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Copyright 
 
No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or 
mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without 
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quote short excerpts in a published review as long as reference to the author is given 
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Although the author has made every effort to ensure that the information in this book 
was correct at the time of publication, the author does not assume and hereby 
disclaims any liability to any party for any loss, damage, or disruption caused by errors 
or omissions, whether such errors or omissions result from negligence, accident, or any 
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1.0  Introduction - What? Why? 
 
I guess the start of a conversation around weed management should cover what a weed 
actually is, some form of definition. Many years ago an old mate gave me his definition 
of a weed and he had an interesting take on things: 
 
ά¸ƻǳ Ǉǳƭƭ ŀ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǎǎ ƛǘ ƻƴǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇƻǎǘ ƘŜŀǇΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ŘƛŜǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǇƭŀƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛŦ 
ƛǘ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǿŜŜŘΗέ ς Tim 
 
Personally this seems a bit too much like the witch trials for me but Tim did have some 
interesting ideas! Looking a bit further afield, here are some definitions provided to me 
by my good friend Uncle Google ς 
 
¶ Oxford Languages Dictionary - "a wild plant growing where it is not wanted and 

in competition with cultivated plants". 
¶ Merriam-Webster - "a plant that is not valued where it is growing and is usually 

of vigorous growth" 
¶ Cambridge Dictionary - "any wild plant that grows in an unwanted place, 

especially in a garden or field where it prevents the cultivated plants from 
growing freely" 

¶ Collins Dictionary - "a wild plant that grows in gardens or fields of crops and 
prevents the plants that you want from growing properly". 

¶ Or my favourite from Wikipedia - "a plant considered undesirable in a particular 
situation, growing where it is not wanted". 
 

Putting that in simple parlance: a weed is a plant out of place.  It does not have to be a 
wild plant to cause problems, as anyone who has done battle with the rootstock of a 
Nelly Kelly passionfruit can attest! 
 
So, having seen that the general characteristics of a weed are that it is just a plant 
ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀǊŜŀ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ōŜΣ ǿƘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΚ ¢ƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ 
any one of a number of problems associated with that plant out of place ς 
 
1. Competition ς weeds will compete with the plants which you are trying to grow to a 
greater or lesser extent. They will compete for light, water, nutrients and/or space all 
depending on what your main crop is and how invasive the weed is. With the wet 
weather we had around here over the past couple of years, I found that commelina 
cyanea (scurvy weed) moved in and took over a number of our patches. It was fast 
growing and was physically able to outcompete a number of veggies for light. At the 
least a bad weed infestation can result in reduced yields, with death of crop plants as a 
worst case scenario. 
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Weeds can develop into a mass of foliage, competing with crop 

plants for nutrients, water, space and light 
 
2. Hosts for Pests ς Weeds can act as hosts for pests of crop plants providing a place 
where they can feed and reproduce, camouflaged in amongst all the weedy growth. 
Also, pests can overwinter on weeds so they are ready to start up the following spring. 
Some examples include thrips on a number of weedy species, aphids on sow thistle 
(sonchus species) and harlequin bugs on long grass and herbaceous weeds. 
 
3. Host for Diseases - Weeds can also act as host for crop plant diseases such as viruses 
that can then be transmitted to crop plants by sucking insects like aphids, whitefly, 
leafhoppers and thrips. Some diseases such as the tomato spotted wilt virus and 
Cucumber mosaic virus are hosted by a wide number of weed species. Shepherds Purse 
(capsella Bursa-pastoris) can also host a wide number of insect, nematode, viral and 
bacterial pests that may damage crop species. 
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Jasmine - an invasive weed with associated 
allergy problems 
 
4. Allergies ς the pollen produced by many 
plants, including weeds, can cause human 
allergies. My daughter is very allergic to 
jasmine (jasminium species) when it flowers. 
Other common weeds that can cause 
allergies include ς amaranth (amaranthus 
species), dandelion (taraxacum officinale), 
dock (rumex species), fathen (chenopodium 
album), nettle (urtica species), 
plantain (plantago species), red sorrel 
(rumex acetosella) and rye grass (lolium 
rigidum). 
 
5. Physical injury ς Caused the pointy bits 
(technical term) of weeds such as stinging 

nettles also giant, scrub and dwarf nettle (urtica species), thistles, like spear thistle 
(Cirsium vulgare) or scotch thistle (Onopordum acanthium), or bindii (Tribulus 
terrestris). There is nothing quite like leaning down to grab some tomatoes and getting 

a handful of stinging nettle, it certainly 
presents an opportunity for the neighbours 
kids to learn some new words! 
 
6. Dermatitis - Some weeds can also cause 
dermatitis on skin contact, either 
immediately or after repeated contact such 
as parthenium weed (parthenium 
hysterophorus), petty spurge (euphorbia 
peplus) or cotton bush (Gomphocarpus 
fruticosus). 
 
Petty Spurge (euphorbia peplus), a common 
weed around here, has a number of 
hazards associated with it 
 
7. Poisoning ς Some weeds are poisonous 
and can cause problems if harvested as 
with vegetables, eaten by children, or 
eaten by pets such as chooks or rabbits. 

Some poisonous weeds include include apple of Sodom (Calotropis procera), cotton 
bush (Gomphocarpus fruticosus), blackberry nightshade (green berries) (solanum 
nigrum), Deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna), green cestrum (Cestrum 
parqui),  pellitory (Parietaria Judaica), petty spurge (euphorbia peplus)  and thornapple 
(Datura stramonium). 
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8. Allelopathy ς This is a property of some weeds where they produce on or more 
chemicals that can inhibit the germination of seeds and/or growth of the crop plants 
surrounding them. Some examples of weeds that can have this effect are - variegated 
thistle (Silybum marianum ), purslane (Portulaca oleracea) , fathen 
(chenopodium album), white clover (trifolium repens) and red clover (trifolium 
pratense) and garlic mustard weed (Alliaria petiolate). 
 
9. Cross pollination ς while this will not be a problem unless you want to save your own 
seed, in some cases wild plants (weeds) can cross pollinate with vegetables of the same 
species, resulting in lower quality vegetables when those seeds are planted. Examples 
ŀǊŜ vǳŜŜƴ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ƭŀŎŜ όdaucus carota) and carrots; wild turnips (brassica rapa) with 
other brassica rapa species such as pak choi, mizuna and mibuna 
 
10. Aesthetics ς depending on your point of view, a weedy place may look natural and 
attractive, or they may look messy and untidy, particularly if they are growing in 
amongst your prized rock garden or flower bed. In that case you may want to look at 
some weed control strategies. 
 

 
Natural and attractive or messy and untidy? Your call! 

 
So there are a whole stack of reasons why you might want to control weeds on your 
property. Clearly before you can do that, you need understand what weeds you have to 
deal with. So the next part of the process is how to identify and record which weeds are 
weeds to you! 
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2.0 Knowing Your Weeds 
 

Trail of various weeds between veggie 
patches 
 
The first activity in working out a cohesive 
weed management strategy is to 
understand exactly what it is we are 
dealing with here. In other words, 
conduct a weed Inspection of the 
appropriate areas of the garden. What are 
the appropriate areas? Well that depends 
on you. 
 
For me the appropriate areas are the 
veggie growing areas of the back yard and 
productive perennial growing areas of the 
front yard. I divided up the veggie 
growing areas into south, central, west 
and north. Because surprisingly there are 
differences. The handy bit of this 
ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴŜ Ǿŀǎǘ 
area, I had a number of smaller areas 
which I could review as I got the time. 

 
Identifying the weeds 
 
There are a number of ways to identify the weeds in the area of review, but for me the 
two main ones were using my collection of weed identification books and using a plant 
identification app on my phone. Some of the books I use to identify weeds can be 
found in Section 8 of this eBook, and the app that I use is the free Plantnet app. 
 
When identifying the weeds it is important to use the Latin/scientific rather than just 
the common name. This is important for a number of reasons ς 
 

 
What I would call 'oxalis' is actually oxalis latifolia AKA fishtail 

wood sorrel 



9 
 

1. Common names can vary from place to place but the scientific name is very 
ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƻƴƭȅΦ hƴ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ L ǎŜŜ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ Ψ¸ƻǳ /ŀƴ 9ŀǘ 
¢ƘŜǎŜ ²ŜŜŘǎΩ ǇƻǎǘŜǊ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŀƎŜǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅΦ ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ŜǾŜƴ 
though there is a small and difficult to make out picture, they only use common 
names and it originates in the US. One of the weeds listed as edible is fireweed, 
which in the US is Chamerion angustifolium, but here in Aus, the plant we refer 
to as fireweed is Senecio madagascariensis, a totally different plant, and toxic. 
 

2. I can identify a fair number of edible weeds, and I found that a weed which I was 
confident was mallow. After some work with the plant identification app it 
turned out that I had not only common mallow (malva neglecta), but also 
Egyptian mallow (malva parviflora) and red flowered mallow (modiola 
caroliniana) which is also referred to as American mallow. This sort of distinction 
may prove important as research continues because they will have their own 
separate characteristics and may require different management techniques. 
 

3. There is a weed that I had been told (by no less an authority than my father) was 
wandering Jew. One of the books L ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ΨǎŎǳǊǾȅ ǿŜŜŘΩ όǿƘƛŎƘ 
is edible) as an alternative name for wandering Jew, hence I thought they were 
the same plant. In my researches it turns out that: 

 
Commelina Cyanea 
 
a) Wandering Jew is in 
fact tradescantia albiflora and is 
toxic. 
 
b) The plant I had known as 
wandering Jew was commelina 
cyanea, also known as scurvy 
weed and is edible. 
 
c) Just in case I thought things 
were too easy, there is a plant 
called hairy wandering Jew which 
is also a member of the 
commelinaceae family with a 
Latin name of commelina 
benghalensis which seems to be 
edible. 
 
Needless to say, knowing the 
Latin names of plants being 
identified and subsequently 
managed is important! 
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Carrying out the review 
 
Once I had divided the site up into areas that made sense to me, it was just a case of 
spending a lovely half an hour, maybe a bit more, wandering around and looking at the 
abundant crop of weeds in each area. I would move through reasonably systematically, 
looking at each area. I would pick out a weed, bring it up on the app on my phone and 
then write it down, both the common and scientific name, then move on until I had 
recorded all the weeds in that particular area. I could then move on to the next. 
 

 
Stinging nettle (Urtica Urens) - called stinging for a reason! 

 
What I found worked was to have the phone app as the front line of identification and 
then use the books in my library to clear up any concerns on any identification that did 
not seem right and to provide more information about a particular weed once I had the 
name. 
 
Back in the day, I did weeds as a subject in the Farm Technology Certificate at TAFE. 
There were no mobile phones in those days let alone apps, so I had a feel for what 
would be required when identifying weeds, as that was part of the course. While I am 
usually a fairly analogue bloke, the phone app saved me HOURS of time looking up the 
books, although the books were invaluable in their own right. 
 
Recording 
 
I put together an Excel spreadsheet (a copy of which is available in the Resources 
section) to be able to record and keep track of my weeds in some sort of systematic 
fashion. In the first column I record the date the inspection was carried out. This is 
important because different weeds grow at different times of the year, so I intend on 
doing at least a summer and winter inspection. It remains to be seen if it is worthwhile 
also doing a spring and autumn one. 
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The second column is the common name, closely followed by a column for the scientific 
name. The fourth column records the particular area where the weed was located. The 
Fifth column provides a place to record the PITA score (check out the next article in this 
series, coming soon). The sixth column is to be filled out with the preferred conditions 
ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ǿŜŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ƘƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜǘ 
and the final column provides a a place to record the weed management strategy(ies) 
once decided upon. 
 

 
 
It is a bit of work, but as the saying goes, knowledge is power, and if you want to avoid 
reaching for the herbicide, even an organic herbicide, it is worth doing the work that 
will give you an edge over your weeds. If a new weed turns up, you already have a 
process to follow help you manage it! 
 
Summary of the process 
 
¶ Divide your weedy spaces up into manageable areas. 
¶ Download a plant identification app if you are going to use one 
¶ Go out into your weedy area and systematically identify all weeds in the area 

using your app and/or weed identification books 
¶ Record all information (common and scientific names) on all weeds present 
¶ Once the area is complete, transfer the information to weed spreadsheet 

 
  



12 
 

3.0  Rating Your Weeds on the PITA Scale 
 
Lǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŜŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ 
On looking at a place overrun by weeds the response it can engender is  ά!ŀŀǊǊƎŜΣ Ǉŀǎǎ 
ƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊŀȅŜǊΗέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ, however, only a short term solution, and counterproductive in 
the longer term. So it is much better to understand what you are up against so you can 
develop a longer term, and more effective, weed management strategy. If you have a 
lot of weeds to manage, it can be helpful to be able to decide which weeds to attack 
first, that is to say: prioritise them. The trouble is how do you work that out? 
 
The PITA weed scale 
 
That is why I developed the PITA (Pain In The A$$) scale that helps you look at each 
weed in turn and rate them in terms of invasiveness and persistence, assigning a 
number for each, the combining the two numbers to give you a figure out of 25. The 
higher the number the more of a PITA the weed is and the higher up the list for 
managing it should be. 
 
There are a couple of other factors that may affect the score, which you can use if you 
want, but otherwise it is a fairly simple system allowing you to divide your weed list 
into weeds which are minor, moderate or major PITAs. Then off you go! 
 
As mentioned above, the PITA scale takes into account the invasiveness of a weed, ie 
how quickly and effectively it can move into an area and take over, and persistence of a 
weed, being how difficult is it to get rid of. A slowly growing weed that stays in one 
place and is easy to pull out without leaving material behind that will re-sprout will 
have a low PITA score whereas a weed that goes rampant overnight and leaves seeds or 
runners in the ground which are difficult to dig out will be pegging the PITA meter! 
 

 
Scurvy weed - it spreads via stolons and can be quite invasive 
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Invasiveness 
 
This is the property of a weed to be able to move into an area and outcompete plants 
already there such as fruit, veggies and herbs etc. 
5 Plant spreads by a combination of rhizomes/stolons/vegetatively and by seeding 
prolifically eg creeping oxalis 
4 Plant spreads by rhizomes (underground runners) eg kikuyu grass or stolons 
(aboveground runners) eg Scurvy weed 
3 sŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ōȅ ǿƛƴŘ ƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŜƎ ŘŀƴŘŜƭƛƻƴΣ ŎƻōōƭŜǊΩǎ ǇŜƎǎ 
2 seed are spread spread by explosive seed dispersal eg flickweed 
1 Seeds are spread primarily by water movement ie they fall close to the plant and only 
disperse in heavy rain eg amaranth 
 

 
Scurvy weed also can leave roots behind when it 
is pulled out - allowing it to regrow 

 
Persistence 
 
This is the property of a weed that enables it to remain in place despite concerted 
actions to remove it. 
5 The weed has underground rhizome, corms, bulbs that come up again when leaves 
pulled out eg onion weed, nutgrass 
4 The weed regrows from broken stems & roots which occur as a result of attempts to 
remove it eg scurvy weed 
3 The weed has a taproot which breaks off when pulled, allowing the weed to regrow 
eg dandelion 
2 fibrous root system that does not regrow when pulled out eg paspalum 
1 single stem, simple root system easily pulled out, does not regrow eg petty spurge 


