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What happens when a plant,

animal or ecological
' community becomes

threatened with extinction?

, t  t  /n z  1 , . t c  D r t n l ?

ln this article members of

CALM's Western Australian

Threatened Species and

Communi t ies  Un i t  descr ibe  the
'recovery process,

a method of addressing

priorit ies and actions, and of
'bringing together everyone

who can help pull threatened
- species and communities back

from the brink.
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thoroughness  o f  survey  and i t s
acceptance as a distinct taxon. The
committees recommend changes to the
lists, which are then forwarded to the
Minister for the Environment for final
approval.

Information about the status of
ecological communities, is at present,
less easy to come by, mainly because
their identification and conservation is a
re la t i ve ly  new in i t ia t i ve .  To  he lp
overcome this, CALM is developing
procedures for identification that will
result in a database of threatened
ecological communities, initially for the
South West Botanical Province, which
extends inland from the coast to a line
running from Shark Bay to Israelite Bay.

DEGREES OF THREAT
Ideally, all species and communitres

listed would be intensively studied by
scientists so that the reasons for their
decline were understood. and all species
and communities would be managed to
prevent their extinction. However,
because there are more species listed
than there are resources available for
conservation work, the species on the
lists must be ranked to ensure that the
most threatened are allocated resources
first. Priorities are set by allocating
threatened species to the threat
categories laid down by the World
Conservation Union, namely, critically
endangered, endangered, vulnerable, and
conseruation dependent (see box). These
are the most recent categories adopted
by the World Conservalion Union (in
November 1994), following a review of
criteriawhich tookplace over a period of
several years. The term 'threatened'

lAboue: The recovery plan for the
I westem swamp tortoise has many
I elements. These include the
management of two Class A' nature
reserves, including fencing them to
protect the tortoises from foxes,
detailed ecological research and
captive breeding.
Photo - Babs & Bert WeIIVCALM

lRighl: The Ellen Brook Nature
I Reserve. This was the last place on
I Earth to harbour a population of the
western swamp tortoise until its recent
re-establishment at Twin Swamps
Natur€ Reserve.
Photo - Marie Lochman

covers  the  ca tegor ies  c r i t i ca l l y
endangered, endangered and vulnerable.

CALM has set up a scientific panel to
allocate all declared threatened taxa to
the  Wor ld  Conserva t ion  Un ion
categories. To aid the panel's work,
WATSCU developed a scoring system in
which questions are askedand numerical
scores allocated according to the taxon's
geographic distribution, abundance,
occufrence in conservation reserves,
response to environmental threats, status
in l iving collections (zoos, botanrc
gardens, etc.) and so on. No scoring
system can be absolutely definitive for
all species, and the scores are used only
as a guide. However, they do, to a large
degree, allow a dispassionate evaluation
of a species' status. A similar scoring
system has been developedfor ecological
communities and is currently being
trialled.

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH
Listing a species or community and

allocating it a conservation priority are
vital steps in the recovery process. But

the species or community must then be
conserued. Sowhat needs doing? It could
be a \,\,aste of time and money controlling
foxes or weeds, for example, if they are
not the actual cause of a species'
impending extinction. This is where
scientific research may be necessary.
Sometimes. a great deal of intensive
research over several years is needed to
develop new techniques that managers
can apply to the problem.

In CALM, a world-class group of
scientists and support staff is studying
nature conservation issues, and many
threa tened spec ies  and eco log ica l
communities are receiving attention.
Scientists in other organisations, such
as universit ies, the Commonwealth
Sc ien t i f i c  and Indus t r ia l  Research
Organisation (CSIRO). industry, botanic
gardens and non-govemment groups,
are also contributing. However, scientific
research is never cheap talthough it is
usually much cheaper than correcting
actions taken in the absence ofadequate
knowledge), and the amount ofresearch
conducted is often limitedbythe amount
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Western Swamp Tortoise Captive
Breeding Management Committee) in
1987. Today, its members come fromthe
University of Western Australia, Curtin
University of Technology, ANCA, Perth
Zoo, the World Wide Fund for Nature
Australia, the Shire of Swan and CAI-M.
Soon, a 'Friends of the Western Swamp
Tortoise' group may be started: if this
happens, a volunteer representing the
group will be invited to join the team.

Recovery plans are proving most
ef fect ive and pract ica l  when the
recovery team is appointed first and
then asked to oversee the writing of
the recovery plan. This gives the team
an ownership of the plan that it would
not otherwise have if the plan was
written \a/ithout its input.

MANY SPECIES, FEW TEAMS
Currently, there are about 370 taxa

of WestemAustralian plants and animals
listed as threatened flora or fauna. ln
addition, there is inadequate information
about the conservation status of many
other species, and they have been placed
on'pr ior i ty '  l is ts .  This  means that
additional searching for, or monitoring
of, these species is urgently required.
CALM scientists have estimated that,
within a decade, there may be as many as
500 or more listed threatened species!

lAboae: The recovery plan

I for the woylie has been an
I outstanding success.
Numbers have been greatly
increased and several new
populations established.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

I R{l/: Sandpaper wattle
| (Acacia denticulosal is
I confined to a few rocky
areas north of Beacon and is
being looked after by the
Merredin District Threatened
Flora Recovery Team.
Photo - Steve Hopper

As well, there may be upto 100 threatened
ecological communities.

Having 500 recovery teams and 500
recovery plans would not be efficient.
So, particularly for plants, more and
more threatened species are being
addressed on a district-by-district basis.
Here, a recovery team is set up to deal
with all threatened and priority taxa in a
geographical area. usuallyaCALM region
or district. Their operation is guided by
a district threatened flora management
plan,which is constantly updated as more
information about species comes in.

One d is t r ic t  team that  is  wel l
established is the Merredin District
Threatened Flora Recovery Team. In
1991, with the aid of funds from ANCA,
surveys of plants thoughtto be threatened

began in CALM'S Merredin District,
which encompasses l6 shires. (The plan
actually covers 15 shires; the Shire of
Wongan-Ballidu still has to be surveyed.)
This culminated in the publication, in
1993, of Declared Rale Flora and Other
Plants in Need of Speciol Protection in
the Merredin District. The district has a
small number of staff, so in 1993, CALM
sought and obtained financial assistance
from ANCA to help implement the plan.
In 1994, Clare Welbon, a Murdoch
University graduate who studied the diet
of the noisy scrub-bird lAtrichornis
clamosus) f or her Honours thesis, started
work at Merredin as the district's
threatened flora coordinator. Clare's
work is guided by the recovery team,
which is chaired by CALM'S District
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Coooeration between 4WD clubs and
CALlt4 is helping to protect wA's speciol
recaeation spots lhrough a program of
education. See 'Go Lightlg' on page 17

There is a great deal urittm and talked
about our forests. But uhat are the
facts? 'Looking Beuond the Obuious'
(page 22) dispells some of the muths.

Mt Augustus is the biggest rock in the
world; uet few people know it exists.
Find out more about this natural
wonder on page 28-

Speciallg deaeloped conputer softuare
is helping speed the identification of
Dlant species in 'The Smart Collection'
(page 49).
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The rainbow bee-eater is a
common bird found throughout
most parts of the State,
including Mt Augustus
National Park.

nustuation bu Philiwa
Nikulirsky.
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The noisy scrub-bird is one species that
is responding well to its recouery plan.
'RecoLvring from the Brink' (page 10)
discussa how such plans ore draum up.
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LOOKING BEYOND THE OBVIOUS
IAN ABBOTT & PER CHRISTENSEN
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