2020 Fenner Conference on the Environment
Managing wild and weedy Australia across boundaries and disciplines
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Purpose of this document
The purpose of this report is to present a summary of the ideas that
were developed during the conference. The report is based on the
collective input of conference participants. More details about the
conference can be found here: https://wild-and-weedy.com/
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Conference aims and approach

Conference aims
and format

Australian Academy of Science 2020 Fenner Conference on the Environment - Public report - July 2020

3

Conference aims and format
Background
Almost all Australian native vegetation communities are
invaded, or are vulnerable to invasion by exotic plants.
Concerns about the environmental and agricultural impacts
of invasive plants have resulted in billions of dollars being
invested annually in practices that limit their spread and
reduce their extent. Despite more than a century of such
endeavours, there are few success stories, as wave after wave
of weeds continue to invade and spread.
The conference sought to initiate a transformation in the way
weeds are managed in Australia. Its transdisciplinary approach
and focus on both environmental and agricultural weeds,
enabled diverse researchers, practitioners and policy makers
to learn from one another and gain new understandings of
weed challenges across diverse landscapes.
The week-long conference held on Ngarigo Country at
Charlotte Pass, in Kosciuszko National Park, NSW, marks the
first step towards a transformation. Twenty-eight participants,
including Indigenous land managers, practitioners, policy
makers and scientists, spent a week brainstorming and
debating how to answer the question:

What are the highest priority actions
we can commit to, working together
across boundaries and disciplines,
that will deliver the greatest
contribution to radically improved
weed management research, policy
and practice in Australia?
Conference aims
 Critically reflect on Australia’s new invasive plant practices
and polices and evaluate whether they are based on the best
available Indigenous, local and scientific knowledge

 Formulate a plan of action on how to transform Australia’s
future invasive plant research and policies

 Establish a transdisciplinary network of practitioners, policy
makers and researchers concerned with managing invasive
plants that can implement the plan of action together
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Conference aims and approach
Conference approach
The conference used a non-standard format with a
professional facilitator, Michael Williams (Michael Williams &
Associates Pty Ltd), and methods that encourage deep
discussion and debate rather than formal presentations. The
conference recognised the importance of time, setting and
social interactions for enabling meaningful conversations and
achieving long-term working relationships and across
disciplines and diverse forms of knowledge.

Conference participants
There were 28 participants from across Australia: 17 from
NSW, 3 each from Victoria and the ACT, and 2 each from
Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia. There
were 18 organisations represented by participants.

Sponsors






Australian Academy of Science
NSW Office of the Chief Scientist and Engineer
University of Wollongong Faculty of Social Science
Australian Centre for Culture, Environment, Society & Space
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service

Organisations represented
Community
 Koori Country Firesticks Aboriginal Corporation
 Australian Association of Bush Regenerators
 Environmental Systems Solutions
 Invasive Species Council
Industry
 Grains Research and Development Corporation

Government
 Australian Alps National Parks
 Commonwealth Department of Agriculture, Water and the
Environment
 NSW Department of Planning, Industries and Environment
 NSW Local Land Service
 NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service
 PIRSA Biosecurity SA
 WA Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions
Research
 CSIRO
 Macquarie University
 University of New England
 University of Melbourne
 University of Western Australia
 University of Wollongong
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Emerging ideas and initiatives
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Emerging ideas and initiatives
Six key transformative ideas and initiatives were proposed:
 Recognising weed management as a social relationship with land
 A land stewardship knowledge sharing hub
 A coordinated landscape
 Novel weed prevention systems
 A circular economy approach to sustainable weed management
 Needs-based transdisciplinary weed research, development and extension

Charlotte Pass Commitment
The conference participants committed to continuing to work together to
progress these six ideas, also known as the Charlotte Pass Commitment. This
report is one avenue through which we are delivering on our commitment
and sharing our ideas.
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Next steps

Weed management as a social
relationship with the land
Challenge

1. Integrate learning from land as a critical first step, prior to,
and during all actions and interventions, as well as in all
monitoring and continuous improvement cycles.
The concept of weed management as a social relationship
with the land underpinned by and enabled through the
remaining five ideas developed at the conference.

For over 120 years, weeds in Australia have been managed
through education, resourcing and enforcement. The focus
has been on managing individual plants and species, rather
than taking a holistic perspective and learning from the land.

New approach
A transformative research and policy agenda is needed to
recognise the role of humans in the landscape, and create a
culture of stewardship and shared responsibility.
Putting the land first helps us rethink the problems that weeds
pose. It enables us to ask: have we have misidentified the
problem? Have the “solutions” we’ve been using made a
difference or are they perpetuating the problem?
In recognising weed management as a social relationship with
the land, new opportunities are created to recognise
communities’ practice experience and Indigenous Australians’
whole of ecosystem custodianship in care for Country.
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Next steps

Land stewardship
knowledge sharing hub
Challenge
Best practice weed management efforts are hampered by
limited opportunities to share knowledge about success
stories and failures among practitioners and researchers.

New approach
The Land Stewardship Knowledge Sharing Hub enables
innovative and dynamic knowledge sharing about weed
management successes and failures.

The Hub will bring together a consortium of key Australian
non-government organisations, government agencies and
Indigenous and non-Indigenous landholders, across the full
range of land tenures in Australia, encompassing production
and conservation lands.
It will facilitate knowledge sharing through:

1) Physical demonstration sites
2) A curated virtual platform enabling weed management
practitioners and researchers to share their knowledgeand
stories about weed management successes and failures,
linked to physical demonstration sites
A prototype of the Hub can be found here:
https://weedstories.essolutions.com.au/

The Hub will attract and capture new and existing land
management and restoration information, link it to on-ground
demonstration sites, to learn from and with the landscape,
and will act as catalyst, conduit and coordinator of evidencebased action at multiple scales nation-wide.
The Hub will encourage greater engagement with on-ground
weed managers, to enhance existing efforts, facilitate new
collaborations, and add value to existing programs and
platforms, such as Weeds Australia and the ALA website.
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Next steps

A coordinated landscape
Challenge
Participation in weed management is fragmented across
multiple government agencies, industries, NGOs and
communities. While there are some linked and collaborative
efforts, a coordinated landscape approach is missing.

New approach
An network of coordinators embedded in diverse
organisations is needed to facilitate linkages and knowledge
sharing between the on-ground weed management
community and the organisations who have resources and
knowledge to support them.

1. Appoint national bushfire recovery weed management
coordinator to leverage effort and strategic action;
consistent approaches to recovery, reporting and
monitoring. Focus on Early Detection and Rapid Response
(EDRR) to reduce new weed threats post-fire.

2. Facilitate implementation of weeds Knowledge Hub, CCPs
for Prevention, transformative RDE and national priorities.

3. Develop Coordinated Weed Landscapes business case and
self-sustaining model. Identify needs and opportunities for
weed coordinators nested in government and nongovernment organisations across Australia.

4. Coordinators linking networks and practitioners; each with
national weed focus area: a) prevention, b) threat
abatement, c) best practice, d) new & emerging weeds, e)
widespread weeds, f) surveillance/weed spotters.
Participatory

Linked

Collaborative

Coordinated

The nested network of coordinators will align weed
management with broader land and natural resource
management, delivering more effective representation of
weeds in the natural resource management space.
The coordinated landscape will enable transformative action
through authentic community connections that foster a
culture of
stewardship
and 2020
respectful
tothe
theEnvironment
land.
Australian
Academy
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Next steps

Critical control points
for weed prevention

1.

Pre-border and border weed intervention

A. An independent scientific review of the Weed Risk
Assessment System to improve accuracy and efficiency

B. An assessment of missed interception risks to identify
active measures that prevent new weeds from entering

Challenge
Australia cannot afford to continue having up to 20 new exotic
plants becoming new weeds each year.

New approach
Bring weed prevention in Australia into the 21 st century
through three ‘critical control points’ (CCPs).
1. At the international border stronger risk management will
address smuggling, non-declaration and deliberate mislabeling
of likely and known weedy plant species.
2. Before plants are cultivated in Australia weed risk
assessment will identify high risk plants that should not be
grown for ornamental and primary industries purposes.

C. Ensure policy on permitted plants is not letting in new,
more invasive forms of existing weeds into the country

2. Not bringing new invasive plants into cultivation
A. An assessment of plant species held in collections to
identify high risk species that should not be grown.

B. Use of bond or insurance mechanisms for new plant
introductions of high economic but invasive potential.

C. A collaborative approach between governments and the
nursery industry to progress the ‘Plant Sure’ initiative.

3. Hygiene, early detection, rapid response for new
weeds
A. Strategic infrastructure investment across Australia in
washdown stations at transport nodes and tourist sites

B. A national weed spotter network supported by botanists at
3. Early detection in the landscape requires a well-resourced
and coordinated surveillance and rapid response program.
These CCPs provide significant benefits because of the high
benefit to cost ratio that prevention provides.

government herbaria and utilizing advances in detection
technologies (e.g. drones, image analysis, eDNA).

C. State Rapid Response Teams and new technologies to
detect, delimit and destroy new weeds.
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Next steps

A circular economy for
sustainable weed management
Challenge
Weed management in Australia is based on a linear economy
model, which demands ever-increasing funding to control the
spread of plants that are categorised as weeds.

New approach
Use the concept of a circular economy to transition to more
sustainable weed management.
The circular weed economy will regenerate, restore and
rebuild the relationship between agro-ecological systems and
economic growth.
It will build resilience through diversity of land management
practices, tracking and reducing the use of chemicals,
transitioning to renewable energy, and evaluating the
potential for weed waste to be used productively to sustain
multi-functional landscapes, regional employment and healthy
communities. This will enable weed management to become
economically and environmentally sustainable.

1. Combine historical knowledge of landscape change, uses
of weeds in their places of origin, and traditions of
landscape management to develop regenerative, hybrid
approaches that utilise weeds and reduce their spread.

2. Enable Indigenous and rural communities to build on their
local and cultural knowledge and experiences of managing
weeds as part of their economic and livelihood ventures,
to create healthy, diverse and multifunctional landscapes

3. Facilitate local innovation and community
entrepreneurship that generates value for agriculture and
has a multiplier effect on employment and regional
economic activity.

Productive
and cultural
uses for
weeds
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Next steps

Needs-based transdisciplinary
weeds research, development
and extension

The new funding program will support research that:

1. Begins by developing a deep understanding of the current
pain-points and anticipate future problems of weed
management, to prioritise stakeholders’ key RDE needs

2. Co-designs RDE questions in collaboration with land

Challenge

managers and other end-users to address key needs

Lack of engagement with land managers limits the uptake of
weeds research and means that opportunities for innovative
research that meets stakeholders’ needs are missed.

3. Undertakes innovative transdisciplinary RDE involving land
managers to answer the question(s), encourage novel
solutions and demonstrate the value of the RDE outputs

New approach

4. Stimulates transformative “blue-sky” RDE and engage land

Design a transdisciplinary funding program that provides
time for weeds research, development and extension (RDE)
to be co-designed with agricultural and conservation
5.
stakeholders and for innovative ideas to be
Desirability
identified, scoped, and evaluated in terms of
(Needs of land managers;
desirability, acceptability and feasibility.
willingness of funding

managers/end-users in the potential to use these novel
ideas/approaches within the context of their needs
Validates that RDE outputs can be translated into weed
management outcomes in situ, and at scale, and within a
triple-bottom-line context

agencies to pay for this)

A new, integrated approach to weed
management RDE will draw on the
combined expertise and novel ideas that Acceptability
(Societal/market and
emerge from bringing together
regulatory
acceptance)
researchers from diverse disciplines,
with local and Indigenous experts.

RDE

Feasibility
(Technical abilities to
solve needs-based
problem in situ and
at scale)
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Alignment with the Australian Weed Strategy 2017-2027
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Australian Weed Strategy 2017-2027
Linking the AWS and Fenner Conference Ideas
The Australian Weed Strategy (AWS) sets out seven principles
for effective weed management as well as three goals and
eleven priorities that are designed to provide a focus for
national action, coordination and investments. An action plan
is yet to be developed to enable these principles, goals and
priorities to be implemented.

AWS Goals and Priorities – Implementation Ideas
The coordinated landscape, involving a national weed
coordinator and supporting regional coordinators embedded
in diverse organisations, could provide a new national
approach that goes beyond managing individual species to
developing collaboration across land tenures. While the AWS
focuses on the need for coordination in managing established
weeds (AWS Goal 2), we also see the need for coordination of
weed prevention (Goal 1) and capacity building (Goal 3).
Each of the three critical control points for weed prevention
directly relate to the three priorities for Goal 1.

The establishment of a Land Stewardship and Knowledge
Sharing Hub would enhance Australia’s capacity and
commitment to weed management by providing much needed
knowledge infrastructure. The weed management stories will
build capacity by connecting communities to one another and
key knowledge holders.
The need-based transformative research, development and
extension model, that takes into account feasibility,
desirability and acceptability, could be used to inform the way
in which the AWS delivers enhanced weed control techniques
as well as long-term research, development and extension.
The next page shows how these four ideas directly link to each
goal and priority in the AWS.

New ideas for the AWS
Two of the ideas go beyond the AWS and could be considered
in the mid-term review of the strategy, which is due to be
undertaken in 2022. For example, the idea of weed
management as a social relationship with land could form an
additional guiding principle. The idea of a circular economy for
sustainable weed management could be considered as a
management strategy for ‘conflict species’, i.e. plants that
provide benefits to agriculture or other sectors of the
economy while also being highly invasive.
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AWS Goal

AWS Priority

2020 Fenner Conference Ideas

Goal 1.
Prevention,
detection and
early
intervention

1.1 commit to and continuously strengthen effective risk-based
approaches to pre-border and border activities

Critical Control Point 1 - Pre-border and border
weed intervention

1.2 adopt consistent risk assessment and prioritisation
approaches within Australia

Critical Control Point 2 - Not bringing new invasive
plants into cultivation

1.3 develop and implement early detection, diagnostics and
monitoring systems for priority weed species

Critical Control Point 3 - Hygiene, early detection,
rapid response for new weeds

Goal 2.
Minimise the
impact of
established
weeds

2.1 develop and improve national approaches to coordinate,
invest and manage the impacts of weeds on values and assets
2.2 increase participation in coordinated management
approaches across all land tenures

A coordinated landscape

2.3 improve national approach, capacity and commitment to
weed containment

Goal 3.
Enhance
Australia’s
capacity and
commitment
to weed
management

2.4 enhance weed control techniques and integrate
management options

Needs-based transdisciplinary research,
development and extension

3.1 develop the knowledge, capacity and commitment of key
stakeholders to play an active and constructive role in weed
management

Land Stewardship and Knowledge Sharing Hub

3.2 maintain and enhance long-term research, development and
extension capacity and capability

Needs-based transdisciplinary research,
development and extension

3.3 develop and apply national data, information and knowledge
infrastructure to support effective weed management

Land Stewardship and Knowledge Sharing Hub

3.4 improve institutional arrangements and decision support
resources to increase the effectiveness of weed management

A coordinated landscape
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Implications for bushfire response
recovery
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Bushfire response recovery

Proposed coordinated approach

Challenge

The six ideas developed at the conference can ensure that
post-fire weed funding is applied in a strategic, informed and
well considered way to ensure healthy landscapes.

Weeds are likely to have come into bushfire affected areas on
emergency vehicles and machinery during the fire control
response.
There is a need to act in the next three months to detect and
respond to new weeds or fire-promoted weeds to stop them
before they have an impact.
Bushfire affected communities have many competing
demands on their time and resources. They need all the
support they can get from relevant organisations other
communities who have experiences with post-fire restoration.

Coordinated action
 Minimises the amount of time and resources required to
manage weeds

 Leverages funding, effort and strategic action across state,
regional and local levels

 Fosters co-design and collaboration in recovery efforts to
ensure ownership and long-term follow up

 Monitors and reports on success of recovery efforts, and

The coordinated landscape, involving a bushfire weed
response coordinator and supporting regional coordinators,
would enable strategic organisation of weed management in
bushfire recovery areas.
Coordinators across all fire-affected regions would promote
weed management approaches based on a culture of
stewardship.
Coordinators would embed critical control points for weed
prevention and hygiene measures so that recovery activities
are not weed pathways.
The establishment of a Land Stewardship and Knowledge
Sharing Hub would support coordinators and improve
responses by enabling weed management stories to be shared
between past and current fire-affected communities.

Researchers would work with coordinators to establish
relationships with affected communities to co-design
transformative research, development and extension
solutions that are desirable, feasible and acceptable.

how national priorities are being achieved at all levels
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Next steps
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Next steps

Growing the group

The conference participants committed to continuing to work
together across boundaries and disciplines to individually and
collectively progress our suggestions for improved weed
management research, policy and practice in Australia.

We are interested in connecting with others who are
interested in the six ideas developed during the conference
and who would like to work with us in future. If you are
interested in finding out more or joining us in transforming
Australian weed management, please send us an email
(contact details provided on the last page).

Sharing the ideas
There are multiple avenues that we are pursuing for sharing
our ideas.
A summary of our ideas has been published in the Australian
Academy of Science March 2020 newsletter:
https://www.science.org.au/academy-newsletter/mar-2020136/managing-wild-and-weedy-australia
We have put together a media release that explains how the
six ideas can be applied to post-bushfire recovery efforts
(https://www.uow.edu.au/media/2020/need-for-strategicweed-response-to-bushfire-crisis.php).
We will be presenting an overview of the conference
outcomes at the 22nd Australasian Weed Conference, to be
held in Adelaide, Australia, from 10-13 October 2021.
We will be submitting a conference report to the Ecological
Management and Restoration Journal.
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Conference participants
Jenny Atchison

Tom Bach

Den Barber

Robyn Bartel

Hillary Cherry

Roger Cousens

Andrew Cox

Dave Darlington Jason Emms

Emilie Ens

Kris French

Rob Gibbs

Nick Gill

Ben Gooden

Sonia Graham

Vicki Green

Tanya Howard

Tein McDonald

Leonie Miller

Kellie Passeretto Haripriya Rangan

Raghu Sathyamurthy Shalan Scholfield Samantha Setterfield
Andy Sheppard

Richard Swain

Bronwen Wicks

Michael Williams

John Virtue

For further information,
please contact one of the conference organisers:
Associate Professor Nicholas Gill (ngill@uow.edu.au)
Dr Sonia Graham(sgraham@uow.edu.au)
Dr Robyn Bartel (rbartel@une.edu.au)
Professor Roger Cousens (rcousens@unimelb.edu.au)
Hillary Cherry (hillary.cherry@environment.nsw.gov.au)
Michael Williams – Facilitator (mikewill@bigpond.gov.au)

