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Summary   There is a widespread perception that little 
real progress will be made with weeds in Australia until 
the issue comes to be accepted by the general public as 
a truly national and serious environmental problem. A 
review of how the issue of salinity achieved the level of 
recognition it deserved and now commands provides 
lessons for current attempts to raise the levels of public 
awareness and understanding of weeds.

Key events or documents for salinity awareness 
and policy included: the Water 2000 series in 1983 
(Department of Resources and Energy 1983), serious 
irrigated salinity issues on the Murray in Victoria in 
the early 1980s, NSW Government action in the Mur-
ray Irrigation Area in the 80s, the ‘Heartlands’ ABC 
TV series in 1986, the 1000 km algal bloom in the 
Darling in 1991, the Salinity and Drainage Strategy 
(Murray Darling Basin Commission 1988), a report 
on salinity fluxes in the MDB, the formal attention of 
the Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Inno-
vation Council (PMSEIC) in 1998 (Prime Minister’s 
Science, Engineering and Innovation Council 1998), 
and the MDB Salinity Audit in 1999 (Murray-Darling 
Basin Ministerial Council). Some striking images were 
used to illustrate the issue in the media, which made 
use of several key salinity champions. Following the 
arrival of salinity on the national agenda in the 1990s, 
salinity and related water policy led to major resource 
commitments, such as the $1.4 billion National Action 
Plan for Salinity and Water Quality (Commonwealth 
of Australia 2000), and later substantial resources for 
water flows in the Murray.

In contrast the largest single commitment to weeds 
has been the federal Defeating the Weed Menace Pro-
gram, worth $40m over 2004–08, which is 2.8% of the 
NAP budget. This is despite the fact the economic im-
pact of weeds on primary production has been shown 
to be $4 billion a year, which by all accounts is many 
times greater than the cost of salinity. 

However, the weeds issue has gained increasing 
media and policy attention since 2000. As with salin-
ity, the media has tended to focus on environmental 
impact, using strong images. The agricultural sector 
already has a high level of weed awareness, the nursery 
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and garden industry has an emerging appreciation of 
its role, and a series of state and federal policy initia-
tives and revisions has lifted the profile of weeds as a 
major scientific and management issue. However, the 
urban public, is still largely uninformed and unaware 
of invasive plants as an issue. 

In progressing down a path to greater public 
awareness, policy attention and resources, weeds have 
much in common with salinity. Although 20 years 
behind salinity as an issue, there is the same mix of 
timely and reputable scientific papers and need for 
influential, positive discussion documents in plain 
language. New policy attention to weeds is underway. 
However, the annual resources allocated to weeds are 
about 1% of what is actually needed. A bold, long-term, 
billion dollar strategy is required, with high profile 
champions. Nevertheless, if the history of salinity is 
any guide, weeds are at least on the right long-term 
track to achieve the high profile, real recognition and 
major level of resources needed. 
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