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While sorting and cleaning seeds in a partnership project with 
Wadawurrung Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation’s 
Nursery and the Corangamite CMA, we had a rare 
opportunity to slow down and look closer.
Every grassland herb has its own unique 
seed structure and traits built for the 
landscape it occurs in.

We found ourselves asking: Why does a 
seed look the way it does? 

Nature packs a lot into a tiny seed. We 
spent time discussing the “why” behind the 
formation of shapes and structures. Some 
seeds are built like tiny parachutes for wind 
dispersal, while others secrete oils, or are 
covered in hairs that can hitch a ride on the 
fur of a passing animal.
One of the more intriguing finds was 
the appearance of the Small Milkwort 
(Comesperma polygaloides) seed. This 
plant is critically endangered with small 
vibrant pink-mauve flowers on a spike 
that appear to open sequentially from the 

base upwards. While small, they provide 
an amazing contrast of colour in the 
landscape, once you have your eye in! 
Surprisingly, inside the capsules that form 
after pollination are these extremely hairy 
seeds. These hairs likely play a part in 
dispersal, possibly by catching the breeze 
(DSE 2004) or by clinging on to a passing 
animal.

Seeing these 
intricate details 
reminds us that 
even the smallest 
parts of our grasslands 
are masterfully designed 
for survival. 

hidden gems:
Secrets of Our Threatened 
Grassland Seeds

Seeds breaking free from the capsule

Author: Candice Parker, 
Greening Australia

Bundle of hairy (and tiny) seeds

Comesperma polygaloids in flower



Long valued for its quiet beauty, bungle gully 
is characterised by grassy woodlands, scattered 

manna gums and abundant bird life.
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The Day 
Bungle  Burnt

On 9 January, fire danger across Victoria was declared catastrophic — 
the most severe conditions since Black Saturday in 2009. At the height 
of the heat, a fire ignited near Mt Mercer and quickly spread across the 
Leigh River.   
Driven by strong north-westerly winds 
gusting above 50km/h and temperatures 
in the high 30s, the fire moved rapidly. 
An Emergency Warning was issued for 
Bamganie, Cargerie, Lethbridge and 
Meredith, leaving little time to respond.

Bungle Gully, part of our farm since the 1950s, 
lay directly in the fire’s path. Long valued for 
its quiet beauty, the area is characterised by 
grassy woodlands, scattered manna gums 
and abundant bird life. The fire moved swiftly 
through dry vegetation and a 200-hectare 
barley crop, also impacting the adjoining 
property, Paringa. While staff at Paringa were 
able to protect the homestead, a nearby 
woolshed was lost and almost 30 kilometres 
of fencing destroyed. The fire passed through 
within a matter of hours.

In its wake, the landscape is stark, open 
and silent, with large areas reduced to ash. 
Although fire is a natural part of Australia’s 
environment, this is the first wildfire our 
family farm has experienced in 101 years. The 
loss of native vegetation, wildlife habitat, and 
mature gum trees — some hundreds of years 
old — is significant.

From a business perspective, the impact 
has been contained to a less critical 
part of the farm, with no livestock or key 
dairy infrastructure affected. Insurance is 
expected to cover much of the damage, 
and the overall financial impact should 
be manageable. Nonetheless, the loss of 
established trees, recently constructed 
fencing, and more than 1,500 newly planted 
seedlings is disappointing.

In the weeks since, there has been time to 
reflect. The fire has temporarily reduced 
weed burdens and removed ageing fence 
lines, presenting an opportunity to reassess 
and plan for the future. As we rebuild, there 
is a renewed focus on balancing production 
with conservation outcomes.

Now, three months on, epicormic growth is 
emerging on younger manna gums —a quiet 
but encouraging sign of recovery.

We extend our sincere thanks to CFA 
volunteers, along with our staff and friends, 
for their efforts on the day, and for the 
many messages of support received in the 
aftermath.

Julie & Sandy Cameron – Owners of Meredith Dairy
Compiled by Tim Johnston | April 2026

1. Bungle Farm Gate	
2. Epicormic growth
3. Manna in paddock
4. Grassy woodland alive
5. Scorched earth, Bungle Gully 



Featherheads:
Vanishing Icons 
with Vital Roles
Each plant supports a web of 
interactions that extends well 
beyond the flowers themselves.  

A vanishing icon on the plains
Across the Victorian Volcanic Plain, the 
fluffy, cream-coloured inflorescences of 
Ptilotus macrocephalus stand out against 
a diminishing native grassland matrix. 
Their dramatic flowering display makes 
them one of the most recognisable plants 
of the plains — but they are becoming an 
increasingly rare sight.

 

In recent fieldwork, 40 recorded 
Featherheads sites were revisited, and 
nearly half were either absent or reduced 
to just a handful of individuals. While 
some former habitats had been cleared, 
many populations had disappeared from 
what was still native grassland. One likely 
explanation is changes in management: 
Featherheads are often associated with 
frequently burnt grasslands and have 
declined as burning has become less 
common.

Story by: Susan Kachaniwsky, 
La Trobe University

Backobourkia - Outback Orb-weaver

Thrips - Haplothrips varius

Still from field footage of invertebrates visiting Featherheads on the Victorian Volcanic Plain



A buffet for many visitors
Current literature indicates that Featherheads are pollinated 
by nocturnal moths. However, field observations suggest a 
much broader picture: springtime surveys recorded more 
than 80 invertebrate species visiting the flowers across both 
day and night, highlighting Featherheads as active centres of 
insect visitation.

This diversity likely reflects the combination of pollen 
and sweet-smelling nectar offered by the flowers, which 
also bloom gradually from the base to the tip of each 
inflorescence, providing fresh resources over an extended 
period and encouraging repeated visits throughout the 
flowering season.

These traits attract a wide variety of insects, including bees, 
wasps, ants, flies, beetles, butterflies, moths, true bugs and 
thrips. Many of these are likely to contribute to pollen transfer, 
although their relative effectiveness remains unclear.

More than pollination
Not all visitors, however, are there to pollinate. Featherheads 
also provide habitat and hunting grounds, highlighting an 
additional dimension of their ecological role.

Thrips live, feed, and reproduce within the flower heads, 
while spiders use the inflorescences as hunting platforms, 
capturing unsuspecting prey attracted to the flowers. Other 
visitors also use the dense floral structures as shelter, with 
native bees often resting within the tubular florets. These 
interactions highlight the many ways Featherheads support 
grassland biodiversity, often missed at first glance.

Why it matters
Grasslands on the Victorian Volcanic Plain are highly 
fragmented, with many native species now confined to small, 
isolated remnants. In these landscapes, some plants take on 
disproportionately important roles, and Featherheads appear 
to be one of them, providing food and shelter while creating 
spaces that support invertebrate breeding and predation. 
When populations of Featherheads are lost from grasslands, 
so too are the ecological relationships they underpin.

Protecting and restoring Featherheads in grasslands is 
important for maintaining biodiversity across multiple trophic 
levels. If they continue to decline, we risk unravelling the 
threads of grassland life. 

Lasioglossum lanarium - Woolly Sweat bee

Vanessa kershawi - Australian painted lady



We imagine a time where instead of 
protecting and caring for vulnerable 
fragments, our farms and towns and 
industrial zones might, like us, exist within 
the grasslands. We imagine that the 
grasslands continue to exist, sometimes 
hidden, potentially thriving across this vast 
volcanic plain. Perhaps that time is past, 
but it could also be the future.

Our house is on a property that is a 
remnant of a parcel of land that was first 
settled in 1850. The original land title 
was one square mile, one of the nearly 

60,000 mile squares in a Cartesian grid 
that extended across the state. The 
location of this square is the Country of the 
Wadawurrung people on what was once 
the grasslands of the Victorian Volcanic 
Plains.

The State’s claim to the appropriation of 
this land was that its status at that time 
was ‘Terra Nullius’, which meant that 
(despite the evident care for Country by 
Traditional Owners) the crown perceived 
it as ‘wasted’ or ‘non-productive’ land. In 
our minds, entitlement and dispossession 

are not different ideas, they are the 
same concept. Property titles entitle or 
permit a set of behaviours and exclude 
others. These were granted in the first 
instance as an exchange by the Crown for 
‘improvement’ in time.

This meant evidence of labour on the 
land, which could be in the form of built 
fences, removed trees, cultivated fields, 
the keeping of domestic animals or 
the constructing of buildings provided 
that could be shown to contribute to 
productivity.

Authors: Simone Koch and Peter Brew 
– private landholders

Most of us live on the edge of the grasslands but the two of us increasingly find ourselves 
within it, maintaining and caring. From here we see a thriving ecology, changing with the 
seasons and responding to the weather patterns of the year. 

Unsettling

grasslands

Spider orchids



In effect, the supply of commodities into 
the market.  That title has come to us 
today, albeit altered. We can see on it 
numerous additions and subtractions: 
easements have been imposed for passage 
and use, parts of the land have been 
re-appropriated by the State, sand has 
been mined by local authorities for their 
roads and, for the duration of the Second 
World War, it was requisitioned by the 
Commonwealth and occupied as part of a 
distributed storage facility for ammunition.

More recently portions of the site have 
been fenced off and placed under 
covenants, and others as part of 
biodiversity offset agreements that allow 
further development of other sites in 
the region.

About half the land in the title is now 
recognised and protected as significant 
remnant ecologies: Old trees and open 

grassland have been funded to protect 
them from earlier models of production. 
The title which once was a simple page 
is now a small volume, a palimpsest that 
like repeated folds in a page determines 
its form but also shapes its next fold. This 
sees our removal of grazing, fences and 
improvements from the land as being a 
new form of production. We might think 
about this as unsettling. 

As architects, as people, our tendency 
is to have a vision for places we inhabit. 
The grasslands demand another form 
of engagement that drags us away from 
ownership and towards being temporary 
custodians. That is their true value. 
Our grasslands resist possession or 
manipulation. They exist in the strange 
realm of indescribable things.

To understand them is to see them at the 
scale of 1:1 and to know that what we see 

comprises an equal amount of what we 
don’t. Our relationship with them can only 
be of care. They give us access to another 
way of thinking about the land, where a 
lack of change is progress. Perhaps that 
thought could be pervasive.

Clover glycine



Getting to know our natives: 
To save our vulnerable natives we first 
need to learn how to spot them. Luckily 
when these daises are in flower they stand 
out amongst the rest.

The flowers themselves are prone to 
having slight variations in colour but 
typically you will see a yellowish flower 
head 2-5cm in diameter with overlapping 
white petals that can have brown to purple 
tinges. The base of the plant is blueish grey, 
small and less distinct but the best time 
to spot these beauties is when they are in 
flower. This occurs typically from August to 
March in Victoria. 

Strengths and Struggles:
The Hoary Sunray is a key staple in our 
threatened grasslands and the biodiversity 
of our native ecosystems, and it is currently 
listed as endangered in Victoria. They 
provide nectar and pollen for our native 
invertebrates, including bees, wasps 
and hoverflies and by locating their 
populations we can work together and find 
a management plan that will not only bring 
beauty to our landscape but revitalise 
many other key species of flora and fauna 
and strengthen our biodiversity.

One of the major struggles with this 
species is that it does not handle 
competition and unfortunately, we have 
brought across many invasive species 
such as pasture grasses that easily push 
out the natives and create a monoculture 
that supports little life. Luckily for us 
this species isn’t palatable to our typical 

grazers. Rabbits and kangaroos are not a 
major threat so if we protect, maintain and 
prepare the sites we can start seeing some 
real success.  

To see the recovery of the Hoary Sunray 
Leucochrysum albicans var. tricolor we 
need to provide openings and bare soil 
for new plants to grow, manage exotic 
species, and burn the appropriate sites so 
that even our native grasses like Kangaroo 
Grass don’t take over. As the seeds are  
short-lived, this makes them especially 
vulnerable to population collapse and so 
we must maintain these management 
practise regularly. This is why it’s so 
important to come together and locate as 
many populations as possible so that we 
can provide the assistance many of our 
natives need.  

What’s being done:
There are many different organisations 
that are coming together to save this 
threatened species. Alongside broader 
conservation efforts, Wadawurrung 
Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation 
(WTOAC) has been monitoring key 
areas and recording the decline in their 
population with Glenelg Hopkins CMA and 
bringing attention to their threats. WTOAC 
has also paired up with Corangamite CMA 
and Greening Australia to start growing 
our icon species in nurseries, this includes 
the Hoary Sunrays where the seed is 
collected in the hopes of starting new 
populations in the areas that can be more 
easily maintained. Together we hope to 
strengthen all the beautiful flora and fauna 
of Australia.

This project is funded by the Australian Government Natural Heritage Trust and delivered by the Corangamite CMA, a member of the Commonwealth 
Regional Delivery Partners Panel, in partnership with Wadawurrung Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation.
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The Hoary Sunray Leucochrysum 
albicans var. tricolor
Written by: Ashleigh Sideridis and Jordan Cassar, 
Wadawurrung Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation

Hoary Sunray


