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Summary Victoria is well placed to eradicate State
Prohibited Weeds and prevent the introduction of any
Victorian Alert Weeds. The State Government recently
launched a Weed Alert Rapid Response (WARR) plan
that provides a blue print for surveillance and rapid
response to new weed incursions in Victoria.

The Government has allocated resources through
the Weed Alert project for a network of Weed Alert
Contact Officers (WACOs) to work closely with Weed
Spotters, which are pivotal to effective implementation
of the WARR plan.

However, implementation of this approach is at an
infancy stage and presents challenges. For example,
how do we best roll-out the approach, realign resources
to a needs basis, foreshadow where Victorian Alert
Weeds may already occur geographically and most
appropriately identify their introductory pathway?

Although the early stages of project development
present challenges, it is also a time that provides op-
portunity. WACOs can be involved in the design of the
program. They can also identify opportunities to work
through a collaborative and flexible team approach.
The future for the program appears bright as additional
resources are being provided from a range of recent
initiatives to help the Weed Alert team overcome these
challenges.

This paper discusses the role of recently appointed
WACOs, the challenge of balancing resources to ac-
tivities across the State, and looks at directions for the
future. It also considers how the Weed Spotter network
will be activated and expanded to ensure effective
implementation of the WARR plan.
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INTRODUCTION
A principal aim of the Victorian Pest Management
Framework is ...promoting community vigilance,
in reporting new pest problems and ensuring rapid
response to new pest infestations’. Similarly, a primary
goal of the Victorian Weed Management Strategy is to
‘Prevent new weed problems’. To support these direc-
tions the Departments of Primary Industries (DPI) and
Sustainability and Environment (DSE) launched the
Victorian Weed Alert Rapid Response Plan (WARR)

at the Victorian Weed Society Annual General meet-
ing in March 2005. WARR is an operational plan that
describes the State’s surveillance and response for
potential new and emerging weeds.

It is well understood that naturalisation of intro-
duced weeds poses a significant threat to Australia’s
environmental, economic and social values. Current
incursions cost an estimated $4 billion dollars per
annum in lost production alone (Sinden et al. 2004).
Weiss (1999) further estimated that eight new weed
species establish in Victoria each year. At least one or
two of these species then go on to create significant
problems for Government and the community, by
imposing ongoing costs of $2—10 million per annum
in lost production, degraded natural environments and
lifestyle/ amenity impacts.

DPI and DSE recently developed a process to as-
sess and determine which new and emerging weeds
pose the highest threat to Victoria’s assets. This group
of weeds comprising of 410 species is referred to as
Victorian Alert Weeds. These weeds are believed to be
either not introduced to date or introduced to a level
where eradication is still possible.

Victorian Alert Weeds may be declared as State
Prohibited Weeds under the Victorian Catchment and
Land Protection Act 1994 (CaLP). State Prohibited
Weeds pose the highest threat to Victoria’s assets and
Government attempts to eradicate them wherever
they occur. However, before declaration occurs, each
species must undergo a detailed Weed Risk Assess-
ment. WACOs have an important role in facilitating
a ‘ground truth’ of the distribution of Victorian Alert
Weeds through Weed Spotters. The information
derived from Weed Spotter surveys helps to build
a Weed Risk Assessment for each species and any
subsequent decisions regarding classification under
the CaLLP Act.

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

There is a wide range of activities that WACOs could

undertake. However, with limited resources activities

must be prioritised. Current WACO priorities are:

1. Ground truth all State Prohibited Weed database
recordings to assess whether the recording is ac-
curate and if the site is at a treatment or monitoring
status;
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2. Add any additional sites to the database;

3. Monitor and if necessary facilitate the treatment
of all State Prohibited Weeds sites;

4. Activate existing Weed Spotters in their catchment
and assess their skills and interest; and

5. Audit nursery related industries to prevent the
introduction and spread of State Prohibited
Weeds.

What future directions will impact on the role of
WACOs and Weed Spotters? New initiatives that
will impact on the direction of WACOs and the Weed
Spotters network include acceleration of Weed Risk
Assessments of Victorian Alert Weeds. WACOs and
Weed Spotters will play a pivotal role in verifying the
distribution of these species to build Weed Risk As-
sessments. This direction will provide focus for Weed
Spotters regarding which plants to target for surveil-
lance, it will also mean that WACOs will spend more
time servicing Weed Spotters.

Potentially up to 350 species could be assessed
over the next four years. To enable strategic surveil-
lance, work will be undertaken to assess the likely
location and introductory pathway of each species.
Accordingly, the Weed Spotter network will need to
be expanded in accordance with species location and
introductory pathway. Expanding the Weed Spotter
network will vastly increase the workload of WACOs
through training, development and maintenance of
the network, combined with filtering additional plants
before they are submitted to the Herbarium.

To support the increased workload, funding has
been identified to support a statewide Weed Spotter co-
ordinator, two additional WACOs in Victoria’s lifestyle
or amenity areas, a position to develop treatment incur-
sion plans, and financial support for the Herbarium to
undertake additional plant assessments.

RESOURCES

What resources are there to currently support the
WACO network? Table 1 provides an overview of
the number of State Prohibited Weeds, Weed Spotters
and nursery related industries by catchment. However,
it is acknowledged that the actual number of State
Prohibited Weeds could be much higher in catch-
ments, particularly those with low numbers of Weed
Spotters. This is supported by a recent case study in
the Port Phillip catchment that found the number of
recorded State Prohibited Weed in-ground infestations
increased from 49 to 93 in less than 12 months. The
reason for this high increase of recorded infestations
was the employment of a WACO that was very active
in developing networks and conducting trace-back
investigations.
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Table 2 illustrates the resources allocated to each
catchment for WACOs to achieve these tasks. DPI
also receives funding through the Weed Alert project
for two statewide positions. A State Prohibited Weeds
Coordinator who develops incursion plans and coor-
dinates the treatment of these species, and a Nursery
Industry Officer who coordinates and guides nursery
audits.

DISCUSSION

The current priorities for WACOs aim to develop State
Prohibited Weeds baselines, treat all State Prohibited
Weed incursions and improve the team’s capacity to
identify, report and validate the distribution of State
Prohibited Weeds and Victorian Alert Weeds through
the Weed Spotter network. Finally, the team aims to
prevent the introduction and spread of State Prohibited
Weeds through nursery audits.

Table 1. State Prohibited Weeds (SPW), Weed Spot-
ters and nursery related industries by catchment.

Catchment SPW sites Weed Nurseries/
#) Spotters (#) markets (#)
Port Phillip 93 382 631
Corangamite 32 75 99
Glenelg Hopkins 4 25 69
Wimmera 3 15 24
North Central 64 60 75
Mallee 35 7 69
Goulburn—Broken 10 27 75
North East 108 35 46
East Gippsland 58 18 23
West Gippsland 36 45 75

Table 2. WACO resources allocated to each catch-
ment in 2005/06.

Catchment FTE’s Funded
Port Phillip 0.50
Corangamite 1.00
Glenelg Hopkins 0.55
Wimmera 0.60
North Central 0.70
Mallee 0.60
Goulburn Broken 0.55
North East 0.50
East Gippsland 0.50
West Gippsland 0.60




Why are these the current priority? The following

outlines the role of WACOs in order of priority:

1. Treatment of State Prohibited Weeds is a legisla-
tive responsibility of the DSE Secretary under the
CaLP Act. The status of these species necessitates
immediate action to prevent the naturalisation and
spread of the next generation of serious weeds;

2. As a matter of urgency baselines are needed re-
garding what State Prohibited Weed infestations
are currently in Victoria. This will enable a better
understanding of the distribution of particular
species, the resources required to treat them and
our impact over time — turning treatment sites into
monitoring sites, into site numbers eradicated,

3. Weed Spotters are an effective way to identify
and report incursions of State Prohibited Weeds
and Victorian Alert Weeds through the WACO
network. Trained Weed Spotters become the ‘eyes
and ears’ within catchments on serious weed in-
cursions and provide a multiplier effect in terms
of delivery efficiency through the WARR plan;
and

4. Past research (Groves 1998) indicates that most
weeds are introduced through ornamental path-
ways. A preliminary investigation by Smithyman
(2005) supported these findings and found 83% of
Victorian Alert Weeds currently assessed (30) were
associated with the ornamental trade. Although
nursery audits are important, it is a higher prior-
ity to treat what is known to exist and capitalise
on the efficiency benefits realised through Weed
Spotters.

How will the Weed Spotter network be rolled out?

Before the Weed Spotters network is fully activated,

the involvement, expectations and skill level of Weed

Spotters need to be assessed through surveys or public

meetings. An infrastructure network will also need to

be developed to support the network. This is currently
being achieved by:

*  Training WACOs in the skills necessary to support
Weed Spotters in their catchment, for example,
plant identification;

*  Developing standardised presentations and infor-
mation Kkits;

* Developing communication pathways through
newsletters and existing publications; and

»  Ensuring clarity in the WARR plan regarding what
is a ‘rapid response’ and ‘what weeds are most
important’.

Disparity in the current allocation of resources If
comparing workloads of WACOs in Table 1 with the

Fifteenth Australian Weeds Conference

resources allocated in Table 2, it would appear that a
misalignment exists between the historical funding
allocations for WACOs and their individual workload.
For example, the Port Phillip and North East catch-
ments have the highest number of State Prohibited
Weeds recorded, but have the smallest budgets. The
number of Weed Spotters and nursery industries in
Port Phillip is also significantly higher than any other
catchment.

It can be assumed that the characteristics of catch-
ments are not homogenous; however, further evidence
is required to support a case for realigning resources
more explicitly to a needs basis.

The danger in shifting resources too soon is that
significantly more State Prohibited Weeds/Victorian
Alert Weed may be found in catchments than are
currently known once the Weed Spotter network is
activated and expanded as discussed.

The most practical way forward is for WACOs
to develop a flexible mode of operation, where they
work across catchment boundaries. Such an approach
provides the opportunity to ensure that all State Pro-
hibited Weeds and Victorian Alert Weeds are treated
and monitored (respectively). It also provides an op-
portunity for WACOs to lead the delivery of particular
components of their role in accordance with their skill
and interests on a statewide basis.

‘What will be the priority for WACOs in the future?
It will be important for WACOs to strategically expand
the Weed Spotter network geographically to ensure
targeted surveillance of State Prohibited Weeds and
Victorian Alert Weeds across risk landscapes. Equally
important will be to expand the network based on State
Prohibited Weeds/Victorian Alert Weed introductory
pathways to better pinpoint where species incursions
may first occur and how their introduction may be
prevented.

Consideration will also need to be given to devel-
oping a voluntary removal program for weeds that are
not declared to help encourage community ownership
of the weed problem. As a consequence of expanding
the Weed Spotter network, some activities delivered by
WACOs may need to be phased down unless additional
resources are identified.
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