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Summary   Nassella charruana (Arechav.) Barkworth 
(lobed or Uruguayan needle grass) is a large tussock 
grass that can form dense infestations, is unpalatable 
to stock, and its seed can be spread by a number of 
vectors. In Australia, the total known distribution of 
N. charruana is limited to a number of infestations on 
the northern outskirts of Melbourne, but it has been 
assessed as having a huge potential to spread to other 
parts of Victoria and Australia. As such, the species 
has been placed on two national priority weed lists, 
the list of Priority Agricultural Sleeper Weeds, and 
the National Environmental Alert List. In Victoria, 
the species was declared a State Prohibited Weed in 
2003, the highest category of noxious weed requiring 
eradication from the State, if possible. This paper will 
present an update of the known distribution of the spe-
cies in Victoria and progress towards its management 
for eradication.

Keywords     Lobed needle grass,   Uruguayan nee-
dle grass,  Nassella charruana,  sleeper weed,  National 
Environmental Alert List,  State Prohibited Weed.

INTRODUCTION
Nassella charruana is native to Argentina and south-
east Brazil. It is a large tussock grass growing to about 
1 m high. It is an invasive and unpalatable species that 
can form dense infestations. The species appears to 
prefer wet depressions and is tolerant of waterlogging, 
although it also occurs on dry stony rises (CRC for 
Australian Weed Management 2003). In Australia, N. 
charruana is believed to be limited to infestations on 
the northern outskirts of Melbourne. It is not known 
when or how the species was originally introduced to 
Australia. The first official record of this species in 
Australia was a specimen collected at Thomastown, 
about 15 km north of Melbourne, by A. Muir on the 
21st of February 1995, and submitted to the National 
Herbarium of Victoria for official identification (J. Reid 
pers. comm. 2006). Later in 1995, the species was also 
identified from a rural property at Epping about 20 km 
to the north of Melbourne. Interestingly, the landowner 
of this Epping property claims to have recognised the 
grass’s presence at this property at least since the 1950s 
(CRC for Australian Weed Management 2003).
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In 2001, the species was listed on the National 
Environmental Alert List (Department of Environ-
ment and Heritage 2006); and, in 2003, the Bureau of 
Rural Sciences listed N. charruana as one of its ten 
‘Priority Agricultural Sleeper Weeds’ for Australia 
(Cunningham et al. 2003). In May 2003, following a 
Victorian weed risk assessment undertaken in January 
2003 (Weiss et al. 2004), N. charruana was declared a 
State Prohibited Weed under the Catchment and Land 
Protection Act 1994. This is the highest category of 
noxious weed in Victoria, requiring eradication from 
the State, if possible. Subsequently, N. charruana was 
declared noxious in WA and the ACT, although it has 
not been recorded from that State or Territory

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Detection of new infestations   Information on new 
infestations has been provided to the Department of 
Primary Industries (DPI) by various means and people, 
including reports from local government, landowners, 
and botanists undertaking surveys for land develop-
ers. No comprehensive surveys to search for new 
infestations have been undertaken, although a survey 
for sleeper weeds by the DPI (Department of Primary 
Industries 2004) surveyed reported sites of occurrence 
for N. charruana.

Monitoring and data management   The DPI In-
tegrated Pest Management System (IPMS) database 
is used to collect the data for Victorian infestations, 
assessments, and treatments. Field data on infested 
areas and densities are not measured, but recorded by 
estimate only.

Coordination   The Weed Alert Rapid Response Plan 
(Department of Primary Industries 2005) provides an 
overall framework for weed incursion management 
in Victoria. 

Treatment of infestations   Spot-spraying is used to 
kill the plants before they set seed and to enable the 
germination of soil-stored seed. Follow-up spraying 
of regrowth continues at each site and is aimed at 
depleting the seedbank over time. The DPI engages 
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contractors to undertake control works on infestations 
on properties of any tenure. Treatments are offered as 
a ‘service’ to affected landowners. This is because the 
DPI has a delegated responsibility to eradicate State 
Prohibited Weeds, including N. charruana, under the 
Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994. 

RESULTS
Update of the known distribution   In April 2006, the 
total number of known infestations of N. charruana 
recorded on the IPMS database was 45. The total in-
fested area in Victoria was recorded as 185 ha (Table 
1.) The single largest infestation so far recorded was 
at Woodstock in November 2005. This infestation was 
recorded as having an area of 60 ha at 60% density.

Management strategy and treatment   The main 
strategy is to spot spray individual plants at each 
infestation to kill the plants before they set seed and 
to enable the germination of soil-stored seed and to 
continue to follow-up spray whenever growth condi-
tions allow, so depleting the seedbank at each infesta-
tion site over time. At some of the densest infestation 
sites, dead foliage from previous treatments hides and 
protects young N. charruana plants growing among 
the dead foliage. It is proposed to use prescribed 
burning of these sites (where possible) to remove the 
dead growth. The burn would also kill the germinated 
seedlings and allow the more effective treatment of 
N. charruana plants subsequently germinating from 
the seedbank.

Site hygiene   Staff and contractors involved in survey-
ing and treating N. charruana are briefed on the impor-
tance of site hygiene. For example, they are asked to 
inspect/clean their boots, clothing, tools and vehicles 

on exiting sites to prevent the spread of propagules. 
Landowners are asked not to disturb infestations or 
move soil from infested areas. Landowners are also 
asked to allow access to their land by DPI’s spraying 
contractors.

Harnessing land development   Although a small 
number of known N. charruana infestation sites are 
recorded on public land and roadsides, such as re-
serves managed by Parks Victoria and VicRoads, the 
majority are on private land on the northern fringes 
of Melbourne, in the Epping area. It is anticipated 
that many of these private properties will be sold for 
residential and/or industrial development, enabling 
the harnessing of land development to help eradicate 
the infestations on these properties. The challenge 
will be that, unless the land development process 
at each affected property includes appropriate weed 
management protocols, it may be a major vector to 
spread the weed to other areas by inadvertent contami-
nation of land development machinery and vehicles 
by soil. To this end, DPI will need to maintain contact 
with all affected landowners regarding the timeframe 
for land development. This will enable an opportunity 
for DPI to work with development companies to en-
sure weed hygiene protocols are used during the land 
development process and that any remaining seedbank 
topsoil is removed or buried onsite. This will help 
ensure the eradication of the species from these sites. 
However, even if a particular property is identified as 
one about to be developed for housing, DPI will need 
to persist with regular spot-spraying treatments of the 
site in order to continue the gradual depletion of the 
seedbank up until the land is developed. This approach 
will reduce the risk of weed spread from the site when 
it is developed.

Table 1.   Summary of detection of N. charruana over time.

Key date Significance No. infestations 
detected

Hectares 
infested

Unknown Point of introduction (and mode) to Australia – –

1950s Anecdotal evidence of N. charruana presence at an Epping 
property.

– –

February 1995 First officially identified specimen collected for Australia, at 
Thomastown, identified by the National Herbarium of Victoria.

1 ?

July 1997 First record of N. charruana recorded on the Integrated Pest 
Management System (IPMS) by Rowan Hore, Department of 
Natural Resources and Environment. First record of spot-spraying 
treatments for N. charruana by Rowan Hore on IPMS.

1 2

January 2003 Weed Risk Assessment report (Weiss et al. 2004) 4 15

April 2006 Collation of information from the Integrated Pest Management 
System (IPMS). 

45 185
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DISCUSSION
Table 1 shows that the scale of the weed management 
task is now much greater than was originally envisaged 
when the species was given a weed risk assessment 
in January 2003. At that time, the species was known 
from about four infestation sites totalling about 15 
ha. By April 2006, the species was known from 45 
infestation sites totalling 185 ha. So what caused 
the significant increase in the numbers of recorded 
infestations since January 2003? It appears that the 
increased status that the species received through 
being placed on the National Alert List in 2001 and 
being declared a State Prohibited Weed in May 2003, 
resulted in projects being created from 2003 to target 
the species for detection and eradication. Effectively, 
as more searching for the species was undertaken, 
more of it was found.

Such projects that arose/continued to develop 
from 2003 to target N. charruana include the Weed 
Alert Rapid Response Plan (Department of Primary 
Industries 2005) and the Weed Alert Project; and ‘Vic-
toria’s Dirty Half-Dozen – Alert and action on six new 
weeds in Victoria’ (Hansford 2005). These projects 
targeted N. charruana either because of its status as 
a State Prohibited Weed or because it was a National 
Alert List weed. However, the greatest increase in the 
number of infestation records being entered into the 
IPMS database occurred from late 2004. From this 
time, Natasha Baldyga began performing the role of 
DPI Weed Alert Contact Officer for the Port Phillip 
and Westernport region.

Ms Baldyga identified several new sites before 
departing from the role in July 2005 to take up a posi-
tion with Whittlesea City Council, the local govern-
ment area to the north of Melbourne in which most 
known N. charruana infestations occur. This new role 
enabled access to many more properties in the City of 
Whittlesea, and she was able to identify many more 
infestation sites and report them to DPI for subsequent 
action. This important relationship between DPI and 
the City of Whittlesea for detecting and treating new 
infestations of N. charruana needs to be continued. The 
City of Whittlesea has started to map all infestations 
found within its boundaries. Initial mapping shows 
infestations are located on properties along the Darebin 
Creek and its tributaries, and are within in or close to 
the Epping Road (north-south) corridor.

Most infested properties are currently grazed by 
cattle or have a history of cattle grazing (N. Baldyga 
pers. comm. 2006). A future survey could be designed 
to visit properties that have linkages with known 
infested properties via the movement of cattle and/or 
fodder, and are also linked to the Darebin Creek or 
Epping Road corridor.

Issues   Despite the significant number of new infesta-
tions reported in recent years, these have mostly been 
ad hoc discoveries, not part of a planned survey of the 
entire area, or one that targets survey localities with 
possible linkages to vectors associated with known 
infested properties. 

The new Craigieburn Bypass freeway extension 
was constructed in a northerly direction through one 
of the most heavily infested properties in late 2002. 
This was the subject of a VicRoads weeds strategy 
(McMahon 2002), and it is hoped that the road con-
struction has not spread the weed northwards. DPI 
has engaged with both VicRoads and its contractors 
regarding the need for N. charruana surveys to be 
conducted for several years along the construction 
route.

The Weed Alert Rapid Response Plan (DPI 2005) 
provides the framework for the overall coordination 
of the incursion in Victoria. The Plan states that an 
‘incursion controller’ should coordinate each incur-
sion. No incursion controller for N. charruana has 
yet been appointed. The number of sites to be treated, 
monitored, the number of affected landowners and 
stakeholders requiring communication and coordina-
tion has increased substantially in the last year. Work 
that needs to be done includes the management of the 
contractors, site inspections and databasing, liaison 
with private landowners and others with N. charruana 
infestations, such as local government, VicRoads, 
Parks Victoria, and land development companies. The 
draft management plan needs to be updated, and a 
communications plan also needs to be developed and 
implemented. Raising the awareness of N. charruana 
via targeted communications in the region is likely to 
result in more public reports of infestations. Surveys 
are also needed to search for unrecorded infestations 
of N. charruana, perhaps using perceived linkages to 
infested properties and vectors to target new proper-
ties for priority survey. The use of provisions of the 
Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994 also need to 
be better coordinated to enable access to any properties 
where permission for entry to survey or treat the land 
has not been granted by the landowner. 

Assistance with the project   To coordinate the high-
est priorities of this proposed work, DPI made an ap-
plication under the Australian Government’s Defeating 
the Weeds Menace Program to target N. charruana and 
a number of other National Alert List species. Support 
sought includes funds to employ a project officer. If 
successful, this project could support the incursion 
controller role.
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Is this an eradication campaign or a containment 
operation?   Panetta (2005) presents criteria for moni-
toring weed eradication programs and evaluating per-
formance. The most fundamental of these criteria is the 
‘delimitation criterion’, which relates to the degree of 
knowledge of the total extent of a weed incursion. The 
lack of a comprehensive survey for N. charruana so far 
in Victoria, and the recent reports of new, previously 
unrecorded, infestations indicate there is incomplete 
knowledge of the total extent of the incursion. A survey 
should be undertaken to determine the likely extent of 
the incursion and the draft management plan for N. 
charruana could then be adjusted to reflect whether 
this work should be best described as an ‘eradication 
campaign’ or a longer-term weed containment pro-
gram, with the possibility of eradication.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I thank the Department of Sustainability and Environ-
ment for providing funds to support the work of the 
Weed Alert project; the DPI for providing support 
at all levels, in particular the support of other Weed 
Alert team members; the Natural Heritage Trust for 
supporting the 2002–2003 project ‘Victoria’s Dirty 
Half Dozen – Alert and action on six new weeds in 
Victoria’, N. charruana being one of the weeds covered 
by that project; Natasha Baldyga (City of Whittlesea 
and formerly of DPI) for assistance with the detection 
and management of N. charruana; David McLaren 
(DPI) for introducing me to N. charruana; John Weiss 
(DPI) for information on the weed risk assessment 
of N. charruana; Peter Wlodarczyk and Louise Wil-
liams (GAGIN Pty Ltd) for vigilance in control of N. 
charruana; Catherine Costello (Biosis Research) and 
Dean Platt (consultant botanist) for reporting new 
infestations to me; John Reid (National Herbarium of 
Victoria) for advice on the 1995 collection of N. char-
ruana; Rowan Hore (formerly of the Department of 
Natural Resources and Environment) for undertaking 
detection and control works at the Thomastown and 
Epping sites from 1997 to 2001.

REFERENCES
CRC for Australian Weed Management (2003). ‘Weed 

management guide – lobed needle grass Nassella 
charruana’. (Department of Environment and 
Heritage, Canberra).

Cunningham, D.C., Woldendorp, G., Burgess, M.B. 
and Barry, S.C. (2003). ‘Prioritising sleeper 
weeds for eradication: selection of species based 
on potential impacts on agriculture and feasibil-
ity of eradication’. (Bureau of Rural Sciences, 
Canberra). 

Department of Environment and Heritage (2006). 
Weeds on the National Environmental Alert List. 
Available: http://www.deh.gov.au/biodiversity/
invasive/weeds/alert-list.html. Accessed 5 April 
2006. 

Department of Primary Industries (2004). ‘Field sur-
vey for sleeper weeds in Victoria, 2003–2004’. 
(Cooperative Research Centre for Australian Weed 
Management, Department of Primary Industries, 
unpublished).

Department of Primary Industries (2005). ‘Weed Alert 
Rapid Response Plan Victoria 2004/2005 – a 
surveillance and response plan for potential, new 
and emerging weeds in Victoria’. (Department of 
Primary Industries, Victoria).

Hansford, M. (2005). Site management strategies 
for six National Environmental Alert List weed 
species in Victoria. Proceedings of the Second 
Victorian Weeds Conference ‘Smart weed control, 
managing for success’, pp. 11-14. (Weed Society 
of Victoria, Melbourne). 

McMahon, R.G. (2002). Craigieburn Bypass Weed 
Strategy. Prepared for VicRoads by Ecology 
Australia Pty Ltd. 

Panetta, D.E. (2005). Monitoring weed eradication 
programs and evaluating performance. Proceed-
ings of the Second Victorian Weeds Conference 
‘Smart weed control, managing for success’, p. 55. 
(Weed Society of Victoria, Melbourne). 

Weiss, J., Hunt, T., Iaconis, L. and Lefoe, G. (2004). 
‘Noxious weeds review 2004 phase 1 – assess-
ment data’. (Department of Primary Industries, 
Victoria).




