
New uses for native plants 

For muc h of the pas t 200 yc~rs 
Aus tralia 's native plants were seen as 
worth less weeds, to be replaced as 
swiftly as possible by the familiar 
plants of Europe. Fortunately, tha t 
kind of 'botanica l cringe' has died out 
with the realisa tion that our native 
plants, having evolved to survive in 
this harsh continent, arc in many 
situations more appropriate than 
plants fro m half a world away. 

Na ti ve trees a nd s hrubs have 
become so wide ly accepted tha t 
public and priva te ~ardens composed 
entirely o f exotic species are 
themselves exotic. Native grasses and 
herbs, ho wever, are genera lly 
conspicuous by their absence, a nd 
until recently o nly limited use was 
made of flowering native plants 
indoors. But that situation is chang ing 
as Australians become mo re aware of 
the ornamental a nd landscaping 
value of Aus tralian plants. 

Landscape a rchitects a nd tra ns port 
planners have traditionally relied o n 
a mixture of grasses a nd herbs as 
ground cover for open spaces or for 
roadside plantings. Most of these 
species arc exotic- the New South 
Wales Roads and Traffic Authori ty 
(RT A), for example, uses ryecorn, 
hulled couch, red and w hite clover 
and perennial rye for roads ides
and, a lthough they arc fast-growing, 
they a re s usceptible to drought (a 
significant disadvantage in locations 
that can't be watered regularly), 
easily invaded by 1veeds a nd visually 
incompatible with native trees and 
shrubs; a lso. they only provide 
patchy coverage. 

Or Richa rd Groves a nd colleagues 
in the CSIRO Division of Plant 
Industry searched for an a lternative: 
a s peck's that would tolerate low 
rainfa ll, resist introduced weeds and 
grow densely enough to counter 
erosion, while allowing enough space 
for na ti ve shrubs and trees to establish 
themselves, and would not need 
frequent mowing. Impo rta ntly, they 
were also looking for a s pecies th~t 
complemented the soft grey-greens of 
the Australian landscape. 

A native grass seemed to be the 
answer. but native grasses generally 
produce few seeds - and shed them 
easily a nd at irregular inte rva ls, 
making seed-ga thering o n a 
commercial scale difficult and 
expensive. After a 3-year 
investigation funded by the then 
National Capita l Development 
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Commission a nd subsequent field 
tria ls supported by RTA, Or Groves 
a nd Mr Mark Ladder developed a 
variety of OmJthonin ric/mrdsonii 
{commercia lly named Humc wallaby 
grass) that sets seed in commercially 
viable qu;.ntities and at appropriate 
stages o f growth, needs little 
maintenance, tolerates drought ... and, 
in the words of the 1990 Project Aw~rd 
citation fron1 the Australian !JlStitute 
of L~ndscape Architects, has 'an 
Aus tralian ch~racter, while providing 
habitat for other native flora and fauna'. 

Httme wallaby grass also has the 
distinction of being the firs t 
Aus tralian g rass cultivar to be grown 
for commercial use, and seed will be 
a v11 ila blc (from Heri tagc Seeds, 
Melbourne) in 1992. Because the 
growth of this grass is reduced in 
summer a nd winter, the RTA has 
funded further research by Or Groves 
into the development of a suitable 
cu lti va r of kangaroo grass (T/,eu,edn 
nustralis) that will produce good 
summer growth, as well as providing 
an ideal environment for the potenti~l 
introduction of native flowering herbs. 

Also at the Division of P lant 
Industry, Mr lain Dawson and Or 
Rod King have been introducing 
Australians to one <>four pre ttiest 
native pla nts in a new setting. 
Geraldton wax, Chame/auci11m 
Jmciuatum, C<Hl grow to 4 metres; its 
la rge numbers of small, pink flowers 
make it a popular ga rden plant. Mr 
Dawson, howeve r, has developed a 
miniature Gera ld ton wax tha t grows 
to only 30-40 cm, producing 
burgundy, pink, cream or white 
blossoms for up to 12 weeks
indoors. 

The researchers' first t11sk was to 
conf irm that the s pecies could to lera te 
indoor light, tempera ture and 
humidi ty conditions . They then had 
to identify the factors that controlled 
flowering; in the wild, Geraldton wax 
(firs t described fro m the coast o f 
Western Australia) flowers from June 
to October, with~ peak in July and 
August. TI1ey a lso had to perfect 
propagation of plants from cuttings, 
as p la nts grown from seed arc too 
variable and tissue cultu re produces a 
long-term juvenile plant that takes 
1- 2 years to flower. Once pl~nts were 
established , the researchers used 
growth hormones to regulate their 
size and specific g ro wing conditions 
(no tably, limited day-leng th) to 
encourage flowering and to provide a 
steady supply of flowering pla nts 
wh.ich can be dis posed of or planted 
out in the garden when they have 
finished flowering. 

Grown under licence by Newport 
Nurseries as 'Honey Wax' a nd 
available from nurseries, garden 
shops and s upermarkets, the 
miniature Gcrald ton wax is attracting 
incr·easing interest from retai lers and 
from overseas growers of ornamenta l 
plants. 

Bay health study 
An ambitious environmental research 
p roject under way in Melbourne 
seeks to determine the health of Port 
Phillip Bay. The $10 miUion 5-year 
project has been designed by a team 
of CSIRO scientists in conjunction with 
s ta ff from Victorian government 
agencies. 

Commissioned by Melbourne 
Water, the project will investiga te in 
detail the w~tcr quality of the bay 
(including the level of contamination 
by toxic chemicals), determine its 
capacity to assimilate nutrients now 
and in the future and assess the 
heal th of fish living in it. 
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Port Phillip Bay i~ a large b u t 
rela tively shallow a l\d ~ !most enti.rely 
closed body of wa ter. Been use of poor 
exchange of water wi th !:lass Strait, it 
has a limited capacaty for assimilating 
the growing amounts of o;cwilge, 
indu,trial waste and urb;m nm-off 
discharged by the citv 

The Victorian Environment 
Protection Au thority says the state of 
the bay is 'generally good', but has 
concern abou t the future impAct o f 
nutrients a nd the possib le formation 
of major a lga l blooms. 

Throughout the project, the CSIRO 
team - headed by Dr Chris 
Crossland of the ln~titute of atural 
R~urces and Envaronmcnt 
expects to be involved an a wide 
r.1nge of tasks, Lncluding a s tudy of 
the movement of effl uent from the 
Werribt>c sewage farm and 
dctcrntination of the amount of 
nutrients, such as nitrogen and 
phosphorus, that now into the bay 
.1 fter storat1S. 

The investigato...- will also 
undertake a toxicant-monitoring 
program near the sewage farm, in the 
Y<1rra and Werribcc Rivers and in 
Mordialloc Creek on the Morning ton 
Peninsula. The program will measure 
trends in the leveb of toxic 
c hemicals in mussels, fbh and 
~ediments. it wiU monator a variety of 
chemicals including metals ~uch a, 
chromium, lead and mercury, and 
organac: compounds like dioxin, 
J'CBs, chlorophenol;, polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons, pesticides 
nnd 1 he common herbicide 2,4-D. 

Dr Leon Collett, m~n.1gcr of 
Melbourne Water's Port Phillip Bay 
Envaronment Division. said the 
ultimate purpose of the prOJ(.'Ct was to 
achaeve 'a better fit between the bay 
~nd ab catchment . 

lie said there was a nl'Cd for 
detailed information that could be 
used for making management 
decisions about the bay's future. 

Battling bushfires by 
computer 

' Faghting' a ragmg bushfire on a 
computer screen could be seen as the 
ullamatc in masochiJ>tiC en tertainment, 
but to the thousand~ of p rofesJ>ionals 
and volunteers who do battle each 
year with potentially disastrous 
bushfires throughout Australia, the 
opportunity to hone thcar ;kills in 
'wlfetv and comfort reprco;cnts a rare 
blt">SIIlg. 

4 / .ell\> 70, Summer 1991/92 

UPFRONT 

Not only would a comp uter-driven 
bushfirc help teach fi refighters the 
best tactics without exposing them to 
danger, but it would also give novace 
and experienced firefighters a like the 
chance to !><.'C how the real thing 
behaves dunng peak danger periods 
- at precascly that time when a 
practice fire is impossible. 

Dr Tom Beer and Mr John Coleman, 
of the CSIRO Division of Forestry 
Bushfirc Research Grou p, have 
developed a Nationa l Bushfire Model 
that predicts, on a portable computer, 
the spread, shape and behaviour of 
bushfarcs in a vanety of landscape-; 
and displays fire patterns togetl1er 
with vegetation types, roads, water 
and resources (such as settlements) 
u nder threat. 

The model gives firefighters 
reliable, precise infom1ation on a 

Write to Letters, Ecos, PO Box 225, 
Dickson, ACf 2602. 

Water mixing 

1 could hardly believe my eyL~ when, 
skimming through the winter issue 
of your excellent publkation, 1 came 
across page 7, with its 3-D 
representation of temperatures in the 
sea sugg,'sting tha t wa ter at 20 C i~ 
denser than water at 40C. 

Variation of water density with 
tem(X'rature is of particular interest to 
me as my consulting work mvolves 
dc~agnang and operating lake .1nd 
reservoar mixang systems to br<'ak 
down thermal stratification. The 
mixing maintains well oxygenntcd 
conditions through the fu ll depth of 
the wa ter body, and this controls the 
many water qua li ty problems 
generatcJ by low-oxygen, reducing 
conditions at the sediment/water 
interface- e.g. the currently popular 
one of tox1c blue-green algal bloom~. 

bushfire's path, i t~ name height, 
intens ity a nd ra te of spread and the 
behaviour of nnnking fires, based on 
digitised map~ and 'real time' 
weather reports. The Bushfire 
Research Group recently received a 
5107 000 contract from the Australian 
Association of Rural Fire Authorities 
to develop the model, which is to be 
introduced into the Association's 
training exercises for planning fire 
suppression s tra tegies. 

Continujng research aims at 
improving the model's performance 
in providing an accurate image of fire 
behaviour - without exposing 
firefighters to danger during training 
sessions - and assastang fire 
controlle~ with the suppression of 
fi res so tha t equipment and 
manpower are used to maximum 
effect. 

For this mixing I use an air 
compressor to bubble air up from U~e 
bottom; this is turned on and off 
automatically by temperature probel. 
in the water body that detect when 
the degree of I henna! stratification is 
critical. 

1 have successfu ll y mixed many 
lakes and reservoars of all sizes 
throughout Australia over the past 15 
years, and am workang at present on 
Rocky Valley Dam on the Bogong 
High Plains. This has two periods of 
water quality problems produced by 
thennalstra tificataon - summer 
when the surface water warms, and 
w inter w hen it cools below 4oc and 
freezes over. 

Due to water becoming less dense 
as it cools below 4°C, this colder 
winter water rases towards the 
surface. On the other hand, water 
also become!> ll'l>l> dense as it 
increases in temperature above 4oc. 
and this warmer water in stunmcr 
rises towards the surface. The winter 
thermal grad icnt is therefore the 
reverse of that in the summer, and 
this has to be taken into account an 
the design of an automatic control 
system to detect and correct critical 
thermal stratification throughout the 
year. 

Frank L. Bums 
Glen Waverl<'y, Vie. 

The shading in our diagram, from 
dark blue for the coldcst water to pale 
blue for the wa rml'St, was not 
antended to represent variation an 
water density. 


