




f lsholc'  f ioru Espcrancc and

Cepe Le Crand National Park,

roundcd granite islarrds rise frorn the

foaning lvlter like a stationary pod of

gi:rnt whales. These isl lnds form the

Alihiprl .rgo of thu Rcchrlchu..r ch:r in

ofrnole than 100 islands stretching east

fronr rcar Esperance to Israelite Bay,

rurrred by French explorer Rear-

Adrrr irel D Errtrctrste-trrx ir t  l79l l f ter

onc of his ships. Al l  of dre ishnds rre

natllre reserves, bllt ruost arc rarely

visitcd. L;rnding is difficult; beaches are

rale, big swells are the llol'n .nd lnucl-r

of the ocean between the islands rs

unchrrted.

Smouldering question

It is hard to inugine that wildfires

rvould ever- occllr oD these islands

bccausc ofthe hck ofpotenci;r l  i5;nit ion

sources (prrt icula y pcoplc) rnd tbc

often low alld srlt-pruned vegetation
(though pockets of dense lorcst rnd

shrubs do occuL ol1 hrgel ishnds).

Horvever, 6res do occur infiecluently

and the irrrnrediate inrpacts clu be

d r , r r r , r t r c  : r nd .  r r r  t r r r r r .  g rne r l t r  Jo r rge r

tcrnr ef i-ects not yet understood. The

question is, should wc' intervene in the

Iire reginres of islands or leave them to

btun? Thc lnswcr is rarcly a sinrple yes

or no Islands rruy hrve significant

assets that need protection, such as the

naval base oD Garden Island, the

oilficld on Barrow Island ind tourisrrl

infustructure on Rottnest lsland. But

rvhat abotrt the hundreds of othcr

islands around the WA coast? How

should f ire be managed (or not

rnanaged) on these islands?
A rcccrt wrldf ire or Mondrain

lsland, in rhe Archipelago of r ire
Recherche, provided an opportuniry ro
. cudy  chc  i r r r p l c r s  o f  f i r e  on  i t r

rvr ldf lower; .rrrd .rrr irruls. Morrdr.r i l  i r

the second largest island of t i rc

archipelago, around 6.5 ki lometres long

rnd 2.5 ki lonetres at i ts widest. On 6

March 2002, locrl charter operator

Petcr Hudson saw sever':rl bolts of
lightning strike the high p;ranite peaks

on Mondrain Island. A short while

Lrrer, smoke and flanles were visible

The lire burnt for sevcral weeks

irrd. ir t  t i r) les. thr glow c.rtr ld Lrr scrn in

Esperance, 42 ki lometres to thc north-

west. Init ial ly, the Depart i lent of

Conservation and Land Management
(CALM) allowed the wildnre to burn,

bclicving that forecasted rain together

with rock barr iers on the island would

extinl luish i t .  When this did not

happen, ir  wes decided to put

f iref iglrcers with hand tools and

backpack sprays mhore, to see if they

could supplemenr natural 6rebreaks
(such as rock outcrops) and stop the

fire spreading to the northern part of

the island. Howcvcr, the extrenely

dense vegetation, rugged rerrain and

cous t rD tJy  sh r f t i nq  w inds  u r l de  i t

impossible for the number of available

Previous page
Main Volunteers Lisa Ang and Gaby
l\4artinez on Mondrain lsland shortly
after the March 2OO2 fire.
Photo - David Pearcon/CALM
f nset Karkalla (Carpobrotus rossiD,
Photo - Steve Hopper
Background Thunderstorm lightning.
Photo - Jiti Lochman

Top Mondrain lsland.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

Left l\4ondrain lsland, with pincushion
planls lBorya nitida) in the foreground.
Photo - David Pearson/CALM
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that the 6re had not consumed all IiG.
That evening we walked up through
the stalk, blackened trees and were
surprised to see a rock-wallaby and rwo
bush rats scampering through the ash
back to their burrows. The next
morning revealed large numbers of
crowned snakes basking in the sun and
the occasional skink. In many aleas, the
ground was littered with dead seabir&,
predominandy fleshy-footed shearwatec
killed as they tried to locate or escape
from their burrows. Nevertheless,
chicks heard calling ftom the burrows
suggested that, despite the 6re, some
adult birds were still returning at the
end of a dayi Gshing to feed cheir
young.
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In some areas, the fire had been
particularly intense, and turning over
granite slabs revealed large numbers of
dead skink overcome by the heat.
Three rock-wallabies, rwo death adders,
crowned snal<es and a carpet python
were found incinerated. [n other areas,
the fire had been cooler, perhaps
burning dowly at night, and patches of
vegetation were Ieft unburnt. Green
splouts were already appearing,
especiaily from grasstrees growing in
heath on the top ofthe island.

While the fire had been devastating
for nesting seabirds, many other bilds
had survived. Nests of peregrine
falcons and white-breasted sea-eagles
were found intact, protected by therr

Above Burnt thicket on Mondrain lsland.

Fal lett A shearwater killed by fire.

Left A regenerating grasstree
lxantho rrhoea pl atyphyl la ).
Photos - David Pearson/CALM

rocky locations. Several groups of the
threatened Recherche Cape Barren
goose wele seen grazing on regrowth
in burnt areas.

'When 
we climbed over the spine of

the island to the western side, we found
large areas of unburnt vegetation
interspersed with rock outcrops, where
numerous rock-wallabies basked in the
afternoon sun. While the fire would
have caused a short-term food
shortage, resprouting and reseeding
plants would soon provide nutritious
fodder for these agile animals.

We searched hard for carpet
pythons, but only found a Gw.
Crowned snakes seemed to havc
survived successfully. One morning,
when the clouds parted briefly, 30
crowned snakes were counted. They
probably escaped the 6re by fleeing
down burrows or rock crevices-therr
low energy requirements enabling
them to fast for long periods until their
prey (small lizards) were able to
recover. In contrast, no live death
adders could be found. These slow-
moving ambush predators rely on
camouflage and their ability to lie very
still in leaf litter before launching
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l \ .4ondrain lsland has the highest peak (222 metres) in the Archipelago of the
Recherche, yet this had not been named. AJter some discussion, Steve Hopper
wroie to the Geographic Names Committee of the Department oJ Land
InJormation in August 2003 as followsl

'I understand tha! rhe highest peak on Mondtain Island at its south end is unnamed.

I write to recommend coruideration by the Geographic Names Committee that thrs

granite peak be named Bar.rdin Peak for Post CaPtain ThonMs Nicolas Baudin

(1754-1803), Ieader of che French scientific expedition to Australia in the years 1801

ro 1803.

'Baudin's accomplishnrents on this expedinon are nor recognised, co my knowledge'

through named landmarlcs. He died in Mauritius on the return voyage, and was not

mentioned by narne,let alone treated kindly by the author ofthe oficial account of

the voyage, zoologist Franfois Peron, who himself is commemorated in sevenl place

names along the Western Austrelian coast.

'The famous meeting ofBaudint expedition wiih Flinderst irrertgatot at Encounter

Bay in South Australia on April 8, 1802 was a geat dlsapPoindnent to Baudin, as he

was en route 6om Tasmania to complete the hydrographic survey of the sor.rthern

western Australian coasdine from King George Sound eastwards. Undoubtedly' he

would have mapped the Recherche Archipelago in great detail had not Flinders

already completed most ofthe task

'Flinders is commemorated by Flinden Peak on Middle hland, the tallest eminence

on the largest island in the Archipelago, south of Cape Arid. Mondrain Island is the

second largest island of the Archipelago. Neming it5 highest peal would be an

appmpriete historical reference to the achievemens ofBaudin in mapping substantial

parts ofthe \0A coxdine and complement the naming ofFlinders Peak, signalling the

great riralry between Baudin's expedition and that ofFlinders.'

After no objections were raised by local organisations, Baudin Peak was
of{iaially named on 3 February 2004.

1950 and again by us, nray be an
undescribed species not cLrrrently
known from the adjacent mainland.

Our data supported Arthur
'Westont 

hypothesis that long-term firc
exclusion does not necessarily alter the
qualiry or composition of plants and
wildflowers, or their communities, rn
the South-West. Mtny specres
recorded after the 2002 6re werenl
co l lec ted  by  J i r r r  Wi l l i s .  who 'a r r rp led

the Mondrain flora in the sane nlonth
(Novenrber) .rs we did. but brrrnt six
years before (h 1944). Short-lived,
post-firc species lDust hrve persisted on
Mondrain in the soil seed pool or as
undergrcund tubers during previous
surveys, waiting for the next burst of
nutrietts and light to carpet the soil
following rare 6re events.

Before the fire, CALM Esperance
staff h:rd observed chat dryandra,
grasstree and sheoak comntunities were
in poor condition, wich no evidence of
juveniles. It was relssr.rring that rll the
frre-sensitive shrubs produced seedlil'lgs
in 2002, despite the last r rjor fite on

16 LANDSCoPE

Mondrain lsland having occurred in
1944. Fire intervals of60 years or more
are clearly not a problem for such
species, despite the structural decline of
adult plants and the absence of
seedling in long-unburnt vegetation.
We need to be cautious with fire
regimes in such renote places as these
islands, as they provide invaluable
benchr r r r rks  to  r tudy  b iod ivers i ty
largely Lrnaffected by huut:rn fire-
lighting for more than 10,000 years.

The fire had stimulated
gernrination in nrany 6re responslve
plants, including a nun-Iber of short-
lived herbs. These island populations
may be genetically distinct from
mainland populations of the sane
species, because of their isolation and
small population size, and are likely to
be valuable for the conservation of
species diversiry During the visit, seeds
werc collected froDr eight plant species,
including two prioriry-listed plants.
One of these, a resprcuting speargrass,
Austrostipa rni/is, had not previously
been recorded on the island. Seeds

Top Buds and fruit of the Bald lsland
ma(lock lEucalyptus conferruminata).

Above Fruits of two species of fire-
stimulated, short-l ived small shrubs
\Rulinga).
Photos - Steve Hopper

from seven of these species are being
sent to the Millennium Seed tsank
Prqecc in the United Kingdom for safe
storage, as well as being conserved at
CALM's Threatened Flora Seed Centre
in Perth (see 'Our frozen futute',
L4NDSCOPE,Winter 2001).

Monitoring plots were established
on the island to record the long-term
rccovery of the flora, and cycles of
pllnts that set seed then disappear until
the next fire. Sites for plots were
selected to represent the l lrrcc tl) ir in
vegetAtion associatious on the island.
Life history stmtegies ofplants in these
plots were recorded, with a mixture of
resproute$ and reseeders in all plots.
They wil l be revisited at v.rious
intervals to record changes in the
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