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People perceive weeds in different ways.
A plant that is a garden favourite to one
person can be a serious weed of natural
ecosystems to another. Garden plants that
jump the back fence and become weeds of
natural and farming areas are increasingly
referred to as ‘Garden Thugs’. These are
often beautiful and hardy garden plants
that sometimes show weedy tendencies in
the home garden too.

Over a quarter of Australia’s weeds
have originated from gardens and horti-
cultural use. In Australia, over 700 garden
thugs have been identified (25% of Aus-
tralia’s approximate 2900 weeds) (Roush
et al. 1999). Many weeds have already
been identified in Australia but there are
constant threats from new weeds being
introduced to the continent. Over the 25
years to 1995, 65% of Australia’s new
weeds were brought deliberately to this
country as ornamentals (Groves 1997).
Even if we prevented any new potentially
invasive plants being introduced to Aus-
tralia from today, many new weeds
would continue to be identified over the
next 50 years. These plants are referred to
as sleeper weeds. They are sitting in gar-
dens and other places and have not yet
shown their weedy tendencies. A change
in environmental or other conditions and
the plant may have the right conditions to
take off and become weedy.

Examples of garden thugs include:
• English ivy Hedera helix – berries are

carried from gardens to bushland by
birds and gardeners dump garden
waste in bushland and over the back
fence. Ivy is able to climb up tall trees
which are either strangled, shaded or
collapse under the weight of the ivy
growing on them. It also smothers the
indigenous ground flora. Each ivy

plant is able to live for up to 400 years
(Grime et al. 1995).

• Pampas grass Cortaderia sp. – Each fe-
male head of pampas grass is able to
produce over 100 000 seeds which can
be blown by wind over 30 km where
they can grow and invade (Harradine
1991).

• Periwinkle Vinca major – Periwinkle is
spread mainly in dumped garden
waste. In East Gippsland in Victoria,
over 40 km of the Tambo River between
Omeo and the coast are infested with
periwinkle on both sides (Ed Thexton
personal communication).

• Paterson’s curse Echium plantagineum –
Paterson’s curse was advertised as a
garden plant back in 1843 in seed cata-
logues. Its management in agricultural
areas now costs Australia over $30 mil-
lion per year.

The Melbourne International Flower and
Garden Show is the 5th largest show of its
kind in the world. For the last three years,
a survey has been conducted to record the
invasive plants sold or displayed at the
show. One of the very serious weeds that
has been sold or on display each year is
Equisetum or horsetail (Equisetum spp.).
Equisetum are considered one of the
world’s worst weeds and is a Weed of
National Significance in Australia. They
are banned in every State of Australia ex-
cept Victoria where it currently can be le-
gally sold.

Many invasive garden plants continue
to be grown in gardens, sold in nurseries
and garden centres and promoted
through the horticultural media. To ad-
dress this problem, government and in-
dustry have been working on a national
strategy called ‘Garden plants under the
spotlight’. A draft national strategy was

released in February 1999 for comment.
Published by the Weeds Cooperative Re-
search Centre (Weeds CRC) and the Nurs-
ery Industry Association of Australia
(NIAA), the strategy had input from many
agencies and individuals. This includes
input to a national list of garden thugs
maintained at Agriculture WA in Perth
and now available on the internet.

The main focus of the strategy is on
nursery staff and gardener awareness and
education about invasive garden plants.
Comments on the draft strategy are now
being compiled and it is expected that a
final strategy will be released by the end
of 1999.

As individuals, we can help to reduce
the problem by removing garden thugs at
home and replacing them with safer alter-
natives. Garden waste should be disposed
of responsibly through council waste col-
lections or tips that meet the Australian
Standards for composting and transfer
station or tip management best practice
guidelines.
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