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7.35  Tall wheat grass (Thinopyrum ponticum)  
Why is it a threat? 
Tall wheat grass is a rigid, erect, perennial tussock-forming grass (termed as bunchgrass in the USA) 
growing taller than other Thinopyrum species, up to 3 metres tall.  It is well adapted to seasonally flooded, 
salt influenced habitats, especially those where summer droughts are frequent (Champion 2015)61.  

The main infested area in Marlborough is adjacent to the lower Ōpaoa River and seeds are likely to 
disperse through drainage channels to this and the Waikārapi Lagoons and Te Pokohiwi/Boulder Bank 
which is an important conservation area.  Values threatened by tall wheat grass invasion would be likely 
displacement of a range of salt marsh vegetation types that include the at-risk declining species Mimulus 
repens by tall growing monocultures of this grass.  The conservation area also supports possibly the 
greatest diversity of wetland birds in New Zealand and the tall dense vegetation likely to result from 
invasion would affect a number of birds by reducing foraging and nesting areas, increasing shelter for 
predators and increasing fire risk (Champion 2015).  

Reasons for proposing a Plan 
Tall wheat grass is still within the very early stages of naturalisation in Marlborough.  Early indications are 
that adequate control tools are available to implement a control programme to place this species under 
management.  It has been evident that human mediated spread is possible so by using a structured 
programme within a Plan, this risk can be mitigated through education and complementary regulation.  

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.  

7.35.1  Objective 
Over the duration of the Plan, control tall wheat grass (Thinopyrum ponticum) in the Marlborough district 
to less than or equal to 2016 levels to minimise adverse effects on economic wellbeing, the environment, 
and enjoyment of the natural environment. 

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 control tall wheat grass 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.  

                                                      

61 Champion P 2015. Environmental Impact Assessment for tall wheat grass (Thinopyrum ponticum). 
Small Envirolink Grant prepared for Marlborough District Council.   



Regional Pest Management Plan Proposal 

236 
 

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). 

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. 

7.35.2  Rules 
Rule 7.35.2.1 
Occupiers are required to notify Council of any new infestation of tall wheat grass (Thinopyrum ponticum) 
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 monitoring 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. 
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7.35.3  Analysis of the benefits and costs for tall wheat grass 
Background 
Tall wheat grass was first recorded as naturalised in New Zealand in 2013, based on a collection from 
Dillons Point Road.  Prior to this, tall wheat grass had been imported to New Zealand and subjected to 
pastoral, revegetation and soil conservation trials by Grasslands and Botany Divisions of the Department 
of Science and Industrial Research (DSIR) in a range of high country South Island sites, including 
Molesworth, Cromwell, Alexandra, Tekapo and Tara Hills (Omarama), from the 1920s to the late 1950s.  
A more recent trial was conducted by AgResearch Grasslands in Palmerston North from 1989 to 1991.  
Marlborough plants were sourced from seed collected at Tara Hills.  Plants used in the South Island trials 
have apparently not persisted, but the status of the plants used in the recent Palmerston North trial needs 
investigation. 

Since the detection of the naturalisation in 2013, Council has instigated comprehensive surveillance 
within the surrounding area to delimit the naturalised infestation.  Trials have also been put in place to 
assess the best control tool for this species.  

An Environmental Impact Assessment was commissioned by Council in 2015 and carried out by NIWA 
Scientist Dr Paul Champion.  This assessment supported other findings originating from Australia in that 
tall wheat grass is an invasive species that threaten saline communities.  

Current situation in 2017 
There are 17 sites confirmed in Marlborough.  13 of these sites are within the Dillons Point area, 
surrounding and including the property where the original trials were conducted.  This property is the most 
heavily infested.  The remaining four sites are located at Cobb Cottage Road.  This infestation looks to be 
a result of human assisted spread where hay has been fed out.  

Preliminary trial work has indicated glyphosate effectively manages tall wheat grass.  However, on the 
heavily infested property, the saline soils mean options for permanent removal are continuing to be 
developed.  

Options to respond to tall wheat grass 
Baseline: No RPMP 
In this scenario no control of tall wheat grass is undertaken, and the assumption is made that the plant 
becomes well-established and progresses toward full naturalisation in all susceptible areas in the long 
term.  

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 tall wheat grass 
Council has determined that a low level of analysis be undertaken for tall wheat grass.  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  
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Impacts 
Identify impact Quantify impact 

Environmental 
The displacement of a range of salt marsh 
vegetation types. 
Reducing foraging and nesting areas. 
Increasing shelter for predators. 
Increasing fire risk. 

The Waikārapi Lagoon and Te Pokohiwi/Boulder 
Bank complex is comprised on approximately 
2400 hectares of saltmarsh, tidal flats, sandspits 
and islands.  The Waikārapi Lagoon boasts 
national ecological significance and some argue 
that it also meets the criteria for international 
importance.  Over 90 bird species have been 
recorded from the area, with 27% of these listed 
as endangered, vulnerable or rare, e.g. black stilt 
(Himantopus novaezelandiae) and wrybill 
(Anarhynchus frontalis).  The estuary is used by 
some bird species as a winter roosting site 
(e.g. black-fronted tern (Chilodonias albostriatus) 
and black-billed gull (Larus bulleri), while others 
use it for breeding (e.g. red-billed gull (Larus 
novaehollandiae scopulinus)).  The estuary also 
hosts international migratory waders such as 
eastern bar-tailed godwits (Limosa lapponica 
baueri).  Expansive salt marsh flats are a 
significant ecological feature of the estuary.62 

Cultural 
The invasion of a tall, perennial exotic grass into 
areas of extremely high cultural significance within 
Waikārapi Lagoon and potentially on 
Te Pokohiwi/Boulder Bank. 

 

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 

                                                      

62 Berthelsen A, Gillespie P, Clement D, Peacock L 2015. State of the environment monitoring of Wairau 
Estuary. Prepared for Marlborough District Council. Cawthron Report No. 2741. 62 p. plus appendices. 
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Benefits of each option 

Benefit 
Option 

No RPMP Eradication Sustained Control 

The prevention of 
tall wheat grass 
building in density, 
infesting new 
areas and the 
resulting impact of 
that on 
environmental and 
cultural values. 

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 

- $50,000+ $23,000 

Land occupier costs - - - 

Total - $50,000+ $23,000 

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 the objective  
The supporting information document to this Proposal contains further information to support this 
analysis.  A summary is outlined below. 

Level of Risk 

Option 

No RPMP Eradication Sustained Control 

N/A High Low/Medium 

Reason  Control methodologies to 
effectively remove tall 
wheat grass from an area 
indefinitely are still being 
refined. 
This is a new programme 
and also relatively new to 
the occupiers affected.  The 
operational delivery may 
affect occupiers and how 
they are currently managing 
their property. 

From preliminary trials, it is 
believed through the use of 
existing tools, infestations 
can be managed to reduce 
infestation size in the short 
term. 
This is a new programme 
and also relatively new to 
the occupiers affected. The 
operational delivery may 
affect occupiers and how 
they are currently managing 
their property. 

 

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 


