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THE ENVIRONMENT

Beetle mania hits
ore high notes

Rosslyn Beehy reports on the wealth of species being discovered in Queensland’s rainforest

N THE past four years, Professor Ni
Stork has ientified 1500 beetle spe
that live high up in the lealy canopy of
Queensland’'s northern  tropical
rainforests. OF these, roughly 30 per cent are
new — that's 450 previously unknown,
unclassified, undescribed Australian llls
It's indicative of the rich

0 the world

tropical minforest.

“And each I these insect species s as
different to the othe a cat is to a dogor
# horse — dramatically  differe 5

4y
Stork, who estimates that in those four years
he's collected 30000 individual '.prclmcns

Although they date back 415 million y
to the days of the dinoss
tropical - rainforests 3

by 30 years ago, a large new

— the wi temuroid —

high- forests

on Mt Lewis, About 30,000 plant species are

found in the Wet Tropics as well as one-third

of Australi s, one-third of iis

Trogs % (almost hall of our
total bird species.)

The Wet Troples World Heritage Area,
which covers 800,000ha — from Townsville
in the south to Cocktown in the porth — is
home to the highest diversity of species on
the continent.

In recent weeks, there have been two
Federal government announcements that
hopefully signal a mome secure e il
and cultural future for this §
significany ecosystem
tropis research  centre a historic
agreement that opens the way for greater
use of ceniuries u% Aboriginal knowledge of
land management.

Last year, the Hainforest and Reefl Cooper
ative Research Centres failed 1o securne a new
round of government funding, and a storm
of protest erupted. Queenshind  Tourism
argied that the decision would “rip the
* of the state's founism assets, and
1 sclentific research was a vital ol in
oping toudsm management plans.
teral MPs Warren Enisch and Peter
raised concems about jobs and
i hu,lwr vducation

il the Issue

*s Federal
rtigs promising a commit-
m research

ral Govermment
it 540 million over
and

ment 1o long:
Ten days ago, the
anpounced it would

land, r.nwmmml funding of 53 million wi
itilly be provide ..lll]a 06 1o establish

ne and i Sciences Research
¢ and to consolidate the work of the
inforest CRCs before they are

wonnd up.

PIONEER Nigel Stork in his

v with some of the 1500 beethe species he

discovered in the Queensland tropical rainforest, :15[.1 of them previouishy unknown,

PEST: A spectaciod fiying fox, left,

artlists w them

i vast numbers. 2 practice that has now been stoprmd. and a sugar ghde

The guestion s, will this mean public-
good research or reef 'n’ rainforest  bio-
prospecting? A Federal government
spokeswoman says the
10 “rarget

funding 1w
1l

“facing two of our greatest assels the

Great Bamier Reef and the Dain Watld

Herita, . Research priorities will

include the im;|J::|('I of climate change on
i

high-aktitude L'lquui-
ity, rainfores ¥ 5

vation of biodiversity In \\mhl |[|-m-|+»;1-
areas.
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ENDANGERED: A Richmond birdwaig butterfly, once common in Queensland, bul now uider throat of extinction becawse of land-clearing, The Wet Tropécs
Warld Heritage Area covers 900.000ha — from Townsville in the south to Cooktowin in the north

RARE TRIO: One of the rainfarest mamemals most at risk from chimate change,

o white lemurosd possum. discoversd only 30 years ago, left. an amethyst

or scrub python and a Lumboltz tree kangarcs, one of only two tree kangaroo species in Australia. The Aborigines call it boongary.

Stork, chiefl executive ol the Rainforest
CRC, belioves the new centre has the
potential to lead the world in tropical
ecology research
There will be an overlap for about o year,
il during thar time the two CRCs will

o working on a joint program (o
improve water quality.” he says.

s0 much potential for Australia
worlid leader in this area, and so
research we have done already
impact at an international level.”
ence ranked a paper by

Rainfpre: cher lellhr.-n
on the d mpact of ¢ Inmtu char -1-
on tropical ecosystems as the se

impaortant scientific achievement of 2004.
The paper also made the front cover of the
It-.'u:lm glabal science jou Nature.
‘\‘mrt nominates the CRC's canopy crane
us a tool that has led o new discove
about pollination of the ropical landscape.
The 48m-tall crane spans over Lha of ropical
i with a 1 basket —

similar to the gondola of & hot-air balloon
attachied to the hook. This allows researchers
o mravel over and Into the canopy. It's the
first of fts kind in the southem hemisphere,
with a laboratory located 200m from in
“It's the forest equivalent of a deep-

sea submersible, thit has allowed us to find
out who is doing what in the minforest
CHROPY,

" says Stork, "Once you gel up
an see the place is buzeing with
there's a lot 1o keep a researcher

Stork is also hoping he can negotiate a
Jelnt research partnership with iJu- Smith-
somian  Institute i
establish a 50ha Australian minforest study
site

Last week. a historic Wet Troples Regional
Agreement was signed between stale
federal povernments and 18 Rainfol
Abariginal groups in northern Queenslan
agreement  formally  acknowledges
Aboriginal pirations,  culiumal  values,
spiritual links and obligations to the land
and waters of the wet tropics™. It also
a8 more active nvolvement for
Aboriginal people In environmental man
agement of the reglon, and better
opportunities for training and employment
I World He e management agenches,

Aboriginal people will also bo more
invalved as educators and interpreters of the
Rainforest Aboriginal heritage

The agreement, which took three years to
negatiate, involved 36 Aboriginal
wpresentatives and @ government leam
chaired by former executive director of the
Wet Tropics Management Authority, Russell
Kinsin, s probibly ohe of e most
complex and comprehensive agreemenis of
lis kind in the world,"” Watkinson srys

Recently appointed director of Canberra’s
Utban Parks, Watkinson rates his involve
ment in the negotiations as one of the
proudest achievements of his career, Given
his high-achleving record in parks manage-
ment  throughout Australia, that's a top
accolade,

“I really have high hopes
ment and for what it w
agement of the Wet
Heritage Area,” he says.

“Ome of the most end g memories for
me of those years of negotiations was the
amount of goodwill shown by the Aboriginal
COMmnity extraordinary goodwill and
generosity, given some If their historical
experiences.

He has high praise for Allison Halliday,
one of the co-chairs of the Aboriginal
negotiating tea was a powerful force
in making it happen determination and
patience were invaluable.

Hefore the signing ceremony at Innisfail,
Watkinson said he believed it o

for this agree-
bring 1o the
Troples  World

his life.

1 have very evocative memories of the
traditional smoking ceremonies that were
pedormed to ward off any evil spirits that
could have mied to undermine goodwill and
:e the negotiations."
ps u similar ceremony might be
employed to create a climate of goodwill in
which w negotiate the structure of the
Government's new tropical research centre,

He's discovered new heetles, explored the
world's rainforests and marvelled at how
insects use their feet. But, when he's riding
high in the gondola of his canopy crane, would
the flying foxes hear entomologist, ecologist
and barftone Professor Nigel Stork singin”in
the rainfarest?

TT: Were you set on a career as a scientist?

Migel: No, originally 1 thought about belng a
singer or working in theatre

Burt when I'was doing my PhD in Manchester
Tooking at insects through an electron-
microscope changed my life.

TT: Why was that?

Nigek: | was studying how insects hang on to
pants, and became fascinated by the

shie diversity of the brush-like pads on
their feet. These tiny brushes allow: them to
hang on to plant surfaces. even in strong
winds. 1's incredibie.

TT: Have you travelled the world searching
for bugs?

Migek: I've been to a lot of interesting places
— to Brazil, Peru, Costa Rica, Cameroon,
Borneo, Sulawesi and even to north Canada,
tothe Yukon,

TT: What's your most vivid memaory?

Nigel: In Canada, I'd been looking for three or
Tour hours at insects underground, and then
climbed up on to a rock to wave and signal fo

the helicopter to collect me, | looked down
and just below that rock — only a few feet
away — [was] a group of wolf cubs playing.

TT: Have you encountered any tricky
situations?

Migel: Peruwas nerve-wracking because of
the political climate. A few bombs went off
when | was there, but there was also a period
of regular bomb alerts and evacustions when

I was working at British Natural History
usessm

TT: What were you researching there?

INigek: | worked there for 17 years looking at

Insect taconony and working on glabal

estimates of species and extinction rates.

TT: And you've kept up your singing?

Migek: [ love singing. I've sung salos i

Westminster Cathedral and at Oxford. I've

been in a masicals beve in Co

TT: When's your next performance?

Nigek: ' singing a duet from Plantom of the
Opera at a friend's birthday party,

TT: Any atkvice on how to balance worlk and
leisure?

Migek: Make time to go to the theatre, make
friends outside your work and do what you
can in your life to help stop global warming,
Life is not a dress rehearsal.
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