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Abstract   The development of the National Weeds
Strategy is an attempt to improve the management of
weeds across a range of interest groups at the national
level.  The Strategy takes a strategic approach to weed
issues of national significance, addressing agricultural,
forestry and environmental weeds equally.

Released in 1997, the Strategy is based on the recog-
nition and acceptance of four principles that underpin
the Strategy’s goals and objectives.  Progress on im-
plementing the National Weeds Strategy is outlined
under eight major categories.

The National Weeds Strategy has provided the frame-
work for reform.  The future success of the Strategy
and weed management in general, is dependent on a
substantial shift in emphasis towards improved coop-
erative action that incorporates consultative, transpar-
ent strategic management.  Ten actions are described
that are critical to achieving long-term sustainable out-
comes for weed management within Australia.

INTRODUCTION

Weeds are not a recent phenomena or focus of atten-
tion within Australia.  There are over 2700 plant spe-
cies that have been reported in Australian literature as
weeds (Lazarides et al. 1997) with approximately ten
per cent of naturalised plant species becoming weeds
that cause significant economic and environmental
impacts (Williamson and Fitter 1996).

State and Territory governments have declared over
370 plant taxa as noxious weedsA  (National Weed Strat-
egy Website 1999), while around twenty-five per cent
of naturalised plant species are significant or poten-
tially significant environmental weeds (Humphries et
al. 1991).  At a local level, weeds are one of the most

commonly reported land degradation problems on
broad acre and dairy farms (Mues et al. 1998).

Establishing successful primary industries throughout
Australia’s history has inadvertently assisted the
number and spread of weeds.  In addition, the envi-
ronmental consequences of introduced plants to assist
industries have been largely ignored.  Lonsdale (1994)
found that only five per cent of non-native pasture
plants (21 out of 463) introduced into Northern Aus-
tralia between 1947 and 1985 were useful to agricul-
ture, while thirteen per cent were subsequently listed
as weeds.  Of the five per cent useful plant species,
eighty-one per cent became weeds on non-grazing land,
with less than one per cent (4 out of 463) proving to be
beneficial to agriculture without associated weed con-
sequences.

However, primary industries are not the sole culprits
for Australia’s weed problems.  Public demand for
exotic species for ornamental and cultural purposes
has also contributed to the current situation.  At least
thirty per cent of noxious weeds were originally intro-
duced as garden plants (Panetta 1993).  The majority
of Australia’s waterweeds result from the importation
of exotic species for use in garden ponds and as orna-
mental aquarium plants (Csurhes and Edwards 1998).

While the problem may be widely recognised at all
levels, the focus has generally been on short-term so-
lutions.  In many cases, attention has been directed at
control or eradication of particular weeds from an area
without fully understanding the causes underlying the
continued spread of weeds.  The result, as demonstrated
by the level of concern expressed about weeds, has
been less than satisfactory.

The scale of the problem, the effort expended and the
overall financial commitment as a result of weeds is
increasing.  What has been lacking is collective ac-
tion.  In response to the need for the improved man-
agement of weeds nationally, Commonwealth, State
and Territory Ministers responsible for agriculture,

A Noxious weeds as used here are those plants pro-
claimed under State and Territory legislation, but does
not include all plants proclaimed by local government.
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forestry and the environment agreed to develop a Na-
tional Weeds Strategy (NWS) in 1991.  To demonstrate
the complexity of collectively addressing weed issues
across a range of resource uses, the three Ministerial
Councils did not endorse the Strategy until 1997.

THE NATIONAL WEEDS STRATEGY

The NWS is a strategic approach to weed problems of
national significance.  The purpose is to reduce the
detrimental impact of weeds on the sustainability of
Australia’s productive capacity and natural ecosystems.

The Strategy is based on the recognition and accept-
ance of four principles:

Weed management is an essential and integral part of
the sustainable management of natural resources and
the environment, and requires an integrated,
multidisciplinary approach.

Prevention and early intervention are the most cost-
effective techniques that can be deployed against
weeds.

Successful weed management requires a coordinated
national approach that involves all levels of govern-
ment in establishing appropriate legislation, educa-
tional and coordination frameworks in partnership with
industry, landholders and the community.

The primary responsibility for weed management rests
with landholders/land managers, but collective action
is necessary where the problem transcends the capac-
ity of the individual landholder/land manager to ad-
dress it adequately (Anon. 1997).

The Strategy is the first step towards improving the
management of weeds at a national level.  It fosters
cooperation within and between States and Territories,
recognising that weeds do not stop at fence lines or
borders.  In doing so, it is identifying the barriers be-
tween primary production and the wider environmen-
tal goals, helping to remove impediments to coopera-
tive action.

The Strategy outlines a risk management approach to
weed issues of national significance.  It highlights the
need for increased understanding of the impacts that
various actions cause across a range of resource uses.
This has resulted in elevating the profile of environ-
mental weeds and emphasising the importance of ef-
fectively incorporating weed management into the
overall management of conservation areas.

Ultimately, the NWS follows the Landcare philoso-
phy of collective action, but with the responsibility
residing with all resource users to minimise the im-
pacts of their actions on the natural resource base.  This
can only occur through the development and exten-
sion of conceptual and strategic frameworks for weed
management at all levels within a wider natural re-
source management context.

The Strategy encourages an acceptance of the roles and
responsibilities that governments and landholders/land
managers have in managing weeds.  In this regard, it
is important to recognise that under the Australian
Constitution, State and Territory governments have
legislative and administrative responsibility for land
use matters including weed management and control.

From a national perspective, the Commonwealth has
primary responsibility for quarantine and environmen-
tal issues that impact on international obligations.
Outside of these areas, the Commonwealth’s role is to
provide national leadership and where necessary, en-
ter into limited partnership arrangements with State
and Territory governments on major weed management
issues of national importance.

Having outlined what the Strategy is attempting to
achieve, it is important to note what it does not do.
The Strategy is not a national program.  There is no
funding attached to the Strategy or any legislative pow-
ers to progress the objectives.  The consensus for col-
lective action was achieved through ownership of the
Strategy by the three Ministerial Councils responsible
for agriculture and resource management, environment
and conservation and forestry.

However, as the Strategy is directed at the conceptual
and strategic level, it is not an instructional guide for
the States and Territories on how to undertake weed
management and it does not provide technical solu-
tions to weed problems.

NATIONAL WEEDS STRATEGY
ACHIEVEMENTS TO MID-1999

Quarantine Protocols   A three-tier weed risk assess-
ment system has been developed by the Australian
Quarantine and Inspection Service (AQIS) that tests
all imported plant material for weediness, before entry
is permitted into Australia.

The three tiers are:

Tier 1 Identify species and check if it is on the AQIS
list of permitted plants;
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Tier 2 Assess the plant by a pre-entry assessment pro-
cedure if not on the list or previously assessed;
and

Tier 3 Subject the plant to a detailed post-entry evalu-
ation if a decision cannot be made at the sec-
ond tier.

Progression through the tiers only occurs if the plant
fails to pass, or is rejected at each tier.

As well as routine additions to the permitted list as
part of the three-tier process, the list is being compre-
hensively reviewed for accuracy and appropriateness
of the thousands of species that are included.  Further
details are presented in a separate paper.

Incursion management   The formation of the Na-
tional Office of Animal and Plant Health has resulted
in an increased awareness of the importance of weed
incursion management.  In an attempt to overcome the
lack of communication in some areas the membership
of Consultative Committees has been broadened to
widen the representation of States and Territories.  This
increases the likelihood of effective on-ground moni-
toring and action, increasing the possibility of eradi-
cating weed incursions.

The Office is keen to work with all interested parties
to improve Australia’s capability to detect and respond
to exotic pests, including weeds.  Notification of sus-
pect weeds have significantly increased and recent
national weed initiatives are seen as a positive step to
increase weed awareness, the detection of suspect
plants that may be weeds and response measures.

State contingency plans   Two States have developed
contingency plans that specifically deal with weed in-
cursions and outline the generic steps to be taken to
manage the problem.  The remaining States and Terri-
tories are being encouraged to follow suit.  The devel-
opment of appropriate plans that define roles and re-
sponsibilities is a key step in responding to weed in-
cursions and widespread development will improve the
effectiveness of response mechanisms.

Weeds of national significance   The development of
the weeds of national significance (WONS) process
(see poster presentation for further details), including
the nomination of candidate species, assessment and
resultant ranking of species, through to final endorse-
ment by Ministerial Councils has no precedent and took
two years to complete.  This highlights the lack of ap-
propriate national datasets and consistent weed impact
data at the State and Territory level.

The agreed methodology for determining WONS com-
prised the following four major criteria:

• Invasiveness.

• Impacts.

• Potential for Spread.

• Socioeconomic and Environmental Values.

Five main data sources were used for the WONS analy-
sis:

• an invasiveness and impacts questionnaire was
submitted to three expert panels covering
weeds for temperate, sub-tropical and tropical
environments;

• observed distribution and density for each weed
provided by State and Territory agencies and
sourced from the literature.  These data and
published literature were used to predict po-
tential distribution of weeds using climatic
modelling;

• economic information on the cost of control
for agricultural and forestry weeds provided
by State and Territory agencies;

• environmental information on the number of
threatened species, communities and affected
Interim Biogeographic Regions of Australia
(IBRA), provided by State and Territory agen-
cies and by incorporating the monoculture po-
tential of a weed from the expert panels; and

• a qualitative assessment by the expert panels
of social impacts caused by a weed (not exam-
ined by other data sources).

The methodology undertaken was not a pure scientific
process, but an attempt to draw together meaningful
indicators (where few national datasets existed) and
combine them into a form that provided an objective,
transparent and defensible ranking system for weeds.
The top 20 weeds out of the process were declared and
endorsed as WONS by the three Ministerial Councils.
The announcement of the decision occurred on the 1st
June 1999.

Training    The National Weeds Strategy Executive
Committee (NWSEC), in conjunction with NSW Ag-
riculture and representatives of the agricultural, for-
estry and environmental sectors from all States and
Territories have embarked on a process to establish
National Training Competencies for Weed Manage-
ment.  Funding has been provided by the National
Weeds Program under the Natural Heritage Trust.
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The advantages of competency training are that indi-
viduals will gain a clear career path and structure, op-
erators will gain improved status and professional
standing, possibly leading to career improvement.
Consistent standards will help address occupational,
health and safety issues for workers and weed man-
agement programs should be more effectively and ef-
ficiently undertaken.

Coordination and public awareness   Improved pub-
lic awareness of weed issues and coordination of ac-
tivities is being achieved through a National Weeds
Awareness Program funded through the National
Weeds Program.  The aim of the Program is to coordi-
nate national promotional activities such as
WEEDBUSTER week, internet information, media
promotion, poster displays, species information and
educational awareness programs.  Products from this
Program will focus on information that is common to
Australia and where cooperative action reduces the
overall cost of production for all States and Territo-
ries.  This also encourages a nationally consistent mes-
sage being promoted across the country.

National Weeds Strategy Executive Committee   The
National Weeds Strategy Executive Committee
(NWSEC) was formed to oversee the implementation
of the Strategy.  The Committee reports to the three
Ministerial Councils annually on progress and refers
significant issues to them for endorsement. This Com-
mittee deals with high-level policy issues and liaises
with the Australian Weeds Committee for technical
advice.

Project Manager   In order to facilitate the imple-
mentation of the Strategy, the States and Common-
wealth agreed to fund a Project Manager, Mr John
Thorp.  The Project Manager’s role is to publicise and
progress Strategy issues with the States, Territories and
key stakeholders as well as support the NWSEC. new
millennium

ACTIONS FOR THE NEW MILLENNIUM

Widespread development and use of management
strategies   Well developed management strategies are
a vital component of any successful weed program.
They combine biological, scientific, social and regu-
latory factors in addressing the causes of the problem.
These factors need to be taken into account if a weed
is to be prevented from spreading, eradicated or con-
tained.  Management strategies should also gain full
commitment and encourage communication between
the parties involved.

Management strategies do not need to be complex, long
and full of technical jargon.  What they do need is a
clear statement of the problem, causes underlying the
problem, actions that must be undertaken to manage
the problem through addressing the causes followed
by an action plan with appropriate time frames and
method for evaluating programs.  The widespread
adoption of weed management strategies will ensure
that the nation gets best value from the limited funds
available for weed management across Australia.

Increased awareness and recognition of cross
sectoral relationships in weed management   His-
torically, weeds have been seen as an agricultural prob-
lem, but today, the more enlightened in the commu-
nity view weed issues as one part of managing the wider
natural resource base.  This means that the problem
should not be dealt with in isolation. There is often an
interrelationship between many of the weed problems
across urban and rural lands, conservation areas, agri-
culture and forestry.  On the other hand, there is also
increasing recognition that a plant that is of value to-
day to one part of industry may well be a weed else-
where tomorrow and trade-offs are required.

Weeds need to be considered as a land and water deg-
radation issue, which draws in a much wider frame-
work for understanding weed problems in the commu-
nity than is generally recognised today.  Development
of this understanding and recognising that weeds are
often symptoms of a larger underlying problem will
encourage government policy makers and other
stakeholders to improve their decision making.  This
would hopefully result in decisions that have long-term,
beneficial effects for weed management, and result in
a move away from the quick fix mentality of spray,
slash and burn.

It is therefore vital that more attention be paid to gain-
ing wider acceptance of the weed problem and the fac-
tors driving the problem.  This will overcome narrowly
focussed programs that do not fully address the root
cause of the problem and consequently fail.  In a simi-
lar context, to tackle a weed issue without considering
the effect on all sectors could well mean that a long-
term commitment cannot be gained and again the pro-
gram will fail.

Weed management training   Competencies for weed
management open up the possibility of learning and
skills training via distance education for weed practi-
tioners that will be nationally recognised.  This should
result in professional recognition and rewards with
increased career opportunities.
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When training becomes available, weed personnel are
encouraged to enrol and gain accreditation as rapidly
as possible.  The competencies could also be used to
demonstrate to supervisors, managers and others in
authority, the range of skills required to undertake
weed-related tasks, encouraging a greater understand-
ing of roles and responsibilities.

Cooperative solutions, team work and commitment
The community has traditionally viewed weed prob-
lems as being the domain of governments, which is
illustrated by the unrealistic expectation of what can
be achieved by declaring a plant and listing it on a
noxious weeds list.  Adding a weed to one of these
lists does not guarantee improved management and
control.  This requires widespread commitment from
all interested parties to effectively manage the prob-
lem.  The role of legislation is to enforce compliance
where individuals in the community are not prepared
to accept the roles and responsibilities associated with
being landholders and managers.

Regulation has a place, but it is just one element of an
integrated package for tackling weeds.  The emphasis
needs to shift towards improved team work and com-
munity action, where co-operative solutions are found,
duplication of effort is minimised, and all parties are
committed to working together to achieve the desired
outcome.  The development of weed strategies is a key
tool in fostering this type of working relationship.

State weeds strategies focus on many aspects of weed
management, but probably the most important is the
improved coordination of all sectors of government
within each State or Territory.  The idea that weed
management is the sole province of the agricultural
sector must be replaced with a recognition that all in-
terested/effected parties should be consulted based on
the distribution and wider impact of the weed.  This
obviously includes the environment constituency and
wider community.

Nationally consistent, transparent and simple regu-
latory controls enforced   Most States and Territories
use a different system for classifying and listing nox-
ious weeds.  The differing legislative mechanisms are
more the result of institutional arrangements and cul-
ture than the need for differing specialised regulatory
controls.  The current national list and the rules gov-
erning that list are so complex and inconsistent be-
tween States and Territories that it is virtually impos-
sible for potential sellers of nursery stock or seed to
comply with legislation, particularly when shipping to
interstate customers.

However, given the common goals of the legislation,
it should be possible to draft an agreed set of noxious
weed classifications for the nation.  This must be done
as a first step to encouraging compliance.

In this regard, strategic and effective management of
weeds nationally will be assisted by the recently ap-
proved Environment Protection and Biodiversity Con-
servation Act 1999 (301A Regulations for control of
non-native species) which allows the Commonwealth
to develop regulations to provide for the establishment
of a list of species, other than native species, that
threaten or may threaten biodiversity within Australia.

Identification and monitoring of new  and emerg-
ing weed problems   Stories abound of weeds that
have now reached widespread problem status due to
no immediate action being taken when the weed was
restricted to a much smaller area.  We must encourage
the identification of weed problems at an early stage,
assess the situation using weed risk assessment tools
and determine the most appropriate action that should
be taken.

Controlling a weed in the early establishment stage is
far more cost effective than managing a widespread
problem.  There is a collective responsibility for
landholders and managers through to local, State and
Territory Governments to actively manage weeds by
early identification and risk analysis and then imple-
menting appropriate action.

There are many cases around Australia where weeds
are present with the potential to become major prob-
lems for the nation.  These weeds are commonly termed
“sleeper weeds”.  They are usually only present in lo-
calised areas within a State or Territory.  One area that
requires further development is an accepted framework
for determining the priority of sleeper weeds for fur-
ther action.

Weeds of national significance strategies and actions
The announcement of the WONS signals the start of
national programs that will improve the management
of the twenty listed species.  The first stage will be the
development of national strategies for each of the
WONS following widespread consultation.  Future
action against each of the WONS is dependent on
achieving consensus amongst a diverse group of inter-
ested parties.  It will also require an increased accept-
ance of the management responsibility for weeds by
landholders, land managers, industry and the wider
community as well as local and State governments.



Twelfth Australian Weeds Conference

495

Success of the WONS process and outcomes should
be the blueprint for further prioritising of weed issues
through a strategic management approach at the State,
regional and local level.

Evaluation of programs   Large sums of money are
being spent on weed management programs across
Australia, yet there appear to be very few examples
where programs are subjected to sound ongoing evalu-
ation and cost/benefit analysis.  It seems much easier
to pursue control techniques without including the
rigors of performance monitoring and accountability
in the program.  This has been a major failure of cur-
rent weed management efforts.

With competing priorities for limited resources the
emphasis for managers is to use project management
as a tool for keeping their programs within budget and
on time, and the need to incorporate program evalua-
tion.  Evaluation should form an integral part of every
weed management program, from the landholder
through to the national level, irrespective of the scale
of the program.

Ongoing commitment   Weeds are one problem that
cannot be managed by stop/start action.  Dogged per-
sistence in weed management is the hallmark of suc-
cessful programs and requires that systems be imple-
mented which transcend individuals and short-term
resourcing issues.  The emphasis must be directed at
highlighting the causes while persevering to gain ac-
ceptance of strategic approaches to weed problems in
the recognition that there are generally no short-term
solutions.

The role of the individual   This paper has discussed
a number of national issues and future key directions
that need to be followed in order to enhance the man-
agement of national weed problems.  However, suc-
cessful weed management results from committed and
dedicated individuals who undertake their work to a
high standard.  Whether this is in determining policy,
drafting legislation, conducting research, carrying out
extension programs, applying control measures or fa-
cilitating community action.  It is necessary for each
person to see their role as vital to any strategy in which
they participate.

Communication by weed personnel across all levels is
the key critical success factor behind achieving the
ideals described in this paper.  Vested interests and the
failure to communicate within and across disciplines
will relegate weed management to a position where it

is today; disjointed and lacking a cohesive, clear focus
and increasingly subject to funding cuts.

Recognise the importance of communication and be-
come committed to being part of well-developed, stra-
tegic, integrated and coordinated programs.  This is
the way ahead!  Get on board and help start the new
millennium with an invigorated, planned and organ-
ised approach that above all generates worthwhile ben-
efits for the community and future generations.
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