




ike so many of the exotic plants

that have arrived in Australia since

European settlement t'wo centuries ago,

date palns (Phoenix dactylit'cra) arc borh

handsome and useful.ln cultivation they
are popular for both shade and 6uit, and

thrive in the hot arid conditions of the

north. lndeed, in the early days of the

colony, government agencies provided

parties of explorers, prospectors and
pastoralists with packes of date pdm

seeds. with insrrucr:ons to plant them in

suitable locations. These were invariably
spring, soaks and other wetlands-the
legacy of this well-intentioned policy

can still be seen today.

Miltstream-the heart of the
west Pilbara

The Millstrean.r wetlands, in the
Millstream-Chichester National Park,
form one of the jewels of the Pilbara.
Lying about 100 kilometres south of

Karratha, the permanent pools and

springs of Millstream are fed fiom

spring outflows from a large calcrete

aquifer, the remnants ofan ancient lake

system lying in the Fortescue River
valley. These springs flow through
pennaneflt pools (some n-rore than two

kilometres long and 15 netres deep)
and streams for more than 30

kilometres along the Fortescue River.
The Millstream 'delta', close to the
homestead, is an area of approximately
250-hectares of streams and swamps,
fed by springs within Chinderwarriner

Pool. The canopy of river gums
(Euulypttrs canaLl ensis) and cadjeputs
(Melaleuca leucadendra), and the dense

stands of Millstream fan Palms
(Livktona alJrerlil, sedges, reeds and
dragon trees (Sesbania Jormosa\ along

the pools and streans are a striking
contrast with the spinifex and snappy
gulln (EucalyPtus leucophloia) grasslands

of the surrounding hills and plains.
For many thousands of years, thts

huge wetland has been the heart ofthe
tribal lands and lore oftheYindjibarndi
people. The river provided more than
just the resources they needed-many
places along the river and streams
remain sacred to the traditional
custodians of the country.

The permanent streams and pools

of Millstream are of great biological

interest because they are so large, and

for the unique plants and wildlife they
support. The native Millstream fan
palm grows in large numbers around
the springs and in the Fortescue River
bed near Millstream. The streams and
pools are also home to NoJo-lti.ra
pilbara, a tiny beautiful black-and-gold
damselfly known only from the
Millstream area. lc is one of 33 species

of dragonfly and damselfly found at
Millstream (see 'Dragonflies - Desert

Jewels', L4NDSCOPE, Summer
1986-87). The groundwater of the
Millstream aquifer and the sPrings that
flow from it support a wide variety of
stygofauna-aquatic animals that Lve

below the ground surface. These
secrctive creaturcs are currently being
investigated by Department of

Conservation and Land Management
(CALM) scientists as part of a massrve
biological survey ofthe Pilbara.

ln the early 1860s, an exploration
party led by Fnncis T Gregory Passed
by the springs at Millstrearn, describing

the stream as'running strong enough
to power a large mill'. His reports of
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Main Millstream{hichester National Park.
Photo - David Bettini
Background Date Palms.

Above Black-and-gold damselfly
lNososticta pilbara),

Left A proliferation of date Palms
chocking Millstream in 1989.
Photos - Jiri Lochman
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hydrology of Millstrean. The stiff,
dense root mats of the paln trees
rapidly invaded srrean$ in the delta,
blocking them up and altering water
flow patterns.The date palm root mats
are very different to the softer and less
invasive roots of the native cadjeputs
and river gums, and may affect aquatic
invertebrates. The palms also cut off all
light for long distances of stream
channel, suppressing or killing off all
the aquatic plants as well.

This complete cycle, from initial
invasion of a few palms to total
replacement ofnative species can occur
quite rapidly. Photographs of
Chinderwarriner Pool taken in 1957
clearly show that the date palms were
just beginning to invade the atea. In

less than 30 yea$, massive damage had
been done.The same view, taken in the
late 1980s, shows almost total
domination ofdate palms in this area

This is also seen in aerial
photographs. In 1964 aerial photos,
the distribution of date palms was
relatively small. with the main
infestation occurring close to the
homestead (a small number are
apparent in the Fortescue zuver at that
time). In 1964, there were still a large
number of natural canoPy trees
surrounding Chinderwarriner Pool. By
the mid-1970s, although the overall
distribution of the palms had not
greatly increased, they were clearly
dominant in upper parts of the delta
and around Chinderwarriner Pool. By

the late 1980s, dates were dominant

throughout the delta and had spread

into the river en masse.

War on palms
tn 1986, a small number of

mature palms were removed from
Chinderwarriner Pool for landscaping
projects in Karratha.When Perth-based
horticultural operators became
interested in sourcing date palms for
major projects in Perth during the
early 1990s, hundteds of mature and
mid-sized palns werc removed frorn
Millstrean and transported alive to
Perth (sonre of them cen be seen in
North Fremantle). Ironically for the
date palms, the revenue raised fiom
selling these palms was used to fund
larger-scale control operations.

In 1990, staf from CALMI Pilbara
regional office decided to try to
remove date palms fiom the Millstream
area. The discovery of an effective
herbicide treatment, applied to the
crown of the palm, turned the tide.
Following a devastatiflg fire in 1991,
which burnt the entirc Millstrearl

Left Chinderwarriner Pool in 1989 with
dense date palms overgrowing the top of
the pool.

Below left Chinderwarriner Pool in 2OO4
with all date palms removed and
rehabilitation plantings established.

Below Chinderwarriner Pool after a fire
in 1991.
Photos - Peter Kendick
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