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PuRpm'S DoNKEY ORCHID
Diuris purdiei

by Stephen von Leeuwen

!- ONKEY orchids are one

| !of ihe rnost readily
l-/ recognized species of
wildflower in Australia. These
orchids belong to the genus
Dir.rrus, meaning'two-tailed,.
Forty-two species of Diruis are
currently recognized, most of

$ which occur in Australia. In
T W.A. we have twelve described

species, and another ten taxa
awaiting description. Four species are currently
declared as rare flora.

Purdie's donkey orchid, Diuris purdiei, is one of these
declared rare species. It has a disiribution of less than
100 km and is only known on the Swan Coastal plain
between Cannington and Pinjarra. All extani
populations with the exception of the pinjarra
population, occur in ihe Canning Vale-Kwinana area.
The species is entirely confined to the sandy, peaty
soils on the margins of winter wet swamps and
depressions. It is usually found growing in association
with common paperbark (Melaleuca preissianq) and
white rnyrtle (Hypocalymma angustifolium).

Diuris purdiei is a very distinctive orchid that is easily
identifiable by its partially nodding flowers and very
broad labellum. Plants can stand up to 45 cm tall and
have five to ten very narrow, spirally twisting leaves.
Only one flower spike, which rnay bear up to ten
flowers, is produced per plant. The flowers are
characterised by spreading petals, a very short narrow
dorsal sepal and ihe broad labellum which has short
toothed lateral lobes. The flowers are primarily oale
yellow with magenta streaks and suffusions. Ho*".ir,e
occurs through September to early November peaking
in mid-late October.

Flowering in many of our native terrestrial orchid
species, including Diuris purdiei, is significantly
enhanced by the burning of their habitats, particularlv
by hot summer burns. [n fact Diuris purdiei wiII onlv
flower after its habitat has been burnt by such a fire. In
years between fires the non-flowering plants consist of
a single short narrow leaf. Very little else is known

about the biology of this species apart from some
information collected on its pollination biology. Field
observation suggests that pollination can be achieved
by small generalist beetles and native bees.

Diuris purdiei is currently known only from five
populations, none of which occur on conservatron
reserves. The Pinjarra population is located in an area
proposed as a Nature Reserve. The small number of
populations known is a reflection of the specific habitat
requirements and vulnerability of the species.
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Wiihin the metropolitan area purdie,s Donkey Orchid
is under extreme pressure, and is threatened with
extinction. These threats have arisen from the
increasing need to develop more urban and industrial
land close to Perth. Such development involves the
clearing, draining and filling of suitable habitats for
Diuris purdiei.lnappropriate fire regimes and weed
invasion also have a deleterious effect on this species.

Purdie's Donkey Orchid is an attractive and unique
species that will become extinct in the near future if
our demand for land continues to increase and efforts
are not made to reserv€ land where it occurs.
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It is difficult to remember o time when
our doily news did not feoture some
environmentol controversy. To people
involved in environmentol reseorch
ond monogement, the populority of
'the environment' is o mixed blessing,

Greoter public consciousness of
environmentol issues hos meont
increosed funding ond, lo some
exfent, greoter prestige. But mony
scieniists working on ecosystems qre
uncomforloble when their work is
ploced in the politicol spotlight.

The knowledge thot o scientific
observotion thot once would hove
been lucked owoy in o scientitic
journol io be reod only by o few
colleogues could become the centre-
point of o politicol controversy is
dounting.

Retoining objectivity in ony reseorch
oreo is difficult, For ihose engqged in
reseorch on the noturol environment it
is even more difficult. Unlike the phys-
icol sciences in the noturol sciences
the truih is often comoutloged by
interoctions beiween foctors which
vory over time ond spoce. When the
resulis ot this type of reseorch ore
ploced in the polilicol oreno, the
mixture is often volotile ond ihe truth o
cosuolTy,

To enoble scientists lo better seek the
truth ond communicote it, the
scientific community hos odopted
whot hos been colled "the scientific
method". The scientitic method is o
code of conduct with rigid
requirements. An offshooi of thot code
is o set of rules which scientisis must
follow, ot leost in reputoble scieniitic
journols, if they ore to hove thek
reseorch published, Unforlunotely, o
byproduct ot this is thot scientific
oriicles ore not the eosiest to reod ond
ore offen ploin boring.

Given fhot the environment hos
become o mojor politicol issue, it is
importont ihof ihose involved in lhe
debote ore fully informed. Bui scientists
ore foced wiih o dilemmo, They need
io populorise their work to reoch o
wider oudience, On the other hond,
they connot offord to lose objectivity.
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Nouaelle jardins, multiculturalism
or laissez-faire: which garden fashion
will you choose? Turn to page 22.

Whnt is really going on in the knni

forcst? On page 32 we take a look at
the system of conseroation reseraes
that haue been established to preserue
this awe-inspiring f or est.

SrnaNpror

Wrr-o MennoN

Do our wild maton haue a future or
toill local gourmets keep catching
them to the point of extinction?
Find out on page 4,

Reliae the euphoria of the Augusta
whale rescue on page 78,

BecrToBesrcs

With today's massioe land boom it' s
hard to imagine that the State once
couldn't giue land away fast rnough.
Nou) the gooernmmt is buying back
our aaluable conseraation areas.
See page 43,
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The Gibson Desert Nature
Reseroe cooers ot:er
1.8 million hectares.
It is n desolate but subtly
beautiful landscape. Read
about this unique aren and
the management problems
it presents on page 48,
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One of our noturol wonders -
the beoches of Homelin Pool
(Shork Boy) consist of billions of
smoll shells.
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