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Summary   This is a summary of a report (Barker et 
al. in press) produced for Meat and Livestock Aus-
tralia by the CRC for Australian Weed Management. 
It extends an earlier publication (Grice 2003) which 
reported on naturalised plant species that present 
existing and emerging weed threats to Australia’s 
grazing industries.

The research was underpinned by the Western 
Australian Department of Agriculture and Food’s 
‘Plant Database’ (Randall 2006). Essentially a weed 
information resource, the database collates informa-
tion from c. 1.5 million species-related records, drawn 
from over 3000 publications and presently treats 
approximately 576,000 plant taxa. By extrapolating 
from overseas weed experiences and climatic data, 
the database presents a unique opportunity to predict 
weeds currently present in Australian gardens that may 
threaten Australia’s agricultural industries or native 
environment in the future. 

The research was focused on plants that are cur-
rently available in Australian nurseries because most 
of Australia’s naturalised flora has been introduced for 
ornamental purposes (Groves et al. 2005).

The research identified 281 introduced garden 
plants – as well as 800 lower priority species – that 
present a significant risk to Australia’s grazing indus-
tries should they escape from Australian gardens and 
naturalise. It evaluated these risks as a precursor to 
formal weed risk assessment. 

Of the 281 species nearly all have been recorded 
overseas as agricultural or environmental weeds (or 
both); more than one tenth (11%) have been recorded 
as noxious weeds overseas; at least one third (33%) 
are toxic and may harm or even kill livestock; almost 
all have been commercially available in Australia in 
the last 20 years; over two thirds (70%) were still 
available from Australian nurseries in 2004; and 
almost two thirds (72%) are currently recognised as 
weeds under either State or Commonwealth legisla-
tion.
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The project developed case studies of 11 taxa rep-
resenting a variety of vegetation types – herbs, trees, 
shrubs, vines and grasses: Asclepias syriaca L., Eq-
uisetum L. spp., Festuca gautieri (Hackel) K.Richter, 
Hieracium L. spp., Inula helenium L., Lonicera L. spp., 
Miscanthus floridulus (Labill.) Warb. ex K.Schum. 
& Lauterb., Nassella tenuissima (Trin.) Barkworth, 
Onopordum nervosum Boiss., Ornithogalum nutans 
L., Tamarix gallica L.

Maps of predicted Australian distributions indicate 
that, collectively, these species have the potential to 
establish as weeds across Australia, affecting the four 
major sectors of the grazing industries: beef, dairy, 
lamb and wool.

Foremost amongst the report’s recommendations 
are the formal weed risk assessment of the 1081 listed 
species and the subsequent withdrawal from sale and 
prohibition from importation into Australia of high-
risk species. 
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