively factors involved in
arriving at a. decision as to whether plants should be placed
into any of five categories.

The chart is divided into three main sections, firstly a
series of subjective assessments of the importance of weeds
and the feasibility of eradication, secondly the place of the
weeds in the ecological succession and thirdly elements
involving the attitudes of people. Action suggested is deter-
mined by a synthesis of all three. The authors would agree
that their chart is not perfect but at least we now have .a
concept on which to work.

Further evidence of increasing interest in noxious weeds was
the inclusion of a- symposium on the subject "Plant outlaws -
the concept of a noxious weed" at the 46th ANZAAS Congress
held in Canberra in 1975. At this symposium Dr R.M. Moore
proposed that the States should drop 80 -90% of weeds from their
present lists and start again with - (a) drug plants; (b) plants
known to be major weeds,e.g. cactus; (c) plants new to an area
which cover less than 40 -50 ha. This last group of plants
should be eradicated if possible, but if after 5 -10 years they
still survive they should be removed from the list because
eradication_is impossible.

Of the 13 papers printed in this section, and the 2 additional
papers from other sections that need to be considered also, 4
deal with the decision - making process and administrative
machinery involved in weed control legislation. One describes
a method for, and problems in, assessing the extent of noxious
weed infestations, one considers the question of who should
pay for compulsory weed control, five deal with 'noxious weeds'
in particular situations, two deal with herbicides, one the
testing of herbicides for registration and the other the
persistence of residual herbicides in the soil,and one puts
forward ideas for coordination and funding of weed research.
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These widely diverse viewpoints illustrate the complexity of
the subject and the difficulty of reaching unanimity of opinion
on the question of weed legislation.

Machinery for implementing legislation is, of course, quite
separate from the decision - making process, even though'it.is
necessary to consider these mundane matters in making decisions.
Inevitably, all decisions about controversial'matters of this
nature lead to a compromise solution, which is political in
nature, politics being the art of the possible. Perhaps we as
weed scientists have not been forceful enough and persistent
enough at the political level to influence society more to our
way of thinking.

It is obvious that all those who have seriously thought about
noxious weeds from the biological point of view are unanimous
in their opinion that plants are not capable of being subdivided
into'two categories, good and bad. There_is also fairly general
agreement that it is impossible to consider the status of a
plant without considering the situation in which it .grows 'and
that plants which can be noxious in one situation can be harm-
less or of no consequence in others. Whilst there is general
recognition of this principle amongst scientists,_ most States
still retain legislation which divides plants into noxious or
non - noxious. Others contain various categories or schedules
of plants allowing them to be dealt with according to the
situation in which they grow.

One aspect which appears to have been given little or no
emphasis by most contributors is the question of why plants
should be declared noxious at all. Many people have argued.,
that if a plant is growing on a property and is reducing produces
tivity it ought to be controlled at the landholder's expense as
part of his normal program of crop or animal husbandry. Others
have argued that nobody should be allowed to retain on his pro-
perty plants which can be noxious in other situations.

It seems sensible to accept the principle that the real purpose
of noxious plants legislation is to prevent the entry and spread
into a country or region of plants with a known potential to
become aggressive and to reduce productivity. In this respect
it is important to act early, often before we have many biolog-
ical facts about the plant. Perhaps all exotics should be.
considered guilty until proved innocent.
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A second purpose, accepted by most people, is to protect third
parties from'invasion of. their land by deleterious plants estab-
lished on adjoining land but which are not being treated by
the landholder concerned., In this case, landholders would also
include public authorities which allow plants with weed potential
to grow on roads and reserves adjacent to land not infested.
This purpose, however, is starting to be questioned by weed
workers.. What evidence is there that weeds from roadsides
encroach onto adjoining land? Usually the adjoining..land is
quite different ecologically from the roadside because it is
cropped or grazed. This does not mean that we should not treat
any'weeds on roadsides but there is certainly no evidence that
dontinued treatment presently carried out is justified in most
cases. Certainly it is justified if it protects'a newly sown
pasture from seeds of a weed.such as serrated tussock but,
then, shouldn't the farmer treat the weed on the'roadside any-
aay without it being declared noxious.

What dó we do in the case of a cattle property which is
situated immediately upstream from a sheep property 'and is
infested with a water -borne weed such as Noogoora burr? Eco-
logically the situation.on both properties is similar, both
have native pastures under.a system of extensive grazing.
However the weed does not affect the productivity or costs of
production of the cattle property, nor does it have any effect
on the marketability of the product, beef. The .cattle
therefore, has no economic inducement to control the weed.

On the other hand, the sheep man can be adversely affected
by the weed. It costs him more for shearing and reduces the
value and acceptability of his produce, wool. It is in his
interest, therefore, to control the weed.

In many cases we will never know if our efforts in treating
noxious weeds have been justified because we do not know how
bad things would have been if we had done nothing.

There is considerable feeling that our efforts in weed
control should be concentrated where the weed actually inter-
feres with our activities whether it is on the farm or on
roadsides.

Mr Lane's paper questions the need to control weeds on road-
sides from several angles and concludes that such weed control
should be no more than part of roadside management. He points
out that farmers resent being responsible for roadsides, and,
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in fact, do little about them. This raises the question posed
by Wheatley and Collett of why little progress is being made in
preventing the spread of noxious weeds on the Southern Tablelands
of New South Wales despite effective control measures and legal
powers. This can be due to several reasons but underlying them .
all is a feeling that farmers, inspectors and Governments are
not motivated to deal with plants which are so widespread that
eradication is impossible.

The opposite is the case with relatively new weeds_or weeds of
new significance where community projects seem to be working
remarkably well (silver -leaf nightshade in Victoria, nodding
thistle in New South Wales).

This, then, raises the basis on which plants are added to the
noxious weeds lists or, more importantly, retained on the noxious
weeds lists. Paterson raises this point and questions if forced
treatment of weeds such as Cape tulip is justified without evi-
dence that such treatment increases farm production or protects
someone from a problem.

Some weed legislation refers to 'eradication', which is an
inflexible term and hardly ever achievable. It should be used
in legislation when this is what is really meant, otherwise the
legislation will be compromised and this is undesirable.

Some people feel that all weeds should be covered by legisla-
tion and that the control required would range from eradication
to no action. This would mean that the one organization could
handle all weed matters instead of the divided responsibility
at present.

The question of who should pay for weed control is contentious.
Boneseed, ragwort and water hyacinth are cited as examples of
plants where the landholder gains little from control but the
community gains a lot. Therefore should the landholder bear
the full cost? It seems that the cost of all noxious weed
control should be shared by the community and by landholders
but landholders must accept much of the responsibility. One
way that this is shared by all landholders in a particular
industry is with a levy on produce such as the grain levy in
Western Australia to help with the eradication of skeleton weed.

Changing land use can encourage a plant of little significance
to become a major weed, as with Johnson grass in the Inverell
district, where 90% of farmers consider it either their biggest
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or biggest potential weed problem. In such a case a community
project may be far more effective than the 'traditional' approach.
Surely strict legislative action is not necessary in this case.

All would agree on the importance of quarantine in keeping
new weeds out of Australia but how restrictive should we be?
Spurrs claims that an increment of 15% is being added to seed
being imported from U.S.A. and suggests a review of the
Quarantine Weeds List (on which there are 130 species) and the
development of a separate weed seed schedule for agricultural
seed importation. This list should be based on the requirements
of a majority of States and not on the wishes of each State or
Territory individually. This would remove from the list many
weeds already well established in Australia and also others
which are of concern in only one or two States and which could
then be regulated by those States. There seems to be an urgent .

need for the weeds and seeds people to come together to thrash
out this matter because of the confusion over the problems and
requirements of each group.

Aquatic weeds are in a special class as far as noxious weeds
are concerned because several are commercialized and therefore
can spread rapidly through the aquarium trade. Claims are made
that it is possible to buy Eichhornia, AZternanthera, EZodea,
and Salvinia in some States and this could well justify common
lists of some plants between States or a Commonwealth list of
rioxíous weeds.

Legislation dealing with the registration and application of
Ierbicides is not causing major problems although the chemical
industry would always like to see the time taken for registra
tion to be shortened still further. Nevertheless this time is
much shorter in Australia than in many other countries. The
cost of herbicide evaluation and research is a problem and
comparison has been drawn with Canada, where much of this work
is carried out by the universities and the Canada Department of
Agriculture but financed directly by the chemical companies.
It was, suggested that the Agricultural and Veterinary Chemicals
Association might play a role in a similar scheme in Australia.

Weed workers often have difficulty in estimating the extent
of weed infestations and - Campbell reports his experiences with
St. John's wort and serrated tussock. There is a need for a
group such as Australian Weeds Committee to look at this problem
and recommend a standard procedure for use by weed workers in
Australia.


