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What is your pet weed? 
[Bold Statement 1] The most threatening 
weed to you will depend on the area you 
work in and the values you hold. 

If you’re a sheep farmer in SA, it’s prob-
ably Paterson’s curse. If you’re managing 
a golf course in outer Melbourne, it’s 
probably couch grass. For my mum in her 
suburban garden it’s ‘that bloody soursob, 
and that rotten creeping grass that crawls 
between the paving’.

[Addition to Bold Statement 1] The 
most threatening weed to you will also 
depend on how well a particular weed 
grows in the environment that you’re 
familiar with. 

The reason I make this statement is to 
show that in some cases, as with Yarra 
Ranges National Park, the weed problem 
you face may be unique. There is a vast va-
riety of ecological communities in Victoria 
and a vast catalogue of weeds available to 
us. You may have struck upon the particu-
lar weed that prospers in your particular 
environment. 

I’m going to put forward a few ideas. 
I’d like to stress that these are my own 
conclusions drawn from my own experi-
ence and are not the results of clinical 
trials. I do not speak with the authority 
of Keith Turnbull Research Institute… or 
even the Ponds Institute. You are welcome 
to disagree.

[Bold Statement 2] The best defence 
against most weeds is to keep the bush 
in as healthy a condition as possible.

What is the cause of most weed inva-
sion? Disturbance. Disturbance of the 
native vegetation, and in particular, soil 
disturbance. Things like machinery, stock, 
and erosion break open the soil and im-
port foreign seed.

In Yarra Ranges National Park the vast 
majority of weed invasion points are sites 
of disturbance. Roads (particularly drain-
age lines and creek crossings), dams, old 
townships, old quarries and worst of all, 
existing townships on our boundary. 

The only positive of this is these inva-
sions are relatively easy to find and access 
for treatment.

Yarra Ranges National Park is 76 003 
hectares, 64 500 hectares of which is Des-
ignated Water Supply Catchment. This 
means that this area has no public access 
and experiences no disturbance except 
what is required for management, which 
has been minimal. In the case of Maroon-

dah Catchment this has been the case for 
over a century. 

So there are vast tracts of undisturbed 
land, and you would think by Bold State-
ment 2 this would mean there was few 
weed problems.

[Bold Statement 3] There is a small 
group of weeds that are capable of in-
vading undisturbed bush, and it is these 
weeds that represent the biggest threat to 
natural vegetation. 

In Yarra Ranges National Park this in-
cludes plants like:
• Cedar wattle
• Holly
• Pittosporum
• Monterey pine
• Grey sallow willow 
• And to a lesser degree, caper spurge
These plants represent two major prob-
lems. Firstly, they are notoriously difficult 
to track down as they don’t sit happily on 
clear road sides, and secondly, not being 
agricultural weeds, they tend to drop 
down National, State and Regional prior-
ity lists… if they appear at all (though this 
situation is improving). I have often had 
to justify to supervisors why I’m spending 
money on plants that most people haven’t 
heard of as weeds, or justify to the public 
why I’m killing pretty trees. 

What is YRNP's worst weed?
Red cestrum (Cestrum elegans). 

Red cestrum fits into the group of weeds 
that can happily march into undisturbed 
bush. It is a shrub that reaches over 2 me-
tres high and suckers well to form dense 
thickets. It produces red tubular flowers in 
terminal clusters in spring. The leaves and 
stems are covered with fine fur, not unlike 
the moustache I had when I was 15. Only 
this stuff takes on a curious purple colour, 
which is prominent in direct sunlight. 
This feature makes it easy to pick in dense 
bush, once your eye is tuned in. 

It spreads by seed, though how this 
seed gets around I don’t know. The infes-
tation we’re dealing with appears to have 
started in the old township of Fernshaw, 
which was removed a century ago, though 
they forgot to take their gardens. Judging 
by the age of the plants across the effected 
area, it appears that it may have been 
a sleeper weed until a few decades ago 
when it woke up and took off. It’s now 
across the Watts River flats, up northern 
aspect slopes into mixed species forest and 

up southern aspect slopes into Mountain 
Ash forests. It out competes all native 
ground cover plants in this environment 
and threatens to form a total monocul-
ture.

OK. So we’ve found this stuff and 
identified it. What next?
Map it! Not an easy task in such dense 
bush. The mapping has to be done with 
GPS, on foot over rugged terrain, covering 
about five square kilometres at the grand 
cost of… $11 000. We can not afford this 
out of our recurrent budget and were not 
able to get a specific budget for it last year. 
I’m hoping it will get funded this year. 

Next – A literature search. Not easy to 
find anything on Red cestrum as not many 
people have dealt with it. Green cestrum 
(Cestrum parqui) yielded better results as 
it is declared noxious in Queensland and 
Victoria. There was some good informa-
tion here, but Green Cestrum differs from 
Red Cestrum, and most of what was writ-
ten comes from the Queensland and New 
Zealand experience, both vastly different 
environments from our situation.

The one specific treatment advice I 
found for Red Cestrum gave two options: 
Bulldozers, and where that was not appro-
priate, spray with Tordon (a picloran/2,4-
D ester).

Bulldozers where not considered a 
prudent option for many reasons. Chief 
among these being the effect on water 
quality of sending a big, yellow lump of 
BHP produce down five kilometres of the 
main tributary to Maroondah reservoir, 
and the effect this would inevitably have 
on propagating the Cestrum and other 
weeds.

Spraying Tordon was also a non-starter. 
Melbourne Water has a strict policy on the 
use of chemicals in water catchments. This 
policy restricts the chemicals that are al-
lowed to be used to an extensive list… of 
three:
• glyphosate (RoundUp)
• metsulfuron methyl (Brushoff)
• triclopyr (Garlon).

Next – Look at our experience to date. We 
had a badly effected area of about two hec-
tares that had been sprayed four times out 
of the previous five years using triclopyr. 
This had killed off the young plants and 
significantly reduced the mass of the in-
festation, but larger plants persisted in re-
shooting half way up the main stem. This 
showed that continued re-spraying was 
not going to solve the problem.

And so… The challenge we have is to find 
an effective way of treating this weed. 

The main issue to consider at this stage 
was the expense of sending contractors 
into a remote, difficult to access area 
year after year. So we needed a method 
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that would require as few re-visits as  
possible.

The trial
In the 2001–02 season I set up four trial 
plots to test different treatment methods. 
These where about 30 to 50 square metres 
each and sites of intense infestation.

Plots 1 and 2
Plots 1 and 2 were to be sprayed. Spray-
ing presents a physical problem as much 
of the effected area is over 500 metres 
from the nearest track and the volume of 
spray required is well beyond a back pack 
sprayer, and well beyond most backs. 
Most contractors can happily drag in 200 
metres of hose and a few have devised 
relay systems where they can double the 
reach to 400 metres, though this is a time 
consuming operation, and therefore costly. 
This still leaves a substantial area out of 
reach, though I have some conscientious 
contractors who are confident in overcom-
ing this.

Being as a large portion of the infesta-
tion was along riverbanks and flats I was 
left with only one option of chemical, 
glyphosate appropriate for aquatic situa-
tions (e.g. RoundUp Biactive).

Lessons learnt:
• It was pleasant surprise to find that we 

got better results with glyphosate than 
was our experience with triclopyr, and 
this was a lower toxicity, non-residual 
chemical. 

• With careful spraying, non-target dam-
age was negligible. 

• Germination of Cestrum seedlings is 
not evident as yet. 

Second year follow up: Plot 1 will receive 
a ‘cut and paint’ treatment to the mature 
plants that survived the spraying, while 
Plot 2 will be sprayed again using glypho-
sate.

Plot 3 
Plot 3 was hand pulled. Carting out the 
pulled plants was out of the question, so 
sheets of builders plastic where taken in 
and the Cestrum was stacked on these so 
they couldn’t re-shoot.

Lessons learnt: 
• The effect of the plant on the contrac-

tors was unacceptable. Red Cestrum is 
toxic to mammals. Highly toxic in fact. 
When ingested by stock they die within 
an hour from internal haemorrhaging. I 
hate to think what effect this has had on 
the native fauna over the past century. 
Contractors where required to wear 
protective clothing and rubber gloves 
but still reported headaches and minor 
skin rashes over the three days it took 
to hand pull this plot.

• Because of the nature of the root system 
hand pulling was extremely difficult.

• The resulting soil disturbance caused 
mass germination of Cestrum seedlings 

leaving another monoculture to start. 
This level of disturbance would be 
unacceptable on riverbanks.

Second year follow up: One interesting 
idea did come out of this plot. The plastic 
sheets have provided a physical barrier 
to seed germination so I am using this as 
an experiment to see how long the seeds 
remain viable. The rest of the plot will be 
covered in plastic sheets then removed 
progressively every two years to compare 
germination rates. The literature varies 
on seed viability from ‘several years’ to 
eight.

Plot 4
Plot 4 was cut and paint method. This 
plot was divided, half treated with neat 
glyphosate and half using dilute 1:5 
glyphosate with water. As with Plot 3 the 
removed plant material was stacked on 
builders’ plastic.

Lessons learnt:
• There was no apparent difference be-

tween the neat and dilute chemical. 
Both where completely effective in kill-
ing even the most mature plants.

• With the density of stems and difficulty 
of removing foliage, a few cut stems es-
caped treatment and re-shot as happy 
as ever.

• The sudden exposure of bare soil to 
light and the soil disturbance, though 
minor compared to Plot 3, caused mass 
germination of Cestrum seedlings. The 
only other seedlings evident where Ca-
per Spurge and a few grasses.

Second year follow up: This plot will be 
sprayed using glyphosate. I expect the re-
sult to be devastating to the small amount 
of native ground cover plants but it might 
exhaust the Cestrum seed stock.

The future
The experiment will continue this year 
with the addition of two more plots that 
will start with being sprayed.

I see this trial going for another two to 
three years, though the first stage of treat-
ment of the whole infestation will prob-
ably have to start before it’s completed as 
the Cestrum appears to be spreading fast 
in some areas. 

The results so far seem to point to a first 
year intensive spray with Glyphosate, fol-
lowed by two to three years of cut & paint 
follow up using a dilute Glyphosate mix, 
as the most effective treatment regime. 
The germination of seed will need to be 
monitored closely. 

OH&S
There are other things we must take into 
account with this project. Most notably 
the safety of the contractors. Contractors 
are not that expensive to replace but they 
can be very expensive to compensate. We 
also have a legislative requirement under 
the Occupational Health and Safety Act to 

do our best not to damage or loose anyone. 
In any case, finding a trusted contractor is 
like finding a gentle dentist or a girl friend 
with a beech house… you don’t want to 
loose them.

Some of the OH&S issues we must con-
sider for this particular location are:
• Ensuring the contractors have adequate 

communication,
• Make sure there’s an escape plan in 

place should someone get hurt,
• And SNAKES. This is the most snake-

infested area I have ever seen. I have 
seen close to twenty snakes curled up 
along one section of riverbank in one 
view. I still have a bit of a chuckle think-
ing about the odd fisherman that tries 
to sneak into this area.

In conclusion
This has been a fascinating project for me 
and I find it amazing what conclusions 
you can draw from a few simple experi-
ments.

There are no absolutes and no magic 
bullets. What is best for your situation 
may have been tried somewhere else and 
got average results, or may not have been 
tried at all. My message to you is dream 
up your own methods, bounce your ideas 
off as many people as you can find whose 
first name is Doctor or Professor, and don’t 
be afraid to try it.


