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Understandably, more public concern has been given to 
the plight of our native animals than to this country's 
plants. Yet a recent study lists more than 2000 Australian 
plant species as actually or potentially at risk. This figure 
— derived by Mr William Hartley and Dr John Leigh, of 
the CSIRO Division of Plant Industry — is equivalent to 
about 10% of the total known indigenous flora. 

Austral ia 's flora is an asset o f i n c o m 
parable diversity and r ichness . It i nc ludes 
perhaps 20 0 0 0 spec ies o f plants , m o r e 
than 8 5 % o f w h i c h are e n d e m i c spec ies — 
that i s , f o u n d on ly in this con t inen t . A 
n u m b e r o f plants represent g roups that 
have b e e n disappearing f rom other con t i 
nents , and s o m e relatives o f c r o p plants 
may be used in the search for disease-
res i s t ing g e n e s . T h e p r i m i t i v e n e s s o f 
m u c h o f the Austral ian flora suggests that 
this coun t ry may we l l have b e e n a centre 
o f . o r i g in o f the f lower ing plants . 

A l t h o u g h m o r e than 2 0 0 years have 
passed s ince Sir Joseph Banks b e g a n c o l 
l ec t ing plant spec imens here , a great deal 
remains to be d i scovered about our plants. 
F o r ins tance , it has been est imated that 
1 0 0 0 — 3 0 0 0 s p e c i e s o f t he f l o w e r i n g 
plants in Wes te rn Austral ia remain un-
descr ibed . 

B e c a u s e c h a n g e s in land use are rapidly 
m o d i f y i n g the d i s t r i bu t ion and abun
dance o f our flora, the need to d e v e l o p a 
strategy for the pro tec t ion o f endangered 
flora is n o w be ing better appreciated. In 
1975 the C o u n c i l o f Nature Conserva t ion 
M i n i s t e r s ( C O N C O M ) e s t a b l i s h e d a 

Dendrobium bigibbum, Queensland's 
floral emblem, is one of the most beautiful 
Australian orchids. Digging up the plant 
from the wild for commercial gain has 
significantly reduced its abundance. 

w o r k i n g g roup specif ical ly to advise o n 
the c o n s e r v a t i o n o f e n d a n g e r e d p lan t 
spec ies . 

M r Har t l ey and D r L e i g h , w h o are 
m e m b e r s o f the w o r k i n g g r o u p , w e r e 
asked to prepare a list o f such spec ies , and 
the o u t c o m e is 'Plants at R i s k in A u s 
tralia', a b o o k l e t recently pub l i shed by the 
Austra l ian Nat iona l Parks and Wi ld l i f e 
Serv ice . 

Trade in banksias is mainly confined to 
common Western Australian species such 
as Banksia coccinea (left) and B. grandis 
(above). 

In all, 24 species are at great 
risk mainly as a result of 
commercial pressures. 

T h e i r starting po in t was a list o f plant 
spec ies c o n s i d e r e d rare or endangered , 
w h i c h was first pub l i shed in 1974 as part 
o f t he I n t e r n a t i o n a l B i o l o g i c a l P r o 
g r a m m e . T h i s ' S p e c h t Repor t ' w a s an 
a g g r e g a t i o n o f lists c o m p i l e d by e a c h 
State H e r b a r i u m and p laced 3026 spec ies 
in o n e or m o r e o f six conse rva t ion o r dis
tr ibution ca tegor ies . 

Unfor tunate ly , the va lue o f the Spech t 
l i s t w a s l i m i t e d b e c a u s e o f d i f f e ren t 
cr i ter ia u s e d by d i f ferent S ta tes . F o r 
e x a m p l e , V ic to r i a and T a s m a n i a listed all 
spec ies f o u n d exc lus ive ly i n their State, 
i rrespective o f whether or n o t they are 
rare . I n the W e s t e r n A u s t r a l i a n l i s t , 
spec ies k n o w n on ly f rom the or ig ina l c o l 
l ec t ions p redomina ted . T h i s ma in ly re
flects a l ack o f further c o l l e c t i n g effort 
rather than indica t ing the rarity o f the 
spec ies . 

Fur ther , m a n y o f the spec i e s l is ted, 
w h i l e rare in o n e State, are relat ively 
c o m m o n e l sewhere and h e n c e canno t be 
regarded as at risk in Austral ia as a w h o l e . 
F i n a l l y , m a n y n e w s p e c i e s have b e e n 
d e s c r i b e d s i n c e the S p e c h t repor t was 
pub l i shed , and addit ional in format ion is 
avai lable abou t those p rev ious ly l isted. 

After M r Hart ley and D r L e i g h l o o k e d 
in to these details, 2128 spec ies prev ious ly 
l is ted w e r e dele ted and a further 1156 
were added, m a k i n g a total o f 2053 spec ies 
n o w cons ide red to be at risk. 

1 0 



Hibbertia miniata is an extremely rare 
Western Australian plant. The main danger 
comes from collection by amateur 
horticulturists. 

T h e researchers deve loped a n e w 'risk 
c o d i n g ' , i n w h i c h the dis t r ibut ion o f a 
spec ies is ca tegor ized f rom 1 to 5 and the 
conse rva t ion status is indicated by o n e o f 
five letters. 

T h e d i s t r ibu t ion ca tegor i e s i nc rease 
progress ive ly in size f rom s ing le local i t ies 
(ca tegory 1) to large areas (ca tegor ies 4 
and 5) . T h o s e species k n o w n o n l y in a 
s ing le loca l i ty are o b v i o u s l y at ser ious 
risk, a l t h o u g h l ack o f k n o w l e d g e o f a 
p l a n t ' s d i s t r i b u t i o n a n d e v e n i ts 
t a x o n o m i c identity c a n c o m p l i c a t e mat
ters. S p e c i e s ca tegor ized as restricted en
d e m i c s (2) or rare (3) are potent ia l ly at risk 
th rough fire, d rought , grazing, land clear
ing , and other factors. 

T h e c o n s e r v a t i o n c a t e g o r i e s r a n g e 
f rom ext inc t ( X ) , th rough endangered ( E ) , 
and vulnerab le ( V ) , to those plants no t 
c o n s e r v e d in reserves ( n ) , and f ina l ly 
those so conse rved ( C ) . 

T h e greatest number s o f plants at risk 
o c c u r i n the s o u t h - w e s t e r n c o r n e r o f 
Western Austral ia (820 spec ies ) and in the 
Cape Y o r k r e g i o n o f Q u e e n s l a n d ( 1 5 9 ) ; 
this reflects partly the r ichness o f these 
areas in spec ies f o u n d o n l y there, and 
partly the fact that s o m e spec ies cent red in 
the Indo-Malays ian r eg ion o c c u r o c c a 
s iona l ly in C a p e Y o r k . Ra in fo res t and 
m o u n t a i n o u s or b r o k e n c o u n t r y , w i t h 
their varied and often ext reme habitats, 
were a l so f o u n d to con ta in m a n y plants at 
risk. 

T u r n i n g to conserva t ion status, n ine 
spec ies are be l ieved to b e ex t inc t as they 
have no t b e e n c o l l e c t e d in recent years. A 
total o f 221 spec ies ( 1 1 % o f those listed) 
are regarded as endangered — 75 or o n e -
third o f w h i c h o c c u r in the south-west o f 
Western Austral ia . Spec ie s cons ide red to 
be vulnerable n u m b e r 544 , g iv ing a total 
o f 7 7 4 for those Austral ian plants c o n s i 
dered to b e at ser ious risk. 

Some existing reserves are 
too small to allow a plant 
community to be 
self-perpetuating. 

A price on their head 

In addi t ion to the r i sk-coding s c h e m e de
tailed above , M r Hart ley and D r L e i g h 
have taken a special interest i n f ind ing out 
w h i c h spec ies are subject to heavy c o m 
merc ia l explo i ta t ion in the w i l d state. In 
the c o d i n g system used , an asterisk is 
a d d e d a g a i n s t t h o s e s p e c i e s u n l u c k y 
e n o u g h t o b e s p e c i a l l y a t t r a c t i v e to 
florists, seed-co l lec to rs , and nurserymen. 
Banksias , kangaroo paws , bo ron ias , and 
ferns are s o m e o f the o n e s m o s t in de
m a n d . M a n y banks ias c o m m a n d h i g h 
p r i c e s for c en t r e p i e c e s o f f l o w e r ar
rangements , and their trade extends over
seas by air freight. Other native f lowers 
are va lued for dried arrangements . 

O f the c o m m e r c i a l l y exp lo i t ed spec ies , 
34 have a very restricted dis t r ibut ion: 11 
o f these are cons ide red endangered and 
o n e vulnerable . A l l the endangered ones 
are f rom the south-west o f Wes te rn A u s 
tralia; the vulnerable o n e is f rom Cape 
Y o r k . 

Byblis gigantea is an insect-eating plant 
from Western Australia. The whole plant is 
collected by carnivorous-plant enthusiasts 
and it is often sent overseas. 

In all, 24 species (13 endangered plus 
11 vulnerable) are at greafr isk main ly as a 
result o f c o m m e r c i a l pressures . M o v e s 
have b e e n made to protect these spec ies 
o n S ta te , n a t i o n a l , and i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
levels . 

I n a s ignif icant step, all o f our spec ies 
threatened by in ternat ional trade have 
n o w b e e n protected under the C o n v e n t i o n 
o n Internat ional T r a d e in Endange red 

Spec ie s o f W i l d Fauna and F lora . U n d e r 
the C o n v e n t i o n , trade in a l isted spec ies is 
banned excep t where certain expor t and 
impor t permits are s igned. Austral ia be 
c a m e a party to the C o n v e n t i o n in 1976 
w h e n the r egu la t ions w e r e c o n c e r n e d 
mos t ly wi th fauna (see Ecos 5, 'Interna
t ional trade, and conse rv ing ou r wi ld l i fe ' ) . 
M e m b e r s h i p o f the C o n v e n t i o n has n o w 
g r o w n to 50 count r ies . 

W h e n Austral ia submit ted its p roposa ls 
— to pro tec t m o r e than 60 plant species — 
to the C o n v e n t i o n at their last mee t ing in 
Costa R i c a in M a r c h this year, all we re 
accepted . O n e species — a fern — was 
wi thdrawn f rom the list p e n d i n g further 
study o n the extent o f its trade, particu
larly its use i n g round-up fo rm as a pot t ing 
m e d i u m . 

Trade in the kangaroo paw, Anigozanthos 
manglesii, the floral emblem of Western 
Australia, is estimated at 200 000 bunches a 
year. 

Featherflowers are extensively picked for 
fresh cut flowers. Some species are rare 
and this one, Verticordia grandis, is among 
the rarest. 

Indeed , the C o n v e n t i o n n o w covers 988 
plant spec ie s ; s o m e are n o t endangered , or 
e v e n traded, but the l is t e n c o m p a s s e s 
spec ies l ike ly to be confused by cus toms 
officers wi th an endangered o n e . (It in
c l u d e s all o rch ids , - for e x a m p l e , e v e n 
t h o u g h no t all are threatened by trade.) 

11 



An estimated 1000-3000 
species of the flowering 
plants in Western Australia 
remain undescribed. 

National parks 

Crea t ing na t iona l parks or s p e c i a l re
serves has a lso p roved valuable in protect
i ng ou r endangered plants. In Vic to r i a , for 
e x a m p l e , 6 0 - 7 0 % o f the State 's p lant 
c o m m u n i t i e s can b e f o u n d in its nat ional 
parks and reserves. N o t on ly f lora, but 
m o s t fauna w o u l d also b e conse rved if a 
w i d e e n o u g h ne twork o f reserves was set 
up . 

It mus t b e r ecogn ized , h o w e v e r , that 
s o m e ex is t ing reserves are t o o smal l to 
a l l o w a p l a n t c o m m u n i t y to b e self-
perpetuat ing. Others con ta in inadequate 
buf fe r ing z o n e s , b e i n g ' i s lands ' o f the 
or iginal l andscape sur rounded by urban, 
rural, or forestry deve lopmen t . T h e plant 
popu la t i on canno t expand , and these re
serves wi l l suffer invas ion f rom adjacent 
ecosys t ems mod i f i ed by M a n . Water table 
c h a n g e s r e s u l t i n g f r o m i r r i g a t i o n o r 
drainage c a n have far-reaching effects o n 
smal l reserves, t oo . 

Fu r the rmore , ferti l izer-rich dust and 
debris f rom adjacent farmland, even that 
f rom road-making , can have a dele ter ious 
effect o n the nutrient-deficient so i l s o f 
coastal eastern and southern Austral ia . 
Y e t these ecosys t ems c o n t a i n m a n y o f 
Austral ia 's m o s t spectacular w i ld f lowers , 
we l l adapted to their meagre so i l s . Even 
fruit p e e l i n g s , cigarette butts, and papers 
d ropped a long tracks and roadsides can 
i nadve r t en t ly c o n t r i b u t e an e x c e s s o f 
nutrients. 

More than 2000 species are actually or 
potentially at risk, a figure equivalent to 
about 10% of the Australian native flora. 
About 45% of the species at risk are from 
Western Australia. 

S u c h disturbed ecosys tems s e e m to be 
c o m e m o r e suscept ib le to Phytophthora 
cinnamomi, the v i rulent so i l p a t h o g e n 
that has r e c e n t l y c a u s e d c a t a s t r o p h i c 
deaths to native spec ies in many areas. 

In general , f ew plant c o m m u n i t i e s are 
real ly adequate ly c o n s e r v e d anywhere . 
M o r e than o n e reserve may be essential to 
cove r the gene t ic arid structural diversity 
con ta ined in a wide- ranging spec ies . But 
the m o s t o b v i o u s gaps are, no t surpris
ingly , in the areas subject to the greatest 
d eman d for other uses — grazing land, for 
example . In m o r e than 600 0 0 0 sq k m o f 
tussock grassland, less than 1 0 % o f plant 
c o m m u n i t i e s are adequately conse rved , 
and on ly o n e o f 54 l o w shrubland e c o s y s 
tems is in that category. 

Fragile plants 

Further risk is p o s e d by the n o w easier 
access in to previously i nacces s ib l e areas 
such as m o u n t a i n reg ions , w h i c h are n o w 
used for recreat ion. T h i s has increased 
pressures o n fragile plant c o m m u n i t i e s 
(see the article o n page 24) . 

Paradoxica l ly , the en thus iasm o f c o n 
servationists themselves can p o s e a threat 
to our plants . T h e release o f detai led site 
loca t ions for popula t ions o f rare spec ies 
c a n b r i n g h o r d e s o f bo tan i s t s , p h o t o 
graphers , and plant en thus ias t s , tram
p l i n g and r e m o v i n g p ro tec t ive g r o u n d 
covers . 

A s early as 1837 , the y e l l o w lady slipper 
o rch id was b e c o m i n g scarce in Britain, 
be ing reported to 'suffer so m u c h f rom the 
rapac i ty o f the c u r i o u s , e t c . , w h o n o 
soone r ascertain the p lace where it g r o w s , 
than immedia te ly they extract the roots 
f rom the so i l , either wi th a v i e w to profit , 
or to plant t h e m in their f lower-garden for 
t he p u r p o s e o f a u g m e n t i n g its 
r iches . . . ' . T o d a y , the same spec ies is 
k n o w n o n l y at a s ingle site in the nor th o f 
Eng land . 

In Austral ia , the m a i n threat to an ex
t remely rare Wes te rn Aus t ra l ian plant, 
Hibbertia miniata, c o m e s f rom c o l l e c t i o n 
by amateur horticulturists. A n d i n N e w 
Z e a l a n d over-zealous c o l l e c t i n g probably 
cont r ibu ted to the l ikely ex t inc t ion o f a 
native mis t le toe . A s rarity increases , so d o 
the attentions o f we l l -mean ing botanists , 
and o n e N e w Zea l and scientist reports 
that herbaria are full o f spec imens o f repu
tedly l o c a l and rare plant spec ies often 
c o l l e c t e d r e p e a t e d l y f r o m the s a m e 
local i t ies . H e a lso quotes o ther workers , 
w h o , w h e n referring to rare plants o f the 
A u c k l a n d Dis t r ic t , state: ' w e make n o 
a p o l o g y for keep ing silent as to the last 
retreats o f very rare spec ies ' . 

The Qualup bell, Pimelea physodes, is a 
rare Western Australian plant extensively 
traded, locally and overseas. 

N e w Zea landers take the preservat ion 
o f their plants ser iously, and w h e n a plant 
spec ies is greatly deple ted they resort to 
' en r i chment ' . Seeds , cut t ings , and tubers 
are taken f rom wi ld plants, propagated, 
and the seedl ings planted back wi th the 
parents. T h u s , at Cast le H i l l reserve in 
Canterbury , the o n ly k n o w n site for a 
Ranunculus spec ies , d iv i s ion o f plants and 
scattering o f seed has increased the p o p u 
lat ion f rom 14 plants in the 1940s to sev
eral hund red n o w . 

Aust ra l ians haven ' t yet pract ised en
r i chment , but a n u m b e r o f bo tan ica l gar
dens are b e c o m i n g aware that they may 
s o o n n e e d to. 

T h e pub l i ca t ion o f a list o f Austral ian 
plants at r isk i s , it is h o p e d , a major step in 
p reserv ing ou r plants f r o m e x t i n c t i o n . 
T h e list is conven ien t ly stored o n a c o m 
puter f i le to a l l o w rapid upda t ing and 
ava i l ab i l i t y to i n t e r e s t ed p e r s o n s . D r 
L e i g h r ecogn ize s that the list is far f rom 
final and seeks sugges t ions and amend
ment s , w h i c h shou ld be sent to h i m at the 
C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f Plant Industry, P . O . 
B o x 1600 , Canberra City, A . C . T . 2 6 0 1 . In 
this way the list w i l l b e c o m e o f increased 
va lue to those w h o s e task is the w i se man
agemen t o f our plant heri tage. 
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