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BUFFEL IN LANDSCAPE DILEMMA 
 
Large expanses of Australia’s inland face a growing dilemma from an introduced plant that 
is at the same time a source of prosperity – and a threat to native landscapes. 
 
Latest scientific assessments indicate the introduced Buffel grass could colonise up to half 
of the continent – replacing native vegetation and eliminating the wildlife that depends on 
it, researchers from the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre warn. 
 
By replacing native vegetation, buffel grass may impact on the growing bush foods 
industry, the indigenous communities and their association with the natural landscape, on 
Outback tourism and on the bushfire regimes of inland Australia. 
 
“For years buffel grass has been a great boon to pastoralism and is still extremely valuable 
in that role.  But it is now finding its way into a lot of places it is not wanted,” says Dr 
Margaret Friedel, who has studied the vegetation of inland Australia for over 30 years. 
 
The grass seeks out and colonises the richest areas in an impoverished landscape, taking 
root secretively under the shelter of other shrubs, then filling in the gaps between. Its huge 
root system steals their precious water and nutrients. 
 
This habit imperils the precious alluvial zones, where plants and animals survive in 
prolonged drought to renew the landscape, and which are often sacred to indigenous 
culture as the homes of the ancestors. 
 
Its rapid growth also encourages a pattern of fierce, frequent fires which can wipe out all 
the normally fire-tolerant native bushes, trees and plants. In a year or so this process can 
alter a landscape profoundly. 
 
Of concern, says Dr Friedel, is the recent discovery that buffel grass may be reproducing 
sexually across the Outback – not just self-fertilising as was previously thought.  This gives 
it the potential to develop hardy new strains adapted to local soil, water and nutrient 
conditions, making it tougher than ever to check. 
 
Fire does not control it – in fact it thrives on it. Herbicides are simply not an option across 
the vast areas involved in the invasion, either from a cost or an environmental standpoint. 
 
Biological control, the basis of so many successful Australian weed control programs, also 
appears unlikely to work on such a scale. 
 
“We face the possibility that Buffel grass will colonise large expanses of our arid zone, 
including National Parks and nature reserves, turning them from Australian landscapes 
into buffel grasslands,” Dr Friedel says. 
 
“While this is desirable for the grazing industry, it is much less desirable from the 
perspective of conserving the Australian native landscape.” 
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Buffel grass is not a declared noxious weed or one of the WONS (Weeds of National 
Significance) because of its value as a pasture in the grazing system.  This ambiguous 
status – as both friend and foe – poses the dilemma facing those trying to work out how to 
manage it. 
 
Buffel grass first came to Australia from the Middle East, it is thought, as padding in the 
saddles of camels used for inland transport.  However its hardiness and value as cattle 
forage saw new varieties imported by government departments in the 1950s and 60s, as a 
springboard for the expansion of the inland grazing industry. Today it has escaped into 
many areas it isn’t wanted and is, for example, widespread round the town site of Alice 
Springs. 
 
“People come to Inland Australia to marvel at the Outback landscape.  Buffel grass is 
taking over some of those native landscapes, replacing woodlands with introduced 
grasslands,” Dr Friedel says. 
 
“Just about the only thing that keeps it in check is grazing – and the time may come when 
we have to consider this as one strategy for protecting parts of National Parks and nature 
reserves which have been invaded by buffel.” 
 
More information: 
Dr Margaret Friedel, Desert Knowledge CRC and CSIRO, 08 8950 7140 
Margaret.Friedel@csiro.au 
Dr Mark Stafford Smith, CEO, Desert Knowledge CRC, 08 8950 7162 or 0408 852 082 
Mark.StaffordSmith@csiro.au 
Katie Vargo, Desert Knowledge CRC, 08 8950 7122 or 0428 102 935 
Katie.Vargo@csiro.au 
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