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Summary   Invasive weeds are permanently altering 
many of New Zealand’s natural ecosystems, and un-
less we see a change in current trends and people’s 
behaviour this problem will burgeon beyond control. 
The Department of Conservation (New Zealand, NZ) 
has launched Weedbusters in New Zealand. The vision 
for Weedbusters is that New Zealanders are aware of, 
and are taking action to reduce the impact of weeds 
on the environment, economy and health. Market 
research in New Zealand has shown that when asked 
to list environmental threats, only 5% of respondents 
(n = 812) mentioned invasive weeds. Weedbusters in 
NZ faces three key challenges: (1) create awareness 
and interest about weed issues; (2) empower people to 
participate in weed-busting practices; and (3) motivate, 
encourage and educate those already participating in 
weed control. To meet these challenges, a national 
network of interagency Weedbusters groups are being 
established, evaluative measures are being put in place, 
and a fi ve year National Strategy is being developed by 
six agencies: local government, central government, 
NZ Biosecurity Institute, Nursery and Garden Industry 
Association, and Federated Farmers NZ. 
Keywords    Weedbusters,  education,  weed awareness, 
 communications,  social marketing

INTRODUCTION
Current research in New Zealand weed ecology shows 
two trends; fi rstly that the environmental weed prob-
lem is worsening at a steady rate, and secondly that 
people play a key role in this problem. For example, 
at least four new species naturalise every year, and of 
those, 13% become signifi cant problems (Sullivan et 
al. 2001); the number of weed species is positively 
correlated with proximity to urban areas (Timmins and 
Williams 1991); and the majority of weeds have been 
deliberately introduced into the country for ornamental 
use (Buddenhagen et al. 1998). We also know that 
people are effective dispersal agents for many weed 
species e.g. submerged aquatics and garden plants 
(Esler 1987).

Clearly people and weed problems go hand in 
hand. Conversely people can play a vital role in 
turning the problem around. This calls for more than 

awareness. It calls for on-the-ground action and a 
change of behaviour (Timmins and Blood 2003).

In September 2003, the Department of Conser-
vation (DOC) commissioned a national survey of 
New Zealanders’ knowledge and attitudes to weeds 
(ACNielsen 2003). This survey showed that only 5% 
of respondents named weeds as an environmental 
issue, however when asked directly, nearly half the 
respondents (46%) rated weeds as a serious environ-
mental threat. 

The research highlights three key challenges for 
Weedbusters in New Zealand: (1) to create aware-
ness and interest about weed issues; (2) to empower 
people to participate in weed-busting practices; and 
(3) to motivate, encourage and educate those already 
participating in weed control.

The DOC launched Weedbusters in New Zealand 
in October 2003. It follows the successful Weedbusters 
model now well established in Australia (for more in-
formation see www.weedbusterweek.info.au). 

The vision for Weedbusters is:
New Zealanders are aware of and taking action 

to reduce the impact of weeds on the environment, 
economy and human health.

The goals are to:
1. ensure that the New Zealand population is aware 

of the threat of weeds;
2. increase the number of people participating in 

weed issues;
3. help all agencies involved in weeds work to share 

resources and provide clear and consistent mes-
sages; and

4. secure ongoing funding for the Weedbusters pro-
gram.

These goals are incorporated into a fi ve year national 
strategy.

IDENTIFYING PRIORITIES
Weedbusters is built on the premise of social market-
ing. Social marketing is essentially the use of tradi-
tional commercial marketing tools within a social 
context. The aim of social marketing is to get people 
to ‘buy-into’ a social message and related behaviour. 
It relies heavily on tools like audience segmentation, 
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advocacy, drivers, measurements of success, and cam-
paign management (Graham 2003, see also Tools of 
Change www.toolsofchange.com and Community 
Based Social Marketing www.cbsm.com). 

For Weedbusters, the social product is weed aware-
ness and proactive weed action which is promoted as 
a good quality, ‘fun’ commodity (Beck et al 2000, 
Vitelli et al 2001). The social message of Weedbusters 
is that weeds are irreparably harming New Zealand’s 
natural ecosystems and are impacting on the economy 
and human health. 

In terms of accepting the social message and, most 
importantly, the behavioural goals of Weedbusters, the 
New Zealand population must be shifted through con-
templation of the issue to active involvement in fi ghting 
the weed problem. The national weeds knowledge and 
attitudes survey (ACNielsen 2003) provides a snap-
shot of where the New Zealand population sits on this 
contemplation-action framework and indicates where 
efforts should be focused. Respondents (n = 812, 18 
years or over) fall into three groups: (1) those who feel 
that weeds are of little or no threat to the environment 
and are not an individual’s concern (pre-contempla-
tion of the issue); (2) those who believe that the weed 
issue is valid but who lack motivation and skills to act 
(contemplation of the issue); (3) those cognisant of the 
issue and motivated to do something about it, but who 
also feel that they could do something more (action and 
action maintenance). About one quarter (20–25%) of 
respondents sit in the pre-contemplation stage. To shift 
this group towards action the communications task 
is to generate awareness and attitudinal change. This 
group is predominantly urban and generally spends 
little time in the garden or outdoors. The majority of 
respondents (50%) sit within the contemplation stage 
of weed awareness, and the challenge is to motivate 
and empower this group to begin good practices. Part 
of the empowering process is to provide suffi cient 
tools (e.g. species knowledge, action instructions) 
in an easily accessible and understandable manner. A 
further 30% of respondents state that they are already 
doing what they can. The task with this group, who 
are generally gardeners, is to maintain action through 
continued education and motivation.

The research implies that by focusing on the tasks 
of motivating, encouraging and providing easy access 
education, Weedbusters will be generating capacity for 
action amongst 80% of the population. 

BUILDING CAPACITY
The fi rst and most important step for Weedbusters has 
been to facilitate a strong network of people. 

To ensure that Weedbusters is sustainable and rec-
ognised as synergistic and cost-effective, commitment 

from lead agencies and organisations was sought. 
A Management Committee was formed comprising 
representatives from six agencies: Biosecurity Manag-
ers Group (Territorial Authorities), DOC, Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forestry, Nursery and Garden Industry 
Association, New Zealand Biosecurity Institute, and 
Federated Farmers New Zealand. The Management 
Committee is dedicated to leading the development 
of the Weedbusters program and setting strategic 
directions.

Weedbusters networks must also exist at ground 
level. Regional Weedbusters Groups are being set up 
based on the 15 regional boundaries of New Zealand. 
These groups include conservation and biosecurity 
staff from central and local government. The major-
ity also include Landcare Groups and other stakehold-
ers. Coordinators have been appointed for these (the 
majority of whom are from local government). As 
well as facilitating local innovation, this network also 
encourages commitment from stakeholders.

Weedbusters is the fi rst time New Zealand has 
had the opportunity of pulling weed issues into one 
coherent social message. It is also the fi rst time that 
New Zealand has had the opportunity for so many 
agencies to join together nation-wide and present a 
strong, consistent message. The challenge now, is to 
identify priorities for Weedbusters and to motivate and 
educate those target groups that will make the most 
difference to the weed problem.

CHANGING BEHAVIOURS
Four main activities contribute to the problem of weed 
spread in New Zealand:
1. growing invasive weeds;
2. actively distributing invasive weeds by selling, 

trading and sharing cuttings;
3. distributing invasive weeds by accidental transport; 

and
4. inappropriate dumping of garden waste.
These problem behaviours are translated into desirable 
behaviours (i.e. those Weedbusters will promote) in 
Table 1. Very general target groups are also given. 
These target groups will be used as start points for 
further audience segmentation. 

To bring about behavioural change, past experi-
ence suggests that inter-personal and participatory ac-
tivities are best. For example: personal visits are more 
effective than mail-drops (Fraser 2002); promotions 
must be perceived as relevant to daily life (Bill 2002), 
and simply providing information (no matter how well 
presented it is) is insuffi cient in encouraging people 
to action (e.g. Ham and Kelsey 1998, Donaldson and 
Wharton 2002). In order to encourage people to action, 
people need to see action themselves (e.g. hands-on 
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learning, community weed control, readily available 
support and advice), and responses from lead agencies 
must be obvious and reliable (Bill 2002). Local level 
initiatives and responses can only be achieved with 
local networks, hence the importance of the regional 
Weedbusters groups and communication networks.

The goals of Weedbusters are written into 
measurable objectives modelled around ‘desirable’ 
behaviours, i.e. removing and controlling weeds; no 
weeds sold, bought, traded or distributed; no trans-
fer of weeds from weed infested areas to weed free 
areas; and disposing garden waste appropriately. For 
example, Goal 2 is to ‘increase the number of people 
participating in weed issues’ and an objective is to 
see a ten-fold increase in the number of recognised 
Weedbusters groups. This addresses the desirable 
behaviour of removing and controlling weeds and fo-
cuses on motivating individuals who are contemplating 
action and encouraging those already participating. 
The performance indicator is a consistent increase in 
the number of Weedbusters groups, and an evaluative 
measure is an increase in the amount of land under 
effective weed management.

The Weedbusters Strategy is made operational 
with annual communications plans. These short-term 
plans allow step by step critical refl ection and itera-
tive evaluation.

Evaluation will include outputs (e.g. media up-
take, Weedbusters groups and advocacy material) and 
outcomes (e.g. new weed sightings, increased areas 
under effective weed control). These outcomes can 
be thought of as the ‘pay-back’ for time spent educat-
ing and motivating people, and measurement will be 
mostly qualitative e.g. case studies and interviews. 
The national weeds awareness survey will also prove 
a useful tool in the quantitative evaluation of attitu-
dinal changes and development of the Weedbusters 
brand. 

LOOKING AHEAD
As long as lead agencies continue to see the value in 
Weedbusters, then outputs will continue to increase. 
Media attention will grow which will lead to increased 
public interest and ultimately increased resources for 
weed management.

Over time there will be a record of outcomes – or 
‘pay-back’ for the time invested in supporting com-
munity groups and public interest. These outcomes 
will be increased public sightings and reports on new 
weed species, decreased incidence of weed spread by 
dumping garden waste, increased weed free areas, a 
decrease in the selling of weeds and increased weed 
control on private and public land.

By careful audience segmentation, focusing on be-
havioural outcomes, and utilising the communication 
tools of motivation and encouragement it is expected 
that within fi ve years Weedbusters New Zealand will 
begin to see qualitative and quantitative evidence of 
these outcomes. 
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