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Summary   Seven species were selected for weed-led 
control programs in Northland Conservancy, New Zea-
land, and public help was solicited in locating infesta-
tions. A target audience was selected and the message 
used to gain information was developed. Postcards that 
aided identifi cation were sent out to every household 
in the region when the plants were in fl ower. The aims 
were to gain detailed information from the public on 
locations of the plants so they could be controlled and 
to improve public awareness of environmental weeds

One hundred and fi fteen responses were received 
with over 60% coming from the most highly populated 
of the Conservancies Areas. Each site was individu-
ally numbered and globally defi ned. Population size, 
demographics, interest in conservation and recognition 
of the invasiveness of species were major factors in 
prompting responses to our request for information.
Keywords    Acacia paradoxa,  Ageratum houstoni-
anum,  Akebia quinata,  Buddleja sp.,  Dipogon ligno-
sus,  Kennedia rubicunda,  Ochna serrulata,  weed-led, 
 publicity,  response.

INTRODUCTION
The Department of Conservation (DOC) divides its 
weed control programs into two broad categories, site-
led and weed-led. In a site-led program all environmen-
tal weeds in the target site are controlled. In weed-led 
programs a specifi c weed species is controlled over a 
geographic region that may be an ecological area or 
a complete conservancy. Northland Conservancy has 
been running three weed-led programs since 2000. 
In 2002, programs on a further seven species began. 
These species fell into two groups, those that had been 
previously identifi ed as present for some time but were 
still limited in distribution and could be eradicated 
from the Conservancy, and newly identifi ed species 
that were only beginning to spread.

All these species, Acacia paradoxa DC., Ageratum 
houstonianum Mill., Akebia quinata (Houtt.) Decne., 
Buddleja sp., Dipogon lignosus (L.) Verdc., Kenne-
dia rubicunda Vent. (Webb et al. 1988) and Ochna 
serrulata (Hochst.) Walp. (Anon), were brought into 
New Zealand for amenity purposes. In Northland 
Conservancy they are all now considered to be weeds 
with the potential to cause serious damage to quality 
ecological sites.
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Discussions of the Northland Conservancy Strate-
gic Weed Team suggested that some of these (Acacia 
paradoxa, Ageratum houstonianum, Akebia quinata, 
Buddleja sp., and Dipogon lignosus) had been around 
for some time but were now beginning to make an 
impact on natural areas. They were thought to still be 
in small enough numbers and contained enough to be 
eradicated. Two other species, Kennedia rubicunda 
(Webb et al. 1988) and Ochna serrulata (Anon), 
had only recently been found to be invasive in New 
Zealand and despite them still being sold, control was 
considered feasible. We expected that having control 
programs in place on these species would help in 
applications to have them listed as plants nationally 
banned for sale or distribution. 

Weed-led control programs involve active control 
of the weed on conservation land, but also on sites 
from which new infestations might arise. Since these 
species had been planted in gardens, the Department 
needed to ask the public for help in locating as many 
sites as possible.

The aims of the program were:
1.  to gain detailed information from the public on 

locations of the plants the Department was looking 
for so that they could be controlled; and

2.  to improve public awareness of environmental 
weeds.

This was done by establishing the target audience, 
developing the message and the most effective way 
of delivering it.

METHODS
Target audience   Much discussion went into identify-
ing who needed to be targeted to achieve the aim of 
locating infestations. Diverse groups from gardening 
clubs and environmental groups to farmers and nursery 
organisations needed to be informed about the plants 
being sought. A list of all the possible major groups 
was drawn up, with different options of getting the 
message to them. The more discussion that took place 
the bigger the list grew and in the end it was realised 
that as many people as possible needed to be informed, 
so the target audience became ‘all the people of North-
land that could be contacted’.
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The message   The message had to be short and con-
cise so it could be understood easily. There were three 
attributes of the message that were considered impor-
tant. It needed to cover all seven species. It needed to 
tell people why the Department was so interested in 
that group of plants. And there was a need to convey to 
the public what to do if any of the plants were seen. As 
an incentive for giving information a reward of a free 
native plant was offered for all accurate reports.

It was important to get the message to as many 
people as possible with a limited budget and to do 
this the team looked at a range of ways that the mes-
sage could be presented, from brochures to displays 
to media releases. 

A three-pronged approach was chosen by sending 
postcards to every residential address in Northland 
with a simultaneous back up campaign in newspapers 
and on local radio. 

The postcards   Visual identifi cation of the weeds 
by the public was considered to be more likely when 
they were fl owering. The plants fell into two broad 
groups of spring and summer fl owering species so a 
two card series was produced under the banner ‘watch 
for these weeds’. 

The fi rst card, dealt with A. paradoxa, A. quinata, 
D. lignosus, K. rubicunda and O. serrulata and needed 
to be DLE size (100 mm × 210 mm) to fi t all the 
information on. The front was taken up with colour 
photos of each species in fl ower. On the reverse was a 
short description of each species with a thumbnail of 
the front photos as a key with short paragraphs on why 
these plants were a problem and what the Department 
wanted the public to do if they found any. There was 

also information on how to contact the Department, an 
0800 (24 hour, free phone) number, a postal address 
and an e-mail address.

The second card had A. houstonianum and Bud-
dleja sp. in the same format but was postcard size. It 
included the offer of a free native plant as a reward 
for giving the Department correct information on 
these plants. 

Delivery   Northland Conservancy had an agreement 
with neighbouring Auckland Conservancy to work to-
gether to control K. rubicunda and O. serrulata in their 
area closest to the common boundary. Consequently 
in early September 2002, 60,000 copies of card one 
were delivered to every household in Northland plus 
the Warkworth Area (Auckland Conservancy, Figure 
1) and in January 2003, 52,000 copies of the second 
card were sent to the residents of Northland.

 
RESULTS

By August 2003, 298 individual sites had been re-
corded on the database (Table 1). Of these, 183 were 
old records, active surveillance or new observations 
made by Departmental staff and 115 were from the 
general public. Field investigation found that 28 of the 
115 records were wrongly identifi ed plants. There were 
more calls, not recorded, from people simply wanting 
to talk about weeds. However these calls were also 
treated as important as they were seen to be raising the 
awareness of environmental weed issues.

The distribution of responses was related to popu-
lation centres (Figure 1). Whangarei, with the highest 
population, had 72 replies (Table 2). At 25 replies, 
the Bay of Islands was the next highest with Kaitaia 
following at 15. Kauri Coast and Warkworth had two 
replies and one reply respectively.

Figure 1.   Species sites in Northland and Warkworth 
area.

Table 1.   Number of sites from public responses and 
DOC observations.

Species Public responses Total sites

Card one

Acacia paradoxa 5 28

Akebia quinata 4 7

Dipogon lignosus 15 54

Kennedia rubicunda 8 11

Ochna serrulata 21 29

Card two

Ageratum houstonianum 7 15

Buddleja sp. 29 126

Others 26 28

Totals 115 298
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Assessment of public responses by species (Table 
3) revealed a pattern of how long each species had 
been in New Zealand and locations currently selling 
the latest species to arrive in Northland.

Acacia paradoxa has been around Northland since 
the early 1900s (Webb et al. 1988). It is not a common 
garden plant and the fi ve responses for it were from 
public areas or on farms. It is widespread through the 
region and it would normally not be noticed except 
during its short fl owering season.

Ageratum houstonianum has only been found in 
the wild on mainland New Zealand since 2001 (DOC). 
All reports were close to urban areas in Whangarei 
and Bay of Islands.

Akebia quinata has been in New Zealand for over 
60 years (Webb et al. 1988). Sightings were from urban 
and country sites. It is widespread.

Buddleja sp. fi rst became naturalised in the 1940s 
(Webb et al. 1988) and is widespread in the country. 
In Northland it appeared in both urban and rural loca-
tions. We know it was widespread throughout North-
land but the public only reported it from Whangarei 
and Bay of Islands areas.

Dipogon lignosus has been in the country for 
over 100 years (Webb et al. 1988). The majority of 
sightings were in rural areas especially along roads. It 
occurs throughout Northland. The practice of mowing 
roadsides is a likely major vector of its spread.

Kennedia rubicunda has been found in the wild 
since 1981 (Webb et al. 1988) but only in Northland 
since 1995 (Anon). Sightings were all from garden 
locations in Warkworth, Whangarei and Bay of Is-
lands areas.

Ochna serrulata was fi rst reported naturalising in 
New Zealand in 1997 (Anon). All Northland public 
sightings were in urban locations in Whangarei and 
Kaitaia areas. 

RESPONSE
The public usually contacted the Department with 
a sighting using the 0800 number or directly to the 
Conservancy receptionist. All calls were logged with 
the caller’s name, address and how to contact them 
which was then passed to the relevant Area Offi ce. The 
weeds offi cer then acknowledged the report by ringing 
the person who had informed us. Work schedules often 
did not allow them to take action immediately so the 
caller was informed that they would be contacted to 
arrange a site visit when staff were out inspecting other 
sites in the locality.

Each infestation site was given a unique number 
and the weed’s position was defi ned with a global 
positioning system (GPS). If the site was on private 
land permission was sought to allow the Department 
to control the plant. This consent was usually given, 
especially if the owner was elderly and had been deal-
ing with large numbers of tough seedlings.

The Department had an agreement to control these 
species on any land administered by territorial and 
roading authorities.

Table 2.   Responses by area compared with popula-
tion. 

Area No. of public responses Population

Whangarei 72 71,013

Bay of Islands 25 28,707

Kauri Coast 2 17,409

Kaitaia 15 22,995

Warkworth 1 17,889

Totals 115 158,013

Table 3.   Species by area from the public responses.

Species Whangarei Bay of Islands Kauri Coast Kaitaia Warkworth

Card one

Acacia paradoxa 1 0 1 3 0

Akebia quinata 1 2 0 1 0

Dipogon lignosus 7 1 0 7 0

Kennedia rubicunda 5 2 0 0 1

Ochna serrulata 18 0 0 3 0

Card two

Ageratum houstonianum 6 1 0 0 0

Buddleja sp. 18 11 0 0 0

Others 16 8 1 1 0

Totals 72 25 2 15 1
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DISCUSSION
It was expected that there would be considerable public 
response and it was feared that some species would 
be found to be too widely distributed to control. The 
fi rst aim, to gain detailed information from the public, 
was achieved with 115 reported locations that were 
reduced to 89 after fi eld investigations eliminated false 
notifi cations. These sightings increased the range of 
the species from what was previously known. Much of 
the false identifi cation was caused by misidentifying a 
similar type of plant. The most common one was con-
fusing Ageratina adenophora for A. houstonianum.

Such reporting was manageable. However, the 
notifi cations suggested that showy fl owers may have 
infl uenced what the public reported. Buddleja was 
the most notifi ed species closely followed by Dipo-
gon lignosus and both have substantial displays of 
fl owers. We thought there would be more sightings 
of Acacia paradoxa but it was not as obvious as the 
other species.

There were several factors that affected the public 
response to the request for information. 
1. Some people who responded did so for environ-

mental reasons and had a genuine desire to help 
remove weeds from their part of Northland. It was 
from this group that we received most of the sight-
ings on public land.

2. Some people who received the cards, assumed they 
had a legal obligation to remove the plants, got on 
and did it and notifi ed us, even though there was 
no mention of this on the cards or in the publicity. 
Consequently, we expect that a number of residents 
on becoming aware of these species could have 
controlled them without notifying us. During site 
visits residents were told that the Department had 
no legal right to control plants on private land 
and that their permission was needed to remove 
them.

3. Many mainly elderly people had recognised how 
invasive some of these plants were, and were happy 
that someone in offi cialdom was now doing some-
thing about them. They always gave immediate 
permission for removal of the offending plants. 

4. Another small group did not have any of the spe-
cies on their property but saw one of them on a 
neighbour’s, so they would report it to prevent 
invasion into their own place.

5. A few people responded just to receive a free native 
plant and from this group came a large number of 
the false identifi cations.

Newspaper publicity reached all parts of Northland 
with items in all the local papers. As these are free 
papers most people have access to them. One radio 
interview was held and the broadcast covered all of 

Northland and also Warkworth area. Lack of publicity 
would not have been a factor in why the majority of 
responses came from the eastern side of Northland.

Most of the responses received were around the 
towns that had been in existence for a long time. 
Northland, especially coastal Whangarei and the Bay 
of Islands, has become a prime retirement location with 
this northward spread over the last 25 years extending 
beyond Kaitaia. This demographic group tends to have 
more of an interest in plants and gardens and responds 
readily to campaigns such as these. The longer a sub-
division has been established, the more species appear 
as environmental weeds (Sullivan et al. unpublished 
data). This could be partly why most of the responses 
came from Whangarei and Bay of Islands areas.

The second aim, improving the public’s aware-
ness of environmental weeds, was achieved from the 
amount of feed back we received. Since August 2003 
the Department has continued to receive information 
on new sites in direct response to the original mail 
outs.

CONCLUSION
A number of factors were apparent in aiding with the 
success of this program. Awareness of environmental 
weeds within the community has been raised as 115 
direct replies to the publicity was considered a good 
achievement. Publicity methods that were used gave 
all the people in Northland and Warkworth equal 
opportunity to provide the information needed and 
having an 0800 telephone number helped in getting 
this response. 

Population density had a major infl uence on the 
distribution of new locations of the targeted species. 
It is believed that population demographics also has 
an infl uence, however more study will be needed to 
test this factor.
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