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INVASIVE SPECIES

Introduction

Invasive species have irreparably impacted on Australia’s biodiversity and have the potential to be the most difficult biodiversity management issue of the century.  Weeds and pests also cost Australia’s agricultural sector over $3.3 billion a year.

Not only are existing invasive species causing havoc on our land and in our oceans, but a wave of new invasive species is appearing in Australia as well – Siam Weed, foxes in Tasmania and Asian green mussels to name but a few.

Invasive species are those that occur beyond their accepted normal distribution as a result of human activities, and that threaten other human activities or the environment.

There is a strong cost / benefit rationale for additional investment in eradicating or controlling invasive species.  In 2002, the Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council (PMSEIC) identified invasive species as one of four areas in which addressing the decline of Australia’s natural systems and biodiversity provided the greatest return on investment.

The current framework to deal with the invasive species that cause the most serious environmental impacts is inadequate.  The 2001 national State of the Environment (SoE) Report warned that much more work was required to attack ‘sleeper weeds’ (exotic species that have established but are yet to become a widespread problem).  Although this current Senate inquiry is considering issues such as ‘early eradication’, it focuses specifically on six Weeds of National Significance (WONS) – species that are already widespread on the Australian continent.

The most effective policy response to invasive species is to prevent them from entering Australia or being introduced into States in which they are not native, a policy which should be supported by rapid detection and eradication of any newly introduced or naturalised harmful weed or animal pest.

The Commonwealth has made laudable efforts to strengthen border controls, but more can and must be done.
The national strategic action now required is to:

· improve early warning and rapid response processes to the levels already in place for production pests and disease outbreaks, especially given that in many cases invasive species affect both production and the environment;

· ensure Natural Heritage Trust II funding is used strategically by, for example, using the existing network of Natural Resource Management facilitators (eg. Landcare and Greening Australia facilitators) to implement a national community-based (early warning) Weed Alert Network, and strategically focusing efforts on biodiversity hotspot regions and sites of national environmental significance; and

· provide more funding for the integrated biocontrol of current WONS.
· provide funding to enable the WONS program to be expanded.
· develop a national list of non-native species.

· as a sub-set of the above list, develop a national list of invasive species.

In this submission the Council outlines the growing problem of invasive species, including the gaps and weaknesses in the current national and State regimes, and supports WWF’s four point plan, which is designed to ensure a strong national approach to stemming the flow of weeds and pests invading Australia.
Invasive species – an overview

Invasive species were identified as a major threat in both the 1996 and 2001 national SoE reports.  Weeds have been responsible for the extinction of at least four plant species
, and pest animals such as the cat, fox, rabbit and black rat, have contributed to the demise of many of Australia’s now extinct mammal and bird species.

There are an estimated 2,100 species of environmental weeds in Australia
, with increasing numbers of new weed incursions every year.
  ‘Sleeper weeds’ were recognised as a major concern in the 2001 SoE report,
 although of the 295 plant species and sub-species known to have become naturalised between 1971 and 1995, most of them still have small ranges.

At least 73 introduced vertebrate pests have established wild populations on the mainland, with an additional seven bird pests having established on offshore islands.
  It is also estimated that 500 species of introduced invertebrate have successfully colonized the country.

More than 250 introduced marine species are estimated to exist in Australia’s oceans, with one in six considered an actual or potential pest.

Sources of land and inland water weeds

The majority of environmental weeds (65%) were intentionally introduced into Australia as ornamental species, with only 7% for intentionally introduced for agricultural use, and 2% through seed contamination.
  The vast majority of the remaining 26% are of unknown origin, meaning they may have been either smuggled, or brought in via ‘natural’ avenues such as wind or migratory birds.

More detail on these sources follows:

· Garden escapes.  Many weedy species are still being sold by nurseries.  While over 860 species were recently identified as being an invasive risk, the industry only voluntarily withdrew 52 “Garden Thugs” from sale.

· Introduced pasture species.  Of the 463 exotic grass and legume species introduced into Northern Australia between 1947 and 1985, 13% ended up being listed as weeds, while a mere 4 (less than 1%) were found to be useful without causing weed problems.

Sources of land and inland water pest animals

The large majority of exotic pest animal species entered Australia accidentally via international trade and travel.  Invertebrates form the majority of such species.  The most current vertebrate animal pest problem was the deliberate introduction of foxes into Tasmania some time between 1998 and 2001.

Sources of marine pests

Ballast water released in near shore Australian waters and hull fouling represent the two major sources of introduced marine pests.  Most introductions are accidental.  In one study, hull fouling accounted for nearly 60% of historical introductions, mariculture about 22%, semi-dry ballast less than 5%, ballast water about 15% and intentional introductions around 1%.

Cost of invasive species

Weeds have major environmental, social and economic costs.  The direct financial cost to agriculture alone is estimated at $3.3 billion a year.
  The cost of weeds to the environment and biodiversity is incalculable.

Pest animals also have significant economic impacts – at least $420 million a year.
  Attempts to control rabbits alone are estimated to cost at least $90 million a year.
 

The potential economic impact of introduced marine pests is high – they physically displace, compete with, and consume native marine species, and threaten the tourism, recreation, fisheries, aquaculture and shipping industries.

Weaknesses and gaps in current responses

A number of recent reviews
,
,
 have been satisfied that the national approach to invasive species is moving in the right direction, and that new measures such as the strengthening of border controls are laudable.  Those reviews have gone on to say that funding for environmental weeds and pests is inadequate, however, and that much more nationally coordinated action is required for ‘sleeper’ and newly emerging invasive species.

The above reviews highlighted that the major problem with the current national response is how weeds and pests that get through border controls, but which are yet to become widespread, are dealt with.  The Commonwealth / State document, National Objectives and Targets for Biodiversity Conservation 2001-2005, for example, makes no national commitment with respect to early warning and rapid response systems for introduced weeds and pests.

Similarly, the National Weeds Strategy has focused most of it efforts and resources to date on WONS, six of which are the emphasis of this inquiry, and is only now beginning to address the important ‘sleeper’ and emerging weeds.

Underlying these needs are effective information systems and national statutory controls.  Such national statutory controls should:

· provide consistency across the country;

· enable the rapid implementation of measures to control the spread of invasive species; and

· underpin the National System for the Prevention and Management of Introduced Marine Pests and other national systems.

It should be noted that although environmental weeds are not, as such, regulated in WA, the State Government has undertaken to address them with the proposed Biodiversity Conservation Act: http://www.naturebase.net/biocon_act_consultation.html.  The relevant section of the consultation paper on the proposed Act reads as follows:

“Special controls for biological threats

It is proposed that environmental weeds and pests will be dealt with directly by the Act, rather than being dealt with under the regulations relating to threatening processes.

The Act will empower the Minister to determine that a biological entity is, or is likely to become, a threat to biodiversity conservation or a biodiversity component.

Certain acts, such as bringing the entity into the State or transporting it within the State, will then be prohibited unless they are authorised under licence.

In addition, the Minister may make orders for the eradication, reduction or containment of environmental weeds and pests. In doing so, the Minister must have regard to whether resources are available for that task, and whether it is practicable to eradicate, reduce or contain the species.

The new Act will also impose an obligation on the Chief Executive Officer of DCLM to reduce, contain or eradicate environmental weeds or pests on land the Department manages, subject to the practicability of doing so and the availability of resources.

It is acknowledged that environmental weeds and pests are already dealt with to a limited extent by existing laws. It is proposed that the new Act will not impose further controls in areas that are already adequately regulated.”

It is expected that the proposed Biodiversity Conservation Act will be introduced by the end of 2004.  It is hoped that the above powers will then be used to regulate nurseries in particular, and deal with the fact that the majority of plants sold in WA are freighted in from the eastern states.  If current nursery plants that are actual or potential environmental weeds in WA cannot be banned under the above Act, the Council will at least be insisting that such plants be labelled so that customers get the appropriate warnings about their ‘weed potential’.  We note that Queensland recently banned a number of species from sale in nurseries, including lantana camara, one of the 20 WONS.

A further hope for the above Act is the prospect of either banning or properly labelling bulbs such as Chincherinchee – toxic plants which are currently being used for school fundraisers and which are still being promoted in publications such as Gardening Australia (March 2003, for example).

Finally, it will be important for the above Act to, as far as practicable, regulate weeds in a manner that is consistent with any national regulatory frameworks.

The Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Amendment (Invasive Species) Bill 2002

The Council strongly supports the measures proposed by the Australian Democrats in the above Bill.  In particular, we support:

· the requirement for risk assessment before granting import permits;

· the strict banning of further imports of pasture grasses, ornamental plants and aquarium fish; and

· the creation of an Invasive Species Advisory Committee.

Summary of Four Point Plan

The following is an extract from WWF’s “Weeds and Pests: eradicating the invasive threat” (January 2003).

“1. Develop a National Invasive Species Information System to provide an integrated and comprehensive on-line one-stop-shop information resource to support early warning, rapid response and control efforts, and support implementation of the NRM framework (which include ‘ecologically significant invasive species’ as a minimum target for regional plans).  An important part of the Information System should be a national list of all introduced non-native species classified into broad-based threat and management response categories.

[Commonwealth, in consultation with State and Territory governments]

2. Develop invasive species regulations provided for under the Environment

Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act to ensure a consistent approach is taken across Australia, measures are developed to limit the geographic spread of invasive species, and a national statutory foundation is provided for the National System for the Prevention and Management of Introduced Marine Pests and other proposed national systems.  Marine pests should be a priority.

[Commonwealth, in consultation with State and Territory governments]

3. Fully fund and implement the National System for the Prevention and

Management of Introduced Marine Pests now being developed jointly by the Commonwealth, States and the Northern Territory.  The National System puts early warning and rapid response systems in place and defines clear roles and responsibilities for the Commonwealth, States and the Northern Territory.  Together this ensures that new introduced marine pests will be quickly found and destroyed.

[Commonwealth, State and the Northern Territory governments]

4. As a matter of urgency, develop a National System for the Prevention and Management of Introduced Land and Inland Water Weeds.  Key elements of the System should include a Weed Alert Network (coordinated nationally and implemented regionally through the NRM and other regional planning frameworks), and a national action plan to locate and eradicate priority new and emerging weeds.  The action plan should aim to eradicate at least 50 high priority weeds, and provide for nationally coordinated State/Territory pest plant distribution prevention strategies and rapid response action plans.
[Commonwealth, State and Territory governments]”

It is acknowledged that some progress has been made on point 3 since the above list was made, but we still await the full implementation and appropriate funding of the system.

Conclusion

The best response to invasive species is to prevent them from entering the country, but such an approach must be combined with rapid detection and elimination of priority emerging weeds or animal pests.  Tomorrow’s weeds and animal pests are already here!
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