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The control of three-cornered jack (Emex australis) and 
other spined weeds on public land in Victoria 

.I.w. Cooke and D.K. Walters, De panment of Conservation and Environment, 
253 Eleventh Street, Mildura, Victoria 3500, Austra lia. 

Summary 
The responsibilities of the Victorian De
partment of Conservation and Environ
ment for manngement of weeds on public 
land are outlined. The priorities for weed 
control are based on criteria ofdistrihution 
of the weed, il.'i perceived seriousness, and 
the availability of control or eradication 
techniques. Emex alls/rafis is discussed in 
rehttion to these criteria. 

Introduction 
The Dep.:1Tlment of Conserva tion and Envi
ronment is charged with the management of 
public land and the protection of private land 
in the state of Victoria. As pan o f these rc
sp:msibilitics, the Department has a respon
sibility for the control and eradication of pest 
plants and animals. 

Within ViclOria there are approximately 
103 plant species proclaimed as noxious 
weeds. These proclamations have occurred 
over the past 100 years, o ften under quite dif
ferent circumstances to those that occur to
day. Clearly, a system to order priorities is 
needed for any program of control of noxious 
weeds to be efficient. 

Strategies of government 
Three major strategies o f government pro
vide guidance for the deve lopment o f policy 
in respect to the control and eradication of 
noxious weeds. These are the State Conser
va tion Strategy, the Economic Strategy, and 
the Social JUSlice Srralegy. 

The intent of the Conservation Strategy is 
to provide for the management of public land 
and the protection of private land wirh a 
prime Obj ective of arresting those processes 
which jeopardize the integrity and well -being 
of the native flora and fauna. Locally. plants 
such as bridle creeper (Myrsiphyllwn aspara
goides) and boxthorn (Lyciwnferocissimwn) 
invade native vegetation and reduce the inci
dence o f the native flora and fauna. These 
weeds generally rank high in programs aimed 
at protection of flo ra and fauna. 

The intent of the Economic Strategy is to 
protect public and private lands with prime 
purpose of arreSiing those processes which 
adversely affect the economic wealth and 
well being of Victoria. Three-cornered jack 
(Emex lmsJraiis), spiny burr grass (Cenchms 
longispinus) and ca ltrop (Trihulus lerrestris), 
by contaminating dried fruit , are clearly rele
vant to this strategy. 

The prime intent of the Social Justice 
Strategy is to protect those values of human 
welfare in areas set aside for recreation and 

aesthetic valucs. The control of three-cor
ncred jack which has the potential to cause 
injury is therefore consistent with this strat
egy. 

Responsibilities for weed control on 
private land 
Within Victoria , responsibility for weed con
trollies with the owner of freehold land, and 
Ihe occupier of licensed public land. In both 
cases, the owner or occupier is responsible 
for the control of weeds on the adjacent half
width of roads. Government Departments 
are generally responsible for the control o f 
weeds on land that they control. The remain
der of the land, referred to here as public 
land is Ihe responsibility of the Departmenl 
of Conservat ion and Environment. 

There are particular circumstances where 
the State may assist in the control of weeds 
on private land. In line with the strategies of 
Government, weeds that have the potential 
to spread over much larger areas than their 
present distribution and if spread, will sub
stantially impact on economiC, conservation 
or social values are likely to att ract the inter
est of Government. W ithin Sunraysia, camel 
thorn (Alhag; mallronlln ) is one such weed. 
It has limited distribution, is extremely ex
pensive to control and has the potenlial to 
substantially reduce economic and social va l
ues wherever it occurs. The government now 
contributes to the control of this weed. 

Weeds of agricultural importance 
The Department is establishing a ca tegoriza
tion system to guide decisions as to thc seri
ousness of a weed, and the responsibility for 
its control. A summary of these categories is 
presenled in Table I. 

In Ihe case of prohibited peSI planlS, there 
is a strong argument for government assis
tance in their control. The case for govern
ment assistance is justified on the basis that it 
is not economic for the occupier of the land 
to control the weed. However, if the weed is 
allowed to spread over ex.tensive areas, then 
it has the capaCity to innuence community 
va lues, or the values o f a series of private 
individuals. 

In the case of priority pest plants there is 
also a strong argument for the government 
to be involved in the control of at least some 

of these weeds, in certain areas. One such 
local weed is hard heads (Cenlallea repens L.) 
(also known as blue weed). Wilhin Ihe horti
cultural areas this is a nuisance weed and 
farmers have gone to various degrees to con
trol or eradicate it. Within dryland areas, 

hardheads can substantially reduce the capa
bility o f thc land for wheat production and its 
control is o ften more expensive than the net 
value o f the land where it grows. The intent 
o f control programs is to reduce its spread 
and therefore reduce its potential impact 
across larger areas of the wheat bell. The 
Government is prepared to assist in the con-

Table 1. Categories of proclaimed pest 
plants 

Prohibited pest plant (whole State) 
(a) Planl which is of very limited distribution 

or does no t occur in the State. 
(b) Planl which poses a serious threat to agri

culture, non-agricultural land or the 
community. 

(c) Any areas of infestat ion are small enough 
for eradication to be achieved. 

Action required: 
(a) E radication is required wherever 
this plant occurs; 
(b) Cost of erad ication is 10 be borne 
by Ihe governmenl; 
(c) Quarantine, or some inspection 
system, is requ ired to prevent its in
troduction into, and spread within 
Victoria. 

Priority pest plant (part or State) 
(a) Plan! which is presenl in part of the Siale 

only and which has the potential to 
spread to other areas. 

(b) Plant which poses a serious lhreatto agri
culture, non-agricultural land or the 
communi ty. 

(c) Areas of infestalions are small enough 
for eradica tion to be achieved. 

Action required: 
(a) E rad ica tion is required in speci
fied areas, control to be achieved 
elsewhere. 
(b) Cost of erad icalion is 10 be borne 
by Ihe landholder and Ihe Govern
ment. Cost of eradication on road
sides is 10 be borne by DCE. 
(c) Quarantine, or some inspection 
system, is required to prevent its in
troduction into, and spread within 
Victoria. 

Restricted pest plant (part of State) 
(a) Plant which is well eslablished in an area, 

which has the potential to spread to other 
areas and eradication would not be fea
sible. 

(b) Planl which is a problem to agricullUre, 
non-agricultural land and/or the commu
nity. 

(c) Control measures are available. 
Action required: 
(a) Control measures are to be en
forced within the area where a plaOl 
is a threat to adjoining ciean areas or 
if is likely 10 be spread through con
tamination of agricultural produce 
(including liveslock). Eradication is 
aimed at wherever practicaL 
(b) The COSI of control is to be met by 
Ihe landholder. 



lral of hardheads in wheat growing areas on 
the basis of community benefit in terms of its 
potentia l adverse economic benefit. 

There has been some discussion and de
bate in recent years as to the most appropri
ate category for three-cornered jack, caltrop 
and spiny burr grass. There is a strong argu
ment that they should nOl be classified as pri
ority pest plants as they are already widely 
distributed within the state, and eradication 
is not feasible. They are probably more ap
propriately classified as restricted pest plants 
in the case of horticultural areas in Sunraysia. 
These plants are well established in the area 
and it is unlikely that they could be eradi
cated, although the cost of control for indi
viduals on traditionally small irrigation hold
ings is not excessive. It is therefore unJikely 
that a strong case could be developed for 
government assistance towards the control of 
these weeds on private land or the adjacent 
balf widths of roads. Responsibility for weed 
control on public land would rest with the 
government. 

Weeds of concern on public land 
Certain plants have the capacity to substan
tially reduce the recreational and conserva
tion status of land. There is a need to be able 
to identify those weeds that offer the mosl 
significant threat and allocate resources ac
ccrdingly. 

Some criteria for selecting priorities for the 
control of weeds on public land is listed in 
Table 2. Also provided is an analysis of some 
of the local weeds against these criteria. It 
can be seen that the Department has an 
interest in the control of three-cornered jack 
from two points of view. Firstly, it has the 
potential to interfere with agricultural pro
duction, in particular the contamination of 
produce. Secondly, the plant also has the 
ability to reduce the recreational values of 
public lands. 

Much of the land used for recreation is 
managed under committees of management 
or are directly owned by local government or 
sporting organisations. In these cases it is the 
responsibility of the relevant body to control 
three-cornered jaCk. Conservation and Envi
ronmen t undertakes control of three-cor
nered jack in National Parks and other areas 
of high recreational use where there is poten
tial for the burrs to injure people, damage 
property and generally reduce the enjoyment 
experienced on pu blic land. 

The Objectives for the control of three-cor
nered jack on public land are therefore quite 
different to those of the horticultural indus
tries. It follows that unless special account is 
taken of these varying object ives, it is unlikely 
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Table 2, A check-list to assist in setting priorities for control of weeds on public 
land 

1. Plant of limited distribution in 
the Region which has the potential 
to further invade natural systems. 

competes with native 
vegetation 
interferes with natural systems 

2. Plant of limited distribution in the 
Region which has the potential to 
spread and seriously affect 
agricu ltural enterprises. 

competes with crops 
interferes with agricultural 
operations 
contaminates produce 

3. Plant occurring in the Region 
which can interfere with 
recreational activities where 
such activities are planned for 
that particular land use. 

inhibits movement/access 
causes injury 
downgrades aesthetics 

4. Plant occurring in the Region which 
offers harbour to pest animals, 
insects and diseases. 

protects ot her pests by spiny 
growth 
protects other pests by cover 

5. Plant of opportunity which is 
widespread throughout most of the 
Region but has not yet invaded all 
DCE managed lands. 

• 

invader of disturbed 
environments 

No 
+;;;: Yes 

that our act ions will be complementary. 
There is a need for close co-operation be
tween respective managers and continuing 
and meaningful discussions to achieve aUf 

joint Objectives. 
A great deal more could be achieved in the 

control of three-cornered jaCk, caltrop and 
spiny burr grass through the use of estab
lished technology and available resources, by 
better targeting of these resources and tech
niques to the sources of contamination and 
infestat ion. This is only likely to be achieved if 
there is strong public sup(X>rt and there is an 
obvious role for some formal system of ad
vice, liaison and co-ordinalion. 
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Questions and discussion 
Q. Greg Buchanan. Emex and Tribulus are 
both spreading weeds in Australia. Both are 
present on Crown Lands. How can they be 
controlled on Crown Lands? 
A The major source of weeds is cu ltivated 
lands. Once they reach adjoining Crown 
Lands their progress slows down appreciably. 
The spread however will continue as broad
acre farmers do not see spiked weeds as the 
same problem as horticultural producers do. 

Q. Greg Buchanan. There is a public good in 
conLrolling these weeds. Should the Govern
ment increase the awareness of the general 
public about these weeds? 
A. It would be necessary to estimate the ex
tent of public good, and then to respond at a 
level appropriate to the estimate. My feeling 
is that there is justification for the Govern
ment to support increased extension. 


