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Summary   A number of groups and programs around 
Australia include the raising of public weed awareness 
as a goal. However, to measure progress in raising 
awareness, an initial benchmark needs to be deter-
mined. This paper reviews the Weeds CRC’s attempt 
to measure public awareness in a 2003 survey. Focus 
groups and a national telephone survey revealed low 
levels of awareness and understanding, especially in 
the major cities. However, people responded strongly 
once given the basic facts. Much greater public aware-
ness and concern will need to be evident if govern-
ment and industry are to be persuaded to allocate 
resources at a level that begins to match the true size 
of the problem.

Keywords    Public awareness of weeds,  national 
survey.

INTRODUCTION
It is well recognised that a higher level of public 
awareness and concern about invasive plants is neces-
sary before substantial new programs in weed control 
become politically possible or attractive to government 
and industry. The Weeds CRC estimated in 2004 that at 
least an extra $27 million per year needed to be spent 
over an initial 10 year program (Martin 2004) to make 
major national progress. However, even if this were 
acceptable to public authorities, it would not happen 
without strong Ministerial support – and that will not 
be forthcoming without a higher level of public aware-
ness and concern. The lesson of the rise of salinity as 
an issue of public concern, the long time lags and its 
eventual elevation onto the national policy agenda is 
an important one for weeds.

Fortunately, a number of groups and programs 
around Australia include the raising of public weed 
awareness as a goal. These groups include:
• The Federal Department of Environment and 

Heritage (DEH), with its National Weed Com-
munication Strategy (in draft at May 2006);

• DEH and the federal Department of Agriculture, 
Food and Fisheries (DAFF), with their former 
joint National Weedbuster Week Coordinator 
position, their current National Weed Awareness 
Coordinator position, the Defeating the Weed 
Menace funding program and National Heritage 
Trust (NHT);

• Agencies responsible for weeds in all state govern-
ments;
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• Local governments and natural resource manage-
ment (NRM) regions and catchment management 
authorities (CMAs) around Australia; and

• The Weeds CRC with its information delivery 
program and media activities.

METHOD
In 2003 the Weeds CRC commissioned Market Atti-
tude Research Services (MARS Pty Ltd) to undertake 
an Australia-wide survey (MARS Pty Ltd 2003) of 
community awareness and understanding of weeds 
as a national issue. The two components of the survey 
were a series of focus group sessions held in two cities 
and a national telephone survey. 

Focus groups   Three groups were convened through 
a standard random sampling technique. They were: a) 
professional or managerial; b) white/blue collar and 
trades; and c) home duties or retired.

Through discussions, each group first developed 
and ranked a list of environmental issues they felt were 
important for Australia. The issues could be at any 
scale. The sessions then proceeded to explore people’s 
perception of weeds and the definition of a weed, their 
responses to some proposed awareness campaign mes-
sages and means of delivery, and review reactions to 
new information about weeds.

National telephone survey   Seven questions were put 
to 750 households across eight metropolitan and 16 re-
gional urban areas, exploring how respondents ranked 
twelve environmental issues on a 1–5 scale (‘strongly 
agree’ through to ‘strongly disagree’), the seriousness 
of weeds as a national problem, how they responded 
to alternative definitions of a weed, whether they had 
noticed weed stories in the media (and whether the 
public should be told more), how concerned they were 
about weeds and the extent to which they could actually 
relate six key issues identified by the focus groups to 
the problem of weeds.

RESULTS
Focus groups   The three focus groups came up with 
a total of 13 different ‘main environmental problems’ 
that faced the country, none of which involved weeds. 
For example, the professional/ managerial group listed, 
in order of perceived importance: water and air pol-
lution; drought; waterway and water quality; urban 
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development and noise pollution; nuclear issues and 
proliferation; and loss of forests. 

The groups were then asked to consider weeds as 
an environmental issue. Typical comments were:
• ‘…weeds are really no more than a pest and an 

annoyance in your garden’;
• ‘Weeds are an issue but they only affect small 

areas’;
• ‘Only farmers are concerned about weeds’; and
• ‘The problem of weeds is not publicised. I really 

don’t know anything about weeds being a prob-
lem’.

Overall it was clear that the idea that weeds could be a 
significant environmental issue was a new concept and 
not one that these urban groups could easily accept.

The groups then considered various definitions of 
‘weed’. One group suggested: ‘Weeds are plants that 
invade gardens, bushland, farmland and other natural 
areas’. A widely held view was that the term ‘weed’ 
suggested something trivial, and different terms were 
proposed and discussed. It was consistently agreed 
across the three groups that the term ‘invasive plant’ 
carried the strongest sense for urban people.

A set of 11 possible campaign messages was then 
tabled and reviewed. As information on the national 
weed situation emerged through the sessions, the ex-
pectation of the organisers that these urban groups 
would focus on gardens proved wrong. In the end, the 
following issues were deemed by the groups to have 
the most power and relevance for any weed awareness 
campaign:
1. The $4 billion annual cost of weeds to the national 

economy;
2. Weeds causing health and allergy problems;
3. The reliance by farmers on agricultural chemicals, 

and the flow-on to food prices;
4. The impact of weeds on the natural environment 

(such as the loss of native plants and animals), 
especially in World Heritage icon locations such 
as Kakadu; and

5. The escape of weeds from gardens and the need 
for import controls.

Groups then discussed how such messages should be 
conveyed to the general public. The full range of mass 
media was proposed, especially television, including 
TV commercials, appearances on TV lifestyle shows, 
items on TV news and current affairs programs, and a 
full length TV documentary. The research community 
does not have the financial resources to support such 
a TV campaign, of course, but the consensus from 
these focus groups on the power of television clearly 
suggests elements for an awareness campaign. The 
federal Department of Environment and Heritage has 
been considering such a campaign for 2006–07.

Finally, the focus groups provided comments on 
whether the basic information on the weeds situation 
provided for the sessions had influenced their views. 
Comments here included:
• ‘the $4b cost…is an important issue. I was shocked 

to hear this. In the cities you only hear about the 
problem of salinity, not weeds’;

• ‘Weeds have been a large, long-term problem. 
But until now I didn’t realise how serious it was. 
Why haven’t politicians raised the problem as an 
issue…?’;

• ‘The weeds story is a surprising story and should 
have impact. But to be successful the weeds story 
needs to both shock people and be interesting to 
urban, city people’; and

• ‘The serious problems being caused by weeds 
needs to be a big issue in the media. Currently, 
at the present time it is low on our horizon. Most 
people don’t know enough about it.’

National telephone survey   The results of the seven 
questions put to 750 households Australia-wide can 
be summarised as follows:

 Question 1.   Of the 12 issues presented to re-
spondents for ranking, two included weeds. These 
were, ‘weeds invading bushland’ which ranked 
ninth, and ‘weeds invading farmlands’ which 
ranked twelfth.

 Question 2.   46% thought weeds were a ‘serious’ 
problem, and 54% did not. Only 10% considered 
weeds to be ‘an extremely serious and urgent 
problem’. The group with the lowest level of 
concern was the non-professional white collar. 
The locations with the highest concern were 
Ballarat/Bendigo (70%), followed by Tamworth, 
Launceston and Adelaide. The lowest levels of 
concern were, in order of least caring, Melbourne 
(30%), Canberra (31%), Geelong, Sydney and 
Brisbane (plus Toowoomba, Wollongong and Mt 
Gambier). Clearly the lowest levels of concern 
are in the largest cities, where the vast majority 
of Australians live.

 Question 3.   Of the five definitions proposed, all 
received a high score (75% or more said they agree 
or strongly agree). The least effective definitions 
used the terms ‘unwanted plants’, or ‘plants that 
are out of place’. The highest agreement (90%) 
was gained by the definition ‘Plants that invade 
bushland and other natural areas’. As mentioned 
above, a fusion of these definitions was sug-
gested.
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 Questions 4 and 5.   When asked whether they 
had ‘seen, heard or read anything about weeds 
[in the media] as a major problem over the last 12 
months’, 42% said no. However, 87% said that 
‘the Australian public should be told more’.

 Question 6.   People were asked to rank their 
concern about garden escapes, weeds affecting 
farming and weeds affecting bushland. While 81% 
said they were concerned about weeds invading 
bushland, only 68% were concerned about garden 
plants escaping. 

 Question 7.   Six main issues identified by the 
focus groups were put to the telephone survey 
respondents to see whether they did or could as-
sociate the issues with weeds. The highest agree-
ment was with the issues (1) ‘weeds changing the 
appearance of Australia’s natural environment’ 
(76%) and (2) ‘a decline in the number and variety 
of Australia’s plants and animals’ (77%). This sug-
gests that while people may not be especially aware 
of the issues raised or concerned about them, they 
understand that weeds may indeed be associated 
with them. This is at least a useful starting position 
for raising awareness.

DISCUSSION
This survey clearly confirmed that levels of weed 
awareness amongst urban and town dwellers were 
very low in 2003. When asked to list environmental 
issues, no one in any of the city focus groups thought 
to mention weeds. When included in a national tel-
ephone survey list of 12 national environmental issues, 
people felt the two weed issues should rank 9 and 12. 
Most seriously, the least aware and least concerned 
population appears to be in the biggest cities. This 
has obvious and serious implications for achieving 
shifts in government policy, resource allocation and 
political recognition.

However, the results also show that the currently 
low level of awareness does not mean that people will 
not care if they are properly informed. On the contrary, 
the focus groups demonstrated that conveying a few 
basic facts about the national weed situation could 
quickly transform views and elevate the issue in peo-
ple’s thinking. Unpublished market research by DEH 
in 2005 obtained very similar results in this regard.

The strong support for programs to deliver better 
information to the public repeatedly emphasised the 
importance of television. However, the million dollar 
campaigns typically involved in using television are 
well beyond the resources of most agencies, let alone 
the research community. Nevertheless, the Weeds 
CRC and its partners conducted a substantial drive for 
greater weed awareness via the national print media 
in 2004–05, with over 50 press releases generating a 
substantial increase in media cover. It also used the 
issues identified by the focus groups as a framework 
for a published outline of the national weed problem 
and possible solutions in 2004 (Martin 2004)

With the base line measurements provided by this 
work in 2003, later surveys should be able to assess 
any change, as well as the rate of change, in public 
weed awareness. 

Lessons from the experience with salinity; 
however, suggests that public attitude change, and 
subsequent political recognition resulting in really sig-
nificant resource allocation, can take at least a decade 
from the point where the scientific community starts 
to effectively articulate and communicate its evidence 
about a serious environmental issue.
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