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BIODIVERSW OF THE CARNARVON BASIN

J NLA\D r i r  ers .  red dune systerns.
I  ' s u n b u r n t '  p l a  i n s  a n d  i n l a n d
ranges, but also sweeping beaches
and spectacular coastal cliffs all
these features contribute to the
geographic and resultant biological
diversity of the Camarvon Basin. It
is palt of the vast 'outback' that
many people bel ieve has been
significant in development of the
Australian character.

The boundary between the vast
arid centre ofAustralia and the wetrer
areas ofsouthwestem Australia mns
south-east from Shark Bay, and was
straddled b1 our  srudy area.  This
area is rich inplant and animal species
that  are a s igni l icant  par t  o f
Australia's biodiversity. We aimed
to find out more about how these
plants and animals are distributed
across the landscape, so that we could
m a  k e  r e c o m  m e n d a  l i o n  s  l b r
sustainable management and suggest
improvements to the conserrr'ation
reserue system.

Allan Burbidge

Over 40 people took part in the
survey of the biodiversity of the
Carnarvon Basin,  inc lud in g
scientists from the Depaftment of
Conservat ion and Land
Management ,  the Western
Australian Museum, University of
Westem Australia and elsewhere,
as well as volunteers. Significant
funding support was provided by
Envirorunent Australia.

People think that most of a
biological surrrey is spentinthe field,
observing and catching things but,
in fact, far more time is spent back at
base, writing it all up. Most field
work was done during several
expeditions totalling about 12 weeks
in 1994 and 1995. It took another
five years (along with work on other
major projects) to compile, analyse
and interpret the data and write itup.

Mostly, field work went without
a hitch, but various incidents and

memor ies come to
mind.- like a trailer
wheel rolling past the
vehicle when an axle
broke, millions offlies
at a few sites (at one
site, it was hard to see
your  sandwich at
lunch time!), and the
scorching conditions
whenwewere digging
holes for pit traps on a
samphire flat with no
shade lbr miles. But it
was all worlh it - we
saw some fantastic
p laces,  met  some
interesting characters
on the stations and in
the towns, learnt an
enormous amount and
found numerous
plants and animals that
were new to sclence,
and many others
beyond their known
range.

We surveyed 63 sites on land
and 56 wetland sites. Numerous
additional sites were surveyed for
specific purposes, parlicularly fbr
botanical sampling. We determined
environmental factors related to
plant  and animal  d is t r ibut ion
pattems and developed models to
predic t  the occurrence of  the
ecological communities identified.

Plonts
If your only experience of thrs

region is from a speeding car on the
highway, you might think that the
vegetation is all pretty similar and
possibly unexciting. In fact, the
botanists, led by Greg Keighery and
Neil Gibson, recorded2l 33 different
k inds of  p lants (species and
subspecies) in the study area. Much
ofthis richness comes fiom the area
south ofShark Bay, which includes
many species and plant communities
more typical ofsouthem parls ofthe
State.

We recorded a total of 88 weedy
plant species that are naturalised rn
the study area. Most of these are
annuals. Many weeds displace
native plants and reduce the fbod
resources for our native animals. 

O)Among plant pests in the region,
Buffel Crass, C<nLhrus ciliari.r, is
known to be a serious environmental
weed although it does have value as
a pastoral specles.

Aquotics

Although, or perhaps because,
the area is  so ar id ,  where water  is
found it has an enormous imporlance
for flora and fauna. Not only does it
provide moisture for wide-ranging
animals, it also is critical habitat for
specialised aquatic animals such as
water boatmen, whirlygig beetles,
backswimmers, water fleas, fairy
shrimps and shield shrimps. The
aquatic team, led by Stuarl Halse,
collected at least 492 species of
aquatic inverlebrates, many ofwhich
were not  recorded in  the
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