


o the  European eyes  o f  the  ear ly
colonists, Lake Muir would have

been almost unbelievable in its
contrasts: a large open lake in winter, a
dry saltpan in summer. But the practical

appeal of the nearby wetlands-many
of them abundant with permanent

supplies of fresh water-made them
attracl.ive for settlement, and likewise.
local Aboriginal inhabitants frequented
the area for its variety of edible plants.

Nowadays, the Lake Muir and nearby
Unicup Lake catchments are equally,
if not more important for different
reasons. Biodiversity in its own right
has become a prime ecological value,
and these catchments are known to be
hubs of a complex system ofwetlands at
the edge of the south-west forests,
supporting a vast array of plants,

invertebrates and waterbirds. Protected
as nature reselves in Westem Australia,
the  ca tchmenls  a re  un ique in
representing the only wetlands of their
type in near-pdstine condition. In

addition, Lake Muir is listed on the
Register of the National Estate for its
conseruat ion  s ign  i f i cance.  and is
included in the List of Wetlands of
International Importance developed
under the Ramsar Convention a
listing shared by Kakadu and the
Macquarie Marshes.

While the lay person may not find
much to look at in the u'etlands, the
scientific community is just beginning
to realise the biodiversity of these well-
hidden wetlands to be impressive. In
total area, the Muir-Unicup reserve
system is barely one-tenth the size of
ihe Fitzgerald River National Park-a
declared international biosphere
reserve-yet 950 plant species have so
far been obserued here, just more than
half of the 1883 species recorded in the
Fitzgerald.

lAboue: The largesl WA populations of
I the secretive brown bittern are found
I in the Muir wedands. The birds
require dense sedges to nest and feed in.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

BIRDLAND
All these waterbodies, whether

permanent or ephemeral, attract crowds
of waterbirds, with some 50 species
having been obsenred in the catchments.
Nine of these species are l isted under
the Japan Australia or China-Australia
migratory bird agreements. Seven
species of waterbirds-the l itt le bittern,
spotless crake, Australian shelduck,
musk duck, black swan, purple

swamphen and silver gull-are known
to use the wetlands for breeding.

At some times of year, the bird life
swells from feature to spectacle, with

I Preuious page

I 0range buttercup lHibbeftio stellarisl.
I The only hibbertia that occurs in
waleylogged fresh swamps. The orangr
flowered form occurs from Busselton t(,
Esperence.
Photo - Ann Storrie

I Beloo: The western long-bil led corella
I occurs in nearby woodland areas.
I  Phoro J i r i  l -orhman
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upwards from the deeper soils.
Meanwhile, the channeling of water to
create summer grazing areas changed
natural surface water-courses. All
across southern Australia swamps
started to drown and show signs of
dramatic increases in salinity. By the
late 1980s, it was becoming plain that
land degradation in general was getting

out o[ control, and that salinity in
particular was shaping up to become
one of the nation's most crit ical
environmental problems. Locally, it was
also becoming apparent that the
wetlands, along with their rich and rare
pot-pourri of life, were under threat.

In 1996, the Government of
Western Australia released the Salinity
Action Plan, a coordinated project
prepared by Agriculture WA (AgWA),

the Department of Conservation
and Land Management (CALM),

the Department of Environmental

lTop left: Greoillea leptobotrya. An
I unusual forrn of this beauliful summer-
| flowering shrub is found in the Lake
Muir area.

lTop right: Lilaeopsis polgantha in lull
| flower. This very odd cayrol relative rs
I only known in WA in the wetlands of
Lake Muir.

I Centre left: Andrew Storey ( LMA
I Zoology) and Alan clarke
| (CALMScience) sampling invertebrates
and water quality in a monitoring
wetland in Kulunilup.

| I-ert A clayflat in autumn. Dominated
I by jointed rushes and several
a Melaleuca sqecies, lhese wetlands
contain the largest known populations of
several rare plants.
Photos - Greg Keighery/cAlM
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