Protecting the
pinosaur

Box 1

The first bottle in Figure 1.1 represents
a population of individuals, such as the
pinosaurs alive in Cretaceous times. The
different colours represent individuals
with alleles that differ from those of
other members of the population. The
second illustration shows the population
being subjected to an influence, such
as a pathogen or an environmental
catastrophe, which kills many individuals.
Such events will remove some genetic
variation, and in the case of the pinosaur,
this was so severe that only a single
genotype survived.

Discovery of a plant
dinosaur
The story starts in 1994, when a national parks
and wildlife ranger noticed an unusual-looking tree
in a remote canyon in Wollemi National Park in the
Blue Mountains of New South Wales, Australia. He
took a sample to a plant expert, who was excited
to confirm that it was a conifer that was thought
to have died out at least 2 million years ago. These
trees can reach over 30 m in height and were very
successful up to and including the Cretaceous
period (along with many species of dinosaur).
Although they are not pines (they are most closely
related to monkey puzzle — Araucaria — species),
these beautiful trees are affectionately referred to
as pinosaurs (and Wollemi pines).
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Disaster averted
Sadly, in 2005, it became clear that
the original trees were infected with
Phytophthora (see also Biological
Sciences Review, Vol. 31, No. 3,
pp. 20–21). It is not known how the
pathogen arrived, but suspicion fell
on unauthorised visitors who failed
to take the precautions necessary to
avoid contamination.
Happily, the foresight of the
conservationists had paid off and
trees were growing all over the world
in parks and gardens by then. Now
an ‘insurance population’ of 191
trees is thriving at a secret Australian
location. This area is sufficiently
distant from the original site that it
should avoid fire, predators or disease
striking the other grove. This insurance
population is growing ‘like Weetabix
kids’, at 30 cm per year instead of the
1 cm of those in the original (much
darker) location, according to Dr Heidi
Zimmer, a senior scientist with NSW
Environment. This year, for the first
time, some of this population has
produced fertile seeds, so the future of
this iconic living fossil looks bright.

Pinosaur bark — an attractive
feature likened to CocoPops
or bubbling chocolate

Pinosaur cones. Left is a male cone, releasing
a cloud of pollen. Right is a female cone,
which, when pollinated, will produce seeds

Vulnerability
The discovery triggered massive media interest and intensive research, which quickly showed
that there were only 100 or so individuals in one area of the park, and that they were genetically
identical. This means that the species must have gone through a severe genetic bottleneck (see
Box 1). The researchers realised that this made the plants extremely vulnerable, as a disease
that affected one tree would necessarily affect them all. They kept the location of these rarities
secret, took extensive measures to avoid transporting in pathogens, and did something completely
unprecedented. Using cuttings and seeds, they cultivated new plants just as fast and furiously as they
were able. They hoped that, by making the plants commercially available, the original trees would
avoid unwanted attention, especially from plant poachers.

Young pinosaurs growing in a commercial
glasshouse. When planted out, the trees
are tolerant of full sun and deep shade,
below freezing to 40oC, so are popular with
gardeners all over the world

Further reading
For more on this story see: www.youtube.com/watch?v=LQuhXLDXI-0
For more about living fossils, including animals, see: www.youtube.com/watch?v=uX1Qbztryds
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You can download a pdf of this spread to print as a poster at
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