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Rare and Threatened plants

Conserving plant diversity is crucial – plants are vital to life on earth. Australia is one of only twelve ‘mega-diverse’ countries and its native biodiversity is of global significance. Because of Australia’s long isolation from other landmasses, many of our species are unique and can’t be found anywhere else on the globe.

Almost one quarter of Australian floral species are listed as under threat of extinction. Land degradation, urban expansion and climate change threaten plant species, whole plant communities and ultimately us. Plants provide us, directly or indirectly, with all of our food and a quarter of our medicines. The potential of many plants remains unexplored, and plants that are as yet undiscovered could be priceless to us in the future.

The Royal Botanic Gardens (RBG) is committed to conserving plant biodiversity and has been researching, conserving and displaying plants since 1846.

Display beds

In 2008 RBG Melbourne established the Rare and Threatened Species Collection on Central Lawn in a series of landscaped display beds. It is now an enduring feature of the Gardens and an important way of educating visitors about plant conservation.

The Rare and Threatened Species Collection includes plants from five environmental regions in Victoria: the Grampians, Mallee, Alps and subalps, Grasslands of the Volcanic Plains, and the Gippsland Ranges.

Science

The RBG conducts horticultural and scientific research into Victoria’s plant biodiversity and the origins of Australia’s flora. This work is undertaken by staff at the National Herbarium of Victoria, the Victorian Conservation Seedbank and the Australian Research Centre for Urban Ecology (ARCUE).
At the Victorian Conservation Seedbank our aim is to collect high quality seeds from native plant species within Victoria for long-term storage, research and restoration programs. The project mainly targets seed from rare or threatened species or those species endemic to Victoria.

As part of this conservation work, the Victorian Conservation Seedbank contributes to the global Millennium Seed Bank Project, initiated by Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew in the United Kingdom.  This project aims to conserve seed from 25% of the world’s flora by 2020.
Education

In 2009 five secondary school classes from the key rare and threatened plant regions in Victoria were selected to take part in an education program funded by the George Alexander Foundation.

The program involved school groups coming to RBG Melbourne and working with educators, botanists and horticulturists to develop skills and understandings around rare and threatened plants, propagation, planting, conservation of indigenous habitat, revegetation and the environment.  Seeds and seedlings propagated were rare and threatened species from the school’s own region. They were cared for in RBG Melbourne’s Nursery until a team of RBG Melbourne educators and horticulturists visited the schools later that year to help students plant the seedlings in the schools’ newly developed Rare and Threatened Species beds.
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Camperdown College students, teachers and community members planting in their new Rare and Threatened Species garden bed with help from RBG horticulturist Neil Perkins.  Photo: Emily Kinns
Schools that participated in the program are now involving the broader community in their work to conserve and raise the profile of their local rare and threatened plant species. Some schools are extending their plantings beyond the school into the local environment in conjunction with local environment groups.  Others are developing signage for their Rare and Threatened Species bed to raise awareness within the school community.
Community groups and individuals across Australia are helping to save our native plants. Why not plant some local species in your community or home garden?  By doing so, you are helping to protect our natural heritage.

references and further resources

Department of Sustainability and Environment: http://www.dse.vic.gov.au - See fact sheets and action statements under ‘Threatened Species and Communities’

Royal Botanic Gardens: http://www.rbg.vic.gov.au - See ‘Rare and Threatened Species’ and ‘Victorian Conservation Seedbank’
