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The problem
Gamba grass was originally introduced into Australia from Africa for use as a pasture species. Gamba 
grass has proven to be extremely tolerant of drought, fire and low nutrient soils which are characteristic of 
north Australian savannas.
Gamba grass grows to form tussocks which are bigger, taller and more dense than native grass species. 
These tussocks cure (dry off) late in the dry season creating an unnaturally high fuel load, which can result 
in late, high intensity fires. These fires can dramatically alter the structure of native plant communities and 
severely decrease local biodiversity.

HABIT STEMS & BRANCHES LEAVES FLOWERS FRUIT & SEED 

Gamba grass is a declared weed in accordance with the Weeds Management Act 2001 and is a Weed of National 
Significance in Australia. The class of declaration varies according to the location in the Northern Territory.
• Class A – to be eradicated (all areas of the Northern Territory except where it is classified as Class B)
• Class B – growth and spread to be controlled (in the area roughly bounded by the NT coastline, the western 

boundary of Kakadu National Park in the east, the town of Katherine in the south, and the Daly River mouth in the 
west)

• Class C – prevent new entry (all areas of the Northern Territory) 

Areas identified as Class A (the eradication zone) generally have lower density infestations which are considered to 
have a high feasibility of eradication and control. Areas identified as B (the management zone) generally have higher 
density infestations which have a lower feasibility of eradication or control.

Gamba grass
Andropogon gayanus 

Leaves are up to 60cm 
long with a distinctive 
white midrib and 
covered with soft hairs.

Tussocks can grow to 
4m high and up to  
70cm in diameter.

Gamba grass stems 
are robust and covered 
in soft hair. The 
shallow root system 
can spread up to 1m 
from the tussock.

Flower heads occur on 
tall stems above the 
leaves.

The seed head consists 
of up to 6 groups of 
branches.

The fluffy seeds 
are contained in a 
V-shaped seed head.
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Gamba grass produces vast quantities of seed (up to 250,000 per season), which can germinate and 
establish in both disturbed and undisturbed areas. Areas which have been affected by the extremely hot 
gamba grass fires are highly susceptible to further gamba grass establishment. In some areas this process 
of hot, late fires, coupled with the ability of gamba grass to quickly colonise the disturbed areas it creates, is 
leading to a cycle of woodlands being replaced by tall perennial grasslands which are capable of sustaining 
further damaging fires. Soil nutrient and soil water cycles are also being altered in areas of dense gamba 
grass infestations.
Notably gamba grass fires are also harder to control, require more resources and place fire fighters and 
volunteers at greater risk. There is also considerable risk of infrastructure, crop and livestock losses from 
gamba grass fires.

Habitat and distribution

Gamba grass is suited to most soil types found in the Top End, except for heavy clays where waterlogging 
reduces survival. It requires an annual rainfall of at least 600mm. Gamba grass currently occupies an area 
estimated at between 10,000 km2 and 15,000 km2. It is estimated gamba grass has the potential to occupy 
an area covering 380,000 km2 in the Northern Territory. Most infestations are currently north of Katherine.

Preventing spread (Class C)
Spread prevention is the most successful and cost effective way of managing weeds. Gamba grass seed 
can be spread via wind, water, livestock and other animals (e.g. feral pig and buffalo) and machinery 
contaminated with seed. It can also be spread inadvertently if any fill, gravel or bailed hay contains seeds. 
By implementing the following recommendations potential seed spread can be significantly reduced:
• map infestations to enable the development of a coordinated and planned management approach
• design and implement a seed spread prevention program
• follow strict hygiene regimes to prevent spread into clean areas
• where attempting to eradicate or contain gamba grass infestations schedule works prior to seed 

maturation
• in areas where gamba grass is legitimately being used for pasture, graze it with enough stock to keep 

grass height below 90cm, in order to reduce seed production
• spray/destroy any tussocks that establish on fence lines, fire breaks and roadsides or outside paddocks
• ensure any gravel, sand, livestock, hay or any other product is free of gamba grass seeds
• where possible integrate weed management into a broader natural resource management program 
• weeds often thrive in degraded areas, such as those impacted by erosion, wild fire and feral animals

Gamba grass eradication and containment (Classes A and B)
All control methods should be undertaken prior to seeding events to minimise the risk of spread and 
regeneration. Gamba grass generally flowers in April, with seed production and fall occurring from May to 
August. A second seeding event may occur in November in response to early wet season storms.
Non-chemical Control
Individual plants can be controlled by hand pulling or by using a mattock or hoe. Excess soil should be 
removed from the root system to ensure that the plant dies.
Mature gamba grass is fire tolerant and unlikely to be killed by fire. Fire can be used to improve access for 
slashing or spraying. Burning is best performed during the wet season where low intensity ‘cooler’ fires are 
achievable, which are less likely to damage native species.
Check with the Bushfires NT about permit requirements prior to lighting any fires.
Slashing will not eradicate gamba grass, but it can reduce the biomass (fuel load), decrease seed 
production and create opportunities for more desirable species to establish. By spraying the new shoots 
which emerge after slashing complete herbicide coverage of the plant can be easily achieved, this reduces 
costs and increases control effectiveness.  Always ensure equipment and machinery is cleaned before 
moving to new sites.
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In areas where gamba grass is already being used as a pasture (B/C Zone), careful management is 
required to maximise productivity and limit seed production and spread. Gamba grass should be grazed 
with enough stock to keep grass height below 90 cm, above this height tussocks become unpalatable and 
may be avoided by stock and allowed to seed.
After lightly grazing pasture in the early wet season, a stocking density of at least 4-5 head per hectare is 
required to control growth for the remainder of the wet season. It is noted that while grazing strategies can 
reduce risks associated with gamba grass growth and spread, it should not be used in isolation from other 
control methods described.
Gamba grass is not recommended for cattle production on smaller properties.
Chemical control

Chemical and concentration Rate Situation, method and comments
Glyphosate 360g/L  10ml / 1L Seedling or adult (individuals or
Various trade names and   infestation)  
formulations  Foliar spray – apply when actively   
  growing (December - March)
  Use surfactant

Optimum treatment times – Darker colours represent preferred months for foliar treatment
Jan Feb March April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

Effective chemical control of gamba grass relies on spraying the entire plant. For optimal uptake of the 
herbicide and high mortality rates, gamba grass should be sprayed when actively growing and young 
(leaves should be at least 40 cm long). Spraying plants prior to reaching full height, or during regeneration 
periods following slashing and/or burning will reduce time and herbicide requirements. Gamba grass is 
particularly sensitive to herbicide when flowering.
To treat large infestation areas, start at the edges and work inwards, gradually reducing infestation size. 
Linear infestations should also be controlled in a strategic manner. Control of plants high in the catchment 
should be prioritised. Along transport corridors the outbreaks furthest from major/source infestations should 
be targeted first.

Follow up
It is vital that follow up works are carried out to control seedling recruitment and regrowth after a site has 
been treated. Treatment areas must be revisited no less than four weeks after spraying, but prior to seed- 
set in May to ensure the plants are dead. Follow-up control to kill any regrowth or new germinants is to be 
done for at least three years after treatment. Areas are to be checked for two years after eradication. If left 
uncontrolled, seedlings and regrowth may develop into a bigger problem than the initial infestation.

Disclaimer

The use of pesticides and herbicides in Australia is governed by the Agvet Code Act 1994 (Commonwealth) 
and the Agricultural and Veterinary Chemical (Control of Use) Act (NT). Herbicides must be used according 
to the directions on the registered label. Users are not absolved from compliance with the directions on the 
label or conditions of the permit by reason of any statement made or omitted to be made in this publication. 
For further details see the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority website.

Further information
Weed Management Officers from the Weed Management Branch can provide advice on all aspects of 
weed management including control techniques, biological control, legislative responsibilities, policy advice, 
monitoring and reporting and regional planning. 
For further information on weed management planning, integrated control, herbicide application 
techniques and monitoring please refer to the NT Weed Management Handbook. The Gamba grass Weed 
Management Plan can be found at www.nt.gov.au/environment/weeds/weed-management-planning.

http://apvma.gov.au/
https://nt.gov.au/environment/weeds/weed-management-handbook

