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weeds such as thistles (Carduus, Cirsium,
Silybum and Onopordum species), cape-
weed (Arctotheca calendula), Paterson’s
curse (Echium plantagineum) and
storksbills (Erodium spp.) which impact
on pasture production and animal hus-
bandry practices. These weeds are able to
infest the same pasture because they have
similar climatic, soil and pasture manage-
ment requirements. If control practices
are aimed at only one of these weeds and
pasture management is not altered, it is
reasonable to assume that other weeds
will take its place, and no advantage will
be gained in the long term. Therefore, if
biological control is relied on solely for
the management of say Paterson’s curse,
and no other pasture management is
used, the area relinquished by Paterson’s
curse will eventually be taken up by
capeweed or thistles and the only
achievement of the biological control pro-
gram will be a change in the pasture’s
weed flora. It is therefore imperative that
an overall management program be
planned for similar weeds associated
with certain land uses.
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The role of funding in biological control: from the
public purse

Diana Patterson, Manager, Land Protection Branch, Department of
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Funding for biological control of weeds is
a long term investment. There is no guar-
antee on the return a funding body gets
from this investment. An average time
frame of 18 years to allow for investiga-
tion of appropriate agents, then their pro-
duction, release and action is not an at-
tractive proposition when you link it to
the projected rate of success.

Why then did government get involved
in the funding of biological control? In
these current times of economic strin-
gency it is unlikely that such an initiative
would be supported. We therefore need to
go back to the situation of the late 1970s
when the commitment was initially made.
Decisions to fund biological control were
made in the context of:
• concerns regarding the effect of chemi-

cals and herbicides, specifically the
controversy over the use of 2,4,5-T in
1978.

• the government’s responsibility for
weed control under legislation which
dated back to the 1850s. Substantial
funds had been allocated over the years
– a seemingly bottomless pit as we were
not seen to be winning.

• the success of biological control agents
with prickly pear and to a limited ex-
tent with the control of skeleton weed.

• and finally, and perhaps the most sig-
nificant factor was that the 1970s were a
period of expansion of government
services. It was a period of economic
growth and growth in the public sector
with the terms “public good” very
much at the forefront for justifying the
increase in dollars spent.
The funding of biological control re-

search was not limited to Victoria where
we have involvement both from the De-

partment of Conservation and Natural
Resources (DCNR) and from the Depart-
ment of Agriculture (DAV).

DCNR biological control activities are
primarily concentrated on declared nox-
ious weeds with some research relating to
environmental weeds and insects such as
European wasp and elm leaf beetle.

DAV activities are related to agricul-
tural insect pests and plant pathogens of
importance to agricultural weeds.

The decision to fund research into bio-
logical control agents means a substan-
tial investment into infrastructure and
quarantine facilities to meet the require-
ments of the protocols and legislation in
place that dictate how the research is con-
ducted.

At the national level the CSIRO Divi-
sion of Entomology is involved with the
biological control of both weeds and in-
sects. It has quarantine facilities in Can-
berra and Brisbane. In South Australia
biological control work is carried out at
Waite Institute. In Western Australia the
Department of Agriculture has facilities
in Perth and in Queensland the Depart-
ment of Lands has research facilities in
Brisbane.

A feature of government involvement
in biological control activities is the co-
operative effort. From where I sit this
level of co-operation is perhaps greater
than in other areas of land protection
research. To illustrate this we have the
close ties between DCNR and CSIRO and
current co-operation on projects relating
to thistles, blackberry, horehound, bone-
seed, Paterson’s curse and St. John’s wort.
This joint activity ensures that there is no
duplication of effort. DCNR also supplies
biological control agents to other states.

Table 1. The budget for biological control of weeds for 1993/94.

Sub-Project State and Recurrent External State and Policy
Initiative

Blackberry $ 29 800
Thistles $ 20 800 $ 53 000 (Wool)
Ragwort $ 88 000
Paterson’s curse $ 83 000 $ 51 000 (Wool and Meat)
Mass rearing $ 70 744 $ 94 000
Boneseed $ 60 000 (ANZECC) $ 36 000
Horehound $ 48 000 (Wool to CSIRO)

$ 25 000 (Nat. Parks Service)
$ 15 000 (South Australia)

TOTAL $ 292 344 $ 252 000 $ 130 000
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Specifically:-
• Blackberry rust to ACT, NSW, SA and

WA.
• Ragwort insects to Tasmania.
• Boneseed/bitou bush insects to Tasma-

nia, NSW and SA.
• Paterson’s curse insects to Tasmania,

SA, WA, NSW and QLD.
A feature of this work is the ability of

DCNR to access CSIRO’s facilities in both
France and South Africa.

Whilst the government contributes to
biological control work, increasingly the
input from industry research groups is be-
coming more important. The breakdown
of funding for biological control in 1993/
94 is shown in Table 1. What it does not
show is all the “hidden” costs; the cost of
construction of the quarantine facilities;
the operational overheads to maintain
glasshouses and other equipment.

I have roughly estimated that if this
valuable piece of real estate on which
Keith Turnbull Research Institute is situ-
ated was included in the Urban Land Au-
thorities’ portfolio and sold for residential
development we would require more
than $10 million to replace the facilities at
another site.

So what does the future hold for the
funding of biological control, given the
scenario that it can take up to ten years to
develop the biological control agent and a
further eight to ten years for it to do its
job? There is no argument that times have
changed. The 1990s are a far cry from the
1970s.

“Public good” is a disappearing expres-
sion. I used it very successfully in argu-
ments for funding in the late 1970s – it
does not hold much water now. As a man-
ager I may be required to carry a funding
cut of 5–10% in an area which I would ar-
gue is all concerned with “public good”.
The context we now operate in is one
which is characterized by a declining
budget and declining staff numbers. In
the past two years, we have seen the num-
bers in my branch, Land Protection, de-
cline by approximately 50, which is a loss
of 30%.

Coupled with this is the impact of the
changed organizational arrangements of
the 1980s which saw the former Vermin
and Noxious Weed Board incorporated
into the Department of Conservation, For-
ests and Lands. There is no doubt that
this had an impact on the priority placed

on weed control. Three years ago when I
joined the Department, pest animal and
pest weed control ranked lowest on the list
of Departmental priorities.

The reality then is that we will not be
expanding our biological control work as
we do not have the capacity to take on
new weeds such as cape tulip. We have
had to adapt our work methods and to
look to putting weed control back on the
agenda. We have had some measure of
success in this through our partnership
with the Victorian Farmers Federation in
Operation Blue Hills, a campaign to halt
the speed of Paterson’s curse.

There are, however, some constants
from the 1970s which may contribute to
the survival of our activities in biological
control. The first is that the problem has
not gone away. In fact the situation with
weeds affecting productivity and environ-
mental values on public land is possibly
greater. The second, and perhaps most
significant, is that the concern about the
use of chemicals is not only still with us,
but is more widespread.

The bottom line for maintenance of
funding will be results on the ground.

Introduction
Australian farmers have had a
longstanding commitment to biological
control of weed and invertebrate pests of
pastures. This commitment, through the
various rural industry research corpora-
tions (RIRCs) and their predecessor or-
ganizations, has been very substantial in
dollar terms. Over the past decade, mil-
lions of dollars have been invested in re-
search programs aimed at controlling our
major pests.

The enthusiasm for such approaches to
the control of pests reflects a desire to
move away from a reliance on chemical-
based solutions. The perceived alternative
appears to be longer term, ‘natural’ man-
agement rather than more complex IPM
systems. Both rural and urban communi-
ties have high expectations about the
likely outcomes from our biological con-
trol projects. Arguably, the rhetoric to
date has far exceeded the effectiveness.

In relation to biological control pro-
grams for agricultural weeds, a number
of projects have been initiated over the
past decade with support from RIRCs.

Targeted species include a number of this-
tle species, Paterson’s curse, docks, rag-
wort, St John’s wort, horehound, helio-
trope, skeleton weed, fireweed, and
Noogoora burr. The list is not exhaustive,
but clearly a relatively wide spectrum of
species has been chosen as targets.

The corporations involved in funding
these projects have principally been the
Wool Research and Development Corpo-
ration (WRDC) and the Meat Research
Corporation (MRC), while the Dairy,
Grains and Rural Industries corporations
(DRDC, GRDC, RIRDC) have supported
more limited portfolios of research.

Projects were initiated broadly in rela-
tion to industry significance, and re-
flected the level of available funding. In-
dustry significance is not well-defined in
many cases and earlier attempts to better
describe comparative importance of dif-
ferent pest species, such as the 1988
Sloane Cook and King Report commis-
sioned by the predecessor of the WRDC,
have not been particularly helpful.

The RIRCs have been responsive, how-
ever, to input from grower groups

presenting cases for research on particu-
lar weeds, although the ability to respond
is severely restricted at present. The view
taken in this current situation of reduced
funds is to pursue the completion of ex-
isting projects, rather than launch into at-
tacks on new target species.

Resources
The funds committed by the RIRCs to bio-
logical control represent only one of a
number of sources, and the contribution
of the research organizations, and their
commitment over many years to the
projects, is acknowledged by the RIRCs.
Growers, too, have been prepared to com-
mit their own funds to support specific
projects. However, I am concerned that in
some of these cases with which I am fa-
miliar, the growers needs have been more
short-term, and collected funds may have
been better placed in a more organized
approach to conventional control.

What is the level of inputs from the
RIRCs to biological control of weeds? In
1993/94 total funds exceed $1 million, but
this is a lower amount than the previous
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