What is Caulerpa taxifolia and why do we need to eradicate it from SA waters?

Caulerpa taxifolia is an invasive marine seaweed that has been found in West Lakes and in the Port River near the Jervois Bridge and near vicinity. If it is not contained, the seaweed presents a serious threat to the environment and associated marine industries in nearby Gulf St. Vincent, the Coorong, and Spencer Gulf. 

Caulerpa taxifolia is able to over run native seagrasses and is extremely difficult to eradicate. It can grow from small fragments accidentally carried by boat owners, fishers and other water users. Fish can not eat this variety of Caulerpa due to the toxins in the plant and it has the potential to displace fish populations. Action needs to be taken to protect SA’s $491 million seafood industry and our important natural marine environment. 

What has happened over the summer?

Large areas of Caulerpa taxifolia in the Port River have been dredged.

Trials have continued in West Lakes to try to identify new methods or new information about the weed that will assist with its eventual eradication.

What has been achieved in the Port River?

An area of 22,000 square metres has been dredged.

Some 414 tonnes of sediment and weed has been removed from the river.

Is the Port River now weed free?

Surveys by divers have indicated that widespread areas of the weed have been removed.

Patches of Caulerpa taxifolia still remain around the Jervois Bridge.

Is further action in the Port River required?

The vacuum dredging has had a significant impact on the weed.

Further efforts will be required but because the areas of weed are small, they should be easy to manage via smothering or manual removal, using a smaller suction dredge.

Why is it necessary to continue testing eradication methods?

While much is known about the weed through its appearance in other parts of the world, very little is known about Caulerpa taxifolia in our climate and in an enclosed marine environment such as West Lakes.

What type of trials have been conducted during summer?

In one area of the lake where there is quite a heavy infestation of the weed, smothering is being tested. A heavy pvc plastic has been pegged out over an area of 600 square metres over the weed to assess how lack of light and reduced oxygen affects the plant. It is not practical for full eradication of the weed, but may be suitable for small isolated patches, such as in the Port River.

What potential methods have or are being considered as eradication trial options?

High concentration of salt: This has been used extensively in New South Wales with little success.

Fresh water – local infrastructure has been investigated to assess whether the entire lake could be turned into fresh water to kill Caulerpa.  The weed will die in fresh water with salinity levels less than 10 parts per thousand.

Copper has been shown to be effective in killing the weed but there are concerns about the potential environmental impact of its use within the entire lake and the Port River where the lake drains.

Chlorine – Lack of availability of large volumes, cost and environmental impact and in trials did not completely kill the Caulerpa at feasible dosage rates.

Algacide – ineffective

Smothering – This is currently being tested in West Lakes and may prove to be a suitable management tool for small, isolated patches of the weed.

Why not just cover the weed with black plastic?

The weed covers about three quarters of the lake and huge amounts of black plastic would be needed. The plastic is expensive and would take in excess of 12 months to kill the weed, during which time there would be restrictions on lake use.

Why not just drain the lake?

Hydrostatic pressure of the water is important to the engineering of the West lakes development. The banks of West Lakes could erode and collapse if the water was removed.

How soon would fish populations become re-established in West Lakes after any eradication option?

West Lakes is an artificial marine environment and its ecosystem established over several years after it was originally flooded. 

It is expected that the ecosystem would recover over 12 months to two years in a similar manner, depending on the eradication method selected by the State Government. 

Primary Industries and Resources SA propose to assist any required restocking program of fish by taking broodstock from the lake before any treatment. 

This would speed up the return of recreational fishing in West Lakes. 

So what’s happening now?

A number of possible options for the eradication of Caulerpa taxifolia are being finalised.

Each option will take into account such things as the likely impact on West Lakes residents, environmental impacts, costs, logistics, time frames, etc.

When the assessments are completed, they will be presented to the State Government for consideration.

Why has it taken so long?

There are a number of important aspects to consider prior to starting any eradication program.

Firstly, it must be possible to eradicate the invasive species.

People who have attended the community meetings and received previous information about the weed will be aware that local research has focused on what will kill Caulerpa.  

Then there are other considerations such as possible environmental impacts of various treatments and obtaining the necessary environmental approvals. 

It would certainly be inappropriate and short-sighted to embark on an eradication plan without adequate research to ensure that any “solution” now didn’t turn out to be a long-term issue impacting on either the community or the environment.

There are also considerations such as the impact on residents, for example, noise, smell or other impacts that might result from a particular plan.

How will the eradication plan be made public?

Once a decision is made by the State Government, it will be announced, as with all previous announcements regarding Caulerpa taxifolia.

Residents and other interested people will also receive details about the plan via the mail.

Residents and other interested people will also be invited to attend community meetings.

Community meetings

Community meetings will be held at West Lakes and the Charles Sturt Council (as with previous meetings). 

The meetings will outline the eradication option selected by the State Government and what it will involve and the target time frame for action.

Advertising

The dates and venues for the community meetings will be advertised in the local media.

What can I do to help?

· Remain vigilant and if you see Caulerpa growing in beachfront waters near West Lakes or the Port River or other areas, please telephone the Fishwatch number 1800 065 522. There are 13 other species of Caulerpa in SA and some of these look similar to the exotic species.

· Do not allow dogs to play in West Lakes during the eradication and clean-up.

· Check home marine aquariums and if you have Caulerpa, remove it, seal it in a plastic bag and put it in the household rubbish.

UPDATE #4 ( March 2003)

IMPORTANT INFORMATION ABOUT

CAULERPA TAXIFOLIA

FOR WEST LAKES RESIDENTS AND LAKE USERS
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An update on Caulerpa taxifolia for residents and businesses in and around West Lakes.

More information is available on the website: www.pir.sa.gov.au/weeds 
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