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Summary Changes in New Zealand society over
the last 10 years demand different approaches to
encourage community participation in programs like
Weedbusters. Ageing populations, long work hours,
demands on leisure time, and isolation of urban com-
munities from natural environments, all make it harder
to encourage volunteers to take part in weeding bees
and care groups or to care about how their actions
affect the wider environment. Changing leisure time
activities, with gardening making way for latté dates,
and a younger generation growing fat with Playsta-
tions, are also a barrier to encouraging families into
the great outdoors or even their own backyard, to spend
time in physical weedbusting activities. The growing
understanding within not-for-profit organisations of
the role of media also increases competition for target
audiences. This means we have to find new ways of
holding the attention of an information-bloated popula-
tion. Legislative barriers relating to health, safety and
hazardous substances must be added when volunteers
undertake weedbusting work. The future challenge for
Weedbusters is to address these barriers to involvement
and behaviour change in the tools used to achieve the
outcomes of our Weedbusters five year strategy.
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INTRODUCTION
Weedbusters New Zealand vision states ‘New Zealand-
ers are aware of and taking action to reduce the impact
of weeds on the environment, economy, and human
health’. The five-year Weedbusters strategy developed
around this vision focuses on behaviour change to:
*  Remove and control weeds;
*  Prevent weeds being sold, bought, traded or dis-
tributed;
»  Stop transfer of weeds from infested to weed free
areas; and
* Dispose of weed waste in approved ways (De-
partment of Conservation Science and Technical
Centre 2005).
Various groups are targeted to achieve this behaviour
change. Past experience with poor results from ad hoc
awareness efforts, and recognition of the changing
lifestyles of those targeted mean that a planned long
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term approach is needed to achieve these behaviour
changes.

CHANGING NEW ZEALAND

Changes in New Zealand society over the last 15 years
mean new lifestyles, work habits and leisure patterns
create major challenges in raising weed awareness and
changing behaviours towards weeds. The traditional
‘long weekend’ is under siege as work and shopping
hours extend into precious leisure time. More people
commute, adding time to the working day. Gardening
is still popular, but low maintenance is desired because
time available for gardening decreases. Making a
personal effort for the ‘greater good’ is no longer
commonplace.

Rapid growth of the Internet and other media has
meant a more ‘message savvy’ population that ignores
information perceived as irrelevant. In this age of ‘big-
ger, better, faster, more’, getting your message heard
is harder among the clamour of other organisations
and products competing for attention (Hobday 2000).
And weeds are perceived as one of the less ‘sexy’
environmental issues.

PAST WEEDS AWARENESS EFFORTS
Until 10 years ago, organisations enforcing legal
control of weeds were primarily concerned with ag-
ricultural and horticultural weeds. Past approaches to
weed awareness reflected this. New Zealand is good
at fact sheets outlining landowner responsibilities for
weed control, with descriptions of the weed being
targeted. Unfortunately, this assumes that since ‘we’
provide the information, the disinterested public will
make the effort to find it and change their behaviours
appropriately.

There has been little acknowledgement of why
biosecurity is important to us and why some people
might admire or even use the plants others regard as
weeds. The approach was ‘We’re the experts, trust us!’
and messages about weeds were given in isolation. That
was fine when the targets were farmers controlling
unprofitable weeds. But it didn’t work when asking
people to remove weeds that weren’t harming them.

Ironically, organisations trying to raise public
awareness of weeds often fell into the same ‘instant



gratification’ trap. With no long term commitment
to awareness and behaviour change, and no baseline
data to evaluate effectiveness of efforts, this work was
doomed to be the poor relation of enforcement-based
weed control activities. Worse still, if the few people
involved in awareness left, and their replacements were
less motivated, weed awareness fell by the wayside.

BETTER MODELS
Studies in behavioural and social sciences can help get
our messages across to a public overloaded with mes-
sages and confused over the mass of information they
face. Behavioural models predict that transition from
awareness to behaviour change follows five stages, and
each one requires different communication methods
to move the audience to the next stage (Lattimore et
al. 2004). The five stages are:
1. Awareness — introduction to a new idea or behav-
iour;
2. Interest — seeking more information on that new
idea or behaviour;
3. Evaluation — considering whether that new idea or
behaviour is useful to them or not;
4. Trial — trying out the new idea or behaviour;
and
5. Adoption — accepting the new idea, or adopting
the new behaviour.
Those in the early stages of awareness are best reached
with peripheral ‘signals’ (slogans, jingles, repetition)
to alert them to something that is happening and get
them receptive to messages. Logical arguments should
be left for those aware of and interested in the issue
(Ross 1994). Those in the early stages are best reached
through the mass media, with contact being more
personalised, as they get closer to the action-oriented
stages (Lattimore et al. 2004).

During awareness, interest and evaluation stages,
people unconsciously filter out things that don’t fit
with current beliefs or attitudes (Wells ez al. 2000).
Instead of passively providing the information in the
hope that people will take notice, we need to help them
justify internally that their attitudes and behaviours
can change. For weeds, that means acknowledging
that these plants may be valued ornamental species
but that their costs now outweigh their benefits. It’s
worked with old man’s beard, which is now considered
‘delightful but destructive’.

People always want to maximise personal benefits
and minimise personal costs (Treadwell and Treadwell
2000). ‘What’s in it for me?’ applies to everything
today. For weed awareness and behaviour change, we
need to involve people in ways that are not onerous.
People have to feel virtuous about digging out moth
plant from the garden or weeding the local native bush.
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We must connect personal action with environmental
outcomes that make the activity worthwhile for those
taking part. Recognition of ‘local heroes, global cham-
pions’ is an attempt to do this.

With an understanding of these simple behavioural
models, Weedbusters can tailor efforts to achieve
desired awareness and behaviour changes.

HOW WEEDBUSTERS IS APPLYING
BETTER MODELS

New Zealand Weedbusters commissioned a baseline
survey (n=813) on weeds awareness before the launch
of the program in 2003 (AC Nielsen 2003). The results
from that segmented the public into three groups for
the purposes of planning awareness efforts. These
relate to the five stages outlined previously: pre-con-
templation (awareness); contemplation (interest and
evaluation); and action and action management (trial
and adoption).

The pre-contemplation group (20-25% of those
surveyed) do not consider weeds environmental
threats. Weeds don’t concern them personally so they
couldn’t care less. They don’t see weeds as something
that individuals are responsible for and don’t feel they
should help to stop the spread of weeds. The contem-
plation group (about 50% of those surveyed) accept
that weeds are an issue, but lack skills or motivation
to do anything about them. The action/action manage-
ment group (about 33% of those surveyed) accept the
issues and are already motivated to carry out ‘good
practice’.

Each group presents different challenges in the
messages we need to present to them and the actions
we take to enable behaviour change. For example:

»  Both pre-contemplation and contemplation groups
need the information delivered to them. They will
not seek it out themselves;

* The contemplation group needs the profile of
weeds issues to be maintained, but also needs
specific knowledge, skills and instructions to allow
them to consider action, as well as the personal
networks that encourage and motivate them; and

»  The action/action management group need more
skills, information and encouragement to get in-
volved in more and broader eradication activities
(AC Nielsen 2003).

Structural considerations Behaviour change does
not occur rapidly. To realise the Weedbusters vision,
our structure must ensure long-term continuity. We
sought the support of key agencies at the start to
ensure ongoing support and a common direction for
Weedbusters. Weedbusters unites weed awareness
efforts nationally and regionally. Development of a
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five year strategy and strong commitment and sup-
port from the Department of Conservation (DOC) has
assured continuity.

It has also meant that the major organisations
involved are bold enough to write Weedbuster roles
into their job descriptions, work plans and budgets.
Regional coordinators have been appointed from
regional councils and DOC.

The network being built at regional level is becom-
ing more robust and self-sustaining and is starting to
encompass local and district councils and relevant
national societies and organisations. If one individual
leaves or an organisation does not contribute, the
structure should ensure that someone else fills the
vacant space.

Targeting groups We have focused on the central
(contemplation) group but have not paid enough atten-
tion to the ‘pre-contemplation’ and ‘action/action man-
agement’ groups. We’ve left the active weedbusters to
struggle on with little support, while ignoring those
who aren’t even aware there’s a problem.
Weedbusters has provided an organisation-neutral
platform from which to discuss weeds in a non-threat-
ening, non-enforcement way. We are getting better at
acknowledging others’ opinions and providing oppor-
tunities for dialogue to find how we can overcome the
barriers to weed awareness and behaviour, allowing us
to find ways to target each group in effective ways.

Pre-contemplation group Weedbusters allows us to
operate outside corporate standards to send inclusive,
interesting and fun messages. The Weedbusters brand
has its own trademarked logo and mascot, Woody
Weed, thanks to Weedbusters Australia. These, along
with badges, stickers, etc., have raised the profile of
Weedbusters, using peripheral methods to catch atten-
tion and gain the interest of those with little awareness
of or interest in weeds.

The pre-contemplation group is best reached by
mass media. We are getting better at this. Press re-
leases, articles, advertising, and being able to include
the terms ‘Weedbusters’ and ‘weedbusting’ in these,
makes a point of connection for audiences who have
seen these terms before and start to associate them
with something interesting and important.

Contemplation group This is where we are tradition-
ally best at getting messages to those who are both
interested and want to learn more. We have developed
national resources that every region can use to spread
the weedbusting word and we’ve ensured that the mes-
sage comes jointly from the component Weedbusters
organisations.
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Weeds are not a stand-alone issue for most, so we
are trying to piggyback the weeds message on other
issues and events. This augments the funding we have
and benefits from others’ work, while allowing us to
get our message across. We have been using garden-
ing, agricultural and boat shows to alert people to the
threats caused by the wrong plants in the wrong place,
and the role of people in spreading them. We tailor the
weeds message to the target audience at each show or
event we take part in.

We have developed www.weedbusters.org.nz as
a one-stop shop for weeds and Weedbusters in New
Zealand. From control information for weeds, to Weed-
busters events and news releases, we cover everything
in the Weedbusters world in a user-friendly, interesting
and informative site.

Action/action maintenance group Because of our
traditional focus on the contemplation group, we as-
sume we have won the ‘hearts and minds’ of this group,
but this is not true. We have a neutral audience, but
one not yet entirely on our side. We must still commit
them to action.

Part of this involves providing events at which
‘new’” Weedbusters can try out weedbusting without
making any commitment. Staff from the many organi-
sations involved with Weedbusters run events to sound
out local communities about potential projects. Local
initiative funding from DOC allows this to operate
everywhere, in the hope that it leads to more com-
munity commitment.

Other events are run by community groups who
seek help from Weedbusters organisations. Support
is provided through DOC'’s local initiatives fund, and
a small scale initiatives fund from regional councils
with DOC in partnership. This funding allows groups
to develop stability and the ability to survive independ-
ently. Some well-established groups receive funding
and sponsorship from other sources, which has helped
them tackle larger areas than would otherwise have
been possible.

There has also been a concerted effort to encour-
age previously unacknowledged weedbusting. The
first Regional Weedbusters Awards, held in 2006,
attracted over 60 entries from across New Zealand.
Media stories highlighting the efforts of groups and
individuals followed, adding a human dimension to the
weedbusting efforts and peer pressure for an interested
reader at the contemplation stage.

FUTURE WEEDBUSTING
Future challenges for Weedbusters involve maintain-
ing the momentum and building on our achieve-
ments. We must get local councils on board because



they own or manage much of the land that needs
weedbusting. As a result of organisational respon-
sibilities under the Biosecurity Act 1993, regional
councils regard district and city councils as a ‘lower
layer’, but for our purposes they must be treated as
equals.

District and city councils also need persuading that
weedbusting can be safely carried out on their land by
volunteers complying with government regulations on
safety, health and herbicide use. Weedbusters has to
put together guidelines on these.

We have to get better at ‘selling” success. We
should learn from winning groups and help groups
learn from each other. One possibility is a website
forum where groups and individuals can share infor-
mation on methods and efforts.

We could think more laterally about piggyback-
ing our messages. The media constantly remind us of
the need for:

*  More exercise to keep the flab down, the heart
ticking and the mind alert;

e A better environment so we’re all happier, less
stressed and more content; and

*  More community feeling and better community
standards.

Our message should be that active involvement in

a Weedbuster group gives you all these, and makes

you feel better about yourself! Finally, we must be

flexible and open to new methods and ideas to keep

Weedbusters fresh, while sticking to the strategy and

revisiting the baseline regularly to check progress.

CONCLUSION
Weedbusters New Zealand has started well. However,
changing demography and busier lives mean that we
face big challenges in attracting attention, selling the
weeds message and getting people to take action. As
a start we surveyed the public, and are now targeting
three social groups:
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*  The unknowing;

e The aware but uncommitted; and

*  The aware and committed but directionless.

The messages and communication channels are dif-
ferent for all three. Traditional weed messages were
directed at the middle group but ignored the others.
We must expand our networks into local government
and other organisations. Regrettably, weeds aren’t
‘sexy’, so our messages must link with more appeal-
ing ones about health, fun and togetherness. Make no
mistake about it though; Weedbusters New Zealand
is on the move!
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