Kalbarri

a nature-rich playground

Kalbarri is nestled at the mouth of the Murchison River, which journeys more than 700
kilometres from the desert heart of the State to drain into the dazzling Indian Ocean. The
township is perched at this meeting place of river and ocean waters, providing sweeping views
of tranquil river reflections and the seemingly endless ocean beyond. Some 190,000 hectares of
spectacular national park embrace the township, offering an enchanting world of gorges, cliffs,
sandplains and wildlife.
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To the south of Kalbarri, the national park boasts rugged coastal cliffs, which plunge 100 metres
to the eternal pounding of waves at their base. Inland, the national park takes in the environs of
the Murchison River, which has sculpted some 80 kilometres of majestic gorges into the ancient
landscape over the millenia.
The national park is particularly popular in winter and spring when seasonal wildflowers erupt
into dazzling displays of colour. Some of these species occur nowhere else in the world and many
are threatened with extinction, making their Kalbarri habitat of particular importance. Near the
ocean, coastal heath adorns the park with seasonal colour, while inland sandplain country harbours
displays of orchids, kangaroo paws and everlastings, to name but a few.
This spectacular setting is also home to many species of wildlife—from endangered native
animals such as the woylie and chuditch being reintroduced to the national park, to the
ubiquitous western grey and bigurda kangaroos.
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Kalbarri banksias

Common or
unusual flora
species
Kalbarri orchids
Kalbarri is home to more than 40 orchid
species. Two of these species, the Kalbarri
spider orchid (Caladenia wanosa) and the
kneeling hammer orchid (Drakaea concolor)
occur only here. Their exquisite flowers occur
in late winter and early spring. The Kalbarri
spider orchid is declared rare and features
cream, red flowers. It occurs on sandstone
outcrops and on the top edge of gorges.
ABOVE
Kalbarri spider orchid.
Photo – Jiri Lochman
OPPOSITE
Porcupine banksia
(Banksia lindleyana).
Photo – Andrew Davoll/
Lochman Transparencies
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One of the more common orchid species is
the cowslip orchid (Caladenia flava). This
pretty orchid is renowned for its brilliant
yellow flowers which occur from July to
December. The Kalbarri cowslip (Caladenia
flava subspecies maculata) is also commonly
seen in the national park.

Kalbarri is home to eight of the 73 species of
banksia which occur in Australia. The banksia’s
large flowers come in a range of striking designs
and are noticeable on roadsides throughout
much of the Kalbarri region. They can occur
as bushes or trees and flower at different
times throughout the year. Banksias have an
ingenious method of propagation. Because
their large, nutrient-rich seeds are attractive
to predation by insects, banksias need to shed
their seeds at a very precise moment. This
moment occurs after consistent autumn rains,
when the soil is moist, after a summer wildfire.
This combination of factors produces good
conditions for germination but means seed
predator populations are low.
Banksias achieve this precision timing by
using a mechanism that is unique in the
plant kingdom. Banksia seeds are formed in
follicles on the cones. These follicles open after
fire when a resin that holds them together
melts. But the seeds are locked into place by
a ‘separator’ which only opens after a period
of wetting and drying, gradually levering the
seeds out of the follicle. And here’s where
the marvellous precision comes in. The odd
summer thunderstorm after the fire won’t be
enough to lever the seeds out. Only the onset
of consistent autumn rains produces enough
wetting and drying cycles to do it. So the
seeds fall from the dead cones at precisely the
right moment to maximise their chances of
survival. 12
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Kalbarri catspaw
(Anigozanthos kalbarriensis)
This species is found nowhere else in
the world but the healthlands north and
south of the Murchison River, particularly
in Kalbarri National Park. It is the most
recently discovered species of kangaroo paw
or catspaw, found in 1969 north of Kalbarri
by Alex George. Kalbarri catspaw flowers
from August to September. 14

ABOVE
Kalbarri catspaw.
Photo – Marie Lochman
RIGHT
Red and green
kangaroo paw.
Photo – Andrew Davoll/
Lochman Transparencies
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Red and green
kangaroo paw
(Anigozanthos manglesii)
This striking flower emerges from the
Kalbarri sandplain from August to October.
It grows up to one metre tall, with flowers up
to seven centimetres long. The flowers are red
and green and covered in woolly hairs. 14
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Reptiles and
amphibians
Examine an undisturbed sand track in
Kalbarri and the crisscross of tiny tracks bear
tribute to the area’s diverse reptilian life. Tiny
footprints are the tell-tale signs of some of the
90 species of reptile that live here. Lizards are
most prolific, and include about 10 species
of gecko and eight species of dragon. Also
keep an eye out for the endearing thorny
devil. They are sometimes seen on the AjanaKalbarri Road. You may also spot bobtail
lizards on the road, which often take a slow
and hazardous trek across the bitumen.

RIGHT
Bobtail lizard.
Photo – Jiri Lochman
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Kalbarri is home to nine species of
amphibian. The sandplain plateau is
home to several genera of burrowing and
opportunistic breeding frogs including
species of Neobatrachus, Heleioporus and the
geographically restricted and bizarre-looking
sandhill frog. Until recently the sandhill frog
was known by the name Arenophryne rotunda
but it is now recognised as a separate species
from the sandhill frog at Shark Bay and is
called Arenophrene xyphorhynca accordingly.
Venture along the river during the winter
and the chorus of croaking frogs bears
tribute to their numbers here. The permanent
waterholes of the Murchison River may hold
still unrecorded frog species.
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