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As it5 name suggests, the
remarkable underground orchid
(Rhizanthella gatdneri) spends its entire
life under the ground, making it unique
among the 400 or so species of Western
Australian orchids. This is even more
significant when it is realised that ofthe
30,000 species found throughout the
world jun one other orchid, the NSW
Rhizanthella slateri, lives underground.

John Trott discovered the first
specimen of the underground orchrd
near Corrigin on 23 lvlay 1928. tt was
then found on six more occasions up
until 1959. each time by chance during
plowing of recently rolled and burnt
bushland. There was then a gap of 20
years before it was again seen, this time
near the town of Munglinup some 300
kilometres south of previous known
locations. Betlveen 1981 and 1989, the
WA Native Orchid Study and
Conservation Group located further
populations near the original sighting
at Corrigin. Since then, no other
populations have been found.

The plant has a succulent horizontal
rhizome 6_12 centimetres below the
ground level, from which an annual
flowering stem grows toward the soil
surface. Flowering begins in late May to
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earlyJune, when each plant produces up
to 100 small, inward facing, reddish
coloured flowerl surrounded by 6-12
large, cream or pinkish-cream inward
facing bracts that form a small opening
at the soil surface. lt is known that
fungal gnats polljnate flowers of the
underground orchid. These are small
enough to crawl through the leaf and
bark litter into the tiny opening. Once
poll inated, each fiower produces a
berry-l ike jndehiscent f leshy fruit
containing 20-50 seeds. Thistype offruit
is unique among the Western Australian
orchidt as all others produce a dehiscing
pod (one that bursG open) from which
thousands of minute seeds are dispeEed
by the wind.

Plants occur in thickets of broom
honey-myrtle (Melaleuca uncinata)
among scattered emergent Eucalyptus
and Acacia. Soil is either sandyrlay or
sandy-loam The relationship with
broom honey-myrtle is unique in the
orchid world, with a symbioti(
mycorrhizal fungus forming a l ink
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betlveen the orchid and the Mela/euca.
The species is currently ranked a:

Crit ically Endangered because ot its
specialised habitat, which, through a
combination of drought and the death
ol aging mature plants, is highly
threatened. Little recruitment of broom
honey-myrtle is evident and the once
large thickets are becoming smaller and
more open. This has resulted in vastly
increased light levels and a significant
drop in the level of leaf littel causing the
soil to become hard baked and dry Just
23 flowering plants were found during
intensive surveys of three populations
near Corrigin in May-June 2001.

Naturdl Heritage Trust funding has
been obtained by the Botanic Gardens
and Parks Authority, which wil l be
providing the research, seed collection,
propagation and translo(ation
component for an Interim Recovery Plan
being prepared by the Department of
Conservation and Land lvlanagement
Re(overy actions will include genetically
comparing the disjunct northern
and southern populations, habitat
rehabil itation, rabbit control, poll ination
studiet seed collection and germinatior,
and possible future translocation of
nursery-grown plants back into the wild



t adocsot{v"l

va ta 44o! "9t 6lnasro)

,ft$� uollP Jesuo]
/-\ ro 1Nrw13vi:a

@'ert?lrsnv urarsaA'uol6ulsui) ,onuo V l.!.d l)rc
'lu.ura6eueu! pupt pue uole asuol lo luau{ledeo .ql ,q paqstqnd

FU oSPq nleu AM )e osPSrnleN lrsr^
.srotrpa aql auoqdapt ol

aa4laal lnq ldo)so^/y7 0l leuarpur palDlosun puas lou 0p aseald
5laqs tqnd aq] to tursuor oql rnoqllM pDnpordlr aq leu

uo0e)lqnd.rll lo sluotuor oql ]o |]ed oN lq6D^do Frat-'u tM 59tt.9180 Nsst@
'lulrd quet Iq enp4snv urarsa,U ur paluld

lplr6rC xo+nolo) ,{q uolteredaS )nolol
't€t0 t€€6 (80)rc t8t0 t€86 (80) s :salrlnbua uo|dlDsqns

'86t0 
!€€6 (80) :xpl 9620 tEt6 (80)s Fn6!W ues ap alars]:6urlave$l

.roaw lap ue^ ua4too9 :uollerlsnlll
ra6ll lap UPA ua4l00g

€tquc ptrpt.{ 'u !6qV luejJl :uolDnpo]d poe u6lsa0
'uorsr^lc alu.rrs Jo JJels pue sauot lned'Illeouua) u!^e) Suroy! ql|a)

'a6prqrng ^/\arpuv :et!^pp letluq)alpr!lualrS
'Ialleg.p)rN'o a$ol eul€ :srolpa fuols

'suec-uosuroqt u,!orpl 'q6no9 p!^ec :srol!pl

lelle^ e) uou :totlpe e^onraxl

r'-- --- ""- -""- """"- Hdvu9lTIHsnS

t9"" ""- -- -- ---- " " " " " " s1t'HNo9vuc
S)I]NV NVSUN

zt-- -- -- -- " "-- " " " ctH)uo cNnou9ulcNn
C]U]9NVCN]

'6, abDd uo ,uoltDo.psuoJ
toJ sDrarl|pt puD sfilunH, aql ulof
'nsnopolq auasue ol 6wdpq an

an LlJtqn ul nDn auo s spaas 6uuJa oC

't, a0Dd uo uouon alqDvpwat slrlt
lnoqp poaA 'lsam-qnos azfi Jo aopapoul

lDruDloq ryoa aqt o! uolnE4uor
ro{Dw p apaa no ol,{ ouoloroag

'&I a6Dd aas papaptd pw panftau 6waq
an s-lDtawow aqJ noq pDag 'fr4snpu 

lto
a?.!t q\m aqpDrDd puolsl 4aq! pa.oqs aaul
slputluo s.puoFl nort0g s0961 aql aJuls

z00z Nt/!nlnv'€ ulSnnN 'NlllNr^ls lt4nt0A

Ige abDd
aas) spuolpoon fifrpJna Jo saldutoxa

lsaq s,tnfiar aqj spaptd ltod
lDuolloN spuDlpoorll splauno' aqJ

'(rt abDd aa, uoatpadxg
g193gqgg1 a 6uiulo{ nq U1A u! E)a{oi

aJuaps o] palnquluo7 aaoq aldoad
009 uo14 arcu aporap $Dd aql 6une

6t- "*"-""""-NVt )ltH Nlr'E cNVlNVUHlo) INNV
NOIIVAU]SNO) UOI SU]U]HIV9 CNV SUilNNH

€t -- """""" "- - - - - - - -" - " "))tulvd Nvsns
NVW0M ltSWUVI ltu V ̂o'lt0N VNV|9U0t9

t€-- - - ---"-- " - N01vd NVlr oNVl|vlNN) NtAl)
sNolrcrdxt tdo)soNv1 l0 suvll 0 [

8Z -"""- """ "- -UlddoH luuvS cNV NoIUV€ CVUS
)uvd tvN0[vN scNV'lc00M sc'l] Hcto9

5Z-*---*""-""" -" 1N808S0 lns CNV C EHNTM ilnl
]NIIISVO) NV]COdIINV NV NI SNU][Vd

l9ct8un8MlucNVcNVsNU0r HIB)
MOUUVS INIIINNOS

0l * " ---"""-"" "" " 1U001/'l Zll oNV Alllvg I lollN
silltNnli\n0)

t00Hls ulA0 9NtNNtM :N0rrv)nclo)l

8L

uotulitH ua g frq uotlulsn l JaaoJ

'0t a6od uo ,salllunwuoJ looq1s
nao 6uluu!fi-uorloJnpgoJg, aas i nqol

puD 6utu2ddpq s tDttl4 iunJ qulapq
an naqt puv 'aJ!ry\ln aallou npn$ ot

spuolpn puD saq)Daq 'sJSaJoJ 6uu$n
ap naqJ 'sluautuonnua pJol 4aq! qulalasloJ u! Falalu aalJJD uD auDlol

frlyDJuryoa an sgapnts slootlrs
no u uo 6ulo6 aulqtautos s.anqJ

6f. f; fr l; lr




