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The farming community has been lulled into believing that the ultimate solution to grassy weed problems in
pastures resides in a container of herbicide. An ever increasing range of herbicides becomes available and yet the
number of grassy weeds continues to increase as do the areas of infestation. Examples are Sporobolus indicus var.
major (Buse) Baaijens (Andrews 1995) and Nassella neesiana (Trin. & Rupr.) Barkworth (Gardener 1998). We
question this dependence on herbicides and maintain that a new approach to grassy weed problems is necessary
for the 21st century.

Two characteristic common to most of these reproductively efficient grassy weeds are their ability to produce
large quantities of seeds and maintain persistent soil seedbanks. The annual seed production of these species can
be very large, particularly if the seeds are small (e.g. S. indicus var. major produced 670,000 m-2 (Andrews 1995)).
Furthermore, seed production  generally cannot be prevented by close mowing or heavy grazing because of
mechansims such as horizontal growth of flowering tillers in S. indicus var. major or the production of hidden
seed called cleistogenes under the leaf sheaths in N. neesiana. Comparisons of the seedbanks of reproductively
efficient grassy weeds and those of more valuable perennial grasses indicate that those of the latter species are
usually lower (Table 1). We suggest that once reproductively efficient grassy weeds become established in a
pasture and develop large seedbanks, their long-term presence must be accepted. Even if the extant population of
the weed is removed using herbicides or mechanical means, the seedbank will remain despite repeated treatments.

Table 1.  Maximum and minimum values for the seedbanks of several reproductively efficient grassy weeds and
non-weedy species of grasses, estimated on the Northern Tablelands and North Coast of New South Wales (from
Andrews 1995, Earl 1998, Gardener 1998).

Species Maximum (seeds m-2) Minimum (seeds m-2)

Reproductively efficient weeds
Sporobolus indicus var. major 25,700 3,160
Nassella neesiana 11,380 3,500
Non-weedy grasses
Microlaena stipoides (Labill.) R.Br. 169 -
Danthonia spp. Lamk. and DC. 90 76
Phalaris aquatica  L. 23 -
Elymus scaber (R.Br.) A. Löve 18 -

Seedling establishment of most species in a grassland is enhanced by bare ground (gaps) and any form of distur-
bance of adult plants (e.g. by herbicide, mechanical means or overgrazing) will create such gaps. Therefore, the
species with the largest seedbank (i.e. the grassy weeds) are the most likely to colonise the gaps and therefore
increase their dominance. Earl (1998) and Gardener (1998) showed that the growth rates of these weeds is slower
than that of more valuable pasture species and management should be aimed at promoting the competitive ability
of desirable species and preventing the formation of gaps. Available evidence indicates that short term, high
intensity grazing followed by long periods of rest (depending on seasonal conditions), will tip the balance in
favour of the desirable species with the grassy weeds becoming lesser components in productive pastures.
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