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Summary   Thistles continue to spread and a broad 
range of reasons is presented. The ease of manage-
ment of thistle species is considered for New South 
Wales shires. The ineffectiveness of regulation to 
stop the spread and impact of thistles is discussed. 
The importance of other community or government 
approaches, such as rearing biological control agents, 
facilitation, extension, and market forces, hold very 
important positions in thistle management programs. 
More information is needed from Local Control Au-
thorities before any thistles could be readily justifi ed 
as declared Noxious Weeds.
Keywords    Community programs,  market forces, 
 enforcement,  voluntary programs,  Onopordum spp., 
 Carduus nutans,  Centaurea solstitialis.

INTRODUCTION
As part of NSW Agriculture’s program to review all 
noxious weeds, the regulatory status of thistles in New 
South Wales (NSW) is being reviewed. There are 22 
prickly Asteraceae in NSW that enjoy the common 
name ‘thistle’. There are some other ‘thistles’ that 
are not particularly prickly or are not members of the 
Asteraceae that are not discussed here. Enforcement 
programs exist for seven thistles in NSW.

The conceptual defi nition of the term ‘weed’ is 
much debated, and the agreed substantiation of ‘nox-
ious’ appears more elusive. The concept of ‘Noxious 
Weeds’ has been discussed considerably in the literature 
(Medd 1986 and Auld et al. 1987). This review consid-
ers the status of thistles against these administrative 

criteria. Social perceptions of ‘Noxious Weeds’ have 
received limited attention in the literature. 

METHODS
In 2004 a survey was sent to the Chief Weeds Of-
fi cer of every rural shire in NSW, NSW Agriculture 
agronomists, and to NSW Agriculture Regional Weed 
Control Coordinators. Questions addressed the exist-
ence of persistent or large patches and manageable or 
small patches, reasons for poor thistle control, use of 
legislation, management planning for thistles, impact 
of biological control, and reviews of declaration of 
thistles as noxious weeds.

RESULTS
Survey responses were received for 133 Shires. Ta-
ble 1 shows the number of shires with persistent or 
large patches of thistles where respondents consid-
ered, using commonly applied farming practices, it 
is not reasonable to signifi cantly reduce the patches 
in the longer term. On manageable or small patches 
it is reasonable to prevent seeding nearly every year. 
The most signifi cant problem was on the tablelands 
and slopes, consistent with the observations of Medd 
(1981). The table shows only those thistles that were 
reported for more than fi ve shires. In a number of 
instances, respondents only provided information on 
thistles that were declared Noxious Weeds in their area. 
Some species therefore may be under-reported.

Respondents suggested that thistles have not been 
reduced signifi cantly in the past fi ve years in 76 shires. 

Table 1.   NSW Shires with common diffi cult thistles.

Shires with persistent or 
large patches

Shires with manageable or 
small patches

Nodding thistle (Carduus nutans L. ssp. nutans)A 13 25

Slender thistle (Carduus pycnocephalus L.) 7 38

Saffron thistle (Carthamus lanatus L.) 68 22

Star thistle (Centaurea calcitrapa L.)A 5 35

St. Barnaby’s thistle (Centaurea solstitialis L.)A 12 32

Spear thistle (Cirsium vulgare (Savi) Ten.) 80 21

Variegated thistle (Silybum marianum (L.) Gaertn.) 59 30

Scotch and other onopordum thistles (Onopordum spp.)A 27 30

A Noxious weed in more than one control authority.

Which thistles are truly noxious?
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Reasons for this failure included: programs have been 
concentrating on higher priority weeds (20), landhold-
ers do not have resources to get every patch every year 
(33), very wet or very dry years make control diffi cult 
(23), treatments used are not very effective (5), and 
landholders rely upon biological control (6). However, 
in eight shires, respondents suggested that thistles have 
been reduced to diffi cult-to-manage areas and patches 
remain at maintenance level where no further progress 
could be expected.

The survey asked for the situations in which a 
weed control notice would be issued, or prosecution 
commenced, for thistles. There were large inconsist-
encies in responses, both for thistle species and dis-
tribution through the State. In seven shires the weeds 
offi cers said that they would never commence legal 
proceedings for thistles, while in six shires weeds 
offi cers replied ‘always’. Other responses included: 
when complaints are received (8), according to local 
policy (9), and as a last resort (11).

Although regional thistle management plans 
have been received from f ive regional weeds 
committees, only fi ve weeds offi cers responded that 
they participated in such a plan. Five weeds offi cers 
noted that they have a local plan for thistles, and 21 
noted that management of thistles is included in their 
general weed policy. In fourteen of the 63 shires 
where thistles are declared as noxious weeds, there is 
no thistle management plan.

Twelve of the respondents considered that biologi-
cal control agents had signifi cantly reduced thistles or 
altered treatments applied by landholders. Whether 
this perception is also a reality waits to be seen, 
however this must be considered in any enforcement 
program.

There are 112 noxious weed declarations relating 
to thistles. While there are many shires that have a 
number of thistles declared noxious, there are also 
numerous shires that do not have any noxious thistles 
declared. The survey asked which thistles could be 
considered for removal from the declarations. Re-
spondents suggested that 28 declarations for thistles 
might be revoked. Of these, eight were thistles in per-
sistent or large patches, eleven were thistles in small or 
manageable patches, and nine where the thistles were 
absent or the situation could not be determined.

DISCUSSION
Thistles have been declared ‘Noxious Weeds’ for 
a very long time and there have been effective on-
ground controls available for more than 50 years. 
Yet thistles remain as bad weeds for farmers and the 
community. Part of the problem lies with the tena-
cious biology of thistles, unpredictable seasons, and 

the cost-price squeeze. However, some blame must 
also lie with farmers, community weed groups and 
local government, which may have the capacity to 
successfully coordinate thistle management, yet have 
failed to do so.

Personal decisions on weed control inputs are 
made with some analysis of market forces interacting 
with community and state (hierarchy) processes. State 
and community processes include planning, extension, 
facilitation and regulation. This leads to personal deci-
sions on control. A review of regulatory programs for 
a weed must consider this context. 

Market forces   The costs of thistle control, and the 
benefi ts of that control, are diffi cult to determine. 
The occurrence, spread and likely effects of weeds in 
pastures are extremely uncertain (Auld et al. 1979). 
Pastures are typically composed of desirable pasture 
species (either sown, naturalised or native), desirable 
native non-pasture species, lower value pasture spe-
cies, such as Yorkshire fog (Holcus lanatus L.); weeds, 
and noxious weeds. The economic impact of each weed 
is diffi cult to determine (Auld et al. 1987), and the 
costs and effectiveness of each treatment variable, so 
landholders can not easily allocate inputs for control 
or differentiate between weed species. Saffron, vari-
egated, and spear thistles are very widespread and it 
could be that complacency to these thistles, and to 
other weeds, have led many farmers to consider that 
high level control of all thistles is not always worth-
while.

Medd (1986) suggested that for many farms, treat-
ment of infestations of nodding thistles is ‘pragmatic 
and lacks conviction’ – this is still clearly the case for 
other thistles and many other weeds. 

Gardner (1998) notes that common law duty of 
care to manage things occurring naturally on land has 
evolved since the 1890 English ‘thistledown’ case. This 
common law, which effectively may be considered as 
a market force, now considers that ‘landholders have 
an affi rmative duty to reduce or remove a hazard that 
they know, or should know, may harm their neighbours, 
even if they did not cause that hazard’.

Community processes   There is a community stigma 
applied to thistles (Medd 1986). Community processes 
can be particularly complex. These processes infl u-
ence decisions to control thistles by encouragement, 
enticement, inducement, persuasion, manipulation, 
intimidation, threats, and coercion (from Gaylin and 
Jennings 1996). Control in some districts can be rela-
tively easy, so poor control may be implied to indicate 
poor management; and as several thistles are declared 
Noxious Weeds and are very conspicuous (even at low 
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densities), landholders may rigorously control these 
weeds to prevent other landholders passing judgement. 
This community stigma may remain at an artifi cially 
high level while thistles remain as Noxious Weeds, 
but may continue to do so by tradition if thistles were 
removed from the legislation.

Cooperative and Landcare programs rely upon 
voluntary participation and might be expected to 
commonly cover thistles. However, where there is 
particularly strong community stigma associated with 
thistles, there may be increased hindrances to forma-
tion of these cooperative groups (Medd 1986). 

State/hierarchal processes   The hierarchies at local, 
State and National government levels provide govern-
ance for weed control through planning, extension, 
facilitation and regulation.

Planning   Regional thistle management plans 
have been received from fi ve NSW regional weeds 
committees. Other committees may have been reluc-
tant to prepare regional thistle plans because there is 
little reward. Groups prepare these plans in order to 
coordinate cooperative programs and to help attract 
support from the NSW Noxious Weeds Grant. Under 
the Noxious Weed Grant system, thistles and other rela-
tively widespread weeds which have lower potential for 
further spread and impact on new regions, have a lower 
priority for funding. Also, if the need for coordination 
and cooperation between shires is considered low, then 
few weeds committees will prepare such plans. Similar 
reasoning may be preventing the development of NSW 
State or National management plans for thistles.

Extension   As some landholders may never have 
the knowledge, skills, attitude, infrastructure, farm-
ing system, or cash to control thistles to the levels 
demanded by others, we must accept that presentation 
of logical argument alone will not achieve this goal. 
Provision of an extension service, however, will con-
tinue to be important as there can be little confi dence 
that best practices for thistles are widely understood. 
For example, although a range of useful treatments 
have been available for more than 50 years, Dowling et 
al. (2000) in their ‘best bet strategies that might work’ 
(emphasis mine) for thistles noted that ‘instances of 
integrated management for thistles are rare’.

Facilitation   National and State governments fa-
cilitate control by providing for the conduct of research 
and development of biological control of thistles. In 
the past three years, $49,000 has been provided to lo-
cal government by the NSW Government’s Noxious 
Weed Grant for thistle control costs on roadsides. 
Locally, councils facilitate thistle control by distribut-
ing biological control agents, directing landholders to 
contractors, or arranging contractors.

Regulation   Philosophers state that we might 
justify coercion in order to prevent harm to others 
(Gaylin and Jennings 1996). For weeds like serrated 
tussock (Nassella trichotoma (Nees) Hack.) that read-
ily spread and cause considerable harm, we can justify 
enforced control. But with the various thistles, we must 
ask where should arbitrary lines be drawn through the 
thistle group for declaration as noxious weeds? And 
what is the gradation between harm, offence, annoy-
ance, and inconvenience?

Administrative criteria for regulation   The jus-
tifi cation of regulation is explored further here by 
examination of thistles against the New South Wales 
criteria for declaration of Noxious Weeds (Noxious 
Weeds Advisory Committee NSW 2002).

Potential to spread   Thistles have had a long his-
tory in Australia. Medd (1981) considered the range 
of several thistles in NSW and concluded, ‘With the 
exception of Carduus nutans the species studied have 
probably reached the limits of their potential distribu-
tion.’ This survey has produced similar results to those 
in 1977 (Medd 1981) and 1986 (Briese 1988). There 
are, however, some thistles that have very limited range, 
such as perennial thistle (Cirsium arvense (L.) Scop.) 
(one shire), and investigation might be considered to 
determine what has limited their spread and what extra 
impact would occur if they were allowed to spread.

Weed potential   Most thistles are highly invasive 
and have the potential to become abundant in a range of 
habitats, despite normal land management techniques. 
Spear thistle, for example, is weedy in sub-alpine 
areas, the north coast, and through to arid areas of 
the western division. Dellow and Wilson (2002) sur-
veyed the vegetation of temperate perennial pastures 
of NSW and found thistles in 61% of paddocks, and 
where present, accounted for 3.0% of total pasture 
biomass. Only spear thistle and saffron thistle were 
considered common. 

Need   Thistles have adverse effects on agriculture 
and the environment and are signifi cantly annoying or 
damaging to human health. However, there are many 
weedy plants that also have adverse effects that are 
not Noxious Weeds, and many of the thistles are not 
Noxious Weeds.

Means   While thistles technically can be con-
trolled, control needs to be integrated and ongoing. 
Numerous seasonal events can make control very 
diffi cult and allow thistles to seed and spread. Control 
programs need to address direct control of the thistles, 
prevention of spread, and indirect control to make 
pastures more weed resilient. While it is generally 
acknowledged that some thistles are more diffi cult to 
control than others, control techniques for all thistles 
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are very similar (contrast, for example, Burton et 
al. 2002a and b). Modern farming systems favour 
thistles. Superphosphate and clovers are widely used 
to promote pasture growth, however, these practices 
also favour thistles. Some bare ground is necessary in 
autumn to allow reasonable germination of the annual 
clovers, however, this too is a practice that may allow 
considerable germination of thistles.

Intent   The considerable inconsistencies in the 
survey about the intent of weeds offi cers to enforce 
the legislation or to prepare and implement a thistle 
management plan, suggests that the offi cers are not 
being urged to do so by their councils or the public. 
The incentives for landholders to comply with the 
thistle control requirements of the Noxious Weeds Act 
are poor as it could be believed that control authorities 
are generally reluctant to implement controls for such 
weeds. Medd (1986) suggested that nodding thistle was 
allowed to spread because of indifference to weeds; 
the relatively poor determination of Noxious Weeds 
Offi cers to enforce control of these weeds suggests 
that this situation has not changed.

Benefi t   The previous section on market forces 
suggests that benefi ts of thistle control will be hard 
to determine. The impact of thistles is not likely to be 
signifi cantly higher than other common weeds, such as 
sorrel (Rumex acetosella L.) or capeweed (Arctotheca 
calendula (L.) Levyns). 

Public support   It was reported in one shire that 
locals had called a meeting to seek increased enforce-
ment of thistles. If enforcement was seen to be too 
strong then complaints would be received. However, if 
there was no threat of enforcement, then thistles might 
increase and there may be more complaints. There are 
generally very few complaints about thistles and it 
might be considered that current legislation for thistles 
is supported by communities. However, there might 
be a complacency to the tradition of thistles being on 
the Noxious Weeds declarations and control authorities 
should be challenged to examine this. 

CONCLUSIONS
This examination of the criteria for regulation has 
suggested that no particular thistle species is consid-
erably worse than other thistles and deserves enforced 
control. Indeed, I have suggested that the thistle group, 
although diffi cult to manage, are not signifi cantly dif-
ferent from many other common weeds. The persistent 
nature of thistles suggests that control of thistles in 
shires with persistent or large patches is not likely to 
meet requirements for continued Noxious Weed dec-
laration. This survey and examination has revealed 
preliminary information that suggests that all thistles 
might be removed from the Noxious Weed declarations 

unless control authorities can supply some extraordi-
nary justifi cation.
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