
By consuming the fruit emus spread the bush's seeds. 

A s s u m m e r passes , the fruit o f 
the nitre b u s h (Nitraria 
billardieri) ripens in the 
River ina . o f south-eastern 
Austral ia . S o o n f locks o f 
vo rac ious e m u s , some t imes 
80 in n u m b e r , wi l l d e s c e n d 
u p o n the cherry-l ike fruit for 
their annual feast. 

Studies by D r J im N o b l e o f 
the C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f L a n d 
R e s o u r c e s M a n a g e m e n t at 
D e n i l i q u i n , N . S . W . , have 
revealed that at the peak o f the 
season the fruit can c o m p r i s e 
up to 9 6 % o f the birds ' diet . 
S o m e 7 8 0 0 fruit s tones were 
found i n the gastro-intestinal 
tract o f o n e bird. 

Examina t i on o f e m u 
droppings conf i rms the 
impress ion : u p to 1350 s tones 
can be f o u n d in a s ingle 
deposi t . H o w e v e r , such a 
f igure beg ins to lose m e a n i n g 
o n c e e m u s concentra te 
a lmos t so le ly o n the fruit, 
s i nce it acts as a purgative. 

T h i s ove r - indu lgence 
doesn ' t o n l y de l igh t the e m u s . 

D r N o b l e has d i scovered that 
the nitre b u s h benefits t o o , in 
that eat ing o f the fruit by the 
e m u cons iderab ly assists 
ge rmina t ion o f the seed. 

In o n e exper iment , h e 
found that 6 2 % o f 
emu- inges ted seed 
germinated , c o m p a r e d wi th 
on ly 6 % o f seed that was 
p i c k e d f r o m the bush . H e 
be l ieves that the e m u is a 
powerfu l factor in the spread 
o f the nitre bush o n the 
r iverine p la in . 

T h a t is n o t always 
benef ic ia l for land-holders . 
Ni t re b u s h is unpalatable to 
s tock and it eventually gets 
the upper hand after saltbush 
and other perennia l shrubs 
have b e e n eaten out . S o m e 
graziers regard it as a 
nu i sance , p rov id ing refuge 
for ve rmin s u c h as rabbits. 

O n the other s ide o f the 
c o i n , l ambs i n drier areas 
appear to prefer the fruit w h e n 
it is avai lable, even t h o u g h 
sheep , cattle, kangaroos , and 

rabitts will only eat s o m e 
leaves and fruit — main ly 
dur ing drought . Further­
m o r e , in arid areas, the b u s h is 
h igh ly regarded for 
m i n i m i z i n g so i l e ros ion . Its 
tap roo t c a n penetrate to m o r e 
than 3 metres in depth, so it 
c a n survive under ext remely 
dry c o n d i t i o n s , and it wi l l 
g r o w wi th water saltier than 
the sea. 

H o w d o e s the fruit rate as a 
f o o d for humans? T h e 
A b o r i g i n e s regarded the fruit 
h ighly , and i n the G o b i 
Deser t o f the Sovie t U n i o n 
the l oca l s cons ide r the fruit o f 
a related spec ies as a de l i cacy . 
D r N o b l e has tried eating the 
berr ies , but he was no t 
impressed. H e found them 
very sour unt i l late in 
maturity. Frui t lots sent to the 
C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f F o o d 
Resea rch for trial c a n n i n g 
a lso l acked appeal . 

Never the less , D r N o b l e 
bel ieves there is s c o p e for the 
se lec t ion o f Varieties wi th 

larger and m o r e palatable 

fruit. Barr ing that, he thinks 

they are best left for the e m u s . 
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Fruit of the nitre bush — emus relish it. 

When emus over - indulge 


