
Austra l ia ' s p lants and a n i m a l s have a lways e x c i t e d 
natural is ts ever s i n c e Sir Joseph B a n k s landed w i t h 
Capta in C o o k at B o t a n y Bay. Sir J o s e p h , indeed , w a s 
so i m p r e s s e d by what h e c o l l e c t e d that he u s e d h i s 
i n f l u e n c e as Pres ident of the pres t i g ious Royal S o c ­
iety of L o n d o n as w e l l as h i s personal fortune to pro­
m o t e b i o l o g i c a l exp lora t ion o n the c o n t i n e n t . 

The Cape York lily can be seen only 
during the wet season. 

O n e only has to look at J o h n G o u l d ' s 
Birds of Australia, or h i s Mammals of 
Australia, or B e n t h a m ' s floara Australien-
sis to see the fascinat ion that our p lan ts 
and an imal s have held. Yet today our de­
tailed knowledge of our flora and fauna 
r ema ins remarkably pa tchy — a legacy of 
haphazard study for near ly two cen tu r i e s . 

Fo r example , our m a m m a l s , our b i rds , 
and some of our h ighe r p lants arc gener­
ally well represented in co l lec t ions , and 
m o s t species have been descr ibed and 
n a m e d . T h e same appl ies for spec tacular 
insect and m o l l u s c orders ( such as but ­
terflies and cowries) , bu t these consp icu­
ous groups compr i se only a smal l por t ion 
of our flora and fauna. T h e rediscovery in 
1977 by D r Bob Tay lo r of the CSIRO Div i ­
s ion of E n t o m o l o g y of Nothomyrmecia 
mac rops, t he m o s t pr imi t ive l iving an t 
k n o w n , and last year 's discovery of a n e w 
family of cr ickets by Mr T e d D a h m s of the 
Q u e e n s l a n d M u s e u m u n d e r l i n e h o w 
m u c h we still have to learn . T o discover a 
new family of insec ts in Eu rope or N o r t h 
Amer ica would cause a cons iderab le stir . 
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These are Nothotmyrmecia macrops, the 
most primitive living ant known, first 
discovered in 1931 near Esperance, 
W.A. Rediscovery of this species in 1977 
near Ceduna, S.A., caused considerable 
international interest. 

To discover a new family of 
insects in Europe or North 
America would cause a 
considerable stir. 

A l t h o u g h s o m e Aus t r a l i an co lon ies es­
tab l i shed m u s e u m s a n d herbar ia early on , 
t he se i n s t i t u t i o n s c o n t r i b u t e d l i t t l e t o 
knowledge abou t ou r p l an t s and a n i m a l s 
un t i l the lat ter par t of t he 19th Cen tu ry . 
Ins tead , early co lon ia l na tura l i s t s re l ied 
on t h e E u r o p e a n repos i tor ies of know­
ledge , s u c h as t he Br i t i sh M u s e u m a n d 
the Royal Bo tan ic G a r d e n s at K e w . 

S o i t ' s n o t s u r p r i s i n g tha t t h e c o m ­
prehens ive works of t he 19th Cen tu ry o n 
Aus t ra l i an p lan t s a n d an ima l s c a m e from 
E u r o p e , n o t f rom ou r local i n s t i tu t ions . 
S o m e of these sti l l r e m a i n t he only c o m ­
prehens ive works . N o r ep lacemen t , for 
e x a m p l e , h a s a p p e a r e d for B e n t h a m ' s 
a l r eady-men t ioned Flora Australiensis, 
w h i c h was p u b l i s h e d be tween 1863 a n d 
1878. T h i s century-old work deals w i t h 
s o m e 7800 of t he h i g h e r p l an t s , b u t today 
the n u m b e r of species of s u c h p lan t s is 
t h o u g h t to total a b o u t 25 000 . 

Coordinator lacking 
P e r h a p s t h e m a j o r r e a s o n for t h e 
haphaza rdness of Aus t r a l i an s tudies of 

A tall deciduous forest located on the 
Mcllwraith Range, Cape York. The 
Australian Biological Resources Study 
supported studies of the ecological 
biogeography of Cape York by Dr Jiro 
Kikkawa of the University of 
Queensland. 

t he local p lan ts a n d a n i m a l s h a s b e e n tha t 
there h a s b e e n n o effective na t iona l in ­
s t i tu t ion tha t c a n coord ina te and encour ­
age deve lopment of a na t iona l p ic ture . Al l 
S t a t e s , of c o u r s e , h a v e c a r r i e d o u t 
t axonomie s tudies i n their o w n m u s e u m s 
a n d he rba r i a for m a n y yea r s . V a r i o u s 
CSIRO D i v i s i o n s a n d o t h e r C o m m o n ­
weal th agencies have d o n e so as wel l . 

B u t t he pr ior i t ies of t he S ta te agenc ies 
have been ta i lored m a i n l y to m e e t ' cus ­
tomer demand ' w i t h i n those Sta tes . I n 
o the r words , m o s t t a x o n o m i s t s i n ou r 
m u s e u m s a n d herbar ia are employed to 

The pitcher plant, Nepenthes mirabilis, 
which traps insects o n Cape York. 

s tudy those g roups of p lan ts and an ima l s 
tha t a rouse t h e grea tes t local pub l i c in­
t e r e s t — c o n d i t i o n s n o t c o n d u c i v e t o 
s tudy ing the na t i on ' s flora and fauna as a 
who le . 

T w o years ago , t he Aus t ra l i an Bio logi ­
cal Resources S tudy was set u p as a per­
m a n e n t body w i t h i n t he C o m m o n w e a l t h 
D e p a r t m e n t of Sc i ence to perform the 
much-needed coord ina t ing ro le . I t is led 
by i ts Di rec tor , D r Dav id R ide . 

T h e m a i n func t ions of th i s S tudy are 
twofold: 

• t o c o o r d i n a t e t a x o n o m i c w o r k at a 
na t iona l level 

• to provide funds for s tudies of impor t an t 
par t s of our flora a n d fauna tha t are 
cur ren t ly rece iv ing l i t t le a t t en t ion 

E s t a b l i s h m e n t of t h e A u s t r a l i a n 
Biological R e s o u r c e s S tudy was t he fruit 
of s o m e 50years of adv i s ing a n d pressur iz­
i n g of succes s ive g o v e r n m e n t s by t he 
s c i e n t i f i c c o m m u n i t y . I t s f i r s t y e a r ' s 
b u d g e t a l l oca t ion s tood a t a re la t ive ly 
sma l l $250 000 . 

Establishment of the 
Australian Biological 
Resources Study was the 
fruit of some 50 years of 
advising and pressurizing of 
successive governments by 
the scientific community. 
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Publ ic p ressure for a b iological survey 
of Austral ia first a rose in 1909 t h r o u g h 
the Aus t ra las ian Assoc ia t ion for the Ad­
v a n c e m e n t of Sc i ence (the fore-runner of 
A N Z A A S — t h e A u s t r a l i a n and N e w 
Z e a l a n d A s s o c i a t i o n for the A d v a n c e ­
m e n t of Science) . 

A C o m m o n w e a l t h g o v e r n m e n t first 
m a d e a c o m m i t m e n t to the idea 15 years 
later w h e n i t m a d e a n a g r e e m e n t wi th Sir 
C o l i n M a c K e n z i e t h a t h i s e x t e n s i v e 
zoological col lec t ion shou ld be acqu i red 
to form the n u c l e u s of a na t iona l m u s e u m 
of Aus t ra l i an zoology. ( T h i s later b e c a m e 
the Aus t ra l i an Ins t i tu t e of A n a t o m y in 
Canberra . ) M o r e na t iona l scientif ic re ­
sources were also commi t t ed to t a x o n o m y 
and ecology d u r i n g the 1930s and 1940s 
t h r o u g h a n u m b e r of Div i s ions of w h a t is 
n o w CSIRO. 

Early colonial naturalists 
relied on the European 
repositories of knowledge, 
such as the British Museum 
and the Royal Botanic 
Gardens at Kew. 

D u r i n g the years tha t followed Wor ld 
War I I , A N Z A A S renewed its ag i ta t ion 
for a biological r e sources s tudy of A u s ­
t r a l i a , a n d i n 1 9 6 2 t h e A c a d e m y of 
S c i e n c e r e c o m m e n d e d to t h e P r i m e 
Min i s t e r of the day that a m u s e u m of 
Aus t ra l i an biology shou ld be set u p i n 
Canber ra . T h i s would have t he func t ions 
of c o n d u c t i n g a b io log ica l survey a n d 
p u b l i s h i n g a F lo r a of Aust ra l ia . 

P r e s s u r e p a y s off 

N o ac t ion followed. However , by 1972 
pol i t ical in teres t in t he idea of a na t iona l 
biological survey h a d reached a level s u c h 
tha t b o t h the major pol i t ical par t ies incor­
pora ted proposals for a survey in the i r 
e l e c t i o n p l a t f o r m s . T h e A u s t r a l i a n 
Biological Resou rce s S tudy began as a 
s top-gap opera t ion u n d e r the g u i d a n c e of 
the I n t e r i m C o u n c i l i n 1973. ( F r o m 1976 
onwards it was h o u s e d at t he CSIRO D iv i ­
s ions of L a n d U s e Resea rch and P l a n t 
Indus t ry in Canber ra , and staffed part ly by 
CSIRO and part ly by the t h e n D e p a r t m e n t 
of Science.) 

D u r i n g its 3-year l i fet ime th i s C o u n c i l 
received $750 000 to suppor t t a x o n o m i e 
and ecological s tud ies . I t p u t forward its 
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s as to wha t func t ions a 

Lepidium strongylophyllum, drawn here 
by Helen Hewson for the new Flora of 
Australia (a project partly supported by 
the Australian Biological Resources 
Study), is a white-flowered bush that 
grows to about 40 cm in height. The 
scale of the detail drawings of the 
flower, fruit, and seed is 20 times larger 
than that of the sprig with leaves. 
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p e r m a n e n t Bio logica l Resources S tudy 
s h o u l d serve i n 1975. 

T h e I n t e r i m C o u n c i l r e c o m m e n d e d 
four projects , w h i c h i t cons idered tha t a 
p e r m a n e n t gove rn ing body of t he S tudy 
s hou ld carry ou t to encou rage t a x o n o m i c 
a n d eco log i ca l r e s e a r c h . T h e s e w e r e : 
compi l ing a flora of Aust ra l ia , s u p p o r t i n g 
a n d coord ina t ing a n Aus t r a l i an b io log ica l 
r esources data service, m a p p i n g the con­
t inen t ' s vege ta t ion a t var ious scales , a n d 
p u b l i s h i n g c a t a l o g u e s of A u s t r a l i a n 
fauna. T h e s e a n d o ther s tudies cons id­
ered appropr ia te by t he govern ing body 
w o u l d be carr ied out i n co l labora t ion w i t h 
ex i s t ing S ta te a n d C o m m o n w e a l t h gov­
e r n m e n t i n s t i t u t i ons . 

T o carry ou t t he se projec ts , the I n t e r i m 
C o u n c i l r e c o m m e n d e d tha t t h e pe rma­
n e n t body wou ld opera te i n two ways : 

• by u s i n g a p roposed Aus t r a l i an biologi­
cal resources fund to f inance ins t i tu ­
t ions and ind iv idua ls t o carry ou t work it 
r equ i red o n con t rac t 

• t h r o u g h a n i n s t i t u t i on t o b e k n o w n as 
t he ins t i tu te of t h e Aus t ra l i an flora a n d 
fauna , w h i c h t h e g o v e r n m e n t w o u l d 
f inance i n d e p e n d e n t l y of the r e sources 
fund. 

T h e I n t e r i m C o u n c i l r e c o m m e n d e d 
that bo th t h e ins t i tu t e and the fund shou ld 
opera te u n d e r a n e w Ac t of Pa r l i amen t . 

After be ing cons ide red by a n u m b e r of 
g o v e r n m e n t c o m m i t t e e s , t h e I n t e r i m 
C o u n c i l ' s r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s were finally 
referred to t he I n t e r i m Aus t ra l i an Sc i ence 
a n d T e c h n o l o g y C o u n c i l ( A S T E C ) , 
w h i c h p u t fo rward i t s o w n s o m e w h a t 
s imi lar r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s for b io logica l 
surveys i n Aus t ra l i a early i n 1977. I t too 
r e c o m m e n d e d e s t ab l i shmen t of t he ins t i ­
tu t e of Aus t r a l i an flora a n d fauna, a n d 
w h a t it sugges ted be cal led the Aus t r a l i an 
floral and faunal fund, b u t w i t h t he differ­
ence that t he fund s h o u l d be admin i s t e r ed 
by the ins t i tu te . A S T E C did n o t r ecom­
m e n d tha t a n e w Ac t wou ld be needed . 

Details 
F o r t he t i m e be ing , a t least , t he i n s t i t u t e 
a n d fund have n o t eventua ted . In s t ead , i t 
was a n n o u n c e d i n t he 1978—79 F e d e r a l 
B u d g e t t h a t t he p e r m a n e n t A u s t r a l i a n 
Bio log ica l R e s o u r c e s S t u d y w o u l d be 
es tabl ished as a u n i t w i t h i n w h a t was t h e n 
t h e C o m m o n w e a l t h D e p a r t m e n t of 
Sc ience . Sena to r Webs te r , the Min i s t e r 
for Sc ience a n d E n v i r o n m e n t , a n n o u n c e d 
the c o m p o s i t i o n of t he p e r m a n e n t Advis­
ory C o m m i t t e e for t he S tudy d u r i n g D e ­
c e m b e r l a s t yea r . I t s c h a i r m a n is S i r 

No replacement, for 
example, has appeared for 
Bentham's Flora 
Australiensis, which was 
published between 1863 and 
1878. 

Rutherford Robe r t son , o n e of Aus t ra l i a ' s 
m o s t d i s t i ngu i shed b io logis ts . 

Al l the CSIRO staff have n o w been t r ans ­
ferred to t he D e p a r t m e n t ' s payroll . H o w ­
ever, the sc ient is ts of the Biologica l R e ­
sources S tudy wi l l probably c o n t i n u e to 
b e located w i th in CSIRO D iv i s ions . T h e 
Organiza t ion re ta ins s o m e voice i n t he 
o p e r a t i o n s of t h e R e s o u r c e s S t u d y 
t h r o u g h i ts r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of t he n e w 
p e r m a n e n t Advisory C o m m i t t e e . 

D u r i n g its 3-year l i fe t ime, the i n t e r i m 
Resources S tudy was able to u s e t he total 
of $750 000 tha t it received to m a k e s o m e 
progress wi th the S tudy ' s two a ims -of 
s u p p o r t i n g t a x o n o m i c work n a t i o n a l l y 
a n d providing funds for s tudies of impor ­
tan t parts of our flora a n d fauna tha t cur­
r e n t l y r ece ive l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n . I t a l s o 

Most taxonomists in our 
museums and herbaria are 
employed to study those 
groups that arouse the 
greatest local public interest. 

This ant plant is another inhabitant of 
Cape York. 

looked in to h o w informat ion abou t our 
an ima l s and p lan t s cou ld be s tored i n a 
na t iona l compu te r ne twork . 

However , because of its i n t e r i m n a t u r e , 
the S tudy ' s C o u n c i l h a d to give funds for 
shor t - te rm s tud ies . Bu t , as D r R i d e h a s 
c o m m e n t e d , ' t a x o n o m i e advance depends 
u p o n the steady g rowth of co l lec t ions a n d 
the i r p roper m a i n t e n a n c e ; suppo r t for 
these aspects r equ i re s s teady and long-
t e r m funding ' . G i v i n g shor t - te rm grants 
mere ly encouraged t axonomis t s to s tudy 
familiar areas that w o u l d probably yield 
resu l t s quickly. 

N o w that t he Aus t r a l i an Biological R e ­
sources Study is pe rmanen t ly es tab l i shed 
i t i s a b l e t o c o m m i s s i o n l o n g - t e r m 
s t u d i e s . H o w e v e r , w i t h a f i rs t y e a r ' s 
budge t of $250 000 — less t h a n one- th i rd 
of t h a t r e c o m m e n d e d by t h e i n t e r i m 
A S T E C — w h a t t h e S tudy can achieve 
h a s r e m a i n e d severely l imi ted . 

I t ' s i n t e res t ing tha t w h e n the I n t e r i m 
C o u n c i l advert ised i n the na t iona l press 
for appl ica t ions from ins t i tu t ions and in ­
dividuals for r e sea rch g ran t s , it received a 
total of 339 app l ica t ions . T h e s e r eques t s 
for funds , w h i c h c a m e from all Sta tes a n d 
m a i n l a n d terr i tor ies , to ta l led $ 5 . 7 6 mi l ­
l ion d u r i n g the 3-year per iod tha t the I n ­
ter im Counc i l was i n ex is tence . Obvi­
ously , only a fract ion of these appl ica t ions 
co u ld be f inanced. 

B u t th is doesn ' t m e a n tha t the Aus t ra ­
l i an Biological R e s o u r c e s S tudy has been 
comple te ly ineffectual to da te . I n d e e d the 
l is t of projects i n w h i c h the S tudy h a s 
b e e n involved s ince 1973 s tands a t 89 . I t 
i n c l u d e s t h e r e - e s t a b l i s h m e n t of t h e 
T a s m a n i a n H e r b a r i u m , a s tudy of the p re ­
servat ion of b io log ica l mate r ia l in Aus t ra ­
l i an m u s e u m s , comple t i on of m a p p i n g of 
Wes te rn Aus t ra l i a ' s vegeta t ion , a n d sur­
veys of the fo l lowing: fauna of the ra in­
forest of nor th -eas te rn Q u e e n s l a n d , t he 
i n l and fish fauna of i n l and N e w S o u t h 
Wales a n d C e n t r a l Aus t r a l i a , a n d t h e 
p lan t s and a n i m a l s of C a p e York P e n i n ­
sula as wel l as t hose of the P r ince R e g e n t 
a n d D r y s d a l e R i v e r a reas of W e s t e r n 
Aus t ra l ia . 

More about the topic 
Aus t ra l i an Bio logica l Resources S tudy 

1973—78 . ( A u s t r a l i a n G o v e r n m e n t 
P u b l i s h i n g Service : Canber ra 1978.) 

T o w a r d s a n a t i o n a l b io log ica l survey. 
W. D . L . R i d e . Search, 1978, 9, 7 3 - 8 1 . 

Repor t of the I n t e r i m Aus t ra l ian Sc ience 
and T e c h n o l o g y C o u n c i l for t he per iod 
2 9 A p r i l 1 9 7 6 t o 2 9 M a r c h 1 9 7 7 . 
(Aus t ra l i an G o v e r n m e n t P u b l i s h i n g 
Service: Canber ra 1977.) 
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