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PLANTS: THE SILLNT MAJORITY

Despite the fact that Westem Australia is knoun as the
Wildtlouer State, and thal our spectacular displags ofuildflouers
are a major tourist attruction, I am uncomfortablg auare that ae
giue our plants much less attention than our natiue animals. I
suppose it is ineoitable that static objects don't prouide good
oision in an age uhen so fiuch communication comes throuoh a
TV tube.

The some is true of animals, though onlg up to a point. We
usuallg knou the charismatic ones, such as the dolphin or
numbat, and knou hardlg an|thing about the stafish ot the
mUriad gloups of inuertebrates (see 'Staii-rh, Ilrchins and Theit
Relatiues' on p.l9). But most denizens of the plant uorld,
certainl! the populations under thrcat, liue and die silentl! and
inuisiblg begond our auarenes' Mang ofthe areas in &hich thelt
liqe seem, at frrst glance, so uninuiting; get these habitots are
bursting uith life ltom all of the ftue biotic kiwdoms.

I must confess that uhen I didm! botang trcining, my tutor of
the da! (ds it happens, the author of 'l-rcm Here to Etemitg' on
p.43 ofthis issue)did tlot rate me highly ds a tarcnomic scholar.
But despite mg inadequacies as a t(Lronomist, I haue aluags been
fascinate(l bg plants ond I enug the abilit! of people like those
staffand uolunteers uho work in CALM s WA Herbarium.

The knouledge unearthed bg such people, though nouhere
neaf complete, is uast. And ue can nou ensure that uital
information an biodiuersitg is instantlu ardildble to conseruatic)n
scientisls, because ue ha\e at last computerised uhat ue alreadu
lfioa ofthe oa^st and dioerse oascular plant flora. The uag is clear
to begin clocumenting all of WA\ biodiuersitg using modem
technology. This aill be used to great adoantage to underyin the
conseroation effort of our State.

Plant science mag soon regain the prestige it enjoged in the
nineteenth centurg, because of the increasing role that planls
couldplag inptouiding nea chemicals to combat modem human
diseases. Westem Australia is particularlg uell placed to
capitalise on this relatioel! neu industr!. The conditions that
haue shapetl our unique llora-infertile soils, hizarre climatic
regimes and isolation-haue forced them to deuelop unique
chemicals.

It's also impo ant that there is increased communitg interest
ond appreciation ofralue of our flora because of the thleat that
it faces. Natbe animol species in Westen Austtulia haDe suffered
badlg because of human actiuities, but the thrcat to mang ofour
unique plant species is eoen grectter.

Ouer the next Aear ae hope to initiate a number of neu
strategies to protect our flofa. But as alaags the keu to dchie\ing
Iong term success uith consef\ation programs is to generate
communitg support. Just as ue are linking our natiue dnimals
conseruation program uith nature based tourism, similarlg ue
hope to deuise neu uals for the communitg to enjog and ralue
oul unique flora.
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NINETEENTH-CENTURY PLANT
SPECIMENS RETURNED TO WA

Duplicates of plant
specimens colleded in the
south-west early last century
have been returned to WA
in the first stage of a unique
exchange program between
CALM'5 WA Herbarium in
South Perth and the
Herbarium of Paris, France.

The specimens were
colleded during the first
few decades of the Swan
River Colony by French,
Eng l ish  and German
scientists, attracted by the
incredibly diverse flora of
Western Australia.

Apart from their historical
interest" the specimens help
botanists to correctly apply
the scientific names given to
WA plants last century, and
are key elements in the WA
Herbarium's plan to build a
comprehensive inventory of
the State's plants.

According to Senior
Principal Research Scientist,
Dr  Nev i l le  Marchant ,  the
early European scientists
collected WA seeds and
plant specimens and then
sent them back to herbaria
in Europe, where they were
used to describe new species.

"They are called'type'
specimens and are crit ical to
the ongoing study of WA

plant classification," he said
"CALM's WA Herbarium

has type specimens for
species named after the
1920s, but the older
material is not readily
available. We developed the
exchange idea to overcome
th is  p rob lem."

In return for duplicates
from some of the early
collections, the WA
Herbarium sends its latest
specimens, appropriately
computer-barcoded, to Paris

" lt's an excellent
exchange," Dr Marchant said.

Some of the century old
specimen duplicates winging
their way back to Western
Australia come from the
colleqtions of botanists such
as  James Drummond,  who
arrived in 1829 to document
the botanical wealth of his
new home, and Prussian
scientist Ludwig Preiss, who
arrived for a three-year visit
in 1839 and collected vast
amounts of scientif ic
material to send overseas.

Abo,tet Dr Lbtille Mafthant
,?s,pecli Guichenotia ledifolia, .?
nember of the Kurrajong lamilg.
It uos callected in fhe south-uesl
bu Ferdinanl tiol Miieller in 186:j.
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'Conseroing the aestem ringtail
possum' tells a story of rehobilitation,
release and repopu lat ion.

Discouer the fascinating uorld of
'Starfish, Urchins and their Relatiues'
on page 10.
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Computers and the Intemet
are putting CALM\ Westem Australian
Herbarium uithin eosy reach of
researchers, students and uildflouer
enthusiasls. See'From Here lo Elemilg
on page 40.
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'The Art of Interpretation' on page 36
discusses hoa inlerprelers use o aoriel!
of techniques to enrich our experiences.

llhat haue rabbits done to our land qnd
uhat haue ue done about them? Find
out in'Run, Rabbit'on page 49.

Leam about e study of life in the
tropical mudllats of Roebuck Bag on
page 16.
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