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COMMERCIAL LANDHOLDER
John Webb Ware - Clarkefield, Victoria

The Property

Above: John Webb Ware (Photo: Victorian 
Serrated Tussock Working Party)

The Webb Ware’s property is located east of 
Clarkefield on the outer fringes of Melbourne. John 
and his family have owned the property since 
2000, and have since built a mixed grazing 
enterprise. When John’s family took over the 
property, there was scattered serrated tussock 
(Nasella trichotoma) throughout the property and a 
dense two hectare infestation in an area with 
difficult terrain. Since then John has maintained a 
regular control program to eliminate existing 
plants, minimise reinfestation and prevent spread 
of serrated tussock

The property is 560 hectares of undulating grazing 
country ranging from 200m to 320m above sea 
level. The soils vary across the property with 60% 
Ordovician sedimentary sandstone and the 
remaining 40% basalt plains. The sedimentary soils 
are generally shallow and prone to tunnel erosion. 
Since John and his family took over the property in 
the year 2000, they have improved 160 hectares of 
pasture with winter active phalaris. The remaining 
area of improved pasture was undertaken by the 
previous property owner. 

The property is grazed with cattle and sheep. At 
the moment, John runs a self-replacing Angus 
cattle herd with approximately 200 breeding cows 
and 900 first cross ewes. He also has 170 weaner 

cattle and 75-80 steers. Calving takes 
place in spring and lambing in winter. In 
unimproved paddocks, there is a mixture 
of native species, annual pasture and 
some Australian phalaris, however the 
carrying capacity of those areas is lower. 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS

• Maintaining a productive 
and vigorous pasture base 

• Regular monitoring and 
control before serrated 
tussock sets seed. 
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An example of serrated tussock



Medium to dense infestations are known to 
occur in the outer northern and western areas 
of Melbourne1. John was aware that the 
property had a two hectare infestation of 
serrated tussock before he and his family 
purchased it in 2000. He was concerned with 
this level of infestation, mainly because it was 
located in an area that would be difficult to 
access to treat the weed. There were also 
individual tussock plants scattered throughout 
the grazing country. Another hesitation when 
buying the property was the coverage of 
serrated tussock on neighbouring land. The 
neighbours are a mix of commercial property 

owners, hobby farmers and absentee 
landholders, with mixed levels of motivation to 
control it.  While these factors were of concern, 
it was not enough to stop them buying the 
property. 

Maintaining grazing productivity to control 
serrated tussock is a key driver for John. He 
estimates that if serrated tussock spread 
without intervention it could reduce the carrying 
capacity of the property by one third. This 
estimate may even be conservative: Agriculture 
Victoria estimate a reduction of 40% in carrying 
capacity as a result of serrated tussock2. This 
would significantly reduce the profitability of 
John’s enterprise. 

Approach to Control

Incentive to Act

John’s approach to weed control is multifaceted. 
It includes stamping out existing infestations, 
constantly monitoring the remaining pastures 
for new infestations and maintaining and 
upgrading existing pastures to minimise the risk 
of re-infestation. Initially, the two hectare 
infestation was spot sprayed with flupropanate, 
which took approximately 10 hours to treat the 
entire infestation. In addition to managing the 
dense infestation, John also removed around 
200 plants (average of 10 plants per paddock) 
using a mattock.  Flupropanate is a selective 
herbicide that is slowly absorbed by the root 
system of the plants. Residue in the soil can 
suppress seed germination.

Regularly following up is crucial to getting on top 
of serrated tussock. On the two hectare 
infestation, John inspected and spot sprayed 
twice per year using a backpack sprayer. The 
first annual spray is undertaken using 
flupropanate in winter when serrated tussock 

was easier to see with short pasture. John then 
sprays again in October just before flowering 
using a combination of fluproponate and 
glyphosate as a knockdown to stop seed set.  In 
recent years, the level of serrated tussock in the 
original dense stand has dramatically reduced to 
only a few plants and the time taken to check it 
is only a few hours per annum.  If the area had 
been more accessible, pasture renovation would 
have been a good option.

For the rest of the property, where there are 
only a few scattered serrated tussock plants, 
John either spot sprays or chips out the plants 
with a mattock when doing other tasks on the 
farm. This only amounts to 10 or 20 plants per 
year. The time taken is negligible and both the 
motor bike and ute always carry a mattock.

In addition to direct control, John uses pasture 
improvement as a key preventive method. Apart 
from increasing the carrying capacity and 
profitability of grazing properties, productive 
pastures also outcompete serrated tussock. 

Agriculture Victoria estimates a 40% 
reduction in carrying capacity due to serrated 

tussock
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1 Agriculture Victoria, 2020, Victoria. Resources Online, Present distribution of serrated tussock (Nasella trichotoma) in Victoria
2 Agriculture Victoria, 2020, Impact assessment – serrated tussock (Nassella trichotoma) in Victoria 



Over time John’s approach has not changed. Pasture improvement and maintenance are key 
prevention tools in John’s multifaceted approach to control. For 20 years he has been actively 
spraying the dense two hectare site twice per year. However, it was only two years ago that he 
noticed the cover of serrated tussock had significantly reduced, which he attributes to the decline in 
the seed bank from regular follow-up and control. In drought seasons, John maintains stock 
numbers but uses stock containment areas to prevent the pastures from being depleted and 
enable quick pasture recovery to full production once the drought breaks. 

Costs of the Control Program

John estimates that he spends two days controlling serrated tussock per year. This includes one day 
dedicated work in the infested area, and one day eliminating scattered plants that emerge from 
windblown seed.

The cost of chemical has been minimal, and John estimates that he has spent less than $200 on 
herbicides over the entire 20 years that he has had the property. John only spends around 16 hours 
of time controlling serrated tussock per year, therefore, John’s total cost per hectare is 80 cents.

Compared to the other case studies, John spent the least amount of money and time controlling 
serrated tussock. This is likely due to measures taken to prevent infestations, significantly reducing 
the small infestation he used to have and undertaking large scale pasture improvement across his 
land. How the cost of John’s approach compares to other scenarios is shown in Figure 1 below.

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
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Figure 1: Cost comparison of four case studies – John Webb Ware is case study 2



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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Benefits of Control

John’s regular control has enabled him to 
maintain productivity at 10-18 DSE per 
hectare, depending on pasture, pasture base 
and topography. This is a good level of 
productivity for the district. Without control, 
serrated tussock has the ability to spread 
quickly and become a monoculture. Given 
the location of the infestation and ability of 
the seed to spread, John estimates that his 
property’s total carrying capacity would be 
reduced from 6,000 DSE to 4,000 DSE had he 
not undertaken regular monitoring and 
control. 

Even for a relatively small farming enterprise 
such as John’s, the impact on profit is 
substantial. The long term historical gross 
margin per DSE in northern Victoria is 
approximately $303. For John’s farm this 
means his gross margin would be $60,000 
less per year. This is a substantial return on a 
small investment of $130 per $1 spent for 
two day’s work and a small amount of 
herbicide each year. 

3 Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions (2019) Livestock Farm Monitor Project, Table B15 (http://agriculture.vic.gov.au/
agriculture/livestock/farm-monitor-project)

Without control, serrated 
tussock has the ability 
to  spread quickly and 

become a monoculture

BENEFITS OF CONTROLLING
SERRATED TUSSOCK

Reduced seed spread  

Maintained carrying capacity 

Improved biodiversity

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

