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SIAM WEED (CHROMOLAENA ODORATA) -
HOW TO STOP IT BEFORE I'T REACHES US

R.E. Cruttwell McFadyen
Queensland Department of Lands, Alan Fletcher Research Station
P.O. Box 36, Sherwood, Qld. 4075

Summary. Siam weed, Chromolaena odorata, a major weed of pasture and plantation crops in
south-east Asia, is continuing to spread southward towards northern Australia. Biological
control of this weed has been attempted but many suitable insects are still untried. Australian
support for a biological control programme in Indonesia or the Philippines might delay the
weed's arrival here and reduce the damage caused when it does become established.

INTRODUCTION

There is a long list of invasive alien pasture weeds which have become problems in this
country. Most can be controlled by herbicides, but for few, if any, has this proved to be a
genuine long-term solution, so that weeds such as lantana, groundsel bush, and European
thistles are still very much a problem. Numerous attempts using legislation to enforce chemical
control of invasive alien pasture weeds in Australia have failed (10,12); pasture and grazing
management may also be ineffective (8). As a consequence all major exotic pasture weeds in
Australia are currently targets of biological control programmes, even if these programmes are
often grossly under-resourced (6). The benefits of biological control, however, could be
increased if we did not always wait for the weed to reach Australia before starting the biocontrol
programme, and the example I will use is Siam weed, Chromolaena odorata.

SPREAD

Chromolaena (Eupatorium) odorata is one of Australia's lucky escapes. In the early 1800s,
when botanical gardens were being established throughout the colonial empires, C. odorata was
brought from Jamaica into the garden of the Honorable East India Company in Calcutta, India
where it thrived. By 1845 it was already being cultivated in suburban Calcutta gardens (7; 14)
and by 1920 had spread through north east India into Burma and Malaya (1; 3). Since then, it
has steadily increased to become one of the worst weeds of pasture and plantation crops in
tropical Asia and west Africa (9).

Australia's lucky escape came in the same period, between 1816 and 1838 when the botanist
Alan Cunningham was employed in the Botanic Gardens in Sydney. In the Australian National
Herbarium collection there is a single specimen of C. odorata, undated and with no locality, but
with A. Cunningham as the collector's name (2). Cunningham visited Brazil in 1814-16,
collecting both dried specimens for the herbarium and plants and seeds for the Gardens, almost
certainly collected C. odorata on this trip, and very probably attempted to establish it in the
Botanic Gardens. Fortunately Sydney was too far south for this tropical plant, and also
fortunately Darwin botanical gardens, in a climatic zone ideal for this weed (9), did not exist
until 1879. So through pure luck, Australia escaped the addition of this very undesirable
tropical weed to the long list of undesirables already present.

Unfortunately C. odorata has not stood still since it failed to gain entry in the 1830s. On the
contrary, it has advanced inexorably through south-east Asia till it now occupies Timor, within
coo-ee of Darwin and adjacent islands, and, if not already in Irian Jaya, will reach there very
soon. It is already in East New Britain and can be expected to spread to Papua New Guinea
and the islands north of Cape York. In the 150 years since it was introduced to Calcutta, it has
crossed over 5 thousand kms of land and water barriers; at that rate it should take 15 years to
cross the 500 kms from Timor to Bathurst and Melville Islands. As it first arrived in Timor in
the 1970s and reached the east coast after 1980 (A. Smith, pers. comm., 1988), it is likely to
reach Australia any day now, with the wind-blown seeds carried in the next severe cyclone to
traverse the Timor Sea.
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CONTROL POTENTIAL

Plant Quarantine cannot protect Australia from wind-blown seeds, and it is doubtful that ground
inspections in the very difficult terrain of Arnhem Land and the islands could have any real
chance of locating this weed before it had already spread to become ineradicable. So what
possibility is there? - forward defence, of course! Attack the enemy before it arrives on your
coast. In this case, our early intervention would even be welcomed by our northern
neighbours, for my suggestion is that Australia finance a programme of biological control of
this weed before it reaches us, in Indonesia or the Philippines.

Biological control is indeed the only long-term solution for this weed. "Weed Abstracts" is full
of references to its chemical control in various crops and countries; these methods work in the
short term and over small areas, but are quite impracticable over large areas and in poor
countries with peasant agriculture. Biological control, on the other hand, offers real
possibilities. There is a long list of potential biocontrol agents in the West Indies and tropical
America, very few of which have ever been tested or tried (4; 5; 9). Indonesia has already
identified C. odorata as a threat to the livestock industry in Timor and listed its control in the
"Blue Book Proposal 1988/1989 NTT" (B. Short, pers. comm., 1989). ADAB and ACIAR
are already involved in major agricultural aid schemes in both countries; here is an opportunity
to help our northern neighbours and ourselves at the same time.

There are several other weeds in the countries to our north and east which would be good
biological control targets (15). Where the weeds already occur in Australia and have been
targets of successful biocontrol here, the results are already being transferred, e.g. the use of
Cyrtobagous salviniae to control Salvinia in Papua New Guinea (13) and other Asian countries,
and of Heteropsylla new sp. to control Mimosa invisa in Western Samoa. Where the weeds do
not occur in Australia, it is still strongly in our interest to assist the countries to our north and
east. P. Michael in a recent review of weeds of potential quarantine concern to Northern
Australia, listed 9 species as posing the greatest potential threat, with C. odorata as the number
one threat (11). Two others of the nine, Mikania micrantha and Austroeupatorium
inulaefolium, would be suitable targets for an immediate biocontrol project, in that host-specific
insects are already known from the native range of these weeds. Unfortunately, many of the
countries to our north lack both the money and the expertise to initiate biological control
programmes of this sort. Australia has the expertise; thanks to the great success with Salvinia
we have an excellent reputation in the area; we should take the opportunity to protect ourselves
as well as benefit our neighbours.
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