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W.A.'s wheatbelt arcs from the loroer rmches of the Murchison
rioer southwards, and ertends eastrDerds some '1. 100 km to Cape
Arid National Park. Although largely cleared of natural oegetation,
it contains one of the highest concentrations of rare and threatened
natioe plants in Australia.

EVOLUTIONARY biologists
L. are actively researching the
reasons for the occurrence of so
many rare and localised species
in the wheatbelt. Turbulent
climatic fluctuations over the
past few million years are
considered one maior
contribution to this prolific
development of species.
Substantial tracts of wheatbelt
vegetation remain to be
surveyed by botanists; the State
is many decades away from
having a complete inventory of
ihe wheatbelt's flora.

The conservation problems
caused by this lack of knowledge
were highlighted recently by a
survey of the mallee belt
between Ravensthorpe and
Cape Arid National Park. The
mallee belt was proposed for
major new agricultural land
releases. Vehicle access was
difficult until the mid 1960's
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Hakeo neurophylld, a @te (l,nd
endongered specigs thot is protected
on Don ond JovWillioms form ot
Bodgingono ( lefi).

Somphires qre commonly seen linino
soll loke svslems throuohout the
wheotbell. Holosorcio bulboso is one
of the roresi qnd mosi beautitul, its
lorge blue bulbous stems ore onlv
seen of o few locotions neor
Ge{oldton (righi).
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The siems ond flowers ot the rore Wongqn coctus (Dovleio
;;;b&;j &fi-ditv ihe bizone sihopes often tound in
wheoibelt wildf lowers (obove)

Eucotyptus pendens on the Wllioms' form (below)

A rqre storflower, Uroc otD.Js grandiflorus, llowers in July on o
nolure rgserve neor loooyqy

crimsonsnokebush(Hemiondrogo|dnei),obeoutifu|groundcoverconfinedtoosmo||qreoofVe||owsqndp|oinneorMooro'



when tracks were cut for soil
surveys to assess the
agricultural potential of the
land. The flora was poorly
known. A survey funded by the
Australian Biological Resources
Study was, therefore, initiated.

During the two years of the
flora survey, consultant botanist
Mark Burgman collected 3 635
plant specimens. With the help
of specialists in the W.A.
Herbarium and elsewhere, these
specimens were identified, and a
list of 1 220 taxa (species,
subspecies or varieties) was
produced.

A significant proportion (18
per cent) of these taxa could not
be matched with any known
species, suggesting that the
plants were new to science.
Moreover, it was estimated that
20 per cent of the plants in the
study area were not collected
because of sampling restrictions,
hence the above figures are
conservative.

Of particular importance is
that 188 species (15 per cent of
the total) were considered rare
and localised, 21 (2 per cent)
were endangered and gz (g per
cent) were vulnerable if
agricultural clearing continues at
present rates.

Burgman's findings are typical
of the wheatbelt. Recent
surveys in regions such as
Ongerup-Fitzgerald River
National Park, Wongan Hills,
Jurien-Eneabba, Stirling Range,

Geraldton-Northampton and on
wheatbelt granite outcrops have
all yielded discoveries of
numerous localized species,
many new to science. Even
many named wheatbelt plants
have been seen and recorded
only once or twice since their
discovery. A number have
remained lost to science since
their original collection by
colonial botanist James
Drummond or noted visiting
collectors such as Ludwig Preiss.
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Rose mollee, Fucoiyptus rhodoniho, hos
flowers up to 8 cm ocross. lt is known in
signifjcont numbers from only one
locolion, on o form left uncleored by on
owner interested in conservotion.

lhe nut offishbone bonksio (8,
chdmoephylon) emerges fiom soil on
o form neor Bodgingorq.

F
&

.3
6

E

Two of  the presumed ext inct  p lants  o f  the
Wheatbelt of Western Australia.
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Spider orchids hove some ot ihe mosi intricoie flowers seen
in lhe wheotbelt, mony odopted for pollinqtion by sexuol
deceotion of mole wosos. Colodenio nleqfo is seen
sporobicolly on rich soili in the western wh-eotbell (obove).

An unnomed species of spider orchid from the l,4orseby
Ronge-Kolboni oreo, which wos recently found severql
hundred kilomelres soulh-eost neor Pingoring (left).

Ercmophilo virens,with ils unusuol green llowers odopted for
bird pollinotion, is one ot the wheatbell's rorest wildflowels. lt
is .row known from only two locqtions. both odjocenf to
groniie outcrops (below).
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TABLE 1 RARE W.A. PLANTS THAT HAVE BEEN REDISCOVERED RECENTLY

Name Fkst Colleclion Recehl Colleclion

Actinotus rhomboideus
Aden anthos c un n i ngh am i i
Angi anthus axi I I if loru s

Eoronia adamsiana
Caladenia cristata
Daviesia ovata

Drummondita ericoides
Eichleraqo tysoniana
Eremophila mjcrolheca
E, resinosa
Eucalyplus steedmanii

Gyrcstemon dittigynus
Hakea tamminensis

Lepidospetma rupestte
Leucopogon obtectus
Mitrasacme palustris
Pe rsoo n i a b rachysty I is
Petrophile plumosa
Platysace lilifonis
Pomadeftis intangenda

Pultanaea pauciflora
Rh izanthe I I a gat.lne I i
Ru m i c astru m ch amac I ad um
Schoenus indutus

Sellieria exigua
fetGtheca aphylla
Veft icord i a f i m b ri lepis

c 1840 J Drummond
1827 C.Fnzel
1904 M Koch
1903 W.A. Fitzgerald
pre 1890 A. Adams
1923 E J Sirnpson
pre 1884 J Drummond
1891 B Helms
1901 L Diels
1892 | Tyson
pre 1870 Oldf ie ld
pre 1860 T S Roe
1928 H Steedman
1898 | Tyson
1909 L Diels
1941 C. A.  Gardner
1920 Stoward
1904 L Diels
1898 A Morrison
1931 C A Gardner
pre 1863 J.  Drummond
pre 1 878 Oldfield
pre 1867 J.  Orummond
1902 M- V- Fitzgerald
pre 1868 Oldfield
pre 1856 J Drummond
1839 Preiss etc
pre 1876 F Muel ler

1914 F.  Stoward
1928 J. Trolt and J H Plant
1904 L.  Oiels
pre 1878 J Drummond

pre 1878 J Drummond
pre 1882 J.  Drummond
pre 1847 J Drummond
pre 1867 Maxwell

pre 1878 A Hughan

1979 E A Gnff in
1983 P Rotterls
1984 R. Cumminqs
1979 G. Keighery
1973 E C Nelson
1978 K Newbey
1980 P Shorl
1984 A S. George
1977 D Voigt
1982 Mrs D Oavison, Mrs I Swainson
1979 M D Cr isp
1980 G Keighery, D [4ell
1984 R CranJie ld
1980 R Chinnock
1980 R Chinnock
1978 T Tapper
1983 S D Hopper
1983 M Burgman
1983 J W Wrig ley
1983 R Roberts
1982 G. Keiqhery
1982 G. Keighery
1982 P S Shod
1983 N Lander, K Newbey
1985 A Brown
1978 E A Grilfin
1984 G Keighery
1980 P Weston
1984 B Haberley
1980 J. Green
1975 M. Trudqen
1981 K. Newbiy
1984 T.  D.  McFar lane
1979 J I\rcGuiness
1982 G Keighery
1979 K. Wi lson
1981 K Newbey
1979 G. Keighery
1980 K. Newbey
1983 N. Siephens
1968 K Newbey
1982 N Slephens
1 9 8 2 8  a n d M  S m i i h

1901 L Diels
1935, E.  H ls ing

Searches for such poorly
known rare plants have
increased markedly since 1977
when the Department of
Fisheries and Wildlife (now
Department of Conservation
and Land Management)
appointed staff and consultants
to work on flora conservation.
Surveys by these and other
botanists have led to the recent
rediscovery of 39 rare
wildflowers.

The rediscovery of some of
thpca n len tc  (p  o  the

Underground O rchid Rh i zant hella
gardneri\ has attracted
considerable publicity, whereas
others have been unannounced
until now. All have been
significant to botany, and are a
credit to the persistence and
competence of the botanists
involved.

Much remains to be done,
however. A project funded by
the Australian Heritage
Commission, and recently
completed by consultant
botanist Susan Patrick,
identified 52 wheatbelt species

which may be extinct
Despite surveys mounted
specifically to find them, they
have not been collected in the
last 50 years. None of the
surveys were exhaustive,
however, and populations of
some of these plants may still
exist in remnant native
vegetation yet to be surveyed.

Landholders can also play
their part, for only about three
per cent of the wheatbelt is set
aside as reserves for wildlife
conservation, A fine example of
the effectiveness of individual
contributions is found at Joy and
Don Williams' Badgingarra
farm. Four rare eucalypts (one
on the rare and endangered list),
H ake a ne urophyll a, Banksia
chamaephyfon (also on the list) and
an unnamed Darwinia species
are protected within a 350 ha
reserve on the Williams'farm.
That area is uncleared and free
from grazing, and the Williams
have half completed a 4 km
fence around the reserve.
Although the area contains
some excellent farming soil at

the base of the steep slopes, the
Williams decided to set it aside
to protect the flora and to avoid
water erosion of the slopes.

The reserve contains many
representatives of local species
previously only known to occur
at Mt Lesueur, a proposed
nature reserve 25 km away. For
one eucalypt, Badgingarra
mallee (E. pewlens\, this farm has
the largest single population -
more than 3 000 plants.
Eucalyplus suberea and the Mt
Lesueur mallee (E. Iateritica\,
brought to the attention of
botanists by Don Williams, are
only found on two or three
other farms and around Mt
Lesueur. Landowners in the
wheatbelt are clearly custodians
of one of the world's richest
wildflower floras, a high
proportion of which is found
nowhere else.

The future promises ample
rewards for further study of
rare wheatbelt plants, provided
they are protected, monitored
and managed so as to prevent
their extinction. @
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Southern Brown Bondicoot drinking Shonnon Woiers.

'fhe rnone outstanding a natunal
enuinontnent, the Ereater the

nuwber of its potential uses, the
wore heated is the debate about its

vnanaqetnent.
This pnincip[e holds true m

\0estern Ruslralia as ynuch as in
Queensl and' s Q aintree F on e st
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Moonrise on wheat stubble.
Cover photo by Cliff Winfield.

and Tasr,nania's Farynhouse Areele.




