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At our March meeting we were fortunate to once again have the opportunity to hear
conservation ecologist, Louise Gilfedder speaking on the ‘Montane Grasslands of
Tasmania’. Her historically interesting, ecologically significant material provided us with
information about the early development of the grasslands, the threat to their survival and
the work of the groups who today are managing these significant areas.
Highland grasslands are found at
between 600-1200 metres, ranging in
size from less than a hectare up to 500600 hectares such as the Pelion Plains
(pictured). Tussock grasses dominate,
mainly Poa labillardierei, the silver
tussock.

However, the grasslands are incredibly species
rich. For example, in ten square metres 60 plant
species, including a number of grasses,
buttercups, daisies etc. can be found. They are
also a very important threatened species
habitat.Up to 90 percent of the grasslands are in this area of
Tasmania. Archaeological evidence suggests that the
grasslands are 3-4,000 years old (Onfray 2012).

St. Valentines Peak was shown in an
interesting Henry Hellyer panorama detailing
the grasslands of the time. It was sketched in
1827 during the Van Diemen's Land tenure.

Louise continued the historical perspective, highlighting past practices, the effects of firestick farming, the use of land for grazing. She talked of digging by Aboriginal people and
small mammals as an important aspect of the disturbance ecology. Human-lit fires for
vegetation management have been in use for at least 10,000 years on Surrey Hills (McIntyre
et al. 2012).
Some grasslands were
created following
European settlement,
mainly by clearing for
pastoral activities and
construction of the Emu
Bay Railway.

By 2010, 1,879 hectares were covenanted in perpetuity as formal reserves. Other areas
remain as informal reserves and are managed by Forico Pty Ltd. This group has a total area
of 2,678 hectares on 49 grass-dominated plains which it is managing for nature conservation
and biodiversity purposes. They are committed to restoring the grasslands. Much research is
being done with the aim to reverse these receding grasslands.
Analysis by Forico of burns undertaken in 1994 and 2017 shows that species richness
exhibited an inverse relationship to shrub cover. In the 2017 data the lowest species
richness was on sites which had not been burned since 1996 or where fire frequency was
low. Louise said the relationship between fire, grazing and shrub encroachment is complex.
There is a strong interactive effect of burning and grazing. Grazing pressure is critical when
regrowth first appears. Fires not followed by heavy grazing allow woody shrubs to grow
whereas heavy grazing stops this encroachment and allows the grasslands to flourish. This
is because younger plants are palatable only as seedlings but will survive and grow into
shrubs which are less palatable if not eaten early. (Leonard & Kingdom 2017)
Experimental work is being done on Netherby and Gatcomb Plains to see if these can be
restored to a more grassy state by using a combination of fire and mechanical treatments
such as mulching to convert the standing shrubs to fuel. Success will see this work applied
in more areas.
In our modern world, Hellyer's sketches have been replaced by drone technology to monitor
areas. They will be used to produce orthomosaics of burn sites to show details of the burn
effects. The intention is for the restoration of these important ecological areas, to lessen the
shrub invasion which for Forico is a serious management issue.
We thank Louise for her informative, detailed presentation, highlighting the importance of our
grasslands. It was a timely reminder that our grasslands are richly diverse ecosystems. They
need help if their richness is to be sustained. They need the best of ancient practices
combined with today's technology.
____________________________________________

Many of our members wander our state especially keen to investigate our flora: intrepid,
knowledgeable walkers, photographing and sharing their experiences. Collectively they are
familiar with much of this state. However, our April guest speaker, Micah Visoiu, whose
interest is in enviro-geography or as he said 'finding plants in places where we would not
expect to find them' showed us that there is still much to learn as he described plants found
in alkaline pans in South West Tasmania.
Micah said the alkaline pans, first described in the Hardwood River valley in the early 80s,
are small isolated features. Nowhere else in the world have such alkaline features been
found poking up in the middle of a huge acidic landscape. They are unique. They show up
on aerial photos as small, scattered and remote. (Photo below.)

The pans are a pH anomaly
because while the centre of a pan
can be approximately 8.5, on the
edges there can be 3-4 point
shifts of pH in just a metre and
the pH might register at 4 or less.
They occur in valley bottoms
where carbonate substrates
underlay an area of peat lands.
These pans can be sandy, silty or
gravelly. Usually they have 1-2
centimetres of water in them.

The pans have several theories as to their existence.
They have springs of calcium carbonate water rising
from Ordovician limestone feeding them. These
springs known as mound springs (right) provide a
constant environment for plants.

All this is held together by the same vegetative
communities which seem to act like zonal vegetation
found in most wetlands but in the pans vegetation
cover is sparse.
The remote pans have been found in the Maxwell, Hardwood, Giblin and Sandfly Creek
valleys. They are home to a diversity of plants, some unique, some rare, others newly
discovered.
Of special significance were the freshwater Stromatolites. Found in a few pans, they
represent some of oldest known life on earth and there are fewer than 20 sites in the world.

The dominant vegetation layer, found in every pan is Scorpidium scorpioides which is a
semi-aquatic moss. Another plant Micah described was Trithuria filementosa which is about
1 cm high. This tiny plant is interesting as a recently discovered missing link between
monocots and dicots. Droseras are prolific and an important part of the alkaline pan flora.
One he mentioned was Drosera archeri, unusual because it was growing in a zone where
you would not expect it

Another moss common to all the pans is
Tayloria tasmanica.
It forms in neat 'hummocks' and has
attractive spore bearing parts, calyptra, seen
on the right.

This resilient sedge, Centrolepsis
monogyna, is fascinating because it is
found in both acidic soils with a pH of 3.5
as well as in the centre of the pans where
the pH is 8.5. Micah says there are not
many plants that can survive such a high
pH.

This Isoetes sp Maxwell River, a new endemic
species has been recently classified and is
very rare. It is a club moss, flat and star
shaped.

This Gentianella species is another rare
new species that may only occur at this
site. It is 10cm high.

In this slide we are looking at charophyte algae.
The 'pebbles', some the size of hens' eggs, are
hard and solid completely living material.

We were fortunate to have Micah share his passion for the often small, seemingly
insignificant plants which he researched. We learnt much that was new and interesting as he
described the alkaline pans and the rare, unusual plants that exist in such a unique
environment.
________________________________________________
'Desert Tracks' was the title of the slide presentation that
Christine Howells shared with us at the May meeting.
Christine began with a dictionary definition, broadly
defining desert as 'being sufficient in moisture to support
only sparse widely spaced vegetation or none at all' with
less than 25cm of rain per year.
The journey began in Alice Springs, moving west-wards
to the Canning Stock Route and then south to the Great
Victoria Desert area.

Along the way there were plains with sparse, lowgrowing often spindly vegetation; a few rocky
outcrops, whose red shapes matched the rich red
sand. Always, however, the wide plains were
narrowed down to close-ups of individual plants
captured by Christine's camera. It seemed at
every stop there was something worth noting.
Anthotroche pannosa is a plant with typical desert
foliage shown in impressive detail.

Left is an Indigofera species with a deep
attractive red flower set against silver, furry
foliage that provides protection against
drying sun and wind.

Ptilotus axillaris, Mat Mulla Mulla

Grevillea wickhamii,
Holly Grevillea with
close-up.

There was the dramatic Swainsona formosa and a stunning white Stylidium made more
prominent by the surrounding red soil. It is Macgregoria racemigera with the common name
of Snowflake.

Grevillea juncifolia

Hakea francisiana .

There were the practicalities of the trip such as drawing water from wells, some quite aged.
There was the experience of filling up with petrol when the electric system was down, going
back to a hand pump where every push of the pump had to be counted as a dollar. Another
day saw an axle breaking in a remote area. Fortunately a tour group just happened to be
passing with a welding unit so the axle was fixed and the journey continued.

Corrugations on Ann Beadell
Highway, Great Victoria Desert
through Spinifex covered plains.

Some of the history of these remote places was included as the tour group passed through
isolated settlements. There was Jupiter Well in the western Pilbara named as such because
Jupiter could be seen reflected in the water when the hole was first dug.
The wells along the Canning Stock Route enabled cattle to be moved from the Kimberly
region to Wiluna but did you know that by walking the track, tick infested cattle were able to
arrive at Wiluna free of ticks because the dry desert killed the ticks whereas a boat trip would
not?
There was Lake Disappointment, a salt lake with amazing patterns and at Maralinga we
learnt the airstrip is still capable of taking the largest military craft, including the space shuttle
in an emergency. Such historical snippets formed the background to the desert landscape in
which so many plants were pinpointed.

There were trees such as
Allocasuarina cunninghamii,
Desert Oaks. This photo shows
the young slender trees not yet
deeply rooted, so unable to bush
out like the older oaks on the left
of the track.

And most striking was
this shot showing only
silver foliage. The trees
were thought to be
Acacias.

On the journey we saw silver and gold-hued Spinifex, splashes of colour from Thryptomene,
Dampiera, Goodenia, Scaevola, Callendrina. There were small trees such as the Acacias,
Callitris verrucosa, Pittosporum phylliraeoides (the Native Apricot), Eucalyptus youngiana
and many, many others along the way.
Christine's knowledge of plants was impressive; the presentation interesting and informative.
It brought back memories for those who had experienced a similar trip and inspired others to
make their own tracks in the desert.

____________________________________
March Plant of the Month
Banksia spinulosa

Birthday Candles

Roy Skabo reminded us of Banksia spinulosa which is a small low
shrub with attractive 'candles'.
Widespread on the east coast of Australia, it
grows about 40 to 50 cm wide with a good flower
display for much of the year. These plants are
hardy and low maintenance. They would be a
suitable plant for propagation, good for rockeries
or even as pot plants.
Roy detailed his efforts to collect and plant seeds.
This was followed by discussion from members'
experiences in particular whether the seed leads
to an identical plant.

April Plant of the Month
Eryngium ovinum The Blue Devil

Rosemary Verbeeten

Rosemary fed us details of her plant
of the month challenging us to guess
its name before she revealed that her
choice was Eryngium ovinum.
This is a perennial that is not widely
grown in gardens, but one Rosemary
likes and managed to reestablish in
her new garden.

It has lovely blue flowers over summer and dies down during autumn. It is found on moist,
clayey soils, usually inland and often growing in colonies.

The plant has basal leaves, 10-25 centimetres long,
which have a dark green waxy appearance. They
are stiff, finely divided and they develop a fleshy tap
root. It is extremely prickly with spikey, pale brown
seeds which are ovoid in shape to 2mm long
covered in thick white hairs with 2-3 spikes at one
end. The flower head is dense with a cylindrical to
ovoid shape with metallic blue spinose bracts. The
size is 1.5 – 2 cm.
In Tasmania it only grows in the south east of the
state but is more widespread in the mainland
Eastern states where it grows in temperate woodlands and grasslands. The genus has two
species in Tasmania, but Australia wide it has 6-7 species.
Eryngium ovinum is a member of the Apiaceae family. The carrot and the Flannel Flower,
Actinotus helianthi, are familiar members of the same family. Eryngium means sea holly and
comes from the Greek word eryngion. The species is first described by the early botanist,
Allan Cunningham in Botany of the Blue Mountains published in 1825. Cunningham
mentions that ‘Plants when young are much sought after by sheep in the plains around
Bathurst’.
It is listed vulnerable in Tasmania under the Threatened Species Act. (Note the first photo is
taken from the Threatened Species site.)

May Plant of the Month
Aristotelia peduncularis Heartberry

Louise Skabo

Louise chose this plant because of the colourful heartshaped berries which appear in autumn and give the plant its
common name.

The genus is named after the Greek philosopher, Aristotle, in honour of his two books on
plants and his early system of classification. The species, 'peduncularis' refers to the long
slender stalks of the pendulous flowers and berries.

Heartberry occurs in moist, shady forests particularly along river
banks more in the south of the state from sea level to 1100m.
The leaves are usually opposite, thin textured to 2cm long with
deeply serrate margins.
Its flowers, appearing in Oct-Dec, are white, bell-shaped with
four petals and each petal has three deep lobes. The flowers
are pendulous on long stalks up to 4cm long, solitary or with
several together from the leaf axils of the previous year's
growth.

The fruit is a berry usually heart-shaped and white, pink, crimson, purple, indigo or black.
They are shiny, about 1.3 cm long, fruiting Jan-March.
Heartberry is an attractive plant whose bright berries are always a delight to spot in the bush.

Autumn Plant Sale - April 14th

This year, because we had deferred the 2017 spring sale our autumn sale was big and well
publicised thanks to Janet's little radio talk on Saturday morning.

As usual many members gathered to
'put on the show' at Max Fry Hall.
However, the weather was not
cooperative and the very busy, hardworking members eventually moved all
the plants and continued the sale
inside.

Surprisingly, people were undeterred by the heavy rain and kept coming throughout the day
to peruse and purchase.
As Louise Skabo said in her thank you letter to members, "To sell over a thousand plants
was a wonderful boost to the native plant population of Launceston and the money will be
useful in supporting and furthering the aims of our society".

It was a most successful day supported by many energetic members both on the day of sale
and beforehand in those six months of preparation.

Native Plant Garden April 2018 “Working Bee”

Report by Peter Longman

The April “Working Bee” at the Native Plant Garden concentrated on new plantings.
Suzanne had compiled a list of the
needed plants over Easter and also
discussed some additions with
Daphne. The LCC order from
Habitat plants was processed and
delivered promptly and “in person”
by Sally at our April meeting. Janet
“topped up” the planting with
natives from our propagation stocks.

On the day Daphne organised the plants to make their location easier and had compost,
watering equipment, protective sleeves and sticks all ready to go.
Ten members attended including 3 of our more recent recruits (Damien, Annie and Leah).
The combination of fine weather, mainly soft soil and good camaraderie, meant the planting
finished neatly within our normal timetable. Some “ugly” recent bare patches were filled with
neat groups of healthy plants, all watered and compost nourished.
As we were nearing completion, Alison Hugo from NRM North visited with a group of “The
Green Army” and a group from the Ravenswood Community Garden. The groups were given
a conducted tour of the Garden by Daphne. We felt special that all these volunteers could
inspect all our hard work! What’s more, they offered to help us if required!
Ivor, meantime, did his usual immaculate mowing of the grassed areas while I did some less
glamorous but necessary weeding.
The day finished with the traditional morning tea thanks to Daphne and Suzanne.

