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Several stipoid grasses of temperate South American origin have invaded Australia.  One of these, Nassella
trichotoma, is considered the most important grass weed of pastures in south-eastern Australia, while another,
Nassella neesiana is viewed as a serious threat native Australian grasslands.  Blue heliotrope, a toxic perennial
broad-leaf weed, originates in the same area of South America, and is rapidly spreading in parts of south-eastern
Australia between latitudes 25 to 34°S.  Landholder groups formed to seek research into better control methods of
Nassella tussock grasses and blue heliotrope, and in 1998 both groups were successful in lobbying for funds.

The Nassella project is the first one aimed at classical biological control of a grass weed and, based on a prelimi-
nary survey by H. Evans, will focus on pathogens.  Of primary interest are the Puccinia rusts of Nassella spp.
Rusts of this genus are known for their high degree of host specificity and species have been associated with
several very successful biological control projects.  Recent surveys of fungal parasites indicated that there are a
number of Puccinia species associated with Nassella in Argentina.  The other pathogen of initial interest is
Corticium sp., an undescribed basidiomycete that was associated with severe tussock decline at a number of
locations in Argentina surveyed by H. Evans.

A collaborative agreement has been reached between the Cooperative Research Centre for Weed Management
Systems in Australia and CERZOS (Centro de Recursos Naturales Renovables de la Zona Semiarida) in Bahia
Blanca, Argentina to:

1. undertake studies on the ecology of serrated tussock and Chilean needle grass in South America, with an
emphasis on the impact of pathogens on their population dynamics

2. conduct more extensive surveys for pathogens throughout their native range

3. develop culture methods for candidate pathogens, determine optimum conditions for infection and dis-
ease development and assess their virulence against the target weeds

4. test the specificity of these pathogens against key non-target species, such as members of related stipoid
grass genera.

Biological control of blue heliotrope is primarily targeting insects as control agents.  This is based upon the result
of a survey in Argentina carried out by A. Wapshere which identified a number of insect species as having control
potential.  The species of interest include a defoliating chrysomelid beetle, a cell-sucking bug, a species of thrips
which deforms leaves growing points, and a flea-beetle, whose larvae feed on the roots of blue heliotrope.

Work on this project commenced in Argentina in late 1998 through a contracted entomologist (MZ) at the
Universidad de Buenos Aires.  The main tasks of the project are to:

1. undertake studies on the biology of the candidate insect control agents and evaluate their impact on blue
heliotrope populations in South America

2. conduct more extensive surveys for other potential agents throughout the native range of blue heliotrope

3. test the specificity of the candidate insects against key non-target species, such as members of the various
sections of the genus Heliotropium.




