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7.13  Cotton thistle (Onopordum acanthium) 
Why is it a threat? 
Cotton thistle is native to Europe, western and central Asia.  It arrived in New Zealand during the 
1880s.  Cotton thistle is an erect annual or biennial thistle growing up to 2 metres tall (typically 
1-1.2 metres).  The main dispersal method is by seeds attaching to animal coats.  Seeds hairs are not 
adequate for wind dispersal, but can be transported by strong winds.  It invades and colonises 
pasture.  If left uncontrolled it will form dense infestations and displace preferred pasture species and 
impede access to stock.  It is a competitive weed in improved pasture and favours soils with high 
levels of nitrogen.  Cotton thistle is prevalent in Canterbury and Otago.  Cotton thistle has the potential 
to be a significant farmland weed throughout Marlborough. 

Reasons for proposing a Plan 
Infestations in Marlborough are limited to nine sites, with only three of which active infestations.  
Unfortunately, like many weed species, complete removal is a long and arduous task with some of the 
three remaining sites harbouring a large number of seedlings each year.  

There is a significant net benefit to the control of cotton thistle based on the potential for damage to 
Marlborough’s pastoral farming economy and the potential to displace Marlborough’s native species. 

Why the Plan is more appropriate than relying on voluntary actions 
With so few known sites, the management of this species needs to be both strategic and intensive.  
Because of this, it is more appropriate to be managed through a structured programme of delivery 
enabled by a Plan rather than relying on voluntary actions.  

7.13.1  Objective 
Over the duration of the Plan, control cotton thistle (Onopordum acanthium) in the Marlborough district 
to less than or equal to baseline levels* to minimise adverse effects on economic wellbeing, the 
environment and enjoyment of the natural environment. 

*A baseline level assessment will be made either prior to or immediately after the Plan commences. 

Intermediate Outcome:  

Exclusion Eradication Progressive 
Containment 

Sustained 
Control Site-led 

 

Principle measures to achieve the objective 
1) Council Inspection and Service Delivery 

Inspection by Council may include staff or contractors: 

a) Delivering a service to manage cotton thistle in liaison with the occupier. 

b) Visiting properties or doing surveys to determine whether pests are present. 

c) Monitoring effectiveness of control. 

d) Carry out control using administrative powers of the Biosecurity Act 1993, if necessary.  

2) Requirement to Act 

Land owners and/or occupiers or other persons may be required to act where rules or statutory 
obligations dictate: 

a) The presence of pests is to be reported. 

b) Pests are not to be spread (propagated, sold or distributed). 



Regional Pest Management Plan Proposal 

93 
 

3) Advocacy and Education 

Council may: 

a) Provide general purpose education, advice, awareness and publicity activities to land 
owners and/or occupiers and the public about pests and pathways (and control of them).  

b) Encourage land owners and/or occupiers to control pests. 

c) Promote industry requirements and best practice to contractors and land owners and/or 
occupiers. 

d) Encourage land owners and/or occupiers and other persons to report any pests they find. 

e) Facilitate or commission research. 

7.13.2  Rules  
Rule 7.13.2.1 
Occupiers are required to notify Council of any new infestation of cotton thistle (Onopordum 
acanthium) on land that they occupy within 5 working days of the initial observation. 

A breach of this rule will create an offence under section 154N(19) of the Biosecurity Act. 

Note: Current distribution data is able to be viewed online via Council’s Smart Maps service.  

Explanation of the rule: 
The purpose of this rule is for occupiers to assist Council with surveillance.  Requiring occupiers to 
notify Council of new sites and plants on their properties in addition to Council’s own surveillance will 
assist Council in achieving the objective of the programme.  New infestations will be able to be 
controlled and incorporated into the programme. 

Notifying the Council of the presence of the specified pest will enable the Council to: 

• Update its records. 

• Map new sites of this pest. 

• Carry out control work before they spread. 

• Determine whether new control regimes should be considered. 

• Provide advice and information to occupiers where appropriate. 

Council as the management agency will administer the rule. 

7.13.3  Analysis of the benefits and costs for cotton thistle 
Background 
In the summer of 2004, a land occupier from the Awatere Valley brought a thistle specimen into 
Council that he had not seen before and was concerned about its spread on his property.  Council 
staff sent the specimen to Landcare Research who identified the plant as cotton thistle (Onopordum 
acanthium).  At around the same time, a Council staff member found a patch of this thistle growing 
along a stopbank on the Wairau Bar Road. 

Research into cotton thistle at the time concluded the following: 

• It is a native of the Eastern Mediterranean.  In New Zealand, small infestations exist in the 
Hawkes Bay, South Canterbury and Otago.   

• It is a vigorous biennial which can invade and colonise pastures.  This plant can tolerate 
droughts, spread in drier areas and is resistant to commonly used hormone sprays. 
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• Biosecurity Officers in Canterbury and Otago with infestations in their region advised that they 
are controlling this thistle because they perceive it to be a threat.  If left uncontrolled, it does 
appear to form dense infestations and spread quickly. 

• Hawkes Bay Regional Council has it classified as a ‘Total Control’ plant in their Regional Pest 
Management Strategy.  All plants are destroyed before they produce seed. 

Following this research, advertisements were placed into local newspapers to encourage public 
sightings.  A number of calls were received from the public and inspections were carried out by 
Council staff.  No new cotton thistle infestations were found. 

Following this public campaign, Council staff undertook control work at the site on the Wairau Bar 
Road.  A total of 260 plants were grubbed and all of their seed heads were removed.  

Council staff then spent two and a half days carrying out surveillance work in the Awatere Valley, to 
determine the extent of the cotton thistle infestation.  The land occupier has been working with Council 
since 2005 to control that infestation. 

Cotton thistle continued to be included in the Regional Pest Management Strategy for Marlborough 
2102 as a surveillance pest plant  

Current situation in 2017 
There remain only two areas with infestations of cotton thistle in Marlborough - Mt Gladstone and 
Wairau Bar Road.  After some ongoing promotional work, individual plants were reported and removed 
from urban gardens where they were growing as an ornamental species.  

The number of plants being found at the two active infestations peaked in 2009 but in recent years, 
numbers have been falling.  The landholder at Mt Gladstone has been undertaking control work but 
this information has not been collected for inclusion with Council’s dataset. 

What has been shown since surveillance and control work commenced in 2005, is that keeping this 
species under sustained management is feasible.  

 

Figure 10: The trend in infestation levels of cotton thistle in Marlborough 

** Note: The cotton thistle dataset does not include a complete dataset from the Mt Gladstone 
infestation.  
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Options to respond to cotton thistle 
Baseline: No RPMP 
In this scenario no management agency control of cotton thistle is undertaken, with some 
landholder-driven control likely at the Mt Gladstone infestation.  The plant is likely to spread 
progressively, be it slower from Mt Gladstone throughout the region.  

Control option(s): 
1. Eradication Programme: In which the intermediate outcome for the programme is to reduce 

the infestation level of the subject to zero levels in an area in the short to medium term. 

2. Sustained Control Programme: In which the intermediate outcome for the programme is to 
provide for ongoing control of the subject, to reduce its impacts on values and spread to other 
properties.  

Level of analysis for cotton thistle 
Council has determined that a low level of analysis be undertaken for cotton thistle.  The justification 
for this decision is documented in the supporting information document to this Proposal.  That 
document also contains information about the risks that the objectives will not be reached. 

Impacts 
Cotton thistle is native to Europe, western and central Asia.  It arrived in New Zealand during the 
1880s.  Cotton thistle is an erect annual or biennial thistle growing up to 2 metres tall (typically 
1-1.2 metres).  The main dispersal method is by seeds attaching to animal coats.  Seeds hairs are not 
adequate for wind dispersal, but can be transported by strong winds.  It invades and colonises 
pasture. 

Identify impact Quantify impact 

Pastoral farming.  
If left uncontrolled it will form dense infestations 
and displace preferred pasture species and 
impede access to stock.  It is a competitive weed 
in improved pasture and favours soils with high 
levels of nitrogen.  Cotton thistle has the potential 
to be a significant farmland weed throughout 
Marlborough. 

481,700 hectares of land at risk. 

 

The extent to which any persons are likely to benefit from the Plan and the 
extent to which any persons contribute to the creation, continuance or 
exacerbation of the problem 

 Beneficiaries Exacerbators 

Grouping Major Minor Major  Minor 

1 Regional community  Occupiers of 
susceptible land 

  

2 Occupiers of 
susceptible land 

 Occupiers with the 
pest present 

 

3 Occupiers of 
susceptible land 

Regional 
community 

Occupiers with the 
pest present 

 

4 Regional community   Occupiers with 
the pest present 
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Benefits of each option 

Benefit 
Option 

No RPMP Eradication Sustained Control 

The prevention of 
cotton thistle 
building in density 
or infesting new 
areas and the 
resulting impact of 
that on pastoral 
productivity. 

No programme cost The benefit under an 
Eradication Programme 
will increase to an end 
point when the objective is 
able to be achieved. 

The benefit under a 
Sustained Control 
Programme will remain 
constant throughout the life 
of the Plan, with no end 
point. 

 

Costs of each option 

Programme Costs 

Option 

No RPMP 
Annual cost (excl 

GST) 

Eradication 
Annual cost (excl 

GST) 

Sustained Control 
Annual cost (excl 

GST) 

Council costs 
• Control 
• Surveillance 
• Administration 
• Education/awareness 

- $80,000+ $4,800 

Land occupier costs -   

Total - $80,000+ $4,800 

Costs of effects on values Low, but increases 
exponentially 

over time 

Insignificant Insignificant 

 

Proposed allocation of costs  
The proposed programme costs are to be 100% Council costs, allocated across the various rating 
districts used in Marlborough under the Local Government (Rating) Act 2002.  For further detail, see 
sections 11.3 and 11.4. 

Rationale for the allocation of costs 
For this detail, see sections 11.3 and 11.4. 

Assumptions on which the impacts, benefits and costs are based 
That under a No RPMP scenario, voluntary control will not cause any reduction in the future spread 
and/or impact over time. 
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Risk that each option will not achieve Objective 6(2)(g) 
The supporting information document to this Proposal contains information to support this analysis. 

Level of Risk 

Option 

No RPMP Eradication Sustained Control 

N/A High Low 

Reason  The level of risk of not 
achieving an eradication 
objective, within 10 years or 
even at a longer time scale, 
is very high. 

There is a lower level of risk 
that Council will be able to 
maintain a very low density 
of cotton thistle in 
Marlborough. 

 

Mitigation options  
No mitigation options are assessed as being available to adjust the level of risk of options not 
achieving the objective.  

Most preferred option 
Sustained Control Programme 


