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have kept a far t ighter rein on the export
o f  i t s  p lan t  resources  lo r  sc ien t i f i c
purposes. We should have recognised the
poten t ia l  commerc ia l  va lue  o f  our
biodiversity. But in the past we were
prompted by the prevail ing scientif ic
ethos of the day: namely that scientif ic
research is undertaken for the benefit of
all, and the resultsshould be shared openly
among the community.

A l though these are  laudaor  e
sentiments, the scientif ic community has
been forceJ to adapl lo the economic
realit ies of l i fe in the late t\ i, 'entieth
century. Scientif ic research costs money,
and as the research dollar beconres
scarcer, there is increasing pressure on
research  ins t i tu tes  to  f ind  ways  o f
generating revenue.

With the aim of ensuring that the
research and developmentrvorkwas based
in Western Australia, CALM entered
negotiationswith anAustralian company,
AMRAD. In addition. CALM brought
together  a  consor t ium o f  ta len ted
scientists to investigate the smokebush
substance. These included ecologists,
geographers ,  bo tan is ts ,  chemis ts ,
pharmacologists and immunologists.

In  a  Iandmark  agreement  s igned in
December 1993, AMRAD agreed to fund
the basic research into Conocurvorre,
which would be undertaken by the CALM
consorlium of scientists in collaboration

with the National Cancer Institute. In
March 1994, after being put out to tender,
an exclusive production and marketing
licence was arvarded to AMMD. The
agreement with AMRAD has already
provided CALM with more than a mill ion
dollars to help conservation research

Drawing up the agreement required
changes to the CALMAct. These changes
have given the State sovereignty over our
flora, ensuring for the first t ime that
Western Australians wil l benefit from its
commercial use. They also allow CALM
to gran t  exc lus ive  r igh ts  to  one

commercial company, necessary because
ofthe huge costs ofdeveloping a potential
drug. For example, the basic research
into the drug Taxol, which is derived
f rom the  Pac i f i c  yerv  l ree  lT ( rxus
b reu ifo lia J anl i s ef f ective agai nst ovanar')
cancer, cost the NCI an estimated $70
mill ion. Once they had demonstrated its
e f f i cacy ,  they  so ld  the  deve lopment
licence to a pharmaceutical company. lt
cost that company a further $200 mill ion
t o  d e v e l o p  t h e  c o m p o u n d  i n t o  a
marketable drug.

With such large sums of money
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a Opposite pagei W estern Australia is
I endowed with a wealth of floral
I diversity, as shown in this mass display
ofwildflowers within a woodland in th"
South West. Any one species may at some
time yield a potential new medicine such
as Concocurvone.
Photo - Brian Downs, Lochman
Transparencies

I Top left: Kwongan (heath ) in the
I Stirl ing Nalional Park. location ofsome
I of the grealest biodiversily in Western
Australia.
Photo - Kim Howe

| Top: Fruits of the quandong

I lSanlalum acuminclam l. useful as a
I source of bush tucker. The commercial
sandalwood tree belongs to the same
genus.
Photo - Babs and Bert Wells

I Let?: Remnant vegetation in the
I Wheatbell. More than 90 per (ent ofthe
I native vegetation of this region has
been cleared for farming.
Photo - Barbara Porter

'preservation of natural heritage' are of
no use, either to species or to heritage, if
there is neither the public wil l nor the
money to support them.One way of
protecting our native species is by
rea l i s ing  the i r  'b io -wea l th '  and
demonstrating the commercial value of
the biota to the community. We cannot
a f fo rd  to  a l low spec ies  and p lan t
communities to become extinct.

FUTURE OF
BIOPROSPECTING

Conocur.vone is still in the very early
stages of development. It may turn out
not to be a viable drug, but we have now
established a firm platform to evaluate
systemat ica l ly  the pharmaceut ica l
potential of the Western Australian fl ora.

Australian plants are unique and full
of potential. Plant populations have
evolved here in virtual isolation over
millions of years, and have developed a

vast array of chemical defences against
herbivores, predators and pathogens.
Western Australia is well placed to take
advantage o f  th is  approach to
conservation because it contains more
spec ies  than o ther  S ta tes ,  a  h igh
proportion occurring nowhere else. It is
hoped that we can attract further
commercial interest in funding the
documenta t ion ,  d isc r im ina t ion  and
conservation of our biota through the
collecting and testing ofplant specimens.

Turning our flora to economic gain
must not prejudice one of CALM's
prime aims: consel.ration. Harvesting
of  resources  has  to  be  managed
professionally to ensure that dieback
disease is notspread, the landscape is not
degraded and the plant populations are
sustained.

The Conocurvone story isamodelfor
the innovative and sustainable use ofour
biological resources, Geneticassets could

take their place alongside minerals as a
wealth-generating resource for the State
- and, unlike minerals or hydrocarbons,
biological organisms are renewable if they
are managed sustainably.

If Conocurvone progresses to become
a commercialdrug, the State could recetve
royalties by the year 2002 of$100 mill ion
per annum. Imagine the potential value
of just f ive pharmaceutically useful
compounds der ived  f rom Western
Australian plants. While you think about
that. CALM scientists are working in
partnership with scientists from tertiary
ins t i tu t ions  and o ther  government
agenc ies  to  d iscover  more  such
compounds.
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NATURE'S MEDICINE
JIM ARI'STRONG & MTE HOOPER

BOUNTIFUL BATALLING
GOROON FRIEND, KEITH MORBIS & CAROLYN THOMSON 16

HARVEST FROM THE SANKO
ANN STORRIE & GBEG POBAR

WOODLAND WONDERLAND
DAVID IT,IITCHELL & NIGEL HIGGS
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23

Hand in hand with nature.
This brushtoil possum is just one of the
animals studied during fauna sumegs of
the Batalling Forest.
See page 16-

Lush uegetation and a welcoming smile
greet lou as gou arriue at Mt Hart
Homestead, the 'Oasis in the Leopolds'
See page 48.

Deep beneath the Southem Ocean lies
the wreck of the Sanko Harvest. ?trs
rotting hull is nou an artifrcial reef
attracting marine life and diaers alike.
See page 23.

Plantatiotrs of brown mallet in the
early 1900's began a chain of eaents
that resulted in the 'Woodland

Wonderland' of Drgandra. See pdge 28.
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Woylies prefer clumped, relatively open
vegetation with sandy soils that are easy
to dig. They are found, among other
places, at Batalling Forest and the
Dryandra Woodland. See stories on
pages 16 and 28.

The illustration is bU Philippa
Nikul xky.
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'Fire, Wind and Water', on page 42, tells
of recent research into the
rehabilitation of erploration trccks in
the Rudall Riuer area of the Little
Sandg Desert.
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