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�Many a serious weed has crept in 

unnoticed, established itself in an obscure 

corner, advanced stealthily throughout the 

land, and suddenly the farmer finds that a 

new enemy is in arms against him.�

� H. H. Allan 1924



�The little weed that could�

Yellow bristle grass � Setaria pumila



FIRST RECORD:  1864, Hooker  "Handbook of the NZ Flora�
(as Panicum glaucum)

1882 �A weed in a few gardens at Onehunga; rare�
(Cheeseman, as Setaria glauca)

1926 (Hilgendorf) �as weeds in maize, turnip and 

mangel land in Auckland district in late summer�



2000(Flora of NZ): Open pasture, waste places, 

roadsides, footpaths, old gardens, cultivated 

ground.



Dexcel News Release (15 Nov 2006)

Bristle grass threatens farm profitability

Waikato farmers face the prospect of losing $500 a 
hectare to yellow bristle grass weed, but many will 
not even know what it looks like until it is too late.

�We had a field day on the weed earlier in the year and of the 70
farmers there, almost half said they had the grass. It is likely more 
have it, but simply don�t know how to recognise it,� said Michael 
Newson.

The bristle grass . .  was first noticed in pastures around Te 
Awamutu in 2002 and is thought, but not proved, to have been 
introduced via a load of hay from Northland.



Application for inclusion in Environment Waikato�s 
2007 Pest Management Strategy, 

Application declined - this plant widespread along the 
region�s roadside verges

Official recognition?



And overseas? 

�Infests dryland crops, roadsides, waste areas, ditches and occasionally 
grasslands. � Holm et al. 1997.

�a plant of disturbed ground, roadsides and waste places, reaching 
elevations up to 300 m� - Bayer CropScience

�European adventive . . . a common weed in lawns and cultivated fields 
throughout temperate North America� - Manual of Grasses for North America



Earlier recorded in NZ as present in �open pasture�

What�s changed to make it invade  good dairy pastures?

Possible explanations:

� Change in yellow bristle plant genotype?

� Change in the pastures?
- Insect damage?
- Weakened pasture species?
- Increased cold-season weeds (Wardle et al. 1994)?

� Combination of these?

What happened? 



Other C4 grasses spreading southwards 
(Field & Forde, 1990)

Paspalum dilatatum:

First record 1896

Digitaria sanguinalis:

First record 1855 Eleusine indica:

First record 1864

Pennisetum clandestinum:
First record 1936



Effects of climate 
change in NZ

More westerlies

Drier

More droughts

Wetter

More floods

More cyclones

� Warmer

� More pests and 
diseases spreading 
southwards

� More disruptions to 
ecosystems



Distribution and population size of many weedy species will be 
affected. Among them may be these sneaker weeds:

� Bathurst bur (Xanthium spinosum)

� Field horsetail (Equisetum arvense)

Possible future weeds?



Bathurst bur (Xanthium spinosum)

� invades pastures 

� reduces forage production. 

� unpalatable to stock 

� wool  contaminant

� toxic to domestic animals

Major problem in:
� Australia
� many states of the USA



1882 (Cheeseman) �waste places 
about Auckland and Waikato�

1895 well established in 
Poverty Bay

1926 (Hilgendorf) warm and rich soils 
from North Cape to Waikato, rarer 
southwards to Wellington

1940 (Allan) �North Island, 
especially northern half.�

1988 (Flora of NZ) Local throughout 
North Island, in places in South Island. 

And in NZ?

First record 1864. Listed in Noxious Weeds Act 1900.Bathurst bur (Xanthium spinosum)



In Australia: �good example of a very serious sleeper weed�

� Highly invasive

� Toxic to livestock 

� Weed of pastures and crops � and �built� environments

Field horsetail (Equisetum arvense)

�A difficult weed of cultivated land, urban areas and 

sometimes pastures, where it can be toxic to 

livestock.  Almost impossible to control.�



And in NZ?

Kirk (1828 � 1898)
collected specimens in 
Wanganui, but took 
specimens to Wellington Uni.

1926 (Hilgendorf) only 
from Wanganui. 1940
(Allan) only in Wanganui.

First (official) record 1922.

1950: Listed in 
Noxious 
Weeds Act.

1988 (Flora of NZ)

Field horsetail (Equisetum arvense)



Not recognised as a problem in peoples� minds nor in 
legislation until about 20 years ago.

Nonetheless they have been moving surreptiously but from 
garden to garden, and in �waste places�. Lots of examples �

� tradescantia, 

� ivy 

� prickly pear

Environmental weeds



The moral of the story:

� Impossible to control spread in waste places and roadsides

� Laws don�t stop plants spreading

� Most common with species that can survive roadside 
conditions, and thrive in neighbouring habitats

� Grasses one obvious danger 

� Climate change will make it all much worse!



The 
End


