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We are in the very final stages of eliminating Himalayan Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) 

from approx. 6km length of the Lunan Burn (Perthshire).  Much of the area is within the 

Lochs Clunie and Marlee SSSI, stretching from the west end of Marlee loch to where the 

Drouthy Burn joins the Lunan Burn ca. 2km above Clunie loch and then 1km up the Drouthy 

Burn into Croft Wood where the infestation probably started (see map).   

 



History 

I first noticed Himalayan Balsam (Balsam) in c.2000 in a wooded area above Clunie loch and 

informed Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) with a warning of its potential to spread.  They 

were not interested.   

I next noticed in 2011 when I suddenly realized there was a patch of flowering plants in a 

reed bed on our land at Newmill, 1km below Clunie loch.  I again informed SNH, and again 

they were not interested but permitted me to spray the patch with herbicide.   

In 2012, I walked some of the bank of the Lunan Burn above Newmill and then for ca. 1km 

above Clunie loch.  I was dismayed by what I found; there were dense stands of Balsam in 

several places and numerous smaller patches.  Again I contacted SNH, wrote to my MSP, 

and generally tried to get some action.  This time the response was more positive because 

the Scottish Parliament had just passed legislation on the control of invasive alien species 

(The Wildlife and Natural Environment {Scotland} Act 2011) and SNH started to seek funds 

to employ a contractor to help control the Balsam. 

What we did 

In 2013, I started pulling and spraying Balsam on and just above Newmill.  SNH surveyed 

(part) of the Lunan Burn and the contractors started spraying the larger patches of Balsam 

with glyphosate.  This carried on until 2019.  SNH also organised a public information event 

in Clunie Hall and this allowed me to recruit a small group of volunteers to help with hand-

pulling the Balsam.  The involvement of the public led to one small, isolated area of 

infestation being identified Burn just below Butterstone loch, much further up the Lunan.  

Also, one of the volunteers brought to the attention of SNH a large patch (0.2ha) of Balsam 

further into Croft Wood than they had realised.  Subsequently, we found more and more 

patches in Croft Wood and it was clear that seed had been spread hundreds of metres, 

probably on the hooves of deer. 

The volunteers hand-pulled the Balsam, seeking to remove the plants whilst they were in 

flower and before seed pods had developed.  We divided the infested area into sections 

that could be covered by two or three people in about 2 hours.  Because of the numbers, 

and wide-spread distribution of plants found, and distances from roads, the Balsam we 

found were hung on tree branches to dry and die.  Each section was done about every 2 

weeks, starting in mid-July when the Balsam started to flower and ending in mid-October 

when we were still finding occasional small plants with only one or two flowers.  We also 

identified sites for spraying by the contractors and followed up behind the contractors to 

remove plants they had missed (sometimes many plants).  For obvious reasons we focussed 

initially on the banks of the Lunan Burn immediately adjacent to the water, extending up the 

banks and further away from the water in later years.  



 

Lessons learned      

Our success in almost eliminating Balsam (we hope to finish in 2020) was due to several 

factors.  Key to controlling Balsam was developing a knowledge of our target.  On the ‘plus’ 

side when Balsam is in flower it is relatively easy to find.  Equally important, Balsam seed is 

short-lived, only remaining viable for 2 to 3 years – consequently, there is no long-lasting 

seed bank.   A field at the junction of the Lunan and Drouthy Burns was widely infested.  

One summer, it was grazed by sheep and they almost eliminated the Balsam. 

On the negative side, Balsam seed spread long distances in flowing water and the seed pods 

are explosive, throwing seed 2-3m away.  It has a long flowering period (about 3 months) 

and plants size can differ 100-fold or more, making some plants surprisingly difficult to find.  

We learned to turn around and look back, to look in hollows and to re-search areas at 

regular intervals. The seeds matured relatively quickly (4-5 weeks) requiring repeated and 

regular searching as we aimed to remove every plant before it started to shed its seed.  One 

of our early mistakes was not to realise that seed would still develop and be shed on some 

plants we hung on tree branches.  We now counter this by removing the flowers and small 

seed pods before hanging.  Hanging the Balsam on tree branches had, on one or two 

occasions an unexpected benefit in that it identified for other people where Balsam had 

been found earlier in the summer and tended to focus their effort. 

Final thoughts  

I am in no doubt that the volunteers (all three, and occasionally four or five of us) were 

absolutely crucial to our success. Some displayed (so they were told) an almost obsessive 

compulsion to find every last plant – before it shed its seed.  But this was essential – one 



missed plant resulted in several in the following year, and sometimes the year after that 

(see Table 1).   

Equally important, the resources available were adequate (just) to enable us to achieve our 

objective.  Hand-pulling alone would not have eliminated the Balsam.  The spraying by the 

contractors of large and medium-sized patches (100+ plants) was essential – hand-pulling 

they would have taken too much time and would have over-whelmed the volunteers.  Even 

so, the contractors frequently missed substantial numbers of plants so the volunteers were 

still nearly overwhelmed, especially in the early days.  The volunteers were also essential 

because they came to know the infested area and knew where to look, thereby ensuring 

that substantial areas of infestation were drawn to the contractor’s attention (via SNH).    

Some things were not done well.  The initial survey was far too limited and initially missed 

many infested areas, including the crucial area in Croft Wood that was probably the source 

of the infestation.  Communication between the contractors (employed by SNH) and the 

volunteers was limited and unsatisfactory.  SNH set-up all the necessary access and control 

agreements, but were slow to recognize the vital role and knowledge of the volunteers.  In 

any such challenging project, it is important, in my view, to fully support and empower 

those doing the work. 

 

Table 1.  Have a clear plan, be well organised, achievable objectives, and appropriate resources. 

Invasive aliens 

More than 50% of the British flora are classified as aliens.  Many are an asset as they 

generally increase diversity, and very, very few are invasive and a threat to our native flora.  

Balsam is not all bad – it is a superb source of nectar and pollen for bees.  Large amounts of 

money and time have been spent on futile, failed attempts to control alien species.   



Spending time and money on their elimination is only justified if: 

1) it is highly likely to be achievable, and  

2) there is clear evidence of harm.   

I strongly recommend the books: 

• Ken Thompson ‘Where do Camels Belong? – The Story and Science of 

Invasive Species’, and  

• Chris Thomas ‘Inheritors of the Earth – How Nature is Thriving in an Age of 

Extinction’.   

 

 

(davetrudgill@googlemail.com) 

*PS. Even after having read these books, I would still do it again!   

PPS. We will never finish.  An earth-moving contractor has already re-introduced Balsam to 

one area we had cleared.   
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