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Part One Australian weed science and the development 
of the societies, 1954-1981 

It is not surprising that OUf weed societies 
parallel the weeds themselves. Just as 
the definition of a weed means different 
things to different people, so do weed 
societies reflect the wide and diverse in
terests of their members . The Sixth Aus
tralian Weeds Conference highlights the 
diversity of man 's involvement with 
weeds and the continuing difficulty of 
concisely defining what we mean by a 
weed. Just as weed commun ities 3re dy
namic and ever changing in response to 
their environmental changes. so too must 
OUf weed societies remain dynamic in 
their objectives and programmes . 

We have noted at this conference that 
agronomic practices (including herbi
cides) continuously create new sets of 
weeds . In pasture management the 
changes imposed by man - grazing, 
fertilizing, burning , mowing and herbi
cides - favour some weed species and 
discollrage others. Aggressive weeds 
compete with both managed and native 
forests and , in creating reservoirs , irri
gation and drainage channel s and water 
diversion schemes, man provides situa
tions in which aquatic plants can flour
ish. Similarly in urban areas man makes 
habitats for weeds which look unsightly, 
present a hazard to health , create a fire 
risk or interfere with amenities and rec
reation . The concept of total vegetation 
management along roadsides, railways , 
power easements and in similar situa
tions provides an opportunity for weeds 
which may become important hazards 
to transportation and communication. 

Weeds have an impact at all levels of 
society , and weed societies must be all 
embracing in their objectives. goals and 
programmes to service the ever widening 
and changing interests of their members. 
This review examines the task of the 
weed societies and the Council of Aus
tralian Weed Science Societies in as
signing priorities to their objectives and 
developing programmes appropriate to 
their membership . 

History of the establishment of 
weed societies in Australia 

The need for weed workers to form 
societies grew out of the tremendous 
advances of weed science and its appli
cation over the last 30 years . This de
velopment was spearheaded by workers 
in herbicide technology and by their col
leagues in private industry and govern
ment working on practical weed 
problems. Scientists in other disciplines 
were quickly attracted to the challenges 
and career satisfaction in weed research 
and taxonomists , biologists and ecolo
gists joined the teams of weed workers. 
The application of weed science and the 
increasing impact of weeds on our re
source management also brought equip
ment specialists , applicators , legislators 
and weed control officers into weed 
science. 

The evolution of Australian weed 
societies can be traced back to the cre
ation of the Australian Weeds Co-ordi
nation Commjnee and its successor of 
the Australian Weeds Committee , both 
of which provided a basis for co-opera
tion and co-ordination of weed research 
and control. These committees were 
essentially instruments of government 
and were attended by senior officers who 
administered the various noxious weeds 
Acts. They provided through their Con
ferences the earliest initiatives towards 
effective dialogue between workers , and 
a short history of these Conferences is 
pertinent to the development of weed 
societies in Australia . 

The First Australian Weeds Confer
ence took place at Roseworthy Agricul
tural College, South Australia, in 1954. 
It was convened by the Australian Weeds 
Co-ordination Committee and was at
tended mostly by government workers , 
with invitations to industry limited to 
four places . The State Co-ordination 
Committee graded weed species into three 
categories depending on their impact on 

Australian Weeds June 1962 17 

agricultural and pastoral productivity . It 
was the first Australian weed conference 
to report on the outstanding achieve
ments of 2,4-0, MCPA and 2,4,5-T, 
with some mention of CM U and the 
borates. A number of pioneer papers on 
crop spraying, tolerance of pas ture 
species, and the differential reaction of 
woody species to 2,4 ,5-T were given. 
Dr Milton Moore outlined the basic prin
ciples of weed control and introduced the 
concept of weeds as 'plants of disturb
ance ' and the vulnerability of the natural 
Australian environment to invasion by 
exotic plants due to ' the small human 
and herbivorous population prior to white 
settlement' . It is interesting that at this 
conference weeds were considered in 
their role as pioneers or colonizers rather 
than as the result of changes in farming 
systems, which is the way we see many 
weed problems today . 

Dr Chas Greenham in his paper 
'Chemical and physical reaction to her
bicides ' showed the importance of the 
plant physiologist and biochemist in weed 
science . indicating that weed science and 
its application were becoming multidis
ciplinary , a concept which underlined 
future conferences. Concern was also 
expressed that industry's contribution to 
herbicide and application research was 
not sufficiently represented. 

The Second Australian Weeds Con
ference was held at Canberra in I %0 and 
was organized by the State Co-ordination 
Committee. The conference was at
tended by an increased number of in
dustry delegates although attendance 
from this group was sti ll restricted. There 
was an expanded attendance of weed 
research workers with interests extend
ing into parks and gardens, forestry . in
dustrial weed control and aquatic weed 
management. The Second Australian 
Weeds Conference developed as a major 
forum for weed workers anxious to be
come involved in multidisciplinary weed 
science and its many applications. Dr 
Milton Moore defined a weed as 'a plant 
growing in place ', adding ecologists to 
the team of weed workers. A number of 
p~pers also discussed weed succession 
consequent on changes of herbicide, fer
tilizer or management regimes. The need 
for realistic assessments of losses due to 
weeds was noted and it was proposed 
that meaningful surveys should be con
ducted - an aspiration which our weed 
societies still have not realized. This 
discussion raised for the first time the 
concept of weediness and costlbenefit 
analysis, which is only now being ac
tively promoted in Integrated Systems 
of Weed Management. 

The Canberra conference occurred at 
a time when the second generation of 
herbicides was being actively developed . 
These included the triazines, ureas, 
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amitrole and the new growth regulators 
such as dicamba and the butyrics and 
benzoics . Chemical companies signifi
cantly increased their technical staff and 
contributed a considerable number of 
papers . The conference highlighted the 
lack of support given by government to 
weed research and the lack of awareness 
by producers themselves of the impor
tance of weeds to their production . New 
technologies of weed science had not 
been accepted by farm ers or other users. 
most of whom had been lulled by the 
spectacular contribution of herbicides to 
the economy and running of the farm . 
It is scarcely surprising that no farmers 
attended the First or Second Australian 
Weeds Conferences. 

The period between the Second Aus
tralian Weeds Conference in 1960 and 
the Third in Toowoomba in 1965 was 
one of great activity amongst weed work
ers. Some of my colleagues regard this 
as the golden age of weed science. The 
number of workers in full -time involve
ment increased. and it is not surprising 
that there was strong interest in the es
tablishment of a national weed society . 

The CSIRO was active in weed re
search during this period . Dr lohn Phil
lips and his team were studying the mode 
of ac tion of growth regulating herbi
cides, leading to an understanding of the 
adventitious buds of many of our per
ennial weeds. Drs Peter Michael and John 
Carnahan followed up Milton Moore 's 
concept of weed succession by relating 
weed problems in improved pasture and 
non-arable situations to land manage
ment , soil type and ferti lity. The New 
South Wales Department of Agriculture 
became involved with serrated tussock 
problems and began their taxonomic, 
ecological and control studies against this 
devastating weed. Kelvin Green and Alan 
Mears grappled with the problem of nox
ious weeds and the administration of their 
control through country and local coun
cils, and through this active programme 
the ranks of weed workers were swelled 
by administrators, councillors and weeds 
officers. 

Victorian workers were already backed 
by a comprehensive administration and 
field force, and directed their efforts to
wards positive control and even eradi
cation of some noxious weeds. Research 
into the biological control of rag wort was 
under way and an integrated approach 
to St lohns wort in New South Wales 
and Victoria including biological con
trol, chem ical spraying and pasture com
petition was canvassed to authorities . 

In Queensland, the late Alan Dodd and 
his colleagues were pursuing biological 
control of lantana , Noogoora burr and 
other species and chemical control of 
Harrisia cactus. Dr Selwyn Everist was 
preparing his monumental publication 

Poisonous Plants of Australia and ap
plying his team to problems of brigalow 
regeneration in land development 
schemes. In South Australia the diverse 
patterns of weeds in cereal crops were 
under study . and in Western Australia 
our Departmental colleagues under 
George Meadley were concerned with 
the widespread adoption of aerial spray
ing techniques as spiny emex began to 
appear as a major weed of cereal crops. 
The increasing fertility of Tasman.ian 
pastures saw an increase in the thistle 
complex, particularly slender thistle, and 
with the development of the canning in
dustry horticultural crops were devel
oping their own weed communities. 

Industrial organizations such as rail
ways, transport and communication were 
faced with increasing cost and reduced 
availabi lity of labour, and examined the 
cost/benefit of using herbicides. They 
began to follow programmes of vege
tation management initiated by the tech
nical staff of chemical companies, and 
a major substitution of both labour and 
mechanical energy was obtained by using 
herbicide programmes developed by the 
State Rivers and Waler Supply Com
mission of Victoria and the Water Con
servation and Irrigation Commission of 
New South Wales. 

The herbicide industry was particu
larly active at this time. Research and 
development officers were concerned 
with the emergence of honnone-tolerant 
broad-leaved weeds such as fumitory . 
amsinckia , dead nettle , black bindweed . 
cape weed and spiny emex as key weeds 
of cereal crops. Herbicide programmes 
including prometryne, linuron, brom
oxynil, and later methabenzthiazuron 
were researched and developed at this 
time, and changes in fanning systems 
began the emergence of grasses as major 
weeds of cereal crops. Fortunately this 
coincided with the development of se
lecti ve grass killing herbicides including 
di-a llate , tri-allate , trifluralin , propanil 
and molinate . The control of woody 
weeds was greatly advanced by the dis
covery of picloram and unique methods 
of its application , and this period also 
saw the increased use of soil residual 
herbicides such as triazines in maize and 
sorghum , ureas in pineapples and sugar 
cane. and uracils in citrus. The concept 
of herbicide mixtures began to take form 
and found practical application in both 
crop and non-crop situations. Industry 's 
effort in research and development was 
associated with an equal increase in field 
staff and personnel throughout th e 
marketing chain . 

The Third Australian Weeds Confer
ence in Toowoomba in 1965 was at
tended by a much wider range of workers 
than previous Conferences, and there was 
a clear enthusiasm for the need for a 

weed society to accommodate the many 
interests of weed workers and to provide 
a more frequent forum (including con
ferences) for the exchange of infonna
tion and personal dialogue. I vividly recall 
the inaugural meeting of delegates con
vened to consider the formation of a weed 
society . Debate lasted well into the night 
as heavy rain s torms battered Too
woomba and flooded the Downs. Del
egates showed many of the attributes of 
weeds themselves , including an aggres
siveness to establish their position, a 
competitiveness between institutions and 
States and a capacity to adapt to the real
ities of the situation , and yet with the 
usual conviviality of meetings of weed 
workers a consensus for future planning 
was established. Arguments did not 
question the need for a society but centred 
around its organization and administra
tion . The concept of a national versus 
State societies was debated once the 
overall objectives were settled and the 
names 'Weed Science Society' and 
• Weed Society ' were floated, with agree
ment (not completely followed later) for 
'Weed Society ' aimed at attracting the 
maximum membership from the widest 
range of interests in weeds and their 
control. 

A plan for future action emerged from 
the meeting with the proposal that State 
weed societies would be set up with sim
ilar objectives but with separate consti
tutions and autonomy of operation . The 
need for and objectives of a national 
body was deferred until the formation 
of the individual State societies. It was 
apparent that New South Wales would 
take the initiative and that Victoria would 
follow closely in establishing individual 
weed societies . and it was anticipated 
that once the numbers of potential mem
bers were identified, colleagues in other 
States would form similar societies . It 
can therefore be claimed that the Too
woomba Conference provided the foun
dation for our now highly creditable State 
weed societies and the Council of Aus
tralian Weed Science Societies. 

The Toowoomba Conference ushered 
in a new direction of weed research and 
its application . Three themes were clearly 
identifiable by the papers presented and 
conference discussions - the multidis
ciplinary basis of weed science , the in
tegration of weed control with farm 
operations and management , and the 
emergence of herbicides as environmen
tal issues and matters of public interest. 

There was thus a challenging and cre
ati ve atmosphere as weed workers started 
to establish the various Australian weed 
societies. 

Following a general meeting of weed 
workers in New South Wales the first 
executive meeting of the New South 
Wales Weed Society was held on 14 



March 1966 in Sydney. when a consti 
tution previously distributed to members 
was adopted . The name 'Weed Society ' 
was selected to give significance to a 
wide range of membership expected . An 
organizati on was set up to recruit mem
bers and arrange meetings . symposi:l, 
field tours and the publication of a news
letter. Membership grew quickly to 63 
members and 33 corporate members. The 
New South Wales Weed Society took 
early steps to collaborate with the Aus
tra lian Weeds Committee and affi liated 
in 1967 with the Australian Institute of 
Agricultural Science . At that time the 
Society nominated Dr John Fryer. Di
rector of the Weed Research Organisa
tion in England , as its first honorary 
member. 

Later in 1966 OUf Victorian colleagues 
formed their society and e lec ted lO use 
the name 'Victo rian Weed Science 
Society '. The Society immediately em
barked on an aggressive and successful 
programme in the interest of members , 
weed science and weed practice. 

During the period 1966- 10 both 
societies operated with sim ilar objectives 
and collaborated close ly in the exchange 
of newsletters and attendance at confer
ences and symposia . Following such ex
changes both societies tloated the concept 
of an Australian weed society at the 
Fourth Australian Weeds Conference held 
at Hobart in 1970. A meeting attended 
by appointed delegates wrestled with the 
problem of how and when such a national 
body should emerge and the nature of 
its const itution and admi nistration, but 
reported that the time was not ripe for 
the creation of a national body and could 
well wa it until o ther soc ie ties were 
formed. 

Stimulated no doubt by the success of 
the New South Wales and Victorian 

Glossary of terms 

Atomise - To break up a liquid into 
very fine droplets by forcing it through a 
nozzle-like device with a very smal1 open
ing. 

A. V .C.A. Agricultural and 
Veterinary Chemicals Association. 

A void Prolonged Contact - Do not get 
exposed to or breathe in the vapor (gas) of 
a pesticide for very long. 

Basal Bark Treatment - A treatment 
for kil1ing trees and bushes in which a 
chemical is applied by sprayer or paint 
brush to bark in a band encircling the 
lower 300-600 mm of the stem . 

societies, weed workers in other States 
proceeded with the fonnation of further 
State societies . The Sout h Australian 
Weed Society was fonned in 1970. fo l
lowed by Queensland in 1975 and West
ern Australia in 1976 . 

All State soc ieties continued to con
sider the fornlation of a national body 
to serve the overall objecti ves of the State 
soc ieties, to act in a co-ordinati ng role, 
and to provide a representative voice both 
inside and outside Australia on matters 
pertaining to weeds and weed science. 
The conference issue, as one of the func
lions of a national body , became an im
portant one when attendance at the Fifth 
Australian Weeds Conference (which was 
held in Melbourne in 1975) was consid
erab ly restricted by the organizing 
committee. 

Plans to fornl a nati onal body began 
to take fonn in 1974 when a new pro
posal of an Australian weed science fed
erat ion was floated with membership of 
autonomous State societies. A meeting 
of de legates occurred on 20 November 
1974 to debate federation versus State 
societies and to review draft constitu
tions. This meeting was adjourned lO 6 
June 1975 . when delegates came to a 
comprom ise on the federation/society 
issue and the Counci l of Australian Weed 
Science Societies was born . As the name 
indicates the autonomy of Stale societies 
was preserved , with each State society 
providing financial assistance and two 
de legates to the Counci l. 

The year 1976 can , however, be re
garded as the foundation year of the 
Cou nc il of Australian Weed Science 
Societ ies , when the constitution was 
ratified by all State societ ies including 
Western Austra li a . The Council im
mediately embarked on its initial project 
of hosting the First Conference of the 

Bas-basal Treatment - Applied to en
circle the stem of a plant at and above the 
ground such that foliage contact is 
minimal. A term used mostly to describe 
treatment of woody plants with her
bicides. 

Biennial - A plant with a two-year life 
cycle. It produces leaves and stores food 
in the first year; it produces fruits and 
seeds in the second year, and then dies. 

Bio-degradation The process 
whereby micro-organisms utilize a 
substance as a source of energy and bring 
about its destruction. Usually referred to 
biological processes in soil , water, 
sewage, but may also apply to biological 
processes in higher animals (termed 
metabolism). 
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Council of Australian Weed Sc ience 
Societ ies held in Melbourne in 1978 , for 
which colleagues of the Victorian Weed 
Science Society suppli ed a capable or
ganiz ing comm ittee . 

The time for the formation of the 
Counci l was right. part icu larly as the 
Fourth Austra lian Weeds Conference in 
1975 highlighted the cha nges that were 
occu ring in weed science and the impact 
that weed science and its technology were 
likely to have on the Austra lian com
munity at large . The need was felt for 
a nat ional voice to act rat her than react. 
and to present the proper picture of weed 
sc ience and its technology to the Aus
tralian public . Although crit ic ized by 
restriction of numbers and lack of papers 
communicating developments on current 
problems , the Fifth Aust ra lian Weeds 
Conference proposed a philosophical and 
planning approach as guidelines wh ich 
the weed societies and the Counc il cou ld 
pursue in their futu re s trategies and 
programmes . 

The history of the establishment of our 
weed societies would not be complete 
wi thout reference to the dedicated and 
persistent work of a number of our mem
bers, perhaps in weed tenns the peren
nials of our organizat ions . Many are 
present at the Sixth Austra lian Weeds 
Confe rence, whilst others have passed 
to reti rement. The present status and 
acceptance of the weed soc ieties and the 
Counci l of Austra li an Weed Science 
Societies and the success of this Con
ference bears testimony to the success 
of their efforts. 

The concluding section of the Oration 
which is entitled 'Australian weed science 
and weed societies in the eighties and 
beyond' will be published in the next 
number of AW,fraliol1 Weeds. 

Biological Control- Controlling pests 
by using predators, parasites. and disease
producing organisms instead of using 
pesticides. 

Bipyridyliums - A group of synthetic 
organic pesticides which includes the her
bicides diquat and paraquat. 

Botanicals - Pesticides made from 
plants . Examples: nicotine, pyrethrum, 
roteno ne , and stryc hnine . (Note 
'pyrethroids' are synthetic materials 
similar to pyrethrum .) Same as Plant
derived Pesticides. 

Brand Name - The manufac turers 
name of the product. The name by which 
it is known, promoted, advertised. 


