Botanical jewels in Western Australia’s
southern forests are under threat
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The combination of drying climate, dieback disease, inappropriate fire
regimes and feral pigs have emerged in recent decades as serious
threats to life in Western Australia’s southern forests. Scattered
throughout the forests are island-like habitats supporting endemic
species of world renown. For example, the wet margins of Empodisma
peat swamps provide the major habitat for the Albany Picture Plant
Cephalotus follicularis, together with a range of other wetland species
found nowhere else (e.g. the robust sedge Reedia spathacea, the
resprouting myrtaceous shrub Homalospermum firmum, and the
beautiful slender ericoid Cosmelia rubra).

Homalospermum firmum Cosmelia rubra

| was introduced to these peat
swamps by the late George
Gardner of Northcliffe, who .
established the local Museum \

and was widely recognised as \
a notable amateur naturalist
and anthropologist. 5

Right :The late George [
Gardner holding a Reedia §
spathacea scape on Pingerup
Road in a burnt Empodisma
peat swamp in August 1987

unburnt peat swamp vegetation and burnt forest in the
background. Photo Joe Fontaine.




About 40 years ago, | collected a blood root (Haemodorum) in fruit
growing in amongst a Reedia and Cephalotus community north of
Walpole. This was a remarkable habitat as all other Haemodorum species
in the south-west occur in well-drained sands in forest, woodlands and
kwongkan heathlands. At the time the peatland Haemodorum, not in
flower, was regarded as an aberrant form of the common bloodroot
mearn (H. spicatum).

It wasn’t until an extensive wildfire occurred in karri forest east of
Northcliffe and vegetation resprouted subsequently by December 2015
that this same Haemodorum species was discovered in full flower and
immediately recognised as being distinct from H. spicatum. It is a new
undescribed species.

With colleagues, | now have a paper in press that will describe the
species to honour botanist and photographer Libby Sandiford, co-
author of the 2011 Albany Regional Vegetation Survey and a significant
contributor to the Albany Regional Herbarium, who has surveyed much
of the Albany district flora and beyond and is an acknowledged expert
in the taxonomy and communities of south coast plants.
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Libby Sandiford with erect spike of The red bulb and brownish flowers of
Haemodorum sp. and white flowers of Haemodorum sp.
Cephalotus

More recently, a UWA Honours student, Charlotte Nelson, applied DNA
sequencing and analysis to the Haemodorum, establishing that it is in
an ancient clade of the genus together with H. spicatum and others.
Hence it is an essential species to conserve as a classic relict species
growing in a refugial peatland habitat.

Surveys of the Haemodorum have established that feral pigs often
dig up the bulbs of the new species where they have easy access
to peat swamps. Feral pigs also frequently target another species
of Haemodoraceae, Tribonanthes australis, also a bulbous wetland
denizen of the southern forests and adjacent communities. As in other
parts of Australia, attempts to control feral pigs have met with limited
success in the southern forests.

The impact of global warming on the wetlands of the southern forests
has become acute over the past two or three decades. Before this,
Empodisma peatlands would remain wet throughout the year, so much
so that foresters could safely prescribe burn using the peatlands as
a barrier to fire. Today, some peatlands have been recorded as bone
dry for up to six months of the year. This changes their susceptibility
to burning profoundly. Many observers have seen prescribed burns
and wildfires now encroach into and consume the peatlands. This is
tragic because the peats
that are usually 1-2 m in
depth now catch alight
and will burn for months.
Estimates are that recovery
of such burnt peatlands will
take 5,000 — 10,000 years
to develop the depth of
peat consumed by single
fires. Consequently, these
Empodisma peatlands are
now listed federally as a
Threatened Ecological
Community.

Pig damage to
Haemodorum sp.




Above: Burnt
lignotuber of
Homalospermum
firmum skeletonized
by peat ignition.
Cephalotus typically
grows where aerial
stems grow upwards
from the lignotuber.

Left: Cephalotus
follicularis

On top of this threat, the local conservation Department (DBCA — Dept
of Biodiversity Conservation and Attractions) has shifted its policy to
more frequent burning rather than traditional mosaic burning. In trying
to protect life and property from ever-more devastating fire, it applies
frequent burns to landscapes through aerial incendiaries. This change
requires fire managers to go into burnt areas and light up unburnt
patches, essentially leaving no place for species adversely affected by
fire to escape frequent burning.

We know from rigorous scientific
studies that animals such as
Quokka, Tammar Wallabies and
Honey Possums need at least 25
years between fires to maintain
their populations. Some locally
endemic banksias require a similar
interval. Yet the net effect of the
prescribed burning regimes is to
juvenilize the forest on a 12-year or
less fire return interval. Forecasts
for survival of fire intolerant species
understandably are increasingly
dire as a consequence.

Even more alarming is a recent
move by the Department into
block burning the internationally Honey possum in Banksia ilicifolia
renowned red tingle forests (Eucalyptus jacksonii), an endemic species
growing in a small area near Walpole and famous as a tourist attraction
with a treetop walkway. The Department steadfastly continues on this
path of plans to block burn despite the first prescribed burn felling more
than 100 of these buttress-rooted giants. The Department is reticent to
perimeter burn the tingles as is done at the walkway site.
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There is recently published evidence that frequent burning of tingle
forests retains the understorey at its most flammable, whereas 40+ years
old tingle forest protects itself by steady loss of flammable understorey
trees such as karri hazel (Trymalium odoratissimum). Local Aboriginal
Elders revere the tingle trees and experience genuine pain when the
giants are felled by this prescribed burning.

Another community now feeling for the first time in 100 years the pinch
from prolonged drought are granite outcrops in the southern forests.
| have been surveying the flora of granites here and elsewhere since
the 1970s, and we are aware that about 60% of the threatened species
across the southwest are confined to such granite outcrops. There are
several endemics only known from granites in the southern forests such
as Borya longiscapa and Banksia verticillata.
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in the foreground.

Again, the frequent fire regime now applied to the forests puts pressure
on such endemics, as does the desire to mop up after aerial ignition by
taking out unburnt patches.

DBCA had its budget cut by 20% early in the first term of the McGowan
Government, and chose to reduce staff employed in its Nature
Conservation and Science divisions to cope. Subsequent investments
by Government in firefighting were not matched by replacing the missing
scientists and nature conservation staff. The Department effectively has
focussed much more on burning than it does on monitoring the effects
of prescribed burns on animals and plants.




A gnamma (rock pool) atop an unburnt granite inselberg.

The alarm expressed by scientists from outside the Department, such as
members of the Leeuwin Group of Concerned Scientists, as well as local
communities and NGOs, has largely fallen on deaf ears. Community-
initiated conferences are rarely attended by DBCA staff, who can do
little but argue that their burning regimes today are insurance against
big wildfires, despite published independent evidence to the contrary.

Recently, the Minister announced a ten-year injection of funds for DBCA
and Universities to explore whether there is a problem with prescribed
burning, something clearly established already by existing publications
and past research programmes. What worked well over several decades
prior to global warming is clearly no longer fit for purpose in a drying
world where climate change is patently obvious to those who would look.
Delaying another 10 years seems foolish in these circumstances. Already
more than 20 peat swamps have been lost to fire over the past ten years.

The Leeuwin Group have advocated for strategic prescribed burning
adjacent to important life and property assets, and a significant reduction
of burning of national parks and forests well-removed from such life and
property assets. Conferences with all parties involved reviewing the
evidence and searching for common ground have considerable merit to
effect necessary changes in burning locations and frequency.

The lan Potter Foundation, Lotterywest, The University of Western
Australia and Edith Cowan University have invested in a large 5-6 year
research program on peatlands. This program, half way through, aims
at documenting where the threatened peat swamps are located and
how best to manage their hydrology, biodiversity and cultural assets,
and most importantly fire regimes, to best care for peat swamps into
the future.

DBCA is part of this new initiative, as is the Walpole-Nornalup National
Park Association, Natural Resources organisations and Aboriginal
Elder-led rangers. Such a collaborative approach augurs well for the
future. Hopefully, meanwhile, the program will convince the Government
to take less risk to biodiversity by applying frequent prescribed burns
in national parks more than 10 km removed from towns and farms.
The biological and cultural assets in the southern forests deserve every
such protection as icons of international heritage significance.
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