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Summary   Sowthistle (Sonchus oleraceus L.) is 
widespread in temperate, Mediterranean and tropical 
zones in the northern and southern hemispheres of 
the world. It is naturalised throughout Australia and 
is of particular concern in the northern grain growing 
region where in 1991, the first S. oleraceus resistant 
to sulfonylurea herbicides was found. Subsequently 
resistant populations were reported in surrounding 
areas, including the Darling Downs of Queensland. 

The ability of S. oleraceus to produce numerous 
seeds with an attached pappus allows for wind borne 
dispersal suggesting resistant S. oleraceus could eas-
ily be spread between fields. At present ALS inhibitor 
resistance in S. oleraceus is not common and the direct 
economic and environmental impact to Australian 
ecosystems is relatively low. This may increase if there 
is continued selection pressure for resistance and a 
risk exists for more weeds developing resistance to 
Group B ALS inhibiting herbicides in winter rota-
tions where Group B herbicides are used repeatedly 
(Walker et al. 2005).

The questions posed are:
• Where else does resistance occur? 
• How does the resistance gene move? 
• What is its genetic variability?
• How do populations interact and change?
The aim of this work is to determine where the re-
sistance gene exists in Australia, how it moves, the 
changes in resistant populations and the importance of 
seed movement in the spread of sulfonylurea-resistant 
S. oleraceus. 

A survey was conducted in 2005 to detect sulfony-
lurea-resistant S. oleraceus in the northern and south-
ern grain growing regions. Testing of the samples with 
metsulfuron-methyl has discovered herbicide resistant 
individuals on a number of sites. Of 10 populations 
tested eight were found to be resistant. Of the resistant 
populations six were from Queensland and two from 
South Australia.
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Sonchus oleraceus resistant to Group B ALS 
inhibiting herbicides has existed since at least 1991 
(Boutsalis and Powles 1995). Now seed collections are 
available from 1991, 1998, 2001 and 2005. These will 
prove a valuable resource for determining the mode 
of spread of sulfonylurea resistance in Australia over 
time. Since S. oleraceus has low dormancy (Widderick 
2002), changes in the gene pool can occur at a rapid 
rate. DNA fingerprinting will be used to assess the 
type and level of genetic variation within and between 
populations and the relationships between individuals 
on different sites and, hence, spread of resistance in 
the species.
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