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The following articles have appeared in Footnotes in recent years. They represent the views of the author and do not necessarily represent the views of Bushwalkers of Southern Queensland Inc.

· What can bushwalkers do to help stop the spread of Phytophora root rot fungus?

Phytophora are species of microscopic fungi in soil and water that attack the roots and stems of plants. The plants cannot take up sufficient nutrients and water and hence discolour and then die back. The most common species is Phytophora cinnamomi. It is native to SE Asia but has spread through many warm and moist parts of Australia. It affects native plants such as the Grass Tree (Xanthorrhoea), some Acacias, some Banksia, some Eucalypts, some mangroves and some Epacridaceae heaths. It also attacks commercial and backyard fruit trees, vegetables such as potatoes and some ornamental garden plants.

Phytophora is a big problem in south-west WA, such as on parts of the Bibbulmun (especially in areas closer to Perth), in the Stirling Ranges and in the Porongurups, where it's already killed most of the karris. It's also a concern in parts of Tasmania, e.g. in the vicinity of Lake Pedder. Phytophora a may also be present in Toohey Forest since there is noticeable die-back there as well as in the conservation areas at Burbank – areas where the native vegetation has been disturbed and limited to small remnants within developed rural and urban areas.

Phytophora spreads from plant to plant through root contact. The spread is accelerated by transport of infested soil and mud through activities such as logging, road works, wild pigs, mountain biking and, unfortunately, from bushwalkers’ boots and walking poles. So what can walkers do to help the spread of Phytophora? Some national parks and forestry reserves, particularly on trips interstate, have Phytophora wash-down stations. Some stations are planned for SE Queensland. We need to use these to clean our boots before entering certain Phytophora-free areas. We should start and finish each walking trip with clean boots, walking poles and camping gear. Before we leave a bushwalking area that is infected with Phytophora, we should brush soil off boots and camping gear. If we observe any unusual plant death, we should report that to National Parks officers. If an area is closed because of risk of spreading Phytophora, we must comply with the access restriction. The South Australian Department of Environment and Heritage recommends that walkers carry a kit to clean boots – a hard brush and a spray bottle of undiluted metho or diluted bleach (1 part to 4 parts of water). 
If you’d like more information, see the fact sheets Phytophora Bushwalking Guidelines at http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/biodiversity/pdfs/bushwalking_factsheet.pdf and Phytophora Root-Rot Fungus is Killing Our Plants at http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/biodiversity/pdfs/phytophthora.pdf.

