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1. INTRODUCTION:

Skeleton Weed. (Chondrillá .,iuncea), is a Proclaimed
Noxious Weed in Victoria and has ,becóme widely established
in cereal growing districts of the State during the last
ten years. Scattered infestations of this weed were
observed some years ago, but it was not until the run of
good seasons in the north west, and the removal of large
rabbit infestations, that the weed has flourished. It has
grown vigorously in the light sandy soils, particularly on
sandy ridges in the Victorian ranee where the average
rainfall is between. 8" and 14 ", and today large areas of
some properties are heavily infested with, Skeleton Weed.

During the .past six years in particular, infes-
tations of. Skeleton Weed have continued to increase and
spread. Cultivation of: infestations has undoubtedly been
responsible for rapid spread in paddocks infested with the:
weed, but it would also appear that other agents such as
strong prevailing winds, contamination of agricultural
machinery, and transport of livestock carrying seeds, inter
and intra State, have contributed to the spread of this weed.

2. PRESENT DISTRI7UTION OF ,S.KELETO .: WEED INFESTATIONS

Whilst the main infestations of skeleton weed are
confined to the northern Mallee areas, the weed has recently
spread to higher rainfall areas where cereal growing is a
major agricultural pursuit. It is now present in grazing
areas, particularly in the hill country of central and
eastern Victoria. It is rapidly becoming established in
orchard and irrigation areas in central Victoria. A
majority of properties in the north west Mallee region of
Victoria would have skeleton weed in most Paddocks. The
actual infestation would vary from isolated nlants.to
hundreds of acres on the one property. In the rich wheat
growing Wimmera region, which is similar to the Riverina
region of New South Wales, the distribution of, infestations
would be wide and practically all known patches of the
weed are relatively small - that is, from isolated plants
to areas of a few acres.
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Recently infestations of the weed have been repor-
ted from the central highland areas in the rich potato -
growing districts. It is presumed that these infestations
heve arisen from contaminated bags.

3. RESEARCH WORK CARRIED OUT IN VICTORIA

Since 1952 research work has been carried out by
agricultural scientists in the Vermin and Noxious Weeds
Destruction Board. No officers have devoted their full
time to this work and the research progra:mme has been
limited to seasonal work.

The research work has included the use of
selective weedicides such as 2,4-D; 2,4 -DB and M3C0P.A.
Goner aly, it has been found that the amine form of 294 -D
applied at the rate of a lb. Der acre in at least 10
gallons of water per acre has prevented flowering of
skeleton weed. As pointed out by Hore (1954) care must be
exercised in spraying in cereal crops grid provided s7)raying
with amine 2,4 -D is carried out in wheat crops after stool-
ing and before developing heads of grain can be felt in
stems, good control is -obtained with little èffect on crop
yields.

Where control of skeleton weed in pastures has
been required, results of research work have indicated thet
a 0.2% solution of the ester form of 294-D has been the
best. Due to the serious effect on medics in particular,
and clovers in general, extensive sprayings with ester
2,4 -D have not been general, however.

The effect of selective weedicides like 2,4 -D,
2,4 -DB and M.C.P,A. on medics is one of the serious
management problems we in Victoria are facing. Due to
the low rainfall of the Vallee, medics ire the most suit -.
able legume for the Mallee environment. Due to the high
sensitivity of medics to selective weedicides there is
naturally enough, a resistance by farmers to use them in an
increasing amount as the infestations of skeleton, weed
increase.

The trend,, therefore, in the control of skeleton
weed is serious. Good management of the Mallee wheat -
growing areas requires maintenance and an increase in soil
fertility with medics. This is 'necessary to maintain and
improve crop yields, as well as to minimise soil erosion -
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a serious problem in. the past and one always of concern in
such areas of such low rainfall, and sandy soil types.

If.the use of selective weedicides is not in the
best interests of management, they will not be used.
Ultimately (within ten years is the,consid.ered estimate)
skeleton .weed could make cereal growing almost impossible
in the Malice.

Novi- selective weedicides such as borascu,
atlacide, polyborchi orate, C.M.O., and more recently
2,3,6- T.B.A.,, have also been used in the control of skeleton
weed in Victoria. As would be expected, these non-
selective chemicals have mostly been used where infestations
have been small, and they are economical to use. They
play an important part in controlling skeleton weed in
small areas, but are out of the question in controlling
large infestations.

Fallow Spraying Experiments. Following the
experimental work by C.S.I.R.O;.iDi_v sion of Plant Industry
with regard to fallow straying of skeleton weed, experiments
were conducted in the Mallee region of Victoria by Messrs.
W. T. Parsons and T. W. Donaldson in 1956. Generally, it
can be stated that the results under Victorian Mallee
conditions did not follow those experienced by the CDS.I.R.O.
research workers, but this aspect has not been investigated
under other conditions in Victoria.

During the fallowing period trial areas were

(a.) left uncultivated

(b) left uncultivated but sprayed with 0.2% solution of
ester 2,4 -D9

(c) _followed normally.

No increase in yield was recorded in the Victorian experiment
which was sprayed 38 days before sowing.

SUGGESTED PROGRAMME OF R.ESEARC7 WORK

Having regard to the increasing problem that
skeleton weed will be in Victoria (and Presumably in South
Australia), there is, in the author's opinion, an urgent
need to plan a programme of work to cover the following
points ; -
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(a) The ecology of skeleton weed in cereal growing
regions of Australia, arid in our own case, the Malice
and.Wimmera regions of Victoria. At a meeting such
as this Weeds Conference it is probably unnecessary
to emphasise the need for a more basic approach to
plant ecology in a lot of weed work.

(b) Whilst the potential of biological control of
skeleton weed has been considered for some years, and
is always a "long shot ", it is considered that a
thorough investigation should be made into the possi-
bility and potential of this method to combat the
skeleton weed problem. It is appreciated that there
is need to resolve differences of opinion on the status
of skeleton weed, i.e. a serious weed 'problem or a
"summer pick" for sheep!

(c) Whilst it is obvious that temporary control can be
exercised with the various chemicals that are available,
Particularly for small infestations, pasture competition
for t le maintenance of cereal growing and sheep grazing
is also considered to be an important requirement. It
may pay in the long run to intensify wor'_; on competitive
pasture plants and their selection and breeding under,
conditions where skeleton weed thrives.

(d) Whilst the modern trend in weed control- has been on
the use of herbicides, there is still a necessary part
in the control programme for the screening and develop-
ment of promising chemicals in this field. The
farming community is urobably looking for the answer
to the skeleton weed problem from the chemical industry.

(e) In view of the extent of skeleton weed infestations in
Queensland, Now South Wales, Victoria. and South
Australia and the A.C.T., it may not be too ontomistic
to expect that a group of interested persons from the
C.S.I.h.O. and each State meet to fully discuss this
important problem and recommend an adequate programme
of research work to the apPropria.te authorities.
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