
Chilean Needle Grass (CNG) is an invasive pest plant in 
both Australia and New Zealand.  Its impacts include 
reduced pasture and crop yields and reduced livestock 
carrying capacity. The seeds cause livestock health and 
welfare issues, particularly for lambs, because of their 
sharp, needle-like tip which can screw itself into skin and 
muscle, damaging pelts and meat.  CNG is currently 
found in Marlborough and Hawke’s Bay and was 
 detected in North Canterbury in 2008. 

Good farm or vineyard biosecurity protects the farm’s 
future land use.  While we often focus on breaches in 
animal disease biosecurity, it is failure in pest plants 
biosecurity that can pose the greater risk to the farming 
business. At great cost we can relatively easily remove 
and replace animals, but it is exponentially harder to 
remove pest plants like Chilean Needle Grass (CNG).  
So, it is best to keep CNG out of the environment in
the first place. 

The CNG Action Group (CNGAG) has for over 10 years 
been involved in the ‘Why, What and How’ of CNG 
awareness, education and management. As a farmer-led 
organisation we are independent, but we work alongside 
organisations with biosecurity regulatory and delivery 
responsibilities such as Marlborough District Council 
(MDC) and the Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI). 
We are often approached by these organisations for 
feedback and ideas.

We are always looking for fresh ideas and new faces for 
 our group, and we invite you to bring us your innovative 
ideas on how we can ‘Identify, Track, Trace, Eliminate and 
Monitor' CNG and how the group should evolve. One of 
the things we would like feedback on is how biosecurity 
action groups, like the CNGAG, should link with 
catchment groups.   

ACHIEVEMENTS, NEW BLOOD AND EVOLUTION. 

CNG ACTION GROUP
2022 NEWSETTER

Chairmans report by Warwick Lissaman: 

The recent flooding of the Pelorus and Kenepuru Sounds 
clearly demonstrated how isolated a catchment can 
become, and how good connectivity within and across, 
builds resilience and bonds which can become strengths in 
times of adversity. I do believe if we see CNG as a problem 
for all of us, not just those with it, we can create a similar 
level of connectedness enabling pushback against the 
spread.

I would like to pay tribute to outgoing MDC Councillor 
Cynthia Brooks for her support over the past six years, and 
to the retiring MDC Environment Committee Appointee 
Ross Beech, a founding member and constant of the 
CNGAG.  His wise contribution has insured the ‘Why and 
How’ we operated remain to the fore, and allows the ’What’ 
we do the freedom to grow.

Good biosecurity is part of what we do each day on our 
own piece of paradise.  Remember, the rules; it is principally 
our actions that spread CNG, so know where your machi-
nery, livestock, and hay is coming from, restrict entry points 
and casual visitor vehicle access, ask the right questions, 
and protect your border.

The day is coming when pest plants can be identified 
remotely and controlled robotically, and biocontrol agents 
will also help.  But until then, we must continue to use the 
tools we have, such as accurate, timely, identification 
followed by controlling infestations. Control methods will 
vary, so talk it through with the team at MDC Biosecurity, NZ 
Wines or a member of the CNGAG.
For more information, check out our research, identification 
posters, and past newsletters here: https://www.landca-
re.org.nz/current-project-item/chilean-needle-grass.
Finally, thank you to the continuing commitment of the 
CNGAG members and the facilitation and support role that 
Wendy and Annette from NZ Landcare Trust provide.

For ideas, or to get involved phone Warwick Lissaman 027 457 5041



SOLUTION PROCESSSolution Process

Q & A with Tim Struthers, Blind River, sheep and beef farmer, 
member of CNG Action Group 

In January 2018 Tim took a 12.4 ha, solid CNG 
paddock and sprayed it out, added fertiliser, and 
then subdivided it with electric fencing.  In March 
2018 he drilled a rape crop that he then fed to bulls 
which grew at 1.6 kg/day. In October 2018 half the 
paddock was sprayed with Taskforce (TF) and 
Roundup while the remainder received only 
Roundup spray.  In February 2019, Tim sowed it 
into Barley and then grazed it with bulls that then 
grew at 1kg/day.  In October 2019 the paddock 
was sown back into a new pasture with TF resilient 
Lucerne and Plantain and also with Cocksfoot, 
Subclover and Brome. The total costs of cropping 
and re-grassing cost was $2400/ha and grazing 
income from 2018 to October 20 returned 
$3400/ha ($500/ha/year profit).    

Background

The first season in permanent pasture mix was 
pretty tough going with the dry summer we had, so 
I treated it very carefully and let it seed before any 
grazing.  This is key to achieving a good permanent 
pasture in the very dry Blind River.  It is especially 
important to let the Plantain reseed. Plantain only 
lasts a couple of years if you don’t. Because of the 
dry environment our stocking rate is lower over 
summer with only young stock on by the middle of 
December. This allows the pastures to take off with 
moisture and after seeding.  We then have good 
quality feed all the way through from autumn to 
mid-January.

Now we are in September 2022 how has the paddock 
performed for you in the last 2 years? 

There is very little difference in what needle grass is coming 
back but I think the Taskforce paddocks were a bit slower in 
establishing. 

Do you think that the Taskforce (TF) spray has had any 

associated with double cropping?

Totally worth it if you can get a tractor over it and can afford 
it – do it. There is no comparison compared to the old native 
paddocks. To be able to put the weight on the cattle over 
spring and early summer so they are gone at good weights 
by the beginning of December is a huge game changer.  My 
bulls over the past few years averaged 320kg with no trouble. 

sing CNG paddocks using double cropping and then 

Just keep it going – letting it seed in November – the 
paddock just seems to better and better.  I will concentrate 
more on other needle grass areas. 

What are your plans for the paddock in the future?  

Paddock 15 October 2022 (left) almost four years after being solid 
CNG (right)  

We have trialled spraying with two types of drones.  Both had 
positives and negatives, and both need further development 
to be successful.  It is hard to over-sow in this environment 
with the dry. So, at the moment I am primarily focused on 
areas we know we can get the biggest bang for our buck. To 
be fair the cattle actually target these steep areas at certain 
times as I think the new pastures are a bit rich and the cattle 
do graze the poor quality sections better now. 

There are areas in the paddocks that couldn’t be cultivated. 
What have you done with these?

I started three years ago.  We selected 40Ha of the best 
country heavily infested with needle grass. We went through 
the same program of double cropping and then back into our 
permanent pasture mix of Lucerne, Cocksfoot and Plantain.  

Many vineyards in Blind River have CNG infested hills. You have 
taken experiences from your own trials on your property and are 
now working with the Atacama vineyard to develop their hills on 
a share farming arrangement.  When did you start?  

There is very little coming back, with the 
exception of the odd really dry area where the 
permanent pasture wasn’t as thick as it should 
have been.  It is still a 100% improvement on 
what it was before developing. 

How much CNG has come back into the paddock?

Permanent pasture on Tim’s property 22 October 2022 

There are a few species persisting with the Arrow Leaf 
Clover and some Sulla still showing up.  A fair bit of CNG 
has come back and there are still some areas infested with 
flat weeds which are resilient to the TF. But the paddock is 
certainly better than it was.

At Atacama there is a trial paddock of solid CNG that was 
sprayed with Taskforce (TF) in Feb 2017 and then over-sown 
with TF resilient species.  Now almost six years on, how is the 
paddock doing?

Initially we grazed a lot of dairy cattle on the crops in winter 
and also some dairy heifer grazing. With the unpredictable dry 
times in summer and autumn we stopped doing heifers as we 
can only move cattle off the place from 1st April till to 1st of 
October because it is a CNG property.  So, you are committed 
to taking heifers right through. If we get a dry spring, then it 
gets pretty tough because we are unable to unload them. 
This will work better now we have permanent new pastures 
but at the time it put a bit of pressure on over summer. Now 
we have got 120 angus beef cows which aren’t selective in 
what they graze. They do a great job through the winter, 
grazing CNG and everything else to the boards. Over calving 
in early spring, they graze Sub Clover and the new pastures, 
and this puts some serious weight on the cows and calves 
before summer. If there is an excess of feed, I use some 
yearling bulls to help mop up the excess. We don’t run many 
sheep as they are the worst carriers of CNG through the 
summer, but we do graze between 800-1200 finishing lambs 
depending on the season through the winter in the vineyard.

CNG places some limits on stock policies.  What are the 
stock policies you have been using to graze on Atacama?

Feast or famine! Going forward it’s more feast than famine 
and you have to stock accordingly and expect a hard summer 
and late autumn some years. Rain is obviously a bonus but 
unless we can finish the additional stock, we would prefer to 
see an excess of feed and mop it up with the cows than come 
under pressure with too many mouths and having to buy in 
feed or rely on a poor performing crop in a hard year.

What have been the challenges?

None hopefully!  With respect to the environment, we 
have seen it all before wet/dry at different times of the 
year. But with the new legislation coming in for winter 
grazing, cropable areas etc this will certainly make 
things tougher.  If we can’t carry on doing what we are 
doing, then the only alternative is to watch it revert back 
to what it was – solid CNGs – unproductive and a large 
risk to the rest of the farming community.  As it was 
before we started.   
 

What are the future challenges you expect to face?

As bad as Needle Grass is itself, it has been an 
opportunity for me. Nobody wants CNG, which is 
how we managed to get into a position to own our 
own farm after 20 years working on farms all over 
the country.

What have been the opportunities?

They are vineyard operators, not farmers.  If a vineyard 
operator owns more farmland outside the vineyard, 
they can concentrate on producing good wine while I 
deal with the surrounding areas of heavily infested 
needlegrass and the stock. We do all the CNG control 
work within the vineyard boundary as well as on the 
farm. Over the last four years, the job is getting easier 
and easier even with the compulsory boundary 
spraying increasing from 10m to 20m.  We are actually 
controlling around 40 to 50m boundary strips now and 
growing it every year. I have put huge amounts of effort 
into the Nassella spraying as well over the whole 
property and it is noticeably improving every year.

operator with working with you?
 

We normally buy in lambs in February, depending
on the season, as all the big two year old bulls are 
finished and the new paddocks need grazing. 
Following grape harvest, we put them into the 
vineyard and control the autumn growth which 
reduces mowing for the vineyard operators. Lambs 
are rotated around until pruning is completed when 
they are at good weights (ranging from 24 to 28kg 
carcass weight) depending on the season and then 
are sent to the works from mid-August onwards 
depending on the feed situation. We cannot sell 
store sheep from a CNG property so if we don’t 
get carried away running huge numbers – better
to do everything well than battle with more.

How do you integrate your grazing policies with 
grazing in the vineyard? 

We are certainly making some huge gains but being a 
core CNG property and after years of solid infestation 
we will be battling it for years to come. As November 
rolls round and the seed head begins to emerge it is 
easy to give up hope till you go into some of the 
developed areas and look at the results. The results 
speak for themselves visually you can see it on the 
ground, on the stock, and on the balance sheet.

What impact are you having on CNG 
infestations levels on this property? 

Carry on with plan A – keep killing the stuff.
What’s next?

Double cropping gives multiple opportunities for germinating CNG 
seeds to be killed. 
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Double cropping gives multiple opportunities for 
germinating CNG seeds to be killed. 

Yealands Vineyard is 1300 ha and 70% of its production is 
Sauvignon Blanc.  This block has had CNG for many years.  
Old-timers visiting the vineyard can still go to the original 
spots where CNG was first found and see these are still 
the worst infested areas.

CNG impacts the business through both labour and the 
direct costs in washing down the machinery travelling 
both around and off the farm, not being able to graze 
sheep on infested blocks, chemical costs for spot 
spraying, and the associated additional mowing costs
in these blocks.
  
Kerry Nolan has worked at Yealand’s Seaview Vineyard in 
Blind River for four years.  His job is to control CNG and 
nassella. He is also responsible for trapping pest animals 
on the property.
  
Kerry walks every row in the vineyard and also grid 
searches outside the vineyard searching for CNG. 
Kerry is confident he has the infestation contained b
 spot spraying, but the goal is now to eradicate CNG from 
the vineyard.  Disappointingly this year there were a surge 
in CNG plant numbers, but this is also seen across the 
district, and may have been associated with the wet year. 
    
Yealands is keen to show leadership in eradicating CNG 
and have allocated a lot of resource to achieving this goal. 
Two years ago, in the worst of the CNG blocks, they 
started trialling an every-second-row re-grassing system.  
They spray out one row in spring and then resow it in 
Fescue, irrigate it to help it establish and hopefully 
become a competitive sward.  The next year the other row 
is re-grassed.  This system has dropped CNG numbers to 
low levels and it is hoped that this sward will continue to 
compete and suppress CNG for a number of years.   They 
are willing to repeat this re-grassing to try and eradicate 
CNG.  So far, Kerry is pleased with the big drop in CNG 
plant numbers in these blocks.  He is also very excited 
about the pending arrival into the country of a CNG rust, 
brought in by Landcare Research, which he hopes will help 
him in his battle.   

When Kerry first arrived in Marlborough from 
Christchurch, he was unaware of CNG.  He has since 
learned a significant amount about the pest plant and 
says he is indebted to Clive Billingsley , a pest weed 
contractor, for his insight into how to identify and 
control CNG.  Clive still comes to Yealands each year 
to spray out the 20m control strip required around the 
property. As an identification back-up Kerry uses his 
CNG Ute Guide. Kerry can now easily identify CNG 
largely by its unique colour which is best seen when 
the sun is on an angle in the morning or afternoon.  
He often confirms his identification by grubbing the 
plant out and seeing how easily its roots fall apart. 
Kerry also takes time to ensure the rest of the staff 
can identify CNG.  He has found that CNG attaches 
itself to all sorts of unusual places around the body, 
and staff are encouraged to be vigilant.  

Kerry’s message to those without CNG is to be 
very vigilant in preventing CNG from coming

Kerry Nolan controlling CNG using his electric motorbike to get up 
and down 11,000 rows on Yealands vineyard. 

YEALANDS SEAVIEW VINEYARD
FIGHTS BACK AGAINST CNG
By Kerry Nolan, Pest control at Yealands Vineyard

During the 2021/2022 summer Council undertook 
2950 hours of work across the CNG programme. 
During this time the six contracting teams as well as 
Council Biosecurity Officers undertook control work, 
surveyed new ground on affected properties, 
completed compliance checks, and surveyed a number 
of at-risk properties.

Four new properties in the Redwood Pass, Seddon and 
Picton areas were found to be affected by CNG. All four 
of these properties had light infestations that were 
promptly controlled by the MDC Biosecurity team. With 
these additional finds the number of CNG affected 
properties in Marlborough currently sits at 200. 

Marlborough District Council is committed to assisting 
occupiers/landowners with control work to suppress 
CNG. When a new CNG property is discovered, Council 
engages with the occupier to work through a 
management plan that reviews property operations 
and provides advice on preventing the spread of CNG 
both within, as well as off the property

Council continues to undertake further surveillance 
around the district to locate and control areas of CNG 
on properties that are not known to be affected. If you 
suspect that you have found CNG on your property 
snap a photo and send it to 
biosecurity@marlborough.govt.nz or alternatively you 
can call the Biosecurity team on Ph 03 520 7400.

Climate change has significant implications for biosecurity, increasing 
the length of the growing season and the area of land susceptible to the 
establishment of pests like CNG. After finding CNG plants continuing to 
seed into autumn, Biosecurity Officers at Environment Canterbury 
investigated the viability of seeds being produced this late in the year.

Biosecurity officer Noel Crump collected nine samples of seed from 
two of the more densely populated sites in Cheviot between February 
and June 2022, which were then sent on to Manaaki Whenua – 
Landcare Research for viability testing. Of the nine samples submitted 
for testing, four produced viable seed, with the last viable seed coming 
from a sample collected in early May.

This investigation has clear implications for the management of CNG in 
Canterbury. When climatic conditions such as the La Nina weather 
pattern occur, land occupiers will need to remain vigilant, exercise 
caution and undertake control further into the season. Environment 
Canterbury will remain watchful of anticipated weather patterns and 
manage resources for search, control, and pathway management 
activities accordingly.

2021-2022 season update
CNG is now known to be present at over 25 properties in Canterbury with 
330 hectares affected in total. Twenty-two of these sites were active this 
year with no plants detected at three sites. Known sites include five 
district roads, State Highway One and 19 private properties. The affected 
private properties include two vineyards, two lifestyle blocks and 15 
hill-country farms. All sites were inspected at least three times due to a 
wet and warm autumn causing plants to continue flowering.

One new site was detected by biosecurity staff this season in the Cheviot 
area. The infestation consisted of 23 plants and was located on a 
property that has been searched regularly in recent seasons due to an 
association with another known affected property.

An experienced contractor was engaged by land occupiers to carry out 
control work on the four most heavily infested properties. Council 
biosecurity staff carried out search and control work on the 
low-incidence properties, as well as inspections and assessments of the 
heavily infested properties. Search around areas that could act as 
potential pathways such as rivers and roads was also undertaken, as 
well as search on properties with a known association with affected 
sites.

If you think you may have found CNG, please contact Environment 
Canterbury and we can identify it for you, as well as help you manage 
any infestations. You can report sightings at reportpests.nz or by 
emailing biotsecurity@ecan.govt.nz .

Operations lead

CNG found in Picton during the 2021/2022 Summer 
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