
How Understanding Helps Management
Parkinsonia (Parkinsonia aculeata) is a woody weed from Central America that has become widespread
in Australia, often found in remote and sparsely populated areas.  It is found on pastoral lands, nature
reserves and aboriginal lands and thrives in a diverse range of climates and habitats.

It forms impenetrable thickets and poses a serious threat to wetlands, riparian zones and uplands of
northern Australia.  Mechanical and chemical control is prohibitively expensive for large-scale use and
the use of fire is limited to particular habitats.  For these reasons biological control could play an important
role.

In 1983 a biological control program was commenced by the Departments of Natural
Resources and Mines (Qld DNRM), Primary Industry and Fisheries (NT DPIF) and
Agriculture WA. Three agents have been released, two seed feeding beetles and a
sap-sucking bug.

CSIRO is conducting research to determine whether one of the seed feeders
(Penthobruchus germaini) is having an impact.  Preliminary data suggests seed mortality
might not be sufficient to exert control on parkinsonia, at least not in the Victoria
River District. Research is being extended in 2001-02 to determine  seed mortalities
in other parts of Australia. The remaining two biological control agents are generally
rare and have no impact.

Parkinsonia remains one of the least studied weeds in Australia and methods to
sustainably manage it across the diverse landscapes in which it occurs are not yet
available.  A long-term collaborative research program was initiated in 2000 to address
this issue. Research in progress includes the development of a prototype parkinsonia
management model, and  comparing how parkinsonia grows in seasonally-flooded
wetlands and upland habitats that are never flooded.

Whilst there are many unanswered questions about parkinsonia, future research
aims to compare the ecology of the plant across the diverse landscapes in which it
grows; predict where and under what circumstances it will become weedy; determine
the effects of various control options and tailor management to specific landscapes
across affected states.
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Penthobruchus beetle damage on pods on the ground in the Victoria River District. Highest seed infestation
rates coincide with when pod numbers are lowest, implying that most seeds escape predation. In any
case, few beetle eggs result in seed mortality, probably because of egg parasitoids.
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