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Introduced species enter Australia and become naturalised at the rate of about 6 plant species per year with the
relationship between time and the number of new naturalised species being linear over the last 100+ years.  Of the
recent incursions that have naturalised over the last 25 years (1971-1995), about 60 per cent of species aredeliberate
horticultural introductions.  Many of these ‘new’ species have been promoted and distributed by ornamental plant
nurseries in southern Australia.  Some are of major environmental and agricultural concern.

Species recently detected and identified for New South Wales include: Centaurea spp.; Hieracium aurantiacum,
Hypericum elodes, Nassella tenuissima and the thistle Onopordum nervosum. All these are known to be weedy
outside Australia.  Considered as a group, their entry to New South Wales and the promotion of their horticultural
attributes are of considerable concern for present and future land management.  We draw attention to case histo-
ries for these five examples in the hope of minimising the number of new, potentially weedy species in the future.

The knapweed genus Centaurea is very complex taxonomically in its native Europe and identification of indi-
vidual taxa is very difficult.  A nursery near Orange, NSW, in 1997 had for sale as cottage garden plants three
Centaurea taxa, subsequently determined as C. nigra (incorrectly labelled by the nursery as Scabiosa columbaria!),
C. salonitana and C. macrocephala. This was the first record of the latter two for Australia and only the second
recording of C. nigra in NSW.  As far as we know, these taxa are still for sale.

Our second case history concerns the herb Hiercium aurantiacum.  The species is of European origin but now
naturalised in New Zealand and North America as a weed of upland pastures.  Though currently naturalised as
restricted populations in Tasmania and Victoria, no Hieracium species is yet known to be weedy in southern
Australian grasslands.  In 1999, this small rosette herb was advertised in a mail-order catalogue as ‘Orange
Hawkweed’ by a nursery at Berrima, NSW.  The material had been propagated vegetatively from stock taken over
from the previous owner 10 years ago and was not necessarily a new introduction.  In co-operation with the Weeds
Officer for the shire, the owner was persuaded to remove the species from sale and destroy the source material.

The introduced Hypericum elodes was found to be naturalised near Robertson, NSW, in 1998.  Native to western
Europe and the Azores, H. elodes is a new record for Australia, and possibly a garden escape.  The species is
weedy in Portugal.  Its occurrence in the Nepean River immediately upstream from the Nepean Dam and its ability
to produce abundant seed and to root from nodes, poses a potential problem to the Sydney water supply catch-
ment.

Nassella tenuissima was being sold recently by a Sydney nursery under the common name ‘elegant spear grass’,
a name that could be confused with that of the Australian native grass Stipa elegantissima (syn. Austrostipa
elegantissima).  The botanical situation is further confused by the fact that vegetative plants of N. tenuissima and
those of its closely-related weedy congener N. trichotoma (serrated tussock) cannot be distinguished; only flow-
ering material enables positive identification. This recent incursion, of American origin, has the potential to have
an even greater eventual distribution in southern Australia than serrated tussock.  The same species has also been
detected for sale recently by several Victorian nurseries in the Mount Macedon area.  Only prompt action by both
States in co-operation with the nurseries concerned seems to have prevented further sale of N. tenuissima.

High-profile television ‘garden shows’ have recently promoted the thistle Onopordum nervosum as a desirable
‘cottage garden’ plant.  O. nervosum is indigenous to Spain and Portugal.  Seed of this weedy taxon was adver-
tised as being available from a nursery at Sutton Forest, NSW, the original seed having been obtained by mail
order from Cumbria, UK.  Sale from this source of O. nervosum seed has now ceased and the television show
concerned regrets its ill-advised promotion of this potentially  weedy species.
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One way to reduce the number of new and recent incursions of undesirable weedy species or taxa entering or
naturalising in Australia is to publicise recent case histories and to work co-operatively with individual nursery
proprietors and with all levels of the nursery industry generally when such species as those above are discovered.
This would operate in line with the Garden Plants Under The Spotlight national strategy.  Another way to reduce
the number of recent incursions having a known potential to be weedy in natural and agricultural ecosystems is to
follow the “Protocol for Field Inspections to Follow up Suspect New Weed Incursions” compiled by NSW Agri-
culture. A serious complication concerning the overall limitation of new incursions to Australia is the availability
of exotic plant species through the internet, as many undesirable plant species with weed potential are advertised
readily in this way and subsequently introduced to Australia by mail order, albeit illegally.




