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POSITIVE'SEARCH PROJECT' RESULTS
John Baftle

The Natural Heritage Trust
(NHT) Search Project conducted
by CALM over the past four years
has now delivered its final repofi.
It concluded that there are many
species in the flora of the south-
west that have good potential to be
developed as commercially viable
large-scale crops.

The 1996 State Salinity Plan
identified large-scale perennial
crops as a necessary component of
agricultural systems to bring salinity
under control. It specified that
long-term investment in developing
new woody crops and processing
industr ies be under taken.  Th is
gave rise to the Search Project
proposal that was submitted to
NHT in 1997 but the project did
not finally commence until 2000.
It received an allocation of $4.5
million, to investigate crop and
industry development, and also to
establish substantial demonstratiorr
plantings.

Confi dence inthe Search concept
was high because commercial
development  of  nat ive mal lee
species appeared to be making
goodprogress. CALM commenced
rnallee development in 1993 and
by the time of submission of the
Search Project proposal it was
proceeding strongly. Confidence
was reinforced in 2001 when a
commercial feasibility investigation
indicated the viability of integrated
mallee processing to produce a
combination of activated carbon,
eucalyptus oil and electricity. A $ 1 0
million demonstration processing
plant has now been completed
at Narogin and is scheduled to
commence operat ing ear ly  in
200s.

The Search Project adopted a
method consisting of two parallel
streams of progressively more
intensive evaluation of species and

products options. Species selection
was confined to the WAnative flora.
I  he products had to har  e markets
that would be profitable enough to
attract farmers and large enough to
accommodate all production if the
crop was adopted on a scale able
to make a significant contribution
t o  s a l i n i t y  c o n r r o l .  H e n c e  r h e
p r o d u c t s  c h o s e n  u e r e  l a r g e -
scale commodities both domestls
(bioenergy) and export (timber,
uood panels.  paper .  chem ica ls) .
Specialty products like fruits,
flowers, nuts, phamaceuticals and
bush tucker  uere there lore not
inc iuded in  th is  srudy because thc i r
markets are too small.

Analysis showed that potential
economic viability of sawn timber
production declines steeply with the
decrease in average rainfall across
the wheatbelt. Where rainfall rs
belou 500mrn year  con\  ent ional
saulog crops.  wi th  a product ion
cycle of  more than Jo )earr .  are
u n l i k e l y  t o  c o m p e t e  u i t h  s h o r l
cycle crops (like mallee) that can
be hanested every 2 to  4 years.
These new short cycle crops can
produce wood chips for processed
wood products. Some, like mallee,

regenerate from the cut stump after
harvest and do not need replanting.
Others can be used as a 3 to 5 year
de-wateringphase in the annual crop
rotation every 20 or 30 years. The
Search Project focused in particular
on species likely to be suitable shoft
cycle coppice or phase crops.

It took some time to develop a
method by which to combine the
large hierarchy of objectives into
a practical and systematic way to
screenthe entire 9977 species in the
WA native flora. The first coarse
Ievel of screening had to rely on
existing records. Fortunately the
WA Herbar ium has comprehensive
and rcad ily accessible records. Table
1 provides an overview ofthe steps
taken.

The Herbar ium l is ts  14,1 86
species names but nearly 3,000
o f  t h e s e  a r e  r e d u n d a n t .  O l ' t h c
current  11.038 species there are
4.Q77 nat ives.  Rare and endargered
species were er .c luded on the basis
that they were less likely to be
vigorous and diverse enough to
u aran t  deve lopment .  This  reduced
the field to 7,965. Excluding non-
woody species furlher reduced the
number to  6,31q.  lo  be consis tent

o)
Table I : WA Herbarium list of species in various categories showing
progressive selection.

Category Region No. Species

Total (including non-current names) All WA 14186

Current names 11 038

I 977

Not "Priority" species 7 965

Woody (Dicotyledon Gymnosperm) All WA 6 339

IBRA - AW - ESP - GS or NiIAL Wheatbelt 3 664
Taller than 4 metres Wheatbelt

Taller than 4 metres

Taller than 4 metres 'ESP"

Taller than 4 metres

Taller than 4 metres .MAL"
2' t9

Taller than 4 metres A l l4  a reas
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