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WHAT ARE THE KEY FACTORS AFFECTING THE EFFICACY OF THE
RAGWORT FLEA BEETLE IN ITS CONTROL OF RAGWORT?

K.J.B. Potter, J.E. Ireson, G.R. Allen and R.J. Holloway
Tasmanian Institute of Agricultural Research,

13 St Johns Avenue, New Town, Hobart, Tasmania 7008

Ragwort, Senecio jacobaea L., is a serious weed in Tasmania with losses to the Tasmanian Dairy Industry alone
estimated to exceed $1 million annually due to reductions in pasture production (Ireson 1995).  In 1979, a French
strain of the ragwort flea beetle, Longitarsis flavicornis (Stephens) was released in Tasmania as a biological
control agent for ragwort.  This beetle is now common over all the land area known to be infested by ragwort in
southern Tasmania and over about 90% of the major infestations in the north (Ireson 1988).  Since the release of
L. flavicornis, ragwort control has been achieved at many sites in the state with reductions in ragwort population
as great as 95% at some locations.  However, at other sites, particularly in cattle grazed pastures, its efficacy has
been restricted.  Ireson et al. (1991) showed that a minimum 8 year period is required at new release sites before
L. flavicornis populations can increase to levels at which ragwort can be brought under control.  At some sites
however, unfavourable site conditions or incompatible land management practices are thought to severely inhibit
increases in L. flavicornis populations and affect the extent and rate of control.  The use of herbicides (Boersma
1996, Ireson 1988), paddock flooding and pugging of wet ground by cattle (Ireson 1988), predation, weather
conditions, site aspect, soil type, soil structure and nutrient status could all affect the efficacy of L. flavicornis in
Tasmania.  The aim of this study is to identify some of the factors affecting L. flavicornis density in areas where
control has been minimal.  Particular focus will be on factors which can be incorporated into a comprehensive
integrated management plan for ragwort control.
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