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Summary   The honey locust tree (Gleditsia triacan-
thos L.) is native to North America and was planted in 
Queensland as early as 1907 to provide cattle fodder. 
In 1992 substantial infestations existed over more than 
1000 hectares in the Brisbane Valley and southern Dar-
ling Downs in Queensland. In March 1993, the honey 
locust tree was declared noxious throughout Queens-
land and one of the largest eradication programs ever 
attempted in the State was launched. 

The eradication program was unique in that a 
dedicated team of State and Local Government staff 
worked together on a methodical ‘search and destroy’ 
campaign until all known plants were killed. Seedlings 
and previously undetected plants were destroyed in 
subsequent years with considerable assistance from 
Local Government and landholders. The campaign 
cost some $400,000 but is likely to have saved the 
State many millions of dollars in long-term control 
costs. Today, it is very diffi cult to fi nd a honey locust 
tree in Queensland, with residual garden specimens 
and individual naturalised plants occasionally being 
detected and destroyed. 

The honey locust control program ranks as one of 
the most successful weed control programs ever un-
dertaken in Australia and proves that well-established 
pests can be wiped out, provided there is suffi cient 
dedication, persistence and funding. While complete 
eradication is always diffi cult to claim, the honey locust 
tree is no longer a problem in Queensland and can be 
suppressed indefi nitely with minimal resources. 
Keywords    Honey locust tree,  invasive species,  eradi-
cation, Gleditsia.

INTRODUCTION
There are few examples where extensive populations of 
an invasive plant have been successfully controlled via 
a coordinated destruction campaign. Most successful 
control programs have targeted small, recently natu-
ralised populations, generally less than 100 hectares in 
size. Moreover, there is a prevailing belief that fi rmly 
naturalised weed populations need to be contained 
rather than aiming for complete eradication. When 
infestations of honey locust trees fi rst came to the at-
tention of pest management authorities in Queensland, 
all the experts agreed that eradication was impossible 

and that containment of spread was the best result for 
which they could hope. This paper documents a control 
program that surprised everyone with its success – a 
program that serves as an outstanding example of what 
can be achieved in pest management when there is 
suffi cient dedication, persistence and funding. 

BIOLOGY
The honey locust tree is a deciduous, leguminous tree 
reaching 25 m in height. The trunk and branches are 
protected by an armoury of strong thorns, some of 
which can be up to 15 cm long.

It is native to central and eastern North America, 
ranging from Ontario south to Texas (Little 1971) 
and forms dense thickets along the valleys and small 
streams in southern Indiana and Illinois (Sargent 
1965). It is also abundant on the fertile, alluvial plains 
associated with the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers (Sker-
man 1977). Throughout the mid-western United States, 
the honey locust tree invades pastures and old-fi elds 
and often co-occurs in woodlands and early succes-
sional habitats with Maclura pomifera L. (Schnabel 
et al. 1991). Although capable of tolerating most soil 
types, honey locust trees grow most prolifi cally on 
fertile, alluvial soils with a pH of 6.0–8.0 (NAS 1980). 
Good growth occurs in areas receiving from 500 mm 
to 1500 mm annual rainfall (NAS 1980). Flowering 
and pod production start when the tree is 3–5 years 
old and trees over 12 years of age can produce more 
than 500 kg of pods per annum (Hart undated). Pods 
are dispersed by fl owing water and cattle can disperse 
seeds by ingesting pods and passing undamaged seeds 
in their dung. Seed dormancy can extend up to three 
years under fi eld conditions (Burton and Bazzaz 1991). 
The honey locust tree has been promoted as a valu-
able fodder tree for cattle and as a desirable garden 
ornamental. So-called ‘thornless’ varieties have been 
developed by horticulturalists, however, 20% of the 
seeds produced by these plants develop into thorny 
specimens (Hart undated).

HISTORY OF INVASIVENESS
The honey locust tree is invasive in South Africa, Chile, 
Europe and the United States of America (Holm et 
al. 1979, NAS 1980, Wells et al. 1986). Substantial 

Successful control of honey locust trees ( Gleditsia triacanthos L.) 
in Queensland

 Steve M. Csurhes
Queensland Department of Natural Resources, Mines and Energy, GPO Box 2454, Brisbane, 

Queensland 4001, Australia



674

Fourteenth Australian Weeds Conference

infestations exist in New South Wales along the 
Nepean River and its tributaries and at Schofi elds. 
The infestations in New South Wales are believed to 
have originated from plantings by William Macarthur 
at ‘Camden Park’ in the mid 19th century.

In Queensland, honey locust trees were planted to 
provide shade and cattle fodder as early as 1907. The 
species was fi rst reported as a pest in Queensland in 
1955 at a location adjacent to the original planting site 
made by a Mr. McConnell, hence its local common 
name ‘McConnell’s curse’ (Lands Department fi le 
records). By 1992 substantial infestations existed over 
more than 1000 ha in the Brisbane Valley and south-
ern Darling Downs (Csurhes and Kriticos 1994). At 
some sites, it had formed pure stands within pastures 
and riparian native vegetation. The worst infestations 
existed along the Brisbane River near Esk, where 
it had formed dense stands along more than 50 km 
of river bank. Other substantial infestations existed 
along the Logan River south of Brisbane and along 
the Condamine River on the southern and eastern 
Darling Downs. 

Climate-match computer modelling suggested 
that the honey locust tree had the potential to spread 
over much larger areas of south-eastern Queensland, 
extending over much of the Murray-Darling river 
system (Csurhes and Kriticos 1994). Floodplains and 
riparian areas with fertile alluvial soils were considered 
most at risk. This prediction, combined with increasing 
concern expressed by landholders and pest manage-
ment staff, culminated in the honey locust tree being 
declared noxious in Queensland in March 1993. As a 
precaution, soon after, the entire Gleditsia genus was 
declared noxious, as the evidence suggested that these 
closely related species had high weed potential.

ERADICATION CAMPAIGN
In January 1993, one of the largest eradication pro-
grams ever attempted in the State was launched by the 
Department of Natural Resources, Mines and Energy 
(DNRME). The eradication program was unique in 
that a dedicated team of DNRME and Local Govern-
ment staff worked on a methodical ‘search and destroy’ 
campaign until all known plants were killed. This pro-
gram was implemented in two stages during 1993–94 
and again in 1996–97. In subsequent years, seedlings 
and previously undetected plants were destroyed by 
Local Government staff and landholders. While most 
landholders were supportive and cooperated fully, in 
some instances control notices were required to en-
sure compliance. On six occasions ‘enter and clear’ 
operations were conducted when landholders failed to 
implement control notices (Departmental fi le records, 
unpublished). Even garden specimens were tracked 

down and destroyed, much to the consternation of 
some nurseries that specialised in selling honey lo-
cust trees. The Department faced strong criticism 
in the media from a small number of nurseries, but 
remained resolute. 

While it is estimated that the campaign cost at least 
$400,000 it is likely to have saved the State many mil-
lions of dollars in long-term control costs. In addition 
it made a substantial contribution to the protection of 
remnant native vegetation. Today, it is very diffi cult to 
fi nd a honey locust tree in Queensland, with residual 
garden specimens and individual naturalised plants 
occasionally being detected and destroyed. While it 
is diffi cult to claim complete eradication, since iso-
lated plants continue to be detected, the population of 
honey locust trees has been brought under effective 
control. Currently, the species’ impact is negligible 
and can be kept at this level with minimal effort and 
funding.

This success story brings into question the com-
monly accepted view that weeds cannot be eradicated 
unless they exist in areas less than 100 hectares. It is 
clear that much larger infestations can be controlled 
provided a number of attributes exist; namely, (a) suf-
fi cient funding and staff resources are made available; 
(b) staff are dedicated and willing to work under dif-
fi cult conditions for weeks at a time; (c) landholders 
and Local Governments are supportive and willing to 
undertake follow-up control, and (d) the target pest is 
a tree or shrub that takes several years to produce the 
next crop of seeds. This gives control staff suffi cient 
time to treat all known plants before having to deal 
with any more seeding trees. Highly fecund herbaceous 
weed species with short lifecycles are much more dif-
fi cult to control, as are cryptic species that cannot be 
readily detected among other vegetation. 

CONCLUSION
Queensland’s honey locust tree control program ranks 
as one of the most successful weed control programs 
ever undertaken in Australia and proves that well es-
tablished weeds can be wiped out. The honey locust 
tree is no longer a problem in Queensland and can be 
suppressed indefi nitely with minimal resources.
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