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Summary    Alligator weed was discovered in Victoria 
in 1996 and a management program started in 1997. 
A large number of suburban backyards contained the 
weed at that time, as alligator weed was being grown 
by the Sri Lankan community due to confusion with a 
traditional vegetable. The project to date has resulted 
in around 800 backyards containing this weed being 
identified and successfully treated with herbicides. 
New reports of the weed in backyards substantially re-
duced from 2000 to 2006 and new reports are now rare, 
despite continued publicity. A total of 34 naturalised 
infestations had been located by the end of 2005, of 
which 13 are considered to have been eradicated. 

Keywords    Alternanthera philoxeroides,  water-
way,  dichlobenil.

INTRODUCTION
Alligator weed (Alternanthera philoxeroides (Mart.) 
Griseb.) is a weed of National Significance (WoNS) 
and a State Prohibited weed in Victoria. It has the 
potential to affect aquatic and terrestrial biodiversity 
severely and to cause considerable social and economic 
costs, particularly in aquatic situations. Costs of man-
agement in NSW, where it is much more widespread, 
have been at least several million dollars to date (De-
partment of Environment and Heritage and the CRC 
for Australian Weed Management 2003). The ecology 
and biology of alligator weed are described in detail by 
Julien (1995). Alligator weed does not produce seed in 
Australia and this is an important factor in assessing 
whether eradication is achievable (Panetta 2004).

Alligator weed was first discovered in Victoria 
being grown as a leafy vegetable by the Sri Lankan 
community, who mistakenly believed it to be the 
traditional vegetable ‘mukunu-wenna’ (Gunasekera 
and Rajapakse 1998). A close relationship with the 
Sri Lankan community was the key to locating the 
alligator weed infested backyards. A program was 
implemented to raise awareness of alligator weed 
as a problem plant and provide a native Austral-
ian species (Alternanthera denticulata R.Br.) as an 
alternative vegetable (Gunasekera and Adair 1999). 
Alligator weed has also escaped from cultivation 
and become naturalised in some drains and water-
ways.
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METHODS AND RESULTS
Alligator weed management in Victoria started in 
1997–98 with the aim of eradicating all occurrences of 
the plant from the state. The first phase of the project 
was to survey the distribution of alligator weed in 
Victoria described by Gunasekera and Adair (1999). 
The project has resulted in around 800 backyards 
containing this weed being located and treated. The 
great majority of the occurrences were within the Mel-
bourne metropolitan area. Approximately 65–75% of 
the backyard infestations were successfully eradicated 
by a single herbicide treatment, usually of dichlobenil 
granules. Eradication was considered to have been 
achieved in backyards if the plant could not be found 
on a follow-up visit and there were no further reports 
from the property owner. Since alligator weed does 
not have a seed bank this definition was considered 
sufficient.

New reports of the weed in backyards have slowed 
since the year 2000, despite continued publicity. Dur-
ing the period July 2004 to March 2006 only four new 
backyard infestations were reported. Approximately 
50 backyards remain where the weed was reported but 
has not yet been confirmed as eradicated, usually be-
cause sites have not been re-inspected after treatment. 
This is down from around 100 in this state in 2005. 
Progress of the eradication program for backyards is 
summarised in Table 1. 

The majority of naturalised infestations were 
located by the Melbourne Water operational staff and 
their contactors as a result of routine surveys of wa-
terways. Eleven naturalised infestations were found in 
the first few years of the project, after which only two 
new naturalised infestations were found per year for the 
next three years. Seventeen more naturalised infesta-
tions have been located in the last three years (Table 
2). There are 21 naturalised infestations remaining to 
be eradicated; some of those are single stands, others 
consist of multiple stands in close proximity. The total 
estimated area of all these naturalised infestations 
combined was less than 200 m2 in December 2005. 
Eradication of naturalised infestations is considered 
to have been achieved when two repeat visits have 
failed to find the weed, although re-inspections are 
continued after that time.
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DISCUSSION
The reasons for remaining backyard sites not con-
firmed as eradicated are:
1. Change of ownership has interrupted access.
2. Larger infestations have proved to be harder to 

kill.
3. Difficulties in applying herbicide (because of 

adjacent desirable garden plants).
4. Inability to contact the owner.
It is suspected that dumping of garden waste has caused 
most of the naturalisations, since they have generally 
been located close to backyard infestations. 

The registered rate of glyphosate for alligator weed 
in waterways has not proved to be very effective and is 
one reason why progress in eradicating naturalised in-
festations has been slow. Although browning of leaves 
and stems occurs, the plant re-grows from surviving 
root and stem material. There is also concern that after 
glyphosate treatment, viable stem fragments may be 
washed down watercourses.

Repeated applications (two-monthly intervals 
during the growing season) over several years have 
generally been needed to eradicate an average size (10 
m2) infestation using glyphosate. Metsulfuron-methyl 
is known to be effective for alligator weed and has low 
toxicity to aquatic organisms, but is not registered for 
use in aquatic situations. We obtained a permit from 
the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines 
Authority in April 2005 to use small amounts of met-
sulfuron-methyl for alligator weed in specified aquatic 
situations. Treatments were made with this herbicide 
in autumn 2005 and summer 2006. Initial indications 
are that metsulfuron-methyl is highly effective and 
should hasten the eradication of naturalised infesta-
tions. Whenever possible all naturalised infestations 

are treated when rapid growth commences in spring 
and repeat applications are made as soon as any 
surviving material appears to be healthy and making 
normal growth. 

CONCLUSIONS
After nine years of work, alligator weed is now known 
to remain in a small number of backyards and in a 
further 21 locations where it has naturalised but not 
yet been eradicated. The backyard infestations that act 
as sources for new naturalisations have been greatly 
reduced. The decline in the number of known infesta-
tions probably understates the impact of the eradication 
program, because the community engagement activi-
ties resulted in curtailment of the deliberate planting of 
the weed by the Sri Lankan community. If the alligator 
weed eradication project had not taken place, contin-
ued deliberate planting would have spread the weed 
widely throughout a number of Melbourne suburbs, 
dumping into many drains and creeks would have taken 
place and the naturalised infestations already present 
in 1997 would have expanded to become a much larger 
problem. Whilst the recent increase in detection of 
new naturalised infestations is of some concern, most 
have been found when still in the very early stages 
and with the more effective herbicide treatment now 
available should be removed within the next few years. 
New infestations are likely to continue to appear at 
a low frequency for years to come. However, if cur-
rent progress is maintained, the eradication program 
should eventually succeed. The reduced total number 
of infestations has already meant that the eradication 
program is no longer as costly as it was a few years 
ago and this trend is expected to continue.

Table 1.   Summary of alligator weed eradication program in backyards 1997–2006.

97–98 98–99 99–00 00–01 01–02 02–03 03–04 04–05 05–06A

Cumulative total 
occurrences

220 424 757 773 791 797 800 804 804

New detections 220 204 333 16 8 16 3 4 0

No. confirmed eradicated 150 300 575 625 660 680 705 750 780
A To 30 March 2006.

Table 2.   Summary of naturalised alligator weed eradication program 1997–2006.

97–98 98–99 99–00 00–01 01–02 02–03 03–04 04–05 05–06A

Cumulative total 
occurrences

5 11 11 13 15 17 25 34 34

New detections 5 6 0 2 2 2 8 9 0

No. confirmed eradicated 0 0 0 6 6 6 12 12 13
A To 30 March 2006.
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