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of Primary Industries, Water and Environ-
ment (2002) produced a short guideline 
for safe and effective herbicide use near 
water that briefly addressed many of the 
issues referred to here, using the expected 
frequency of inundation to define appro-
priate herbicide treatments for a number 
of riparian weeds. The CRC for Australian 
Weed Management is currently develop-
ing more extensive guidelines. Due to 
the considerable differences in control of 
pesticide use and environmental protec-
tion arrangements and land management 
issues amongst different states and terri-
tories the current intention is to produce 
separate versions with a common format 
that contain appropriate information and 
examples for each one.

Disclaimer
The information contained in this publi-
cation is offered by the State of Victoria 
through its Department of Primary In-
dustries solely to provide information. 
While the information contained in this 
paper has been formulated with all due 
care by the Department of Primary Indus-
tries, the State of Victoria its servants and 
agents accept no responsibility for any 
person acting or relying on the informa-
tion contained in this paper and disclaims 
all liability for any error, omission, loss or 
other consequence which may arise from 
any person relying on anything contained 
in this paper.
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Summary
This paper summarizes the outcomes 
of control programs carried out by Vic- 
Roads on two environmental weed spe-
cies, Erica lusitanica (Spanish heath) and 
Andropogon virginicus (whisky grass), on 
the Princes Highway in East Gippsland. 
The discussion briefly outlines the im-
portance of roadside vegetation in East 
Gippsland, VicRoads approach to man-
aging roadside weeds and the factors in-
fluencing the establishment and spread 
of roadside weeds.

Background
VicRoads is a State Government Authority 
charged with the responsibility of manag-
ing Victoria’s arterial road network in 
accordance with the Transport Act, 1983. 
This function is carried out by each of 
VicRoads seven Regions. Part of this re-
sponsibility involves the management of 
roadside vegetation, including pest plants, 
in accordance with the Catchment and 
Land Protection (CaLP) Act, 1994, Victo-
ria’s Biodiversity Strategy (NRE 1997) and 
Victoria’s Native Vegetation Management 
– A Framework for Action (NRE 2002).

VicRoads Eastern Region maintains 
a network of around 3200 km of arterial 
roads in Victoria’s Gippsland region. This 
network has been assessed for its conser-
vation values using the method outlined 
in the Roadside Conservation Advisory 
Committee’s Roadside Assessment Hand-
book (RCAC 1992) as part of VicRoads 
Roadside Management Plan process. 
Approximately forty percent of Eastern 
Region’s road network was assessed as 
having high conservation values using 
this method. Other targeted biological 
surveys support these findings. Of this 
forty percent, over half occurs in Far East 
Gippsland which amounts to some 1300 
km of roadside (including both sides). 
Many significant native plant species 
such as the Nationally significant Grevil-
lea celata (Colquhoun grevillea) have been 
identified within these roadside areas.

An important road in Far East Gipps-
land is the Princes Highway which forms 
the major transport and tourism link be-
tween South Eastern New South Wales 
and Eastern Victoria. Between Lakes 
Entrance and the NSW border, the Princes 
Highway passes through very high qual-
ity native bushland that supports high 

levels of native plant species diversity. Re-
corded vegetation communities are asso-
ciated with various woodland complexes 
including significant areas of Lowland 
Forest (Commonwealth of Australia 1996). 
In many areas, the roadside vegetation is 
near natural in structure and composition 
and consequently, the presence of any in-
vasive weed species presents a significant 
risk to its conservation values.

The major factors that influence the 
establishment and spread of roadside 
weeds are: roadworks, both in terms of 
construction and maintenance activities; 
natural processes such as the actions of 
wind, water and animals; human ac-
tions including the dumping of garden 
waste; and external influences such as 
edge effects, climate, transport of stock 
and fodder and wind generated by con-
tinuous vehicle movement (Muyt 2001, 
Sindel 2000). The greatest problems with 
controlling weeds on roadsides stem from 
the conflict between weed control and 
the management of the road reserve as a 
transport corridor. This requires careful 
planning and coordination of activities 
in order to maximize the effectiveness of 
weed control programs.

VicRoads approach to controlling 
roadside weeds has been to target priority 
weeds in consultation with the Depart-
ment of Primary Industries (DPI, formerly 
the Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment, NRE), Catchment Manage-
ment Authorities and Landcare networks 
subject to available resources. In Eastern 
Region, this process has been greatly as-
sisted by a working partnership between 
VicRoads and Pest Plant and Animal Of-
ficers from DPI Gippsland. This partner-
ship is discussed in Victoria’s Pest Man-
agement – A Framework for Action (NRE 
2002). While control efforts are primarily 
focused on reducing the size and spread 
of priority noxious weed infestations, 
there is limited ability to target certain key 
environmental weed species.

Two such weed species that have re-
cently been targeted on the Princes High-
way between Lakes Entrance and the NSW 
border are Erica lusitanica (Spanish heath) 
and Andropogon virginicus (whisky grass). 
The control of these species provides in-
teresting examples of successful use of off 
label chemicals in native vegetation.
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Case Study 1 – Spanish heath
Erica lusitanica is a small to medium shrub 
native to South West Europe. It favours 
high to medium rainfall areas and as a 
consequence is well suited to the climate 
found in east Gippsland. E. lusitanica is a 
fast growing and long lived species and 
a prolific seeder. Each mature plant is 
capable of producing around nine million 
seeds per season with a seed viability pe-
riod estimated at two to three years (Muyt 
2002). The species flowers in winter and 
continues to produce seed through the 
early parts of spring. This is an important 
consideration when developing control 
programs as weather conditions at this 
time of year are not always conducive 
to herbicide application. Ideally control 
works would be carried out in late Au-
gust or early October before the majority 
of seed set occurs.

It is not clear when E. lusitanica first 
became established along the Princes 
Highway however, it is likely that most of 
the outbreaks east of Lakes Entrance origi-
nated from a large cutting at Newmerella 
approximately five kilometres West of 
Orbost. Apparently the species is slow to 
establish but quickly spreads once it has 
taken hold at a given location (Personal 
communication DPI). Its spread has been 
aided by routine roadside grass cutting 
which promotes new growth and helps 
distribute the extensive seed bank, move-
ment of contaminated road making mate-
rial and wind from passing vehicles. Due 
to the small size of the seeds, wind from 
passing vehicles appears to play a signifi-
cant role in the spread of E. lusitanica. This 
observation is supported by an outbreak 
on the Princes Freeway South of Morwell 
where a small patch of E. lusitanica origi-
nating from a neighbouring property was 
observed spreading westward along the 
road reserve corresponding with the direc-
tion of Melbourne bound traffic (personal 
observation). Clearly, the only practical 
way of preventing this mode of spread is 
to eradicate the infestation.

Increasing numbers of outbreaks along 
the highway prompted discussions be-
tween the then VicRoads Environmental 
Officer and NRE in early 2001. A control 
program was developed in order to re-
duce the number and size of infestations, 
particularly where they posed a threat 
to surrounding native bushland. An off 
label chemical recommendation from the 
Keith Turnbull Research Institute (KTRI) 
was sought by VicRoads in mid 2001. 
KTRI subsequently recommended 200 g 
L-1 fluroxypyr at a rate of 1500 mL 100 L-1. 
Control was carried out in September 2001 
and October 2002 resulting in an approxi-
mate kill rate of 90–100% after six to eight 
weeks. This figure does not include areas, 
which were not covered by the Contractor 
carrying out the spraying. At the time of 
writing there was no evidence of regrowth 

at treated sites. Monitoring of these sites 
is continuing. The results of this program 
have significantly reduced the extent of 
E. lusitanica infestation along the Princes 
Highway and the associated risk to adja-
cent bushland.

Case Study 2 – whisky grass
Andropogon virginicus (whisky grass) has 
a very limited distribution in the State 
of Victoria. While it occurs in parts of the 
New South Wales Central and Northern 
coast, in Victoria this species is currently 
limited to a few isolated locations in East 
Gippsland. Originally from the Americas 
A. virginicus is a tussock forming peren-
nial grass that grows to typical heights 
of half to one metre. Its leaves display a 
number of colours including red, purple, 
green and dull yellow and its stems grow 
very upright. Tussocks resemble clumps 
of dried out straw when fully matured. 
The species flowers in spring and pro-
duces seeds throughout late spring and 
summer (Parsons and Cuthbertson 2001, 
NRE 1995).

Its introduction into Victoria is most 
likely via trucks carrying either cattle or 
hay into Gippsland from NSW. Most out-
breaks are close to the traffic lanes and are 
generally quite small in size which sup-
ports this theory (personal observation, 
personal communication DPI). The largest 
infestation occurs on the western side of 
the Wingan River about thirty kilometres 
from the NSW border. This patch is a little 
less than half an acre in size. Surround-
ing vegetation consists mainly of native 
ground cover species including grasses, 
sedges and bracken.

VicRoads efforts to control A. virginicus 
have concentrated on eradicating isolated 
outbreaks while preventing the spread of 
larger infestations. A significant step in 
this process is coordinating the control of 
routine grass cutting with herbicide appli-
cation. Wherever possible, spraying is car-
ried out approximately four weeks prior 
to mowing activities allowing sufficient 
time for the chemical to take effect. This 
then minimizes the chance of seed being 
spread when the grass is cut. Variability in 
weather conditions and fire risk from year 
to year influence the timing and frequency 
of grass cutting and therefore a deal of 
flexibility is required in this process.

Off label chemical recommendations 
from KTRI over the past two seasons have 
recommended 300 g L-1 triclopyr at a rate 
of 350 mL 100L-1 as the control agent for 
A. virginicus. During the 2000–01 season, 
360 g L-1 glyphosate was applied at a rate 
of 10 mL L-1. Both herbicides have proven 
effective for controlling mature plants in 
this situation. However, due to the regen-
eration of seedlings from the existing seed 
bank at affected sites after spraying, fol-
low up treatments have been required.

Conclusion
Controlling weeds on roadsides is an 
important component of VicRoads man-
agement of the arterial road network 
in Victoria. The successful control of E. 
lusitanica and A. virginicus by VicRoads on 
the Princes Highway in East Gippsland 
demonstrates that roadside weeds can 
be effectively managed using appropriate 
chemicals, despite the often conflicting 
uses of a road reserve. Important consid-
erations for the development of control 
programs include coordination of control 
works with roadside maintenance ac-
tivities (especially grass cutting), weather 
conditions and appropriate stages of the 
target species’ life cycle. Due to the nature 
of invasive weeds, a successful spraying 
program may not completely remove the 
threat of re-invasion at a given site and 
therefore ongoing monitoring of affected 
sites and communication between rel-
evant stakeholders is essential.

Disclaimer
Copyright VicRoads, 2003. The material 
presented in this paper contains informa-
tion sourced from the former Department 
of Natural Resources and Environment. It 
is the author’s work and therefore does 
not necessarily represent the policy of 
VicRoads.
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