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The Early Years

Since the first European settlements in NZ there has
been a continuing influx of alien plants. From 1789
when the first adventive plant was recorded to today
an estimated 25000 plant species have by various
methods found their way into this country. Most were
and continue to be intentional introductions brought in
for a range of reasons with the most common eco-
nomic. Over 80% are plants of urban gardens but over
time many have escaped to become weeds of natural
habitats and agricultural land . Today an estimated
2000 intentional and accidental introductions are
considered weeds.

Where Europeans in particular have colonised new
lands throughout the World the translocation of
species for economic, aesthetic or cultural reasons
always occurs. This was never more so than during the
early years of NZ settlement where as a country of
agricultural potential, introductions mainly involved
species then considered important to that industry.
European grasses and cropping seed were the earliest
imports, unfortunately often contaminated with a
range of already recognised pasture weeds such as
thistles and ragwort.

Settlers desire to brighten up areas cleared of what was
to them the drab NZ bush introduced more colourful
flowering shrubs which included soon to become
weeds such as gorse, broom, hawthorn and brier.
Often these species were planted as a reminder of the
Old Country, as live fences, for stock shelter or fodder.

Gorse is one of the most recognised agricultural weeds
in NZ. Introduced from Western Europe in the very
early stages of European settlement it was recorded by
Charles Darwin during his voyage through NZ waters
in 1835 as growing in hedges in the Bay Of Islands. It's
spread and development as a weed in this country’s
temperate climate was rapid but settlers failed to
recognise the threat, and gorse seed continued to be
imported and plantings deliberately established into
the 1900's.

The Start of Legal Control

In 1859 in what was one of the earliest legal enact-
ment’s requiring the control of a plant species, the
provincial Governments of Taranaki and Nelson
passed laws compelling farmers to keep gorse hedges
trimmed and banned the planting of new hedges.
However, in 1860 a gorse nursery established at
Wanganui was reported to be selling gorse plants for
one shilling each. A similar enterprise is recorded as

operating at Featherston in the Southern Wairarapa
This latter venture is the probable source of what were
to become major infestations through the Rimutaka
road and rail routes and further south into the Welling-
ton area.

Let me use my home area of the Wairarapa as an
example of how humans intentionally spread what
was to become NZ’s most costly weed to control. At
Stronvar north east of Masterton in the 1880’s on what
was then a very large sheep station, gorse was sown
with the seedling material used to fatten lambs. At
Mangapakeha at about the same time, gorse estab-
lished as a result of an English settlers desire to have a
reminder of home, namely a gorse hedge around his
cottage. Gorse was also sown to stabilise embankments
formed during railway construction through the
Mauriceville area north of Masterton. From each of
these sites large spreading infestations over hundreds
of hectares resulted, peaking in the late 1940’s and
costing past, present and future generations a great
deal to clear and control. I would suggest this example
is typical of a range of weeds currently affecting
agriculture in many parts of NZ as are the methods of
introduction.

Other Provincial legislation was being enacted at about
the end of the 1880’s, for example the Otago Provincial
Councils’ requirement to clear Californian Thistle. This
species had spread through much of the Province and
there was a fear that it would over take all
pastureland. One can only wonder at what control
methods were attempted in those days considering the
difficulty to clear this species even with today’s
technology.

National Legislation for Weeds

The first national legislation requiring the control of
problem weeds was the 1900 Noxious Weeds Act,
followed by the 1928 Act which continued through
with some amendments until 1950. Both were adminis-
tered by the Department of Agriculture. Following the
1928 Act a local authority could if it so decided, take
over this responsibility, but generally few did.

These were years prior to the advent of true herbicides
and periods of major world upheavals such as the
World Wars and the Great Depression so the spread of
the mainly agricultural noxious weeds continued fairly
much unabated even with the best efforts of man.

Major Changes

Following the introduction of the 1950 Noxious Weeds
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