
PRIVATE SUBMISSION 
 
 

Impacts on Native Vegetation by weeds 
 

I am a retired Weed Consultant, having worked in industry for over 40 years, but 
most importantly for 20 years in the field of invasive weeds. 
 
The problem of invasive weeds in Australia is one of landscape modification. 
Individuals and Governments do not have an interest in fighting invasive weeds 
out of any respect for nature or fear for the future of the human race, but rather 
out of a sense that the landscape aught to remain in a particular state. Australia 
has a highly distinctive landscape that is worth preserving. I believe that there is a 
strong connection between the Australian landscape and national identity. If we 
are to maintain our landscape, then we must minimise ecosystem transformation. 
I am therefore very concerned that when decisions are made, particularly to 
preserve an area that one consequence is that any invasive plant in that area, is 
then left to proliferate. This is particularly important if the weed’s biology 
predisposes it to predominate, which is the case with Bracken Fern. 
 
One of the major problems with this invasive weed is that it is perceived to be a 
native. All ferns are considered good. Bracken Fern has characteristics which 
modify the landscape and increase the area of land on which it will dominate. 
Because it is a fern, it is valued by some people, in ignorance, and its perceived 
value is an example of the way it plays upon common perceptions of what is 
natural and what is unnatural.  
 
If any area that contains Bracken Fern, particularly National Parks, Reservations, 
environmentally sensitive plots, restoration areas, is isolated it will gradually be 
taken over, changing for ever the perceived “naturalness” and if there is any 
valuable flora involved, then this would be under extreme danger from this 
invasive weed. 
 
Bracken Fern Pteridium aquilinum var. esculentum has an extensive underground 
rhizome system, which is an effective storage of water, enabling it to survive even 
the worst of drought conditions. It is one of a very few number of plants that can 
shutdown its respiration and not die. After fire, the first plant out of the ground will 
be Bracken Fern, because of this effective water storage system. Any drive 
through the High Country of Victoria that was burnt in the recent fires will 
effectively prove this point. 
 
As the new fronds emerge they contain a highly carcinogenic compound which 
makes this plant the most carcinogenic one known. No native or introduced 
animal will eat it and survive. Any Veterinarian in cattle country will know all about 
Bracken poisoning. Bracken is also allopathic, which means that it exudes a 



compound which minimises seed germination of most other plants; the most 
important one is eucalypts. Kevin Tolhurst of the old Victorian Department of 
C.F.L. found that Bracken “is a major competitor to eucalypt regeneration” and 
that fire in spring changed the density of Bracken from one frond per square 
metre, to two, and an autumn burn from one frond to 3.5.  
 
No mechanical damage will affect its growth, rather it accelerates its dominance. 
The first disturbance of the locked up area, usually bushfire, will significantly 
increase the population with the end result being a slow change from native 
species to Bracken Fern. 
 
Bracken is a perennial weed with biennial foliage, ie the first year’s growth is lush 
vegetation, in the second year the Fern becomes hardened and highly flammable, 
it then dies and if anything, becomes more flammable. In a normal, undisturbed 
state in the bush you will have fresh green growth, hardened second year growth, 
and dead leaves on the same plant. As the years go on, the amount of dead 
material on the ground increases, which contributes significantly to the intensity of 
fires. 
 
If Bracken Fern is left unchecked, it will slowly transform our flora. Fire will 
increase its dominance. 
 
Bracken Fern is easily controlled with herbicides, which can be environmentally 
friendly if used correctly. Any area that is to be isolated for any reason, must have 
a weed control management program to ensure that landscape modification does 
not take place. 
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