WATER WEEDS

Water weeds

By ANDREW PETROESCHEVSKY

USTRALIA'S streams, wet-

lands and water storage

facilities are vital resources

for biodiversity, agriculture,
recreation and fishing.

Highly invasive aquatic weeds,
both floating and submerged, are
posing a serious threat to these
resources in all Australian States
and Territories.

Thirty-one aquatic and semi-
aquatic weed species are declared
noxious in Australia’s states and ter-
ritories, seven of which are listed as
weeds of national significance
because of their potential to serious-
ly impact on our waterways.

These plants need to be controlled
or preferably eradicated.

It is an offence to propagate, dis-
tribute or sell noxious aquatic
weeds.

Penalties can apply to landhold-
ers who do not take reasonable steps
to control aquatic weed infestations,
or to retailers found selling aquatic
weeds.

Aguatic weeds are having serious
impacts on our streams and wet-
lands, reducing biodiversity.

They can smother and choke a
waterway, leading to reduced oxygen
levels in the water and subsequently
less fish activity, displacement of
native plants, reduced bird life and
increased mosquito breeding.

Submerged aquatic weeds, such
as cabomba (Cabomba caroliniana),
form dense underwater thickets that
pose a safety hazard to swimmers
and boating.

There are also economic costs.
Livestock drownings can occur when
animals mistake a water body cov-
ered in aquatic weeds for pastures.
Pumps and other irrigation equip-
ment can become clogged with
weeds.

How did these 31 aquatic weeds
find their way into Australia’s
waterways?

Some were introduced accidental-
ly. Alligator weed (Alternanthera
philoxeroides) is believed to have
arrived from South America in a
ship’s ballast water.

Many aquatic plants, such as
cabomba, are (or were) popular
aquarium or fishpond species, which
have made their way into water-
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Salvinia (Salvinia molesta) infestation
north of Grafton. Photo by Andrew
Petroeschevsky.
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Water hyancinth (Eichhornia crassipes).
Photo by Queensland Department of
Natural Resources and Mines.
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Hygrophila (Hygrophila costata) infesta-
tion, Lake McDonald, near Noosa, NSW.
Photo by Andrew Petroeschevsky.
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Water lettuce (Pistia stratiotes). Photo
by Andrew Petroeschevsky.
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Water lettuce close up. Photo by

Queensland Department of Natural
Resources and Mines.

ways. Hymenachne (Hymenachne
amplexicaulis) was released in
northern Australia as a ponded pas-

ture for the pastoral industry. Water
lettuce (Pistia stratoites) is native to
northern Australia but was once a
popular fishpond plant, and is now a
weed in more southern locations.

These weeds have managed to
establish and have since spread to
other streams throughout Australia.

While wildlife and floods have
contributed to their spread, the most
common means of spread appears to
have been through human activity,
both intentionally and unintention-
ally.

Many aquatic plants, such as alli-
gator weed, reproduce from small
plant fragments. These plant frag-
ments can be easily stuck in boat
trailers, earth moving equipment,
fishing gear or any other equipment
that is used by people in waterways.
People moving such machinery from
one waterway to another have been
responsible for the spread of some
aquatic weeds.

Other aquatic plants, such as
cabomba, are believed to have been
deliberately planted in waterways by
aquatic plant traders, to later har-
vest for personal use or for sale.
Aquarium users dumping plant
material in waterways is also
believed to have contributed to the
spread of aquatic weeds.

Controlling these aquatic weed
infestations poses major challenges.
Waterways are environmentally sen-
sitive systems and often of high com-
mercial and recreational importance.
In water storage facilities, chemical
control is normally not an option for
aquatic weeds, leaving only mechan-
ical control as a solution.

At Lake McDonald in south-east
Queensland (the town water supply
for Noosa), more than $1 million has
been spent over the past five years
to manage cabomba using a mechan-
ical harvester.

Some aquatic weeds, such as
salvinia, can double their mass in
just two days in the right conditions.
Unless infestations are treated
early, control becomes difficult and

expensive. b
Contact: Andrew Petroe-
schevsky, NSW Agriculture,

phone (02) 6640 1618, email
<Andrew.Petroeschevsky@
nswag.nsw.gov.au>.
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