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any of our poorly known plant
species probably haven't been

seen by botanists for many years. And
with more than 12,000 named and
unnamed species in Western
Ausftalia-a good 20 per cent of which
are on the Department of Conservation
and Land Management's Declared Rare
and Priority Flora list-it! no wonder.

NEEDLE IN A FIAYSTACK
Western Australia is a very large

State and there are relatively few
professional botanists employed to do
flora surveys. Fortunately, there are a
larger number of interested amateur
botanists, especially those who have

been involved in the Regional
Herbarium Projecl who are always on
the look out for plants. In some cases,
records at the department's Western
Australian Herbarium show the most
recent specimen collections were made
as long ago as 10 or 20 years. In many
instances, no-one has looked for these
plants in recent years. In other cases,
someone has looked but has not found
them. This could be because changes to
the landscape have occurred over time.
For example, changes in road
alignment and signage may have made
it difficult to relocate these plants. Miles
have changed to kilometres, bends rn
some roads have been straightened,

road names may have been changed and
towns have been bypassed by new roads.

Some plant specimens come with
very little information attached to
them. The collecting locations affixed to
some of WAs oldest specimens merely
described the area as 'King Georgq
Sound' or 'Swan River Colony', and
relocating these sites is nearly
impossible.

The recent use of the Global
Positioning System (CPS) for flora
survey work has incre4sed the accuracy
of location information, and it is now
possible to 'navigate' your way to a
previously located population without
much difficulty. This technology uses
satellites to fix locations, and the exact
latitude and longitude of the site can be
recorded with great accuracy. But the
ease of finding these locations depends
on having a recent location defined by a
GPS to compare with.

In all too many cases, the plants
themselves may have disappeared-
perhaps because native vegetation has
been cleared, or through natural ageing
of plants in the absence of appropriate
disturbance, or because of death from
the effects of salinity, disease, weed
invasion or an inappropriate fire
regime. Over the years, the taxonomic
description of some planls has changed.
making it difficult to relocate particular
specimens, which may now be called
something entirely different-all very
confusing.

Staff from the Department of
Conservation and Land Management!
Threatened Flora Seed Centre have
been gatheying seeds from a wide range
of rare, threatened and poorly known
plant species for more than eight years.

I Preoious page
I Acacia seedpods and various fruits and
I seeds.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

lAboae left: lt is lhought that some 450
I Flant species in the Wheatbelt may
I become extinct over the next few
decades from waterloliging and/or rising
salt levels in the soil.
Photo - Val Dnglish

I Zeft Collecting fruiting cones from a
I bankia plant. Many Bankia species
I are highly susceptible to the dieback
disease, cavsed by Phytophthora
chmamom|
Photo - Anne Cochrane
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that year. The collection had to be
postponed until the following year,
when other species would also be
collectable and thus make the trip cost-
effective.

Then there was the seemingly
fruitless search for plants that should
have been there, but weren't. One
species produces delicate, pink or
purple, eye-catching flowers in a sea
of tall dense heath forming the
understorey of banksia woodland.
Without flowers, it was a virtual twig,
leafless and cryptic, and nowhere to be
seen. These plants eluded us, despite an
extensive search.

And then, of course, some plants
look very similar to other plants of a
different species. The differences are
only distinguishable by a small
variation in the flowering parts. In most
instances, the timin6! of seed collection
means that plants have finished
flowering and those distinguishing
differences are no longer visible when
the fruit has formed. And so, if two
species of plants that are very similar
grow together at the same site, it may
be virtually impossible to tell them
apart unless they have been tagged
when the plants have been in flower.

WHEN ALL GOES WELL
Fortunately, many 'hunting trips

are plain sailing. The location
information is precise, the plants are
easily spotted and the fruit dangles
tantalisingly before our eyes, ripe and
ready for picking. With the hunting
complete, the task of gathering begins.

For most species, secateurs and
fingers are used to extract the fruits or
seeds from the plants, and to place
them in bags ready for transport to the
seed store. Because plants come in all

lClocktuise from top /ert Fruits and
I seeds from Eantslc meisneri ssp.
I ascmders, Acacia alata var. platgptera
and Dryandra sessilis vaL cordata.
Illustrations - Ellen Hickman

lAboae left: Equipment used by the
I Threatened Flora Seed Centre staff to
I collect seeds.
Photo - Anne Cochrane

I lcft: 'N'teezerc were required to extract
I fruits from the prickly centre of this
I threatened wattle,.A cacia imitara.
Photo - Ardrew Cra\rford
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