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Prickly Acacia infests more than six 
million hectares of natural grasslands 
and more than 2000 km of bore drains 
across Queensland, with potential to 
spread throughout northern Australia. 
Prickly acacia trees form dense 
impenetrable thickets, restricting 
stock access to watercourses, 
compete with native pasture species, 
and prevent growth of plants beneath 
the canopy. Prickly acacia costs 
primary producers about $9 million per 
year in lost pasture production. 
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Ethopia (Acaciothrips ebneri). BELOW: Gall mite damage in Ethiopia.
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several  potential prickly acacia biocontrol agents.

Project outcomes
Native range studies for the prospective biocontrol 
agents for prickly acacia were conducted in Ethiopia, 
Senegal, Tanzania, Kenya, Nigeria, India and South 
Africa. Based on field host range, geographic range and 
damage potential, a gall thrip (Acaciothrips ebneri), a 
gall mite (Aceria sp.), and a stem-galling fly (Notomma 
mutilum) were prioritised as prospective biological 
control agents in Australia.

The three prioritised agents were exported from the 
native range into quarantine facilities in Australia and 
South Africa for identification, colony establishment 
and host specificity testing.

The gall thrip from Ethiopia was imported into a high-
security quarantine facility in Brisbane for colony 
establishment and host specificity tests. The colony of 
thrips was established and maintained on Australian 
prickly acacia plants grown from prickly acacia seeds 
collected from north Queensland. 

Current distribution of prickly acacia  
in Australia
Source:  Atlas of Living Australia

Prickly acacia
(Vachellia nilotica) 

Testing of the gall thrips against 56 plant species has 
been completed for a minimum of five replications 
and there is no evidence of gall development on any 
of these non-target species. Only two more species 
remain to be tested.  Tests for the remaining test plant 
species are likely to be completed during 2020.

The test plant list for host specificity testing for prickly 
acacia biocontrol agents has been revised as the Acacia 
genus has undergone great change during the past 
20 years, which has ramifications for host specificity 
testing for weed biocontrol agents for this weed.

A gall mite from Shewa Robbit, Ethiopia was exported 
to a quarantine facility at Plant Health and Protection 
(PHP), Pretoria, South Africa in April and December 
2017.  A colony of the leaf-galling mite was established 
in the quarantine, on potted prickly acacia plants, grown 
from seeds sourced from prickly acacia populations in 
Australia.  Control and test plants were checked after 
six weeks for evidence of gall development.

A trip to Ethiopia in February 2020 was planned to 
collect a large consignment of mite galls for export to 
South Africa, to facilitate the host specificity testing of 
a large number of test-plant species at once. The trip 
was delayed due to the current coronavirus outbreak. 
Host specificity testing will continue when it is safe to 
travel, although, a possible alternative being explored 
is to have collaborators collect the agent.

A release application for the gall thrip is currently 
being prepared for submission to the Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE) for 
approval.

For more information contact:
Kunjithapathan Dhileepan, QDAF

   Kunjithapatham.Dhileepan@daf.qld.gov.au
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This project enabled a diverse coalition of stakeholders, representing 
land managers, extension agencies, research and development (R&D) 
corporations and research providers working together to develop and 
deliver needs-based RD&E in the context of weed management. 

A network of international collaborators spanning Australia, Europe, Africa, 
South America, Asia and North America joined forces with research teams 
to identify potential agents in their native range and work through testing 
procedures and regulatory processes for importation. 

Industry project partners committed significant resources, both financially 
and in-kind.  These established partnerships will facilitate widespread 
adoption of the project findings, both within and between industry sectors 
and between agricultural and environmental stakeholders.

Project collaboration 
brings  multi-faceted benefits



Learn more
agrifutures.com.au/
weeds-biocontrol
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Research organisations

CSIRO 
•	 Sowthistle
•	 African boxthorn
•	 Cabomba
•	 Fleabane

DJPR (Victorian Department of 
Jobs, Precincts and Regions) 
•	 Silverleaf nightshade
•	 Sagittaria

QDAF 
•	 Prickly acacia
•	 Giant rat’s tail grass
•	 Mother-of-millions

NSW DPI  
•	 Mother-of-millions
•	 Ox-eye daisy
•	 Giant rat’s tail grass

Partner organisations

•	 PIRSA
•	 SEQ Water
•	 GRDC
•	 Ravensthorpe Shire
•	 USDA
•	 Goulburn Murray Water
•	 Murrumbidgee Irrigation
•	 Coleambally Irrigation 
•	 Goulburn Broken Catchment Management 

Authority
•	 North Queensland Dry Tropics
•	 Wyong Shire
•	 Murray Local Land Services 
•	 Murrumbidgee Landcare
•	 Central Murray County Council
•	 NSW Office of Environment and Heritage
•	 NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service
•	 NSW Biocontrol Taskforce
•	 Bundaberg Regional Council
•	 North West Local Land Services
•	 Gladstone Regional Council

•	 HQPlantations Pty Ltd

Department of Agriculture,
Water and the Environment


