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BIOLOGICAL CONTROL OF SPEAR THISTLES ( CIRSIUM VULGARE)
IN SOUTHERN AUSTRALIA
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Investigation into the biological control of spear thistle (Cirsium vulgare) commenced in Australia in 1985. Two
species of insects have been imported from southern France and released, mainly throughout Victoria, with a
small number of releases in New South Wales, the Australian Capital Territory and Tasmania.

The thistle receptacle weevil (Rhinocyllus conicus) was initially imported in 1990 and again in 1994 when the first
attempts to establish the insect failed. Larvae attack developing flower heads, reducing seed production by mining
the receptacle and cutting nutrient supply to the seed. 27 releases of this insect have been made in Victoria. No
interstate releases have been made.

The spear thistle gall fly (Urophora stylata), also affects the developing flower. It was first imported in 1990 and
released in 1994. Eggs are laid in unopened capitula and larvae feed in the receptacle resulting in the formation of
a hard, woody gall. Since 1994, 88 releases have been made in Victoria, 9 in New South Wales and 2 in Tasmania.
Material has also been sent to New Zealand for quarantine testing and local release.

The thistle crown boring weevil (Trichosirocalus horridus) was introduced by CSIRO in 1992 for controlling
nodding thistle (Carduus nutans) and was subsequently released on spear thistle. Larvae mine the crown of the
rosette stage of the plant. This results in a weakened plant with fewer flower heads. This agent has been released
in both New South Wales and Victoria at a small number of sites.

Victorian monitoring data suggest that Rhinocyllus survives well in hotter, drier climates, while Urophora does
not tolerate these temperature extremes and prefers cooler areas with a higher rainfall. This will limit the distribu-
tion of both insects, preventing some areas of the state from supporting both species. No data is yet available on
impact in Australia. Further work to determine seed reduction in affected plants is required.




