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outh-western Australia has a
remarkably rich flora, even by

world standards. More than 70 per cent

of its plants are endemic to Western
Australia. Banksia, in the familY
Proteaceae, is a well-known and

important genus of the South West, and
is conspicuous in heath ald woodland.
There are more than 60 banksia species
in south-western Australia and the
feather-leaved bantsia (Banksia brcunil
is perhaps one of the most endaagered
ofthese.

From the mountains to the sea
Feather-leaved banksias occur in a

number of small, isolated populations
over a range of about 90 kilometres
ftom the Stirling Range south to
Chel.ne Beach. Plans grow in a variety
of habitats from Stirling Range
mountain tops and slopes, in mallee
thicket on rocky sandstone soils,

to mallee heath and woodland
communities on lateritic ridges or
granite slopes in southern populations
near Albany. ln the Stirling Range, the
plants form low spreading shrubs. In

more sheltered coastal sites, plans may
form an openly-branched small tree to
six metres.The associated vegetation $

rich in proteaceous (Banksia, Dryandta,
Lambertia, Isopogon, Hakea, Adercxthos)
and myrtaceous (Eutalyptus, Agonis,
Kun z e a, B e aufo r ti a) sp ecies.

The bark of the feather-leaved
banlsia is smooth and greyish-brown
and its leaves have an almost feather-
like appearance, giving rise to the
common name. The flowering candles
consist ofa dense spiral of hundreds of
individual flowers. Parts of the flower
are pale brown ald cream and the
meta.llic red styles have a cream tip, but
the overall appearance ofthe flowering
spike is reddish. Many follicles, or

valves, are fused together to form the
woody Guit, and this species is one of

or y a few banksias to Produce onlY
one seed per follicle. A papery black
wing on the seed assists with wind
dispersal, The number of flowering
spikes that set fruit-and the
proportion offlowers that develoP into
follicles-is low in feather-leaved
banksia, a characteristic of most
hermaphroditic plants.

Two forms of feather-leaved
banksia are recognised. A northern
form confined to the Stiding Range
has short, thin, hard leaves and a

southern form, with long, wide, soft
leaves, occuts in the A.lbany-Cheyne
Beach area. Genetic testing planned for

the funrre should be able to setde
whether these constitute seParate
subspecies. The feather-leaved banksia
is closely related to the swamp banl<su
(Banlesia ouidentalk), which has smaller,
deep red flowers and narrow, sparsely-
toothed leaves.

The first specimen of feather-
leaved banksia was collected ftom near
Albany by William Baxter in 1829.
Baxter was collecting seeds and root-s of
Australian plants on behalf of the
Sydney Botanic Gardens. In a letter
ftom King George Sound on 25 March
1829 to Mr Fraser, Colonial Botanist,
Et^-+-- ---^-r-1.

'I have seni you a f€w ofsome [Banksi.ar]
I collected a good distance inland, but

not having near enough to eat I am nol

:ble to carry but a small quantity ofeach

sort... I mean to collect Bazlsiar and

other large seeds in large quantities on

my return',

It is possible that Baxter was
collecting from the Stirling Range.The
species was named after botanist
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Maln Late afternoon view oJ Pyungoorup
Peak and The Arrows.
Photo - Rob Olver
ln3et Feather'leaved banksia growing on
mouniain slopes in the Stirl ing Range
National Park.
Photo - Sarah BanettlCALM

Lett Feather-leaved banksia.
Photo Rob Olver
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populations, and is directly related to
the size of the fruit and indirectly to
soil nutrition, rnoisture and the amount
of time that has elapsed since the last
fire. Levels of seed predation can also
vary, with boring insects often
destroying more than 50 per cent of
the seed crop in some ftuits.

In the climate of south-western
Australia, hard woody fruits may be an
adaptation to high intensity 6res.These
prctective coverings, and the outer
&uits, are often very large in relation to
the small seed held within rhem. Fruis
of feather-leaved banksia may take up
to a year to mature. The seed is litde
affected by the passage of fire because
the dense woody material protects it
from the extreme heat. Limited
seedling recruitment can occur
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between fires, but fire is necessary to
trigger mass seed release.

Botaoiss collecting seeds to ensure
the long-term survival of the species
6rst need to lightly burn the ftuits so
that the follicles open. They then
alternately wet and &y the Guits to
accelerate the seed rclease. Fresh seed r
highly viable and no treatment is
required to aid germination.

Tenuous existence
A population of feather-leaved

banksia exiss only as seeds immediately
after a fire, and virtually no seeds are
storcd in the soil until the next 6re. If
seedlings fail to establish, the population
may become locally extinct.

Like many long-lived woody
perennials, this banksia takes a long

Above Only two feather'leaved banksia
seedlings survive in a populat ion south-
east of El len Peak in the Stir ing Range in
2003, af ierf lres n close succession ln 1991
and 2000. Although 270 young plants had
regenerated in 1995 after the 1991 f re, the
combined effects oJ {requent f i re and
P hytophthoft c i n na m o/rl brought this
populat ion to the verge of ext inct ion.

Left Feaiher leaved banksia plants dying
from aerial canker at Vancouver Peninsula
near Albany.
Photas - Sarah BarrettlCALlvl

tirne to flower and produce fruit.
Differences in aspect and topography,
soil depth, moisture and nutrient status
can affect flowering and fruiting
success. Plants in southern populations
may reach reproductive maturity after
five to six years, but those in mountarn
populations take much longer. In one
upland population, only three plans
out of 20 had comrnenced flowering
eight years after a fire, and no plants
had yet produced fruits. The fire
regime is therefole very important
in conservation management of this
fire-sensitive species. Scientists have
suggested fire ftequencies ofat least 18
years or more are required for
adequate seed banks to accumulate rn
upland populations of Gather-leaved
banksia.
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conpared with infested sites. Bush rats
are known pollinators of feather-leaved
banksia, so an indirect inpact of the
disease on the plant species through
loss ofpollinators is highly likely.

On the brink
There are currently 17 known

popuhrions of fearher-leaved banksia.
comprising about 12,000 mature
plants. This nay seem like a large
number of plants, but another 10
populations have been proclaimed
locally extinct in recent times because
of dieback. Within the Stirling Range
National Park, eight of 13 populations
were burnt in hot f ires in both 1991
and in 2000, an interval of only nine
years. Of these, five are considered to
be either extincr or close to extinction.
Of the remaining coastal populations,
three are close to extinction, with less
than l5 mature plaDts per population.
Only five of the 17 current livirg
populations contain nore than 200
plants. The viabil iry of very small
fragmented populations is unclear,
as the genetic diversiry in the gene
pool declines, while inbreeding may
potentially reduce plant reproduction.
All surviving populations are
threatened by dieback.

Feather-leaved banksia is just one
of nany species perched on the brink
of extinction due to threatening
processes. The continued loss of local
populations-and the potential loss of
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the entire species-is not only a

tragedy in itself but may have

unforeseen, and potentially disastrous,

consequences for the functioning of

the vegetation connunities of which

feather-leaved banksia is an integral

prrt .  Several south coJrt f lora specie.

that are declining due to frequent frre

rnd dieback are food sourccs lor

rnam'nals, birds and insects. As these

plants form a vital part ofthe structural

habitat, their loss 6o[r an ecosystenl

may have profound effects on countless

numbers of other aninals and plants

within that connuniry

Strategy for survival
Tackling a killer disease and the

vagaries of wildfire are two nDjor

hr.rrdles to overcome in conserving

feather-leaved banksia for futurc

generlr ions. To enrure the (pecics

survives in the wild we must continLrc

to spray plancs with phosphite, while

monitoring the diseaset rate of spread

and che subsequent survival of the

pl.rnts. Pr:rct ising good hygiene is

essential to reduce the spread of the

pathogen, and visitors should always be

rnindful ofthe irreparable damage they

can do when moving soil around

on rrruddy boors or vehicles in

wet condit ions. Implementing an

rppropriate f ire nranrgerrent plan is

vital to protect areas from too-frequent

fires and to ensurc that seedlings can

develop to maturity and produce

Above The passage of fire triggers seed
release from ihe woody fau ts of feather'
eaved banks a.
Phato - Ellen Hickman

Above left Swamp banks a is a cLose
re at lve of the'feather. eaved banksia, but
has sma ler deep red t lowers.
Phola - l"4atie Lochman

adequ:rte seed for regeneration Seed

collection and conservation is a vital

link in this integrated conservation

srr:rtegy. Storrd sced is thc generic

resource ofthe species, and can be used

to recreate and augrnent wi ld

populations. [fwe continue to do these

tasks well, then there is hope for the

survival of the species.
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