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EREMOPHILAS . EMU BUSHES, POVERTY BUSHES
Bob Chinnock

MU bushes are common
throughout the drier parts of

Australia. They are also known
as poverty bushes in Western
Australia because in some areas a
number of unpalatable species
increase rapidly in numbers as
pasture becomes degraded. These
plants all belong to Eremophila,
the largest and most diverse genus
in lhe Myoporaceae fami ly .  This
family is largely Australian and
the other  wel l -known genus,
Myoporum, has 30 species
u o r l d w i d e  r . r i t h  l 8  o c c u r r i n g  i n
Australia.
E r e m o p h i l a  o c c u r s  o n l y  i n
Australia and the great majority
of species are found in WA. Of
the 214 species recognised today,
180 occur in WA and ofthese 146
are only found there. They are
particularly common throughout
mulga country and in eucalypt
woodlands throughout  the
wheatbelt. The richest Eremophila
area in Australia occurs around
Meekatharra where over  30
species can be found in a 1' square
(latitude x longitude).

PLANT FEATURES

Most Eremophlla are shrubs
commonly ranging from 0.2 - 3
metres tall but a few species like
E. longfolia, E. fraseri and E.
mitchellii can develop into small
trees and a new species found rn
south west Queensland grows to
I I metres tall. in the southern
parts of WA, a number of species
form flat mats up to 2 metres or
more in diameter.
Leaves are scattered or spirallY
arranged along the branches but
in a few small groups the leaves
are in opposite pairs or in whorls
of threes to fives. They are
undivided, frequently long and

narrow and have entire or toothed
margins. They may lack hairs or
have a sparse to dense covering of
them. In many cases the white, or
more rare ly  ye l low hai rs ,
cornpletely cover the surface.
T h e  b r a n c h e s ,  l e a v e s  a n d
sometimes parts of the flowers
secrete resin and many species are
very sticky. In extremely resinous
species like E. ramiJlora, thehans
become immersed in the resin and
are not visible.
Eremophila flowers are pollinated
by either birds or insects, and the
flower types for these pollinator
groups are quite different in form
and colour.

I N S E C T - P O L L I N A T E D
SPECIES hke E. nivea (Fig.I.)

are characterised by having white,
cream, lilac, pinkishlilac to purple

corollas with the anthers enclosed
in the tube or just sitting at the
throat. In the tube there are usually
spots (rarely solid broad lines)
forming lines on the lateral walls,

and often on, and below, the lower
lobe. They help guide insects,
usual ly  nat ive bees,  but  a lso
honeybees, moths and butterflies,
to the flower and down the tube to
where the nectar is secreted. On
entering the flower, pollen ts
rubbed onto the insect's head and
back. Some flowers have tufts of
white hairs at the entrance of the
tube below the upper lobes and
often on the lower lobe. lnsects
also "see" beyond the visible light
spectrum into the UV range and
both the hairs and spots in these
flowers fluoresce and act as
spotlights to the insects. Another
feature of insect flowers is that
the lower corolla lobe is projected
forward and acts as a plalform for
the insect to land on.

BIRD-POLLINATED SPECIES
hke E. subJloccosa (Fig.2.) have

red, orange, yellow and sometimes
cream, green or brownish corollas.
The anthers are normally exserted
well beyond the tip ofthe corolla,

F/g. L Eremophilo nivea showinglhe lowe( corolla lobe prcjecled farwotd enclased

stamens ond the ptominent spotting in the tube
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