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Ever since learning that Myrtle Rust arrived in Tasmania and fears that it could decimate our          
Myrtaceae plant family, APST members have been keen to learn more about this fungus, how our     
authorities were handling the situation, how we could assist and what was the present situation in our 
state. Tim Rudman answered our concerns with his well structured talk first explaining the Myrtle Rust 
biology and disease, its history, the situation in Tasmania and finally the degree of the rust problem on 
mainland Australia. Tim works in biodiversity monitoring in the pest species section pertaining to our 
World Heritage areas. 
 
Myrtle rust is a type of rust fungus, a plant pathogen. When found in NSW in 2010 it was thought to be 
Uredo rangelii or Puccinia psidii which is indigenous to Central and South America and the Caribbean. 
However, it was found to be taxonomically different and placed in a new genus, Austropuccinia. Tim 
pointed out that other rusts have two hosts but Austropuccinia psidii  life cycle occurs on one plant ð it is 
a single strain which is in our favour for control of the disease. Australia, Hawii and America have this 
one type. If it were to cross with another invasive strain it would become more virulent. The yellow 
spores one can see on plants is just the visible stage in the cycle. It is an invasive pathogen on several 
genera of Myrtaceae outside of its native area and especially in Australia, a biodiversity hotspot of 
Myrtaceae. As Myrtaceae is a keystone species covering vast areas of our landscape, anything that 
threatens them is a threat to our whole environment.  
 
Historically, Australian scientists have been aware of Myrtle rust and trying to keep it out. It was known 
that a Melaleuca species( a pest in Florida), had been wiped out by Myrtle Rust in 1979 and in Hawii in 
2005, whole hillsides of Myrtaceae plants died. It was found in Australia and Vanuatu in 2010 and in 
South Africa pre 2013. In a couple of years it had spread all along the Eastern seaboard of mainland 
Australia and spread to Tasmania about 2014. By 2015 it was recorded in Indonesia and in New         
Zealand in 2016.  
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Myrtle Rust attacks the soft young growth, soft flower buds, soft fruit and 
seedlings and the yellow spores are seen in summer and autumn. 
 
It rapidly spreads in the right climatic conditions. All tropical areas are ideal 
for it as Myrtle Rust requires a warm, wet climate with high humidity. It also 
requires about 6 hours of darkness with temperatures between 16° and 25° 
Centigrade to enable germination. Spores are produced in about 10 days 
and survive about 90 days but plants do not show symptoms of the disease 
for a few weeks. 
 
Tasmania is therefore only susceptible to Myrtle Rust in its warmer regions 
during those times of moist, summertime conditions. It has been found in 
the north and north-east around Devonport, Shearwater and coastal towns 
on Lophomyrtus  cultivars but not in inland Tasmania. Climate change    
analogue sites ( equivalent to possible increases in temperature over the 
next 70+ years) have been studied and are MR free and Victoria is free of 
native vegetarian infestation. These climate requirements auger well for  
the disease not becoming a major problem in our state.  
 

 
To date in Tasmania, Myrtle Rust has only been 
found on Lophomyrtus plants which are the key       
carriers in this state. These plants are native to 
New Zealand and brought in by the Nursary          
industry as decorative garden bushes and 
hedges.  
 
The most common Lophomyrtus  varieties found 
in Tasmanian gardens are:  
Black Stallion (varying from burgundy to green/
brown leaves); Red Dragon (reddish leaves) and 
Rainbows End (pink & cream variegated leaves). 
 
  

 
 
Also vunerable to MR are Agonis flexuosa, After Dark, Ugni molinae (Chilean Guava), Taziberry Ê and 
Myrtus berry. People from the northern regions, who have Lophomyrtus plants on or near their property, 
should contact the hotline number1800 084 881 if the plant is infected. The plants must be removed (at 
no cost) to prevent the disease spreading. An infected plant will eventually die anyway. On finding        
Myrtle Rust symptoms, contact with the spores is to be avoided as they are extremely easily               
transported on clothing as well as by wind and rain, insects and movement of the plants. If disposed of, 
they should be double bagged and placed in the rubbishðnot green waste or compost. 
 
The story is not so optimistic in Australiaôs warmer, wetter states with many Queensland and coastal 
NSW species being very susceptible to MR disease. There are 1100 Myrtaceae taxa in susceptible   
climates with over 350 known native hosts. Of these taxa,165 species are without a climate refugia and 
soft fruited species are particularly vulnerable as their seeds are storage resistant. Studies are           
underway but some common species may well become threatened in the future like Rhodomyrtus  
psidioides  which is already suffering extensive dieback. However, some species include a resistant 
population and species variation within and between regions has been shown to be considerable.  
 
Letôs hope Myrtaceae species prove resilient and resistant as it would be devastating to lose many of 
our beautiful Melaleucas, Leptospermums, Baeckeas/ Eureomyrtus, Thryptomenes  or Tasmanian  
Peppermints with Eucalyptus pulchella, E. tenuiramis, E, amygdalina, E. risdonii, E. sieberi and 
E.pauciflora all showing high levels of susceptibility to Myrtle Rust disease in glasshouse testing. The 
ban on bringing Meutaceae species into Tasmania is still in place, Tim believes,  to try and  prevent a 
second strain of the pathogen being introduced. 
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Lothomyrtus Rainbows End 

Lothomyrtus cultivar with 

Myrtle Rust spore. 



September Plant of the Month   
 
Presented by Peter Dowde 
 

Microcachrys tetragona 
Creeping Pine 

 
Peter brought along a very impressive           
Micrcachrys tetragona  which has been growing 
in a pot for nearly 30 years! 
   
 
He told us this plant is endemic to western Tasmania where it is a 
low growing shrub to 1m at high altitudes. Its leaves are scale-like 
arranged in opposite decussate pairs.  
The generic name, Microcachrys , literally means small cones in 
this context while tetragona refers to the stems having a square 
cross-section. 
Microcachrys has been called one of the most spectacular cases 
of a known relictual plant, being widespread in the southern  
hemisphere during the Cenozoic age but now having a very          
restricted distribution. It has a distinctive pollen grain which has 
been identified in many fossil records but since the break up of 
Gondwana, it is the sole surviving species of the genus Microcachrys. 
 
It was one of the plants named by Ass. Prof. Greg Jordan at our June meeting as occurring in óhot spotsô 
of ancient species.(Photos supplied by P. Dowde). 
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ñBLOOMING TASMANIAò   ð         24 & 25 September, Albert Hall, Launceston 
  
 
Rosemary Verbeeten has submitted a full report 
for December Eucryphia but Iôm sure APST and    
Northern Group in particular, wish to not only 
thank the hard working team of Bruce             
Champion, Jill Clark, and Rosemary Verbeeten 
but congratulate them on the success of our        
Societyôs participation in this venture. They were 
assisted by Lynne Mockridge, family members 
and many Northern Group APST members    
either on roster or preparing material and the        
display area. 
 
Photo of Daphne Longman, Jill Clark and Sharon 
Percy at the APST display taken by Rosemary       
Verbeeten. 

 
 
I was rostered to assist and observed the level of public interest in the glorious colour, abundant variety 
and unusual blooms of Australiaôs native plants which surprised and pleased all visitors. Questions and 
compliments abounded and I believe this is a most effective way to promote our native plants.  LMS 


