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Summary
The challenges for VicRoads weed man-
agement are many. Roads are inherently 
some of the most diffi cult areas in which 
to manage weeds. They are linear and ex-
perience constant weed seed input and 
dispersal through almost continuous vehi-
cle movement. Other activities of routine 
landscape maintenance and in particular 
the mowing of turf, acts as a primary cause 
of weed spread.

Limitations of funding promotes com-
pliance with legislation fi rst so that weed 
species without noxious weed classifi ca-
tion are not targeted for treatment with 
the priority they deserve from environ-
mental perspectives. Even the monitor-
ing of weed populations to evaluate the 
on-ground effects of weed treatment pro-
grams is complicated, costly and the data 
itself constantly changing.

The impact of current weed policy 
on VicRoads weed management is pre-
dominantly in identifying what sub-set of 
weeds are targeted for treatment and in 
what priority order. For this infl uence to 
have desirable on-ground outcomes, poli-
cy must be as complete and as up-to-date 
as possible. If not, policy can potentially 
have an on-ground effect of selectively fa-
vouring certain weed species by targeting 
other weed species that compete for the 
same areas and resources.

It may even be possible that the rapid 
spread of tenacious weeds such as Chilean 
needle grass, has been assisted by their 
omission from noxious weed listings.

Introduction
The Municipal Association of Victoria 
(MAV) is the peak statutory body repre-
senting the 79 municipal councils of Vic-
toria. In recent years the MAV has taken a 
keen interest in the role of Victorian local 
government in weed management. In mid-
2001 the MAV hosted a forum titled ‘How 
can local government help to improve 
weed management in Victoria?’ The fo-
rum was a partnership between the MAV, 
the Victorian Farmers Federation (VFF), 
the Victorian Catchment Management 
Council (VCMC) and the then NRE. The 
forum explored the capacity of Victorian 
local government to take an active role in 
weed management. This was followed in 
2002 by the development of a detailed re-
port and presentation of case studies on 
the programs, resources and management 
approaches of Victorian local government 
for weed management. 

This paper provides an overview of 
Victorian local government’s current weed 
management activities and priorities, and 
identify issues affecting local government’s 
capacity to undertake weed management. 
It describes a range of mechanisms and 
approaches being used by councils to 
progress weed management, and  identi-
fi es the barriers limiting the ability of local 
government to move further forward in its 
weed management activities.

Local government powers and role 
for weed management
Local government has broad powers in 
relation to environmental management 
and, more specifi cally, weed management. 
There is also a role for local government 
as a statutory and strategic planner and 
priority setter, community educator and 
advocate, and as a facilitator for commu-
nity weed management programs. 

On the ground there has been some 
confusion over the exact role of local gov-
ernment in weed management. Councils 
have identifi ed a need to clearly defi ne the 
respective responsibilities of the Catch-
ment Management Authorities (CMAs), 
the Department of Sustainability and En-
vironment (DSE) and other state agencies, 
and local government to avoid duplication 
and inconsistent approaches in weed man-
agement. Likewise, with particular atten-
tion to weed management on roadsides, 
councils note confusion over roadside re-
sponsibilities, anomalies that exist in the 

current legislation, and that compliance 
with legislation and planning provisions 
is diffi cult to enforce.

Weed management legislation that 
applies to local government
Municipal councils have a responsibility 
to control weeds on the land they own or 
manage. Acts that outline these responsi-
bilities are:
• Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994. 
• Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978.
• Land Act 1958. 
• Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988.
Local government can create local laws 
regarding the control of weeds in their 
municipality under the Local Government 
Act 1989.

Local government can also exercise 
some degree of control over weed remov-
al on a specifi c site or in a revegetation 
schedule under the Planning and Environ-
ment Act 1987.

The protection of biological diversity 
is set out by the Commonwealth Govern-
ment Environment Protection and Biodiver-
sity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

A Victorian snapshot
In mid 2002 the MAV surveyed all Victo-
rian councils on a range of environment 
issues. Victorian councils presented a 
mixed response to weed management as a 
priority environment management issue, 
perhaps refl ecting the confusion over the 
role and funding issues and barriers. The 
survey revealed that 46% of councils rated 
weed management as a high priority en-
vironmental issue and 45% considered it 
a major activity currently undertaken by 
council.

At that time across the state a fi fth of 
councils had an existing weed manage-
ment strategy. This fi gure increased when 
consideration was given to the inclusion of 
a weed control component in other natu-
ral resource management strategies of a 
council, such as vegetation protection, bio-
diversity conservation or roadside man-
agement plans, or an overarching environ-
ment strategy. 

It is also important to note that in the 
absence of a defi ned weed management 
strategy; many councils still undertake 
weed management activities, often based 
on the strategies of the relevant CMA or 
DSE.
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The policy toolbox
The weed management programs of coun-
cils can involve an array of practical ac-
tions to be implemented, which can be 
collectively referred to as the policy tool-
box. This toolbox may cross the spectrum 
of management options from incentive 
mechanisms to regulation and enforce-
ment for non-compliance. The policy op-
tions include incentive mechanisms; inter-
agency partnerships; community support, 
involvement and education; and local 
laws.

Incentive mechanisms
Local government can provide incentives 
and render rate relief for improved weed 
management on private land. Local gov-
ernment can also use the Local Planning 
Provisions Framework to determine the 
appropriate use and level of development 
for land in its municipality. 

Grants   Grants are the most popular in-
centive mechanism used by councils to 
progress weed management. These grants 
may be made available to residents, Land-
care groups, Friends groups and school 
groups. In many instances the grants are 
for vouchers of a set monetary value to 
access ‘free’ herbicide or equipment hire 
through the council or its preferred sup-
pliers. Some councils have extended the 
grants to offer free or subsidized labour by 
registered weed-spraying contractors. 

Rate rebates and differentials   Rate re-
bates and differential rates are used by 
an increasing number of councils as a 
way of engaging the community in weed 
management practices. The size of these 
rebates varies from 10–50% off the annu-
al rate notice. The rebates are applied to 
properties that undertake some form of 
weed control.

Development bonds   A number of inter-
face councils use bonds as part of a permit 
condition to ensure weed control is un-
dertaken to satisfactory standards on new 
developments and subdivisions, and also 
for road work activities by utility compa-
nies. Developer contributions may also be 
requested by councils to maintain open 
space and keep it free from weeds.

Inter-agency partnerships
For successful weed management to occur 
there must be a coordinated management 
approach between state, regional and lo-
cal activities. This involves all levels of 
government working in partnership and 
also with industry, landholders and the 
community. Victorian municipal councils 
work with a range of external agencies to 
progress weed management. 

Department of Sustainability and Envi-
ronment and the Department of Primary 
Industries (DPI)   DSE and its regional 
service providers in the DPI are major 
partners to councils in many weed man-
agement activities. Councils use the de-
partments as a source of technical knowl-
edge and assistance in the development 
of education materials and training pro-
grams. Councils also often refer landhold-
ers to DSE who are not complying with the 
Catchment and Land Protection Act (CaLP) 
1994. 

While many councils recognize and val-
ue the relationship they have with their re-
gional DSE/DPI offi ce, the strength of the 
relationship between councils and the re-
gional offi ces varies across the state. Coun-
cils have identifi ed that their relationship 
with DSE/DPI could be improved if the 
State government better resourced the de-
partments, to enable them to enforce the 
CaLP Act 1994 and to meet their own pub-
lic land management obligations, support 
further training, and to progress commu-
nity education initiatives.

Other agencies   In addition to DSE/DPI, 
there are other agencies that work in part-
nership with local government on specifi c 
issues or areas: 
• Catchment Management Authorities 

(CMAs) are weed partners in a number 
of rural areas, mostly in regard to re-
gionally specifi c weeds.

• Councils are working closely with 
neighbouring municipalities to coordi-
nate approaches and share the cost of 
producing and publishing brochures, 
delivering community fi eld days and 
workshops etc.

• Partnerships are formed between local 
government, utility and service provid-
ers, VicRoads, Parks Victoria and water 
authorities when weeds are a problem 
on the land these agencies manage. 

• Councils may provide training to road-
side works contractors on weed identi-
fi cation and methods of weed spread. 

• Community Committees of Manage-
ment and other community groups are 
also supported with project advice, 
help with technical assistance, funding 
and materials, the planning of events 
and on-ground management activity.

Councils generally agree that for future 
weed management activities to improve 
in effi ciency and effectiveness there will 
need to be a strengthening of existing re-
lationships between local government and 
external agencies. This would seek to align 
priorities and coordinate actions. 

Community support, involvement and 
education
A large number of councils provide their 
community with educational material 
about weed management. The content of 
these publications vary. Some councils 

produce colour identifi cation brochures 
that outline noxious and/or environmen-
tal weeds of concern in a region and il-
lustrate these with practical examples or 
‘success stories’ drawn from the local com-
munity. These brochures are often shared 
between neighbouring councils to achieve 
effi ciency in resource use.

Shows and markets are popular with 
some councils as they allow face-to-face 
exchange of information. Increasingly 
councils are utilizing their websites to 
develop environment web-pages and 
provide weed management information 
through this medium.

In addition to information provision 
many councils are actively engaged in a 
two-way process of information exchange. 
Rather than councils simply handing down 
information about weed management to 
the community, they are recognizing the 
valuable contribution and local knowledge 
of their communities, who keep council 
aware of weed issues and management 
‘hotspots’ across a municipality. 

Adding to the value of educational 
publications, several councils host public 
education events and evenings to raise 
awareness of weed issues. Council staff 
may also make visits to private properties 
to assist landholders with identifi cation, to 
talk through control options, and to map 
the properties for possible infestations.

Local Laws 
The Local Government Act 1989 gives coun-
cils the power to pass local laws concerning 
weed control within their municipalities. 
About a quarter of all Victorian councils 
have utilized the statutory powers provid-
ed under the Local Government Act 1989 to 
create local laws that give consideration to 
weeds, either in the form of a law specifi -
cally directed at nuisance plants, or within 
council’s General Local Law.

Local government also has the ability 
to enforce the control of weeds where they 
pose a threat as a fi re hazard.

The use of local laws for weed control 
by councils varies, with one shire stating 
it has had a local law on weeds since 1999, 
but the law is not enforced due to its lim-
ited resources to follow through on com-
pliance checks and enforcement. Similarly, 
other shires do not actively utilize the lo-
cal law as the return from penalties is too 
low to justify the expenditure of resources 
required, or that the desired outcome is 
rarely achieved because landholders sim-
ply pay the fi ne which is of considerably 
lower cost than the cost to the landholder 
for control. 

Councils have frequently expressed that 
the preference to regulation is to educate 
and encourage the community. Education 
is considered to have greater value in the 
long term as it often results in sustained 
behavioural change through a ‘commu-
nity participation ethos’. 
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Challenges for local government in 
weed management
Having considered the diversity of weed 
management activity that local govern-
ment undertakes as a public land man-
ager, community educator and planning 
authority, this paper next outlines some 
of the barriers that prevent local govern-
ment from taking a more proactive role in 
weed management and from progressing 
relationships with their communities for 
weed management.

These challenges can be considered un-
der fi ve key headings: 
• Limited staff numbers.
• Lack of technical expertise.
• Changing community demographic.
• Community attitudes.
• Under-resourcing of state agencies.

Limited staff numbers
A signifi cant number of Victorian coun-
cils have only one environment offi cer 
whose time is split between a multitude of 
management issues – including at times, 
planning issues. Further, a substantial 
number of Victorian councils do not have 
a dedicated environment offi cer. In these 
councils, the environmental management 
responsibilities are serviced by an array of 
planners, engineers, Landcare or similarly 
funded project offi cers, or environmental 
health offi cers. The absence of dedicated 
environment positions in some Victorian 
councils must be addressed if they are to 
undertake an increasingly active role in 
weed management.

Lack of technical expertise
Access to external expertise is also re-
quired at the local government level. Some 
councils say they require a better technical 
understanding of the weeds in their shire 
and appropriate control methods, and 
look to DSE and the CMAs for this advice, 
which is often but not always forthcom-
ing. Efforts need to be made to develop 
protocols for the sharing of information 
and technical support between the vari-
ous levels of government, facilitated at a 
regional level.

Changing Demographics
Changing demographics are impacting on 
land management in some interface, re-
gional and coastal municipalities. Many of 
the generational farming families are leav-
ing their large properties, moving away 
from their community and being replaced 
by people with limited understanding of 
land management issues. With increasing 
frequency, large farming properties are be-
ing subdivided to ‘hobby-farm’ acreages 
and medium-density residential develop-
ments, particularly in the municipalities 
immediately surrounding greater metro-
politan Melbourne. Increased arrival of 
residents of non-English speaking back-
ground (NESB) is also challenging councils 

to develop new mediums for communica-
tion of land management information.

Community attitudes
Community confusion over who is respon-
sible for parcels of public land can have 
a fl ow-on effect to weed management on 
private land. Where it is perceived that 
government (local or State) is not meeting 
its responsibilities for weed management, 
there may be a rising level of complacency 
by private landholders in meeting their 
own management responsibilities. One of 
two ‘logics’ may prevail – fi rst, landhold-
ers may question why they should spend 
time and money on management when 
government doesn’t bother, or second, 
landholders may feel their management 
efforts are in vain when adjoining parcels 
of public land are a harbour for weeds 
which spread to private land, thereby un-
dermining landholder efforts. 

There is a clear mandate for all levels 
of government to ensure communities are 
clear as to the jurisdictional boundaries of 
the various management bodies, for both 
public and private land, and to ensure that 
government leads by example.

The need also exists for councils and 
regional offi ces of State agencies to make 
deliberate efforts to establish a healthier 
dialogue and rapport with their commu-
nities. It has been identifi ed that commu-
nities often distrust government, be that 
local or State. Communities may feel that 
councils lack credibility in weed man-
agement, where it is evident they are not 
leading by example. Further, community 
members may be hesitant seeking advice 
from councils, where they perceive council 
as a threatening body able to introduce 
a penalty for non-compliance with weed 
management responsibilities, if a land-
owner brings a problem to the attention of 
council. Such perceptions make it diffi cult 
for councils to engage with the community 
on weed management activities. 

Under-resourcing of state agencies
Numerous councils have expressed that 
support from the DSE (and from its re-
gional service providers in the DPI) has 
decreased steadily over recent years, and 
that as a public land manager the State 
government is not managing to keep up 
with its own land management responsi-
bilities. This is perceived to result from a 
reduction in the State government’s fund-
ing allocation to relevant sections of the 
Departments (DSE and DPI). Where de-
partmental support to councils and com-
munity has lessened, there has been a con-
sequential impact on local government’s 
ability to be effective in weed control. 

Further, the insuffi ciency of resources 
for DSE/DPI has meant there is limited 
enforcement of the CaLP Act 1994. 

Opportunities – a way forward
Rather than being a fi nger pointing exer-
cise this paper has sought to provide a lev-
el of insight into the complex interactions 
between local and state governments and 
the communities they represent. There is 
a wealth of positive activity being under-
taken across Victoria by both governments 
and by the community. Yet there remain 
signifi cant, but by no means insurmount-
able challenges, to address.

By using an array of policy tools, en-
suring clarity of roles and responsibilities 
across all weed management stakeholders, 
and by developing improved protocols 
and partnership arrangements, Victoria 
will be even better placed to make posi-
tive gains in the battle against weeds. The 
MAV has witnessed a signifi cant increase 
in the level of activity by Victorian local 
government in weed management over 
the past fi ve or so years. The Association 
looks forward to seeing where local gov-
ernment is, as a sector, in years to come.


