The March of Folly

Al summary of The March of Folly (Barbara W Tuchman, Abacus 1997):

The definition: Folly is the persistent pursuit of a policy that is clearly against a
government's own best interests, even when alternatives are known.

The cause: Tuchman argues that it often stems from "wooden-headedness,"
which is a form of self-deception where leaders ignore evidence that
contradicts their fixed notions or beliefs.

At each beginning it seemed to be such a good idea: Let’s introduce foxes and
have fun hunting them, have rabbits to keep plenty of healthy foxes. Let’s get
cane toads for the control of insect sugar cane pests. Blackberries and prickly
pear for hedges, buffel grass for pasture improvement and to supress dust,
Patterson’s curse because they are pretty and good for the honeybees, African
lovegrass, as a soil stabilizer, pasture grass and to control erosion. And cats,
because they are so cute. The costs of the March of Folly are amazing:

We found invasive species now cost Australia around A$24.5 billion a year, or an average 1.26% of the nation’s gross domestic
product ™. The costs total at least A$390 billion in the past 60 years.
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Increase in annual costs of invasive species in Australia from 1960 to 2020, The predicted range for 2020 is shown in the upper left quadrant. Note the logarithmic
scale of the vertical axis. Image credit: CJA Bradshaw.

https://www.csiro.au/en/news/All/Articles/2021/



And now, the ACT government is joining this March of Folly, by growing and
promoting the planting of Callery Pear: A ‘forest’ of it was planted in the
Arboretum, the trees are proliferated by Yarralumla Government Nursery, they
were abundantly planted in new suburbs, such as in North Watson and in
Throsby. All because they are such pretty trees, when they flower.

But Callery Pear is also highly invasive, with seeds distributed by birds, such as
Currawongs, and is beginning to invade Canberra’s Nature Reserves. Cultivars
are unable to self-pollinate, but they cross-pollinate to produce reproductive
offspring that can form thickets with large thorns.

What is coming can be learnt from the American East Coast experience, where,
for instance in Ohio, it is now illegal to sell, plant or grow Callery pear (pictures
on the left). The ACT Government’s March of Folly can be seen in the map of
government plantings (on the right) and by the Conservator’s advice that he “is
not satisfied that [Callery pear] meets the necessary criteria to be listed as a
pest species in ACT of removed from the ACT planting list...at this stage its
benefits outweight its negative impacts” (Biodiversity Conservation Forum
minutes 20/11/2025).
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Having listened to the (vested interest?) advice of arborists, who clearly have
no concerns with biosecurity and conservation, the ACT Government now
faces the problem that it is too costly to remove these highly invasive trees
from suburbs. The damage is done and it is now left to conservation volunteers
to monitor and tackle the invasion of Callery pear in Canberra Nature Park.



But the least the ACT Government could now do is to place a moratorium on
the propagation, sale and planting of Callery pear in the ACT.

Jochen Zeil, Convenor Friends of Mount Majura ParkCare Group (FOMM).
For more information see

https://majura.org/callery-pear-request-to-stop-the-invasive-nightmare/



