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Summary
Pussytail grass (Pentaschistis pallida 
(Thunb.) H.P.Linder) is naturalized in 
South and Western Australia and is 
widespread in the southern Mount 
Lofty Ranges of South Australia. It is 
most common in open or disturbed sites, 
including remnant grassy woodland. 
P. pallida has a growth cycle and many 
morphological features similar to native 
Danthonia spp., so accurate identification 
is critical before control measures are im-
plemented. To utilize local knowledge as 
a source of information on the distribu-
tion of the species, a description of the 
species in comparison to similar wallaby 
grasses was distributed, along with a 
questionnaire. The consultation process 
was designed as a two way exchange of 
information to raise awareness of the 
species and seek local knowledge about 
its distribution and level of threat. Cur-
rent management options include weed 
hygiene and prompt removal of new 
outbreaks to prevent spread, and the use 
of minimum disturbance, selective bush 
regeneration techniques to minimize 
the species’ impacts on important native 
vegetation. Further research is needed to 
establish the status of the species out-
side the southern Mount Lofty Ranges, 
to determine whether eradication or 
containment is practical in other regions 
and to measure the competitiveness and 
impacts of P. pallida in native vegetation 
of varying degrees of modification and 
ongoing disturbance levels. 

Introduction 
Pussytail grass (Pentaschistis pallida 
(Thunb.) H.P.Linder) is native to southern 
Africa and has become naturalized in 
South and Western Australia (Jessop and 
Toelken 1986). It has been recorded in the 
Southern Lofty, South East, Murray and 
Northern Lofty regions of South Australia 
(Jessop 1993), growing actively in autumn 
to late spring and flowering in spring to 
early summer (Davies 1997). It grows as 
tussocks to about 30 cm tall, producing 
very large numbers of tiny seeds. P. pal-
lida has a growth cycle, habit and many 
morphological features similar to native 
wallaby grasses (Danthonia spp.). P. pallida 
and some Danthonia spp. are frequently 
found in the same locations across South 
Australia and can be easily confused 

(Read 2002). However, P. pallida spikelets 
have shorter glumes (up to 5 mm) and 
contain only two florets, in comparison 
with those of Danthonia spp., with glumes 
5 mm or more and more than two florets 
(Jessop and Toelken 1986). 

In the Southern Mount Lofty Ranges, 
P. pallida has become established in native 
vegetation, including reserves, and its 
potential to threaten native plant commu-
nities needs to be assessed. Small isolated 
patches are observed in open sites, indi-
cating that the species is spreading. The 
species may also dominate the ground 
cover in revegetation programs (Bob My-
ers personal communication). P. pallida has 
not been proclaimed under the Animal and 
Plant Control Act, 1986 which is in contrast 
to some larger species of alien perennial 
grasses (e.g., Nassella spp.) that threaten 
natural environments. The removal of P. 
pallida plants, along with other non-in-
digenous plants, is regarded as a priority 
in small scale bush regeneration projects 
(Robertson 1999, Read 2002). However, P. 
pallida receives little attention as a weed, 
and due to its similarity to native grasses 
its presence may go unnoticed (Read 
2002). Many alien plants (and grasses) 
are poorly represented in herbaria and 
survey literature. A project was initiated 
by the Native Grass Resources Group to 
document the distribution of this species, 
assess the scale of the problem, investigate 
control methods and assist with identifica-
tion as well as to raise awareness. 

Materials and methods 
The first stage of the project was to bring 
together information from various sources 
on P. pallida distribution and habitat. Poten-
tial sources of information were identified 
as herbarium records, databases, literature 
and consultation with community groups, 
land managers, volunteers and extension 
networks. The consultation process was 
designed as a two-way exchange of in-
formation to address the species’ lack of 
a public profile as well as an opportunity 
to consolidate existing knowledge about 
the species’ distribution, invasiveness, at-
tempts at control and habitats at risk. 

Features of P. pallida that distinguish 
it from native wallaby grasses were  
illustrated in an information sheet. A 
questionnaire was prepared and distrib-
uted widely in southern Australia. The 

documents were posted to community 
contacts and placed in electronic form on 
the website of the Mount Lofty Ranges 
Catchment Management Program. An 
email containing a link to this address was 
circulated widely via relevant government 
and community networks and the ENVI-
ROWEEDS discussion group.

Results
Questionnaire responses
A total of eighteen responses to the ques-
tionnaire were received from community 
members and land management profes-
sionals. Most provided information on 
local distribution in small reserves and pri-
vate land throughout the southern Mount 
Lofty Ranges where the species is most 
common. Awareness of the species and 
other grasses in this region is enhanced due 
to the activities of groups including Native 
Grass Resources Group and Bush for Life. 
No responses were received from adjoining 
regions where isolated records have been 
made in the past, or from regions where no 
records exist (Yorke and Eyre Peninsula, 
Kangaroo Island, and northern regions).

Responses from the southern Mount 
Lofty Ranges indicate that P. pallida is of 
most concern in disturbed or open grassy 
sites. It is understood to be dispersed by 
vehicles and human and animal traffic. 
The plant is susceptible to hand-pull-
ing and spot spraying with glyphosate. 
However, at a larger scale, the species is 
thought to be spreading and highly inva-
sive in this region.

Origin and relationships
Pentaschistis is an important native grass 
genus originating in Africa and Madagas-
car (Goldblatt and Manning 2000). Linder 
and Ellis (1990) recognized 68 species, 
including annuals and rhizomatous and 
tussock-forming perennials. One annual 
species, false hairgrass (Pentaschistis air-
oides (Nees) Stapf), and the perennial P. 
pallida, have become naturalized in Aus-
tralia (Sharp and Simon 2002). While P. 
airoides is widespread across southern 
mainland Australia, P. pallida is regarded 
as naturalized only in South Australia 
and Western Australia (Sharp and Simon 
2002). Linder and Ellis (1990) state that P. 
pallida has been introduced into Britain. P. 
pallida is not known to be of horticultural 
interest although the flowering heads have 
an attractive bronze colour in the spring, 
and the mode of introduction into South 
Australia is unknown (Kloot 1986).

Pentaschistis pallida is described as a 
very variable species in southern Africa, 
with seven intergrading forms recognized 
informally in the recent treatment of the 
genus (Linder and Ellis 1990). These forms 
are distinguished on the basis of variation 
in habit and the leaf hardness and glands. 
Whether the variation is of environmental 
and/or genetic origin is not known. The 
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Table 2. Regional interim management options for P. pallida.

Management Options Southern Mount Lofty Ranges1 NL, MU, SE1 YP, EP, KI1

Eradication Eradication is not feasible at the regional scale 
but desirable in some land parcels where the area 
covered is small.

Containment may 
be practicable.

Establishment may 
be prevented if new 
outbreaks removed 
promptly.

Selective, labour intensive 
removal methods in modified 
native vegetation

Programs such as Bush for Life target all weed 
species. Inclusion of P. pallida control is essential 
to encourage native herbaceous species.

Where the species 
occurs in remnants.

Control in revegetation sites 
where no natives survive

Less resources will be required to control weed 
before it is intermingled with planted understorey 
species.

Weed hygiene practices Will assist in limiting spread of a range of species.

Information Sheet distribution Should continue to ensure that P. pallida is not 
confused with natives and that new outbreaks are 
identified.

1 Southern Lofty extending into Murray and Northern Lofty Flora Regions. MU = Murray; NL = Northern Lofty; SE = South East; 
YP = Yorke Peninsula; EP = Eyre Peninsula; KI = Kangaroo Island.

species ranges across the southern and 
western regions in South Africa (Goldblatt 
and Manning 2000), occurring in the Fyn-
bos and Succulent Karoo biomes (Gibbs-
Russell et al. 1990). Linder and Ellis (1990) 
describe the species as ‘a widespread, and 
at lower altitudes a very common species, 
occurring throughout the Cape Floral Re-
gion, especially after disturbance’.

The adaptability of P. pallida is of inter-
est when assessing its potential limita-
tions in climate, soil and vegetation type 
in southern Australia. It is not known 
which form or forms described by Linder 
and Ellis (1990) are represented in South 
Australia. Limited variation has been ob-
served in the appearance and hardness of 
the leaves in South Australian specimens 
in the Adelaide Herbarium and popula-
tions in the field. 

South Australian distribution 
Pentaschistis pallida occurs throughout 
the Southern Mount Lofty Ranges, from 
the Barossa Valley at the northern end, 
to Fleurieu Peninsula in the south. P. pal-
lida has been recorded in more than 70 
reserves, including heritage agreements, 
conservation parks, forest, water and lo-
cal government reserves and on roadsides. 
Herbarium specimen details summarized 
in Table 1 indicate that the species appears 
to have become naturalized in native 
vegetation in the Southern Mount Lofty 
Ranges by the 1970s.

Australian distribution and status
Pentaschistis pallida is naturalized near 
Perth, including Kings Park (Marchant et 
al. 1987) but is not regarded as an impor-
tant weed in Western Australia (R. Randall 
personal communication). The Melbourne 
Herbarium contains one or two records of 
P. pallida in South Gippsland but the spe-
cies is not treated as naturalized in Victoria 
(Walsh and Entwisle 1994).

Discussion
Most native grass species and all the 
dominant grass genera of temperate 
South Australian native grassland and 
woodland are tussock perennials in form. 
Alien perennial grasses invading South 
Australia’s native vegetation include spe-
cies that are active in the winter to spring 
and summer-active species.

Selective control of P. pallida, while 
protecting soil and native species, can be 
difficult. Spot treatment with standard 
systemic, non residual herbicide is effec-
tive during active growth (Davies 1997, 
Read 2002). Davies (1997) demonstrated 
that P. pallida, like many native perennial 
cool season grasses, including Danthonia 
spp., are generally dormant over sum-
mer but can display a growth response  
following summer rain. Labour-intensive, 
spot treatment of weeds is required in in-
stances where native and weed grasses of 
similar seasonality and herbicide suscepti-
bility grow intermingled.

Two main strategies are employed 
in tackling environmental weeds: (i) to 
prevent establishment of new infesta-
tions, and (ii) to remove weeds from the 
least modified areas of native vegetation 
with minimum disturbance to encourage 
natural regeneration of indigenous species 

(Robertson 1994, Robertson 1999). P. pal-
lida is likely to have been spread between 
regions through deliberate or inadvertent 
movement of soil. Weed hygiene practices, 
including cleaning of vehicles, assist in 
limiting the spread of a range of species. 
The information sheet, distributed as part 
of the consultation process, is a tool to 
assist in accurate identification necessary 
for early detection and prompt removal of 
new populations.

Recommended interim P. pallida man-
agement strategies for each region in 
South Australia’s agricultural zone are 
summarized in Table 2. In the southern 
Mount Lofty Ranges, where the species is 
known to be widespread and still spread-
ing, different strategies are required to 
those in adjacent regions (Murray, North-
ern Lofty, South East) because P. pallida 
distribution is much more limited. Early 
detection and eradication is of paramount 
importance in regions where the species is 
yet to be recorded (Yorke and Eyre Penin-
sula and Kangaroo Island, Table 2). 

The consultation process to date has 
not extended the known distribution of P. 
pallida at the regional level beyond that in-
dicated by herbarium and survey records. 
The information sheet will continue to be 
distributed with the aim of raising aware-

Table 1. Historical distribution of P. pallida in South Australia.

SA Flora Region Summary of records from the Adelaide Herbarium

South East 1882 near Mount Gambier; 1955 between Meningie and Coonalpyn 
– isolated records.

Southern Lofty 1917 at Golden Grove; various locations in the northern hills from 
then on; in Adelaide from 1944; southern hills from 1947; Fleurieu 
Peninsula by 1981. Most park records date from the 1970s onwards.

Murray Several records are from the eastern Mount Lofty Ranges (1979–
1987); 1973 Monarto South – isolated records.

Northern Lofty 1981 at Telowie Gorge; 1992 near Koolunga – isolated records.
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ness of the species. This process, in com-
bination with field surveys and further 
consultation, are essential to improving 
knowledge of P. pallida distribution and 
invasiveness.
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Introduction
Perennial grass weeds have histori-
cally received less attention compared to 
other weed types in South Australia (SA). 
There are many reasons for this, but two 
common reasons are the general lack of 
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these papers and by participants at the SA 
Perennial Grass Weeds Workshop (hereaf-
ter known as the Workshop), which need 
to be addressed in order to improve man-
agement of perennial grass weeds in SA. 
We then propose the basic framework of a 
strategic approach to managing perennial 
grass weeds.

Issues
A wide range of issues regarding the use 
and management of perennial grass weeds 
in SA were raised by speakers and/or the 
participants at the Workshop. These need 

to be addressed in the preparation of a 
strategic plan to minimize the current and 
future impacts of perennial grass weeds 
in SA.

What is the current status of perennial 
grass weeds in SA?
There is currently no central list of exotic 
grass species present in SA, whether it 
is species that are currently recorded 
as naturalized in SA (e.g., Jessop 1993 
lists 167 naturalized species amongst 
the Gramineae), or species being grown 
for agricultural use (see Prance 2004), 
landscaping use (see Nottle 2004) and 
turfgrasses. There are also new species 
being considered for pastures (see Prance 
2004) and specimens being grown in the 
Adelaide Botanic Gardens, some which 
are known to be weedy overseas (Ran-
dall 2002) such as Stipa ichu (Ruiz & Pav.) 
Kunth and Bromus brizaeformis Fisch. 
& Mey. Lastly, there may be Australian 
perennial grass species being grown in 
SA that are not native to the State. Non-
indigenous natives can sometimes become 
environmental weeds (Groves 2001, Ben-
nett and Virtue in submission). There is 
a need to collate the grass species that fit 
into the above categories into a central list 
so that the full range of existing and po-
tential weed threats can be considered in 
developing a strategic management plan. 


