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DIEBACK CAUSED BY PHYTOPHTHORA
CINNAMOMI: what is at risk and what can we save?

Joanna Young

Dieback is arguably the
greatest threat to biodiversity
across the south-west  of
Westem Australia. Of the
5700 plant species known
to occur in the Southwest
Botanical Province some 2300
species havebeen classified as
susceptible to Phytophthorq
cinnamomi; the soilborne
organism which k i l ls  by
destroying the root systems
ofplants.

P hy top h t ho ra c innamomi
(Pc) was first identified as
the culprit causing dieback
in the jarrah forest over 40
years ago. Jarah trees and
susceptible species in the forest
understorey such as banksias
were dying. What is so sad is
that it continues to spread and
be spread across the south-
west, being transporled in soil
and water. Its spread has been
relentless and unfortunately
few people either grasp the
magnitude of this biological
disaster or appreciate the great
range of plant species being lost
from u ood lands, heaths and forests.
Positive isolations of the pathogen
have now been made from Eneabba
in the NorthemAgricultural Region,
right though the south west corner
ofthe State to the east ofEsperance
in Cape Arid National Park. Few
people real ise ho\  impor lanr  i t  is
for us to all work to protect areas
that remain healthy and free of the
disease.

Recognising Dieback caused by
Phltophthoru cinnamomi

Dyingbanksias are one ofthebest
indicators of the disease but marry
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Examples of Impact

The disease has ravaged
many ecosystems and in
some areas where a little
of the history is known,
the last individuals ofsome
susceptible species, such as
the banksias and grass trees,
are dying. There are many
examples of the chronic
situation throughout the
south-west:

.The understorey of
much of the jarrah forest has
lost a significant number of
susceptible species over a
vast area.

.The St i r l ing Range
National Park has been
devastated. Both species
and communities are now

' threatened with extinction.
. T h e  o n c e - c o m m o n

Banksia attenuatq is now
represented by only  a
smattering of individuals
in the Two Peoples Bay
Nature Reserue.

.  T h i c k e t s  o f  B  a n k s i q
q u e r c i f o l i a ,  o n c e  c o m m o n
throughout the south-west and
particularly in the woodlands and
forest, are now hard to find.

.  Most ,  i f  not  a l l ,  natura l
populations ofBar lc i a c o c c ine a ar e
inf'ected. Fine stands ofthisAlbany
banksia are very hard to find.

. Cape Le GrandeNationalPark
is largely impacted with significant
loss of endemic plants including
Lambertia echinata subsp . echinata,
as well as its Banksia speciosa
dominated heaths.

Typical dieback site injarrah forest
Photo: Dieback Working Group

other species ofthe genera listed in
Table I are also susceptible. When
patches ofvegelat ion made up ofa
diverse mix ofspecies collapse and
die, Pc maywellbethe cause. Wanrr,
moistconditions aremostconducivc
to the disease, so often plants are
seento collapse and die after summer
rain. fhe disease is ofren worst in
plant communities growing onpoor
grey sands or poorly drained soil
profiles. Even in the jarrah forest
disease expression canvarywith soil
type and profile. Dieback caused
by Pc not only kills plants in the
bush, it can kill susceptible species
in gardens and orchards including
avocados and proteas.
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