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Guest Speaker, Greg Jordan, Associate Professor at the School of              
Biological Sciences at the University of Tasmania  was introduced to us by 
Roy Skabo: Greg has specialised in the evolution of plants at both a global 
and local level for about thirty years. His work focuses on the fabulous 
southern hemisphere family of Proteaceae and on conifers. Greg has              
published at least 177 papers which have been referred to about 4000 
times in other research papers. This is the second time Greg has talked to 
our group. Several years ago he set up the excellent on-line Dicot Key and 
soon after its appearance Greg came to show us how it works. I know that 
many of our members use it on a regular basis. The Dicot Key now covers 
much more than dicots including very good section on ferns. 

 
Greg began by telling us that Tasmania is a special place for paleoendemic plants (and 
not just plant species as a mountain shrimp, still existing after 250 000 years, lives only 
in Tasmanian mountain tarns). Paleoendemic clades are defined not only by their age 
but because they are geographically restricted. Clades are groups of related species 
such as  Pencil pine, Athrotaxis cupressoides, King Billy pine, Athrotaxis selaginoides 
and their cross found on Mt Reid, Athrotaxis x laxifolia. This clade evolved before the 
Giant Redwood and Sequoia clade, Sequoia sempervirens and Sequoiadendron        
giganteum in the USA. Even older than Athrotaxis is the Tasmanian Pherosphaera 
clade, P. hookeriana, the Mount Mawson pine which is largely confined to the snowfields 
of Mt Field NP. Equally old is Microcachrys tetragona or strawberry pine. The latter was 
once widespread but has now collapsed to Tasmania. There are two other species of 
slightly less ancient, relictual conifers in TasmaniaðLagarostrobos franklinii, Huon pine 
and Diselma archeri, the Cheshunt pine.  
 
Gregôs paleoendemic table included some of the oldest woody flowering plants in      

Tasmania: Tetracarpaea tasmannica, Bellendena montana, Agastachys odorata and Nothofagus gunii.  
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Two Basal ñprimitiveôò flowering plants which are very old but only just make it on the paleoendemic list 
because they are also fairly widespread are Tasmannia lanceolata ( mountain pepper berry) and 
Atherosperma  moschatum (Sassafras). Three of the oldest monocots in Tasmania are the beautiful 
Isophysis tasmanica, Campynema lineare and Blandfordia punicea. (Photos: Greg Jordan & Roy Skabo) 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Where are these old, isolated Tasmanian plants found? High scoring clades are at Mt Field,                   
Frenchmans Cap, Mt Anne, Mt Read, Cradle Mountain and Rocky Hill, which is west of Lake St Clair. 
The maps below show the predicted areas and the observed areas of high scoring Paleoendemic 
clades. The  climate is very wet and cool, the altitude is high and the vegetation is not rainforest as 
some people  expect for paleo plants, but instead, right on the tree line of mountains. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why are they there? Paleoendemics are not doing very well. They have not developed the capacity to  
adapt to a warmer climateðthey are living in places where the climate is like the ancient environments. 
They like fire-free, open, wet, cool sclerophyll habitats like Mt. Read. 
In a global study, Greg found that all extant clades that were present 65 million years ago (when the  
dinosaurs were around) and are restricted in number of 1° grid cells (method of measuring extent of 
clades), have hotspots in Tasmania, NE coastal Queensland and New Caledonia. Tasmania is the third 
most important in the world for Paleoendemics. There are important Gymnosperms in other parts of the 
world which are older than those in Tasmania, some over 250 million years old and Japanôs Umbrella 
Pine is 200 million years old but Tasmania is important in having so many Gymnosperms which occur in  
rainforests but mainly in the more open, wet, cool mountainous areas. One reason we have the oldest 
paleoendemics is that our Gymnosperms lived 15 million years longer than in Europe due to their plants 
being destroyed during their more severe ice ages . 
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General Meeting Tuesday 18 July 2017                            CLUB NIGHT 
 
ñPlants Plus of Svalbardò                        presented by Mick and Helen Statham 
 

Mick and Helen Statham kept us enthralled with stories and facts about their atypical holiday in       
Svalbard. This archipelago is midway between continental Norway (map below) and the North Pole    
(red dot) with Greenland to its west and Russia to the east. Although Svalbard is part of Norway, is has 
a special administrative status and one needs a visa to visit with customs and passport controls. The 
Stathams flew from TromsǇ (red dot approx.) in Norway to Spitsbergen which is the largest and only 
populated island in the Svalbard archipelago. The islands were first settled for summer bay-whaling in 
16th and 17th centuries but abandoned and permanently settled for coal mining from1906. There were 
no native inhabitants. Early 1920ôs aviators left Longyearybyen (red dot), the main town, to fly over the 
North Pole. Spitsbergen now has a population of 2000 and is mainly used as a research station         
including a World Seed Bank. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Svalbard Archipeligo 

This view of Svalbard is the same as the first explorers of the region would have seen; majestic mountains, 
icecaps and  glaciers.  

World Seed Bank, Spitsbergen 


