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Western Australia has a very large number of known threatened species of plants: 3227 taxa have a 
conservation rating under the Department of Environment and Conservation’s conservation codes, 393 of 
which are threatened flora (Declared Rare Flora). We also have many known but currently un-named, and 
many still-undiscovered taxa. On average, between 50 and 100 new taxa are added to the State’s flora every 
year as a result of biological surveys and herbarium studies. Currently 608 known, un-named taxa have a 
conservation rating, including 18 DRF. Given that most of the more common species have now been 
described, a very high proportion of newly discovered taxa are restricted in range and are rare and hence 
potentially threatened. Taxonomy – the science of resolving and naming taxa – is an underpinning science for 
ecology, genetics and conservation studies. The Western Australian Herbarium has a strong focus on 
describing and documenting the State’s plants, algae, lichens and fungi with a particular focus on 
conservation taxa, since it is not possible to adequately conserve a taxon until it is adequately described 
scientifically. Recent examples of this important role include the description of 17 new taxa with restricted 
distributions centred around Banded Ironstone Formation ranges in the Midwest, many of which are 
prospective for minerals, the description of new threatened taxa from the Ravensthorpe-Bandalup Hill area 
and the Goldfields region greenstones belts, and the recent recognition of a number of new and highly 
restricted taxa on prospective uranium-bearing calcrete deposits. The Department of Environment and 
Conservation has a clear and key role in recognizing, characterising and describing these species, in 
ensuring their protection, and in providing tools to allow them to be recognised, surveyed, and their 
conservation needs assessed. This work helps provide certainty for environment, community government and 
industry. 
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For the long-term conservation of threatened flora there are many factors that need to be investigated to 
facilitate the maximum likelihood that a successful outcome will be achieved (i.e. the species continuing into 
perpetuity with minimal human intervention). A number of these factors are well recognised including 
assessing the conservation genetics of the target species (to assess the risks of inbreeding depression and 
the mixing up of phenotypically similar but genotypically distinct sub-species or even species) and assessing 
factors that are likely to influence whether nursery-grown plants re-adapt, and survive, grow and reproduce 
when planted into reintroduction sites. The seed ecology of threatened species is one of those often 
overlooked research areas that may take longer to yield results (potentially many years) but nevertheless is of 
significant importance as it will allow current and future managers to predict the likely longevity of the soil 
seed bank (of a given species) once seeds have been dispersed or even provide information as to the 
likelihood that a species that is locally extinct (and has not been seen for many years) may still persist in the 
soil seed bank and what factors are likely to stimulate its germination after many years of absence (i.e. fire or 
some other type of germination cue). Given that there are 391 West Australian plant species declared rare 
flora (DRF) many of these are likely to be found persisting in the soil seed bank (to a lesser or greater degree) 
even if they have not been cited in a particular locality for a number of years. Therefore, a better 
understanding of the seed ecology of DRF is likely to produce better conservation outcomes.   
Since the beginning of 2009 two new seed projects have commenced in Kings Park investigating the seed 
biology and seed ecology of two critically endangered species; Commersonia sp. Mt Groper (Malvaceae) and 
Symonanthus bancroftii (Solanaceae). Commersonia sp. Mt Groper has fewer than 80 plants remaining in the 
wild and is only known from three small isolated remnant patches of bush from the Albany region near the 
south coast of WA. In comparison, Symonanthus bancroftii is a small dioecious shrub known from only one 
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