Plant Protection Quarterly Vol.21(3) 2006 117

Tasmania and Asparagus weeds: hanging in the

balance

Jamie Cooper* and Wayne Warren®

ADept. of Primary Industries, Water and Environment, PO Box 46, Kings
Meadows, Tasmania 7249, Australia. E-mail: jamie.cooper@dpiwe.tas.gov.au
BTasmanian Parks and Wildlife, Whitemark, Flinders Island, Tasmania 7255,

Australia.

Abstract

With resources stretched to the limit, Tas-
mania is under threat from both bridal
creeper, Asparagus asparagoides (L.) Druce,
and asparagus fern, A. scandens Thunb. An
eradication program primarily focused on
bridal creeper in the past has had major

successes but needs significant resources
to enable eradication timeframes to be
maintained.

The bridal creeper program has been
predominantly community based, with
assistance from a number of individuals
from various local and State government
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Summary

Of the approximately 500 recognized
alien plants on Lord Howe Island, 17
are declared noxious weeds. Following
many years of dedicated but ultimately
futile ‘control’ effort, 15 of these (includ-
ing three Asparagus species) are now tar-
geted for total eradication on all land ten-
ures. The two other listed noxious weeds,
Lilium formosanum and Ageratina aden-
ophora are so widespread and numerous,
including in totally inaccessible areas,
that eradication is not planned for these
species at this stage. The distribution and
total population of A. plumosus is rela-
tively limited, while A. aethiopicus and
A. asparagoides are more widely distrib-
uted and more numerous. In contrast to
the mainland situation, the chance of re-
infestation of the island following eradi-
cation of these species is very low given
the distance offshore from mainland Aus-
tralia (provided effective quarantine is
maintained). A close-spaced grid-search
and treatment methodology within 6-8
hectare blocks has been adopted for the
whole island. Management is based on a
model developed by the NZ Department
of Conservation for their island weed
management programs.

Introduction

Lord Howe Island (31°31’S, 159°04’E) lies
570 km off the east coast of Australia, 1350
km from New Zealand and 1250 km from
New Caledonia. The flora of Lord Howe
Island, on basalt derived and calcareous
soils, is more closely related to New Zea-
land and New Caledonia than to Australia
(Anon. 1994). Almost half of the island’s
native flora is endemic (106 species) with
five endemic genera.

Theisland also supports alarge endemic
fauna, with many species listed as endan-
gered or vulnerable. Due to its outstand-
ing natural phenomena and biodiversity
values, the Lord Howe Island Group and
surrounding marine areas was declared a
World Heritage Area in 1982.

Chief threats to the island’s biodiversity
reflect the global pattern and consist of in-
vasive alien plant species, feral animals,
human disturbance, introduced patho-
gens such as Phytophthora cinnamoni and
potential impacts from global warming,
particularly with regard to the island’s
montane habitats. Additionally, there are
constant threats of accidental or deliber-
ate introduction of other exotic animals
and plants such as the cane toad, crazy

agencies. Flinders Island has the largest
number of sites and this challenge is com-
pounded by a low population base. Over
a dozen native plant species are expected
to be lost if the eradication program is not
maintained and increased.

Asparagus fern is increasing greatly
in its range on both Flinders Island, King
Island and the Tasmanian mainland. It is
often found growing at the same sites as
bridal creeper. This has been included in
the eradication program as it would, over
a short term, colonize the areas control-
led for bridal creeper and would poten-
tially have a similar impact. Eradication
of both species is still feasible in Tasmania
and both are identified in the Tasmanian
Bridal Creeper Strategy as being eradica-
ble weeds.

ants and any number of highly invasive
garden plants.

Except for rats and mice, all other feral
mammals (cats, pigs and goats) have been
successfully eradicated from 1980-1990s
(though domestic dogs are permitted on
the island), and a rat baiting control pro-
gram has been operating on the island for
15 years. Under a new regional environ-
mental plan for the island, further clearing
of native vegetation is virtually prohibited,
leaving invasive alien plants as a principal
threat to the island’s biodiversity.

The local management authority, the
Lord Howe Island Board (LHI Board),
has conducted weed control programs
on an opportunistic basis over the past
10-15 years. In 2002, a Strategic Plan for
Weed Management was developed. This
represented the first attempt to develop a
more time-bound and outcome-oriented
approach to weed management on the is-
land.

This paper outlines the current man-
agement approach targeting eradication,
using three Asparagus species as a case
study.

Mapping

From 2002-3, detailed mapping was con-
ducted over much of the island’s Per-
manent Park Preserve to determine the
density and distribution of noxious plants
within the Preserve. The Preserve occu-
pies 70% of the island and includes the
cliff bound, 800 m high Mt. Gower and Mt.
Lidgbird. The mapping was conducted us-
ing 100 m spaced transects with sample
plots every 20 m along transect (Le Cussan
2002a, 2002b, 2003a, 2003b). The results
were alarming with both densities and
distribution of noxious weeds within the
Preserve being far greater than had been
expected. The following maps show the



