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Because of its near-pristine"

state and high biological diversity,

Fitzgerald River National Park is

recognised by the Australian

National Commission for UNESCO

as one oi two model.biosphere

reserves within Australia.

Its reputation is well deserved. ,.

BY ANGELA SANDERS .
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Barren Mountains as islands and the
action of the sea formed wave-cut
benches, which can be clearly seen on
the southern-facing slope of East Mount
Barren.

During this time of inundation, a
marine plainwas formed, and the climate
was warm enough to support a
proliferation of sponges. Clearly these
sponges became very common, and now
the near-indestructible remains of their
skeletons,  ca l led spicu les,  form an
important part of a rock called
spongolite, which outcrops over much of
the marine plain. One of the best places
to see spongolite is at the Tkertup Field
Studies Centre, where it was once
quarried for building material.

Geologically speaking, nothing much
has happened inthe last 40 millionyears,
and this has given the plants plenty of
time to evolve into the amazing vayiety
of forms found today. A walk up West
Mount Barren will take you to 372 metres
above sea level and on a clear day you
will be able to see the Stirling Range,
which is 100 kilometres to thewest. East
Mount Barren is 311 metres high and
wonderful views of Mid Mount Barren
and Thumb Peak can be seen to the
south-west, with the shining expanse of
the Culham Inlet to the east.

I Abooe left: The Qualup BelI (Pimelia
lphysodesl can have up to 100 bells per
I planl.. The bells are actually coloured
bracts which enclose the true flower.
Photo - Babs & Bert Wells/CALM

lTop right: Subtle colours are revealed in
I the spongotite cliffs near Thertup.
I Photo - Bill Belsonn ochman TYansoalencies

lAboue ight: The Fitzgerald River
I National Park and Lake Magenta Nature
I Reserve are linked by the Fitzgerald
River corridor, a proposed nature reserve.
Photo - S. I2ighton

VEGETATIONAND FLORA
The Fi tzgera ld 's  long,  complex

geological history, its changing
climate and the action of fire, have
resulted in an exceptional botanical
diversity, comprising some I 883 taxa
(classifications), or almost a quarter (23
per cent) of the described vascular plants
in south-westem Australia. Seventy-two
ofthese are endemic and 250 species are
geographically restricted or represented
by populations of less than 1 000 plants.

One of the most famous Fitzgerald
plants is the colourful royal hakea or
tallyongut (Hakea uictoriae) with its
bright red, orange, or yellow and green
prickly foliage. James Drummond, on his
trip along the coast from Cape Riche to

West Mount Barren in 1847, wrote thar
the plant was ttte 'most splendid vegetable
Droduction I have ever see'. The flower of
this plant is inconspicuous, as it is found
right down inside the brightly coloured
leaves. Many keen gardeners have tried to
grow the royal hakea but it does not show
the brightly coloured leaves away from its
natural habitat.

The Qualup bell (Prmelea phgsodes)
has one of the largest flowers found in
the park, and old bushes displaying up
to 100 bells can be seen early in spring.
The attractive pink and yellowish-green
bells are actually formed by petal-like
bracts which enclose many smalrer
flowers.

The weeping gum (Eucal7ptus
sepulcralisl, which is arguably one of
the most graceful of the eucalypts, is
also found in the park. In fact, the park
has 82 eucalypt species, making it the
best-reDresented genus, closely followed
by the genus lcacta with 80 species.

0n a drive through the park the
main vegetation type to be seen is low
mal lee eucalypts,  wi th  a heath
understorey and a ground cover of a
bewildering variety of sedges. The
mallee species vary depending upon the
soil type, but most are difficult to
identifu, because to the untrained eye
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I Southern right whale in Point Charles
I Bay with Mid Mt Barren in the
I wilderness zone beyond.
Photo - Eva Boogaard/l.ochman TYanspartncies

\Potorous platgops) also would have lived
in the park, but this animal is now
considered to be extinct throughout all
of its recorded range within Australia,
which included the southern Wheatberr
and part of the south coast.

Western Shield, which aims to
control feral predators and re-introduce
native species, is currently being carried
out in the park by the Department of
Conseruation and Land Management
(CALM), and it is hoped that many ofthe
threatened animal populations wil l be
able to recover once fox numbers are kpnt
to a low level.

Some of the most visible animals have been recently constructed.
found in the area are thewhales thatvisit With 42 species, the park is not
the coast each year from June to the end especially rich in reptileswhen compared
of October. Southern right whale with warmer areas. It is thoughtthatthe
maternity sites occur along the park's fickle south coast summer weather may
coastline, and a total of 36 adults and not be suitable for many reptiles to breed.
calves were counted within a few Those that do survive include the western
hundred metres of the shoreline on one long-necked tortoise (Chelodina
dayinJuly 1993. One ofthe best whale- oblonga), which is at the eastern
watching sites is at Point Ann, where a extremity of its range in the Fitzgeratd
watching platform and picnic shelters River. A total of f ive gecko, f ive legless

T H E  F I T Z G E R A L D  A 5  A  B I O S P H E R E  R E S E R V E

In April 1978, the Fitzgerald River National Park was designated as one of 12 Australian
Biosphere Reserves under UNESCO'S Man and the Biosphere program. Original ly the
parkwas nominated because of its relatively pristinestate and high biological diversity,
espe(ially its flora.

Currently there are 324 biosphere reserves in 82 countries, encompassing more than
211 500 000 hectares, which form a worldwide network. The purDose of this network
is to as5ist in the conservation of the diversity ofspecies and their habitats in a mannel
that is compatible with the needs of a growing world populat ion.

ldeal ly, a biosphere reserve wil l  include a large undisturbed core area that has an
adjacent buffer zone where some human activi tytakes place, and last ly, an adjoining
transition zone where most intense human activity takes place.

The Fitzgerald River National Park and adjacent bushland corridors, nature reserves
and farmland f i t ted this model very well ,  and in the mid-1980s moves were made by
the local <ommunity to recognise the buffer and transit ion zone. Since th€n there ha5
been an increasing awareness ofthe biosphere reserveconcept, and aeceptance loc6lly
of a greater biosphere reserve.

In this concept, the Fitzgerald Biosphere Reserve now includes four local.thires, that
is, all of Jerramungup Shire, half of Ravensthorpe Shire, and small porti6-ns of Lake
Grace Shire and Kent Shire. The total land area covered is approximately 1.3 mil l ion
hectares.

Throughthe proc€sses of community awareness programs, and community consultation
on park manaEe'ment issues as well as hands-on involvement in biological survey and

t landcare proiecttthe Fitzgerald Biosphgre Seserve has evolved to be recognised (along
with Bookmark Biosphere Reserve iri South Australia) by the Australian National
Commission for UNESCO as one of two model biosphere reserves within Australia.

l izard, four dragon lizard, 17 skink, one
goanna and nine snake species have been
found so far, with the possibility of more
to be discovered.

The frog species are also relatively
low in number with 12 species recorded
so far Those that do l ive in the park,
however, show a diverse array of l i fe
histories, with some requiring pools of
water to lay their eggs, right through to
turtle frogs (Mgobatrachus gouldii),
which lay their eggs in burrows up to a
metre d€ep, and where the tadpoles
develop into frogs inside the egg.

The park also has four species of
in land f i sh ,  the  spot ted  minnou,
lGa lax ias  macu la tus) ,  hardyhead
lAtherinosoma species), Swan River goby
(Pseudogobius olorun ) and black bream
(Acanthopagrus butcfteri). These are all
sa l twater  f i sh ,  as  the  presence o f
freshwater is too unreliable and scarce
to support freshwater species.

THE FITZGEMLD
CONNECTED

Fortunately for the Fitzgerald, it rs
not totally isolated from other remnant
vegetatjon, as corridors connect the park
with many other bushland areas. A bush
corridor of major importance in the
north-east l inks the park with the large
expanse ofuncleared and ungrazed land
between Ravensthorpe and the southern
Goldfields, then stretches through to
Central Australia.

T h e  p a r k  i s  a l s o  l i n k e d  v i a  t h e
F i tzgera ld  R iver  cor r idor  to  Lake
Magenta Nature Reserve, which is one of
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suggested that the area be given legal
protection. This was supported by the
then government botanist, C. A. Gardner,
and in 1954 the 246 804 hectares were
gazetted as a 'C' class Flora and Fauna
Reserve.

VISITINC THE FITZGERALD
Any time is good tovisitthe park, but

do be prepared for rain at any time of
year. This means some ofthe tracks may
be closed to avoid the spread ofthe fungi
that causes dieback. This plant disease is
caused by  a  var ie ty  o f  spec ies  o f
microscopic fungi that are lethal to
hundreds of plant species in the park.

To prevent the spread of the fungi,
the central wilderness core area is closed
to vehicles, and the peaks Woolbernup
Hill, Mid Mount Barren and Thumb
Peak are closed towalkers from the 150-
metre contour upwards. The Fitzgerald
is  one o f  the  leas t  in fec ted  parks  in
Western Australia and wil l remain so
with the help of visitors who obey all
'Road Closed' signs, and who use the
boot-cleaning stations where they are
provided at the beginning of walks.

The bes t  t ime to  en joy  the
F i lzgera ld  s  famous w i ld f lowers  i s  in
spring, and a walk into the bush wil l be
rewarded by a spectacular variety of
blooms. Many of the flowers are small
and inconspicuous, and close inspection
is highly recommended.

V is i to rs  to  the  park  a re  bound
only by the time they have available
to achieve what they wish to do during
the i r  s tay .  The f i rs t  cons idera t ion  is
accommodation, and camping areas are
prov ided bo th  in  the  western  and
eastern end of the park.

Accessible by two-wheel-drive from
the western  end are  the  newly
completed facil i t ies at Point Ann, with
some 14 individual campsites, day-use
she l te rs ,  ab lu t ions  and f ree  gas
barbecues, A platform was constructed
a few years ago with the help of Army
personnel, and whale watching is a
popular pastime from June until the end
of October Southern right whale cows
with calves, and humpback whales, can
be seen cavorting before the spectacular
backdrop of Thumb Peak on most days
dur ing  the  wha le  season.  F ish ing ,
walking the Point Ann Heritage Trail,
beachcombing and swimming are also
popu lar .  Depend ing  on  weather

conditions, the Fitzgerald Inlet bush
camping site further east can be accessed
by four-wheel-drive.

At the eastern end of the park, the
main camping area that can be accessed
by two-wheel-drive is at FourMile Beach.
This is a convenient place to camp when
visit ing East Mount Barren, Barrens
Beach, Mylies Beach and West Beach.

Quoin Head can be reached by four-
wheel-drive, and is a wonderful place to
experience some ofthe most rugged coast
the Fitzgerald has to offer. Ospreys are
seen here regularly, often spaffing in the

I Looking west from near Quoin Head
I along the centralwilderness (oastl ine.
I Red lslet and Thumb Peak are visible in
the distance.
Photo Creg Harold

air with kestrels and Australian hobbies.
Facil it ies here are basic, with marked
camping bays, gas barbecues and toilets.

Beforevisiting the park, it is advisable
to contact the rangers to find out about
loca l  weather  cond i t ions  and road
closures.

Enjoy your visit to this jewel of the
south coast.

Angela Sanders is a CALM ecologist who has been working in the Fitzgerald Biosphere
Reserve since 1993. She can be contacted at Ravensthorpe on (08) 9838 1166.

The author wishes to thank John Watson and Natasha and Mark Moore for therr
contributions to this article.
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