
CASE STUDY 1: SMALL NON-
COMMERCIAL LANDHOLDER
Alan Morton - Pentland Hills, Victoria

The Property

Incentive to Act

COSTS AND BENEFITS OF SERRATED 
TUSSOCK CONTROL

Above: Alan Morton on his property in the 
Pentland Hills next to a dead serrated tussock 

Below: Alan’s property in the Pentland Hills, Victoria

The Morton property is located in the Pentland 
Hills north west of Bacchus Marsh and 70km west 
of Melbourne. This area of Victoria has extensive 
infestations of serrated tussock. 

The property has been in the Morton family for 
several generations. The 48 hectare block is 
divided into paddocks for grazing cattle and 
conservation areas.

The Mortons run around 30 head of cattle across 
48 hectares of undulating low hills consisting of 
neutral, friable black gradational soils and shallow 
friable loams, particularly on hill crests. Native 
pastures are maintained on the property including 
a variety of native spear grasses, wallaby grass, 
native millets and native tussock grasses. Adjacent 
to the property is Korkuperrimul Creek. 

The property is divided into several paddocks for 
rotational grazing. Several years ago, Alan and his 
family direct sowed and planted steep areas of the 
property with a mixture of flowering eucalyptus 
species, acacia species and varieties of saltbush, as 
part of the ‘Grow West project’. Approximately 11 
hectares of revegetated hill sides are now covered 
by a Trust for Nature covenant. 

Alan and his family come from a long line 
of landowners who strongly believe that if 
you own land, it is your responsibility to 
look after it – “This is our paradise so we 
do our bit to keep it nice and for the 
benefit of the livestock”. Over the years, 
the Mortons have strived to continue the 
work of Alan’s father by building on the 
ecological values of the property and 
maintaining its ability to be productive. A 
key component of this is keeping serrated 
tussock under control.

• Continuous monitoring 

• Persistent control at every 
opportunity available 
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KEY SUCCESS FACTORS



Alan became aware of the severity of serrated 
tussock 30 years ago through his involvement in 
Landcare and from government department 
staff who provided extension services to 
landholders. Serrated tussock, when left 
uncontrolled, has the potential to invade and 
smother both native and introduced pasture 
species. As a result, Alan implemented an on-
going weed control program to avoid future 
infestations.

Serrated tussock, when not in flower, can look 
very similar to native species, particularly Poa 
species, which makes it challenging to identify 
amongst native grasses. Left unchecked it can 
develop infestations that cause a significant 
reduction in pasture carrying capacity. Serrated 
tussock is not palatable to livestock and horses 
and will only be grazed if there are no other 
options. It has low nutritional value and can 
leave indigestible balls in the rumen causing loss 
of condition and eventual death. 

Aside from livestock, serrated tussock is a 
serious threat to native grasslands. This area 
features some of the Victorian Volcanic Plains 
grasslands, a native grassland community that is 
critically endangered, with over 99% having 
been cleared. The small areas that remain are 
considered to be extremely important. Serrated 
tussock has the potential to severely degrade 
this important grassland community by 
outcompeting its native grass species. The 
tussock’s dense foliage covers the soil surface, 
preventing native species from germinating and 
shading out new seedlings and established 
plants. It can ultimately replace all other species 
leading to a monoculture. 

Dense stands of serrated tussock can also 
create fire problems. It burns readily in winter 
and is known to change the natural fire 
frequency and intensity as it becomes dominant. 
Trials by the Country Fire Authority in Melton 
(1998) demonstrated that serrated tussock 
burns with an intensity up to seven times 
greater than native grasslands. Maintaining a 
rigorous control program can therefore reduce 
fire severity.

A major threat to Alan’s control of serrated 
tussock comes from some neighbouring 
properties. Serrated tussock has established on 
the escarpments of the Rowsley corridor and 
adjoining private land which provides a constant 
source of seed to Alan’s property. Alan feels that 
while eradicating serrated tussock might be 
unrealistic, keeping it under control and 
removing it wherever possible will maintain the 
ecological value and production capacity of his 
property.

Left: Serrated tussock in the foreground surrounded by 
native grass species at Alan’s property

PAGE 2 | COSTS AND BENEFITS OF SERRATED TUSSOCK CONTROL CASE STUDY 1



Approach to Control

Alan’s approach to serrated tussock control has 
always been focussed on preventing an 
infestation. When Alan is checking stock or 
moving about the property, he usually takes a 
spray kit and mattock with him, regardless of 
the time of year. If he finds multiple serrated 
tussock plants in the paddock, he sprays it with 
herbicide. If there are only one or two serrated 
tussock plants, he will chip out it out and 
dispose of it appropriately, avoiding the need 
for herbicide use. 

Due to Alan’s regular inspections across his 
property, he is able to control plants when they 
are immature and before they have produced 
seeds, limiting the potential for spread across 
the property. Generally, Alan uses glyphosate 
with a wetting agent. He also includes red dye in 
the mix to see where he has sprayed. 
Glyphosate is a broad-spectrum herbicide so 
care must be taken to avoid spraying native or 
pasture grasses. Alan finds that glyphosate has 
been effective on the small immature plants 

The main cost of controlling serrated tussock for 
Alan is the labour required to spray the weed. 
The other significant cost is chemicals. The cost 
of equipment is small and not included here. 
The use of vehicles is also not included, as much 
of the spraying is conducted when Alan is going 
out into the paddock for another purpose.

The cost across Alan’s property is estimated at 
$88 per hectare per year. Note that this includes 
the value of Alan’s time (valued at $27.50 per 
hour), which is not an out of pocket cost for him 
(Table 1 right).

when they are actively growing. The herbicide is 
absorbed by the foliage and translocated to 
growing points.

Occasionally when Alan needs to control 
serrated tussock on a steep hillside or gully area, 
he will use flupropanate. He finds that it is 
longer acting avoiding the need for multiple 
walks up and down gullies. Flupropanate is a 
selective herbicide that is slowly absorbed by 
the root system of the plants. Residue in the soil 
can suppress germination from seed and other 
susceptible species. Serrated tussock seed can 
stay dormant in the soil for a number of years. 
Subsequent disturbance of the soil can result in 
germination. Rotating use between glyphosate 
and flupropanate is important to reduce the 
likelihood of serrated tussock becoming 
resistant to herbicides. 

Alan has maintained this approach since the 
1980’s when serrated tussock first started 
entering his property. As a result, Alan has 
prevented his property from becoming infested 
with serrated tussock.

“This is our paradise so we do our bit to keep 
it nice for the benefit of our livestock.”

- Alan Morton, property owner

ITEMS

Labour

Chemicals

TOTAL

COST PER HA

$80

$8

$88

Table 1: Cost of serrated tussock control 
per hectare per year on Alan Morton’s 
property
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Costs of the Control Program



Alan’s experience demonstrates the financial benefits of continuous control of serrated tussock to 
prevent infestations. His on-going control costs were significantly lower than the costs of tackling a 
widespread infestation. A summary of how Alan’s approach (case study 1) compares to other case 
studies is provided below in Figure 1. This comparison also shows that controlling serrated tussock 
in native pasture, as Alan has, is more expensive than in improved pasture, as in case study 2, as 
the improved pasture outcompetes the serrated tussock.

Benefits of Control

Alan’s current carrying capacity is around 6 DSE per hectare. Serrated tussock, if left uncontrolled, 
has the potential to reduce Alan’s carrying capacity to 0.5 DSE per hectare. That is a 92% reduction 
in carrying capacity leading to a potential lost profit of $8,280 per year. Alan’s return on investment 
is $2 per $1 spent.

BENEFITS OF CONTROLLING
SERRATED TUSSOCK

Reduced seed spread  

Maintained carrying capacity 

Improved biodiversity

This project is supported with funding from Agriculture Victoria and the Australian Government’s Agricultural Competitiveness 
White Paper, the government’s plan for stronger farmers and a stronger economy.
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Case Study 4: Land developer - High 
density infestations

Case Study 3: Local Government - 
Scattered medium density infestations

Case Study 1: Non-commercial 
landholder - Minimal infestation

Case Study 2: Non-commercial landholder - 
Light infestations, pasture improved

Year 1

Figure 1: Cost comparison of four case studies – Alan Morton is case study 1
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If serrated tussock is left to infest a property or 
landscape, the cost of controlling it will be at least five 

times higher than if it was prevented in the first instance

By dealing with serrated tussock when it emerges, 
Alan has managed to reduce coverage of the 
weed on his property to a very low level. Some 
landowners near to Alan’s property have severe 
serrated tussock infestations, so without persistent 
control over the last 30-40 years, it is very likely 
Alan’s property would also have significant 
coverage of serrated tussock. Maintaining a 
regular control program ensures that pastures and 
native grasslands have high diversity and provide 
nutritional feed for livestock.

https://www.awe.gov.au
https://agriculture.vic.gov.au
http://www.serratedtussock.com

