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Summary 

Biocontrol is the only realistic option for managing some of our most serious weeds, 
but projects are typically long-term and costly to develop. Therefore it is critical that 
targets are objectively selected by assessing the likely return on investment. This can 
be difficult given that both stakeholders and biocontrol practitioners can have very 
different views on which weeds should be targeted. Further, the relative importance 
of a particular weed problem, and how feasible and realistic biocontrol is for the 
particular species, is frequently not considered. Despite these challenges, little attention 
has been given to the process of target selection within the biocontrol community.  

Target prioritisation can be considered within a matrix that includes weed impact, the 
feasibility of biocontrol (the process constraints for the establishment and execution of a 
biocontrol program) and the likelihood of successful outcomes (for example the chance 
that biological control can mitigate the identified impact). Weed impact can be extremely 
difficult to evaluate and predict, and any assessment needs to consider the context in which 
the weed occurs, whether the weed is a passenger or driver of environmental change, what it 
is impacting (in terms of production, biodiversity and ecosystem services), and the temporal 
and spatial dimension of invasions.  Assessment of feasibility includes an in-depth analysis 
of constraints and opportunities, ranging from the practical (e.g. access to the native-
range), social or political (e.g. acceptance of biocontrol as a management solution), and 
ecological (e.g. the genetic integrity of the target within its native range and the availability 
of host-specific natural enemies). Likelihood of success includes determining whether 
biocontrol can address clearly defined criteria for the successful management of the weed, 
and whether weed impacts are likely to be mitigated by the available natural enemies. 

Australian examples were used to illustrate how such a prioritisation matrix can help identify 
the next generation of biocontrol targets by (a) helping achieve the right balance between 
targeting weeds of moderate to high impact where potential agents are readily available and high 
impact weeds where they may not be, and (b) focusing research around key knowledge gaps 
preventing the adequate prioritisation of new and existing targets. The biocontrol “industry” 
needs to demonstrate continued success against important targets if it is to survive, and that 
this will require science-driven target selection, a balanced portfolio of targets, quantification 
of potential weed impact, and continued improvement in science and technology. 


