














some the second, but botanists have found that a
handful will not germinate for decades.

Out on the harsh red plains there are mulga trees,
which will live for four or five decades — even
centuries if they have their strategy right, and are a
little lucky. Acacia shrubs such as mulga dominate
nearly a third of the Australian deserts, proof that
they are not careless strategists. A long-lived
perennial, mulga puts its greatest investment into its
rootsystem, which spreads wide and deep to harvest
as much sparse soil moisture as it can. It has also
developed a canopy shape that funnels the rain,
when it does arrive, down its stem and into the root
zone. Mulga will survive most dry periods, but
every now and again a season comes along that is
too severe — as one did in the 1960s when even these
tough trees died. Mulga flowers and seeds after
most rains, producing seeds that germinate more
freely than those of ephemerals, with a good chance
that some will survive that terror drought.

Other plants are much more selective in how
they use the desert. The river red gum grows beside
the waterhole because its strategy is to exploit the
permanent water lying below the river floodplain. It
uses water freely in this land that seems so dry,
though it has worked hard to build a large root
system to be able to do so. With this strategy, it can
live for more than a century if all goes well. But, like
the mulga, it must take out insurance against the
day when the rains fail for so long that even the
water table below the riverbed dries up. So, the river
red gum flowers every year, as regular as clockwork,
scattering thousands of potential offspring around
the floodplain. If the rains are heavy and floods
come, these are dispersed widely.

All desert life is adapted in one way or another
to cope with erratic pulses of rainfall and long,
tough, dry times between. Some, like the ephemeral
daisies, exploit the pulse then hide away. Others,
like the perennial mulga, invest the pulse in deep
roots and plentiful seedlings, many of which die.
Each pulse of life-giving rain is different from the
previous one — shorter or longer, heavier or lighter,
stormy or soaking — and offers an opportunity for a
different survival strategy to shine. The climate of
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desert Australia really is exceptionally variable on a
world scale, so a great diversity of adaptations can
co-exist.” The extreme challenge this poses to living
creatures is the source of the continent’s vitality and
biological inventiveness.

Rainfall variability affects not only plants but
also animals and humans.

Animals can use equivalent strategies to thrive
in the deserts. Mouse-sized desert marsupials, such
as the tongue-twisting fat-tailed false antechinus,
achieve a similar effect to the extensive root system
of mulga. These tiny carnivores succeed by having
a home range that is large for their size, so they can
gather sufficient of their sparse insect food to store
as fat in their tails against the bad times (Plate 2c).
They can only do this when the food resources are
not spread too thinly, otherwise they have to spend
more time searching than eating. As a result, in
central Australia, they are most common in the
mountain ranges, where the insects persist through
dry times thanks to small pockets of concentrated
plant production in rocky cracks and crevices.®

Like the river red gum, other creatures seek out
a more moderate and predictable microclimate. For
example, by being small, they can find shade and
protection in a clump of spinifex grass. Small
creatures can also divide up the food resources in
many ways; there are often several species of skinks
inhabiting the same spinifex clump, but avoiding
competition by foraging in different parts of it, or at
different times of day or in different seasons of the
year. In 1990, herpetologist Craig James found the
world’s highest local diversity of skink species in a
patch of spinifex grasslands 30 kilometres south of
Alice Springs. He found up to 11 different species of
skinks in an area of 50 square metres (and up to 20
species of lizards of all types); as many as seven
species of skink might shelter or forage in the same
spinifex hummock over the course of a day.”

Animals can be ephemeral, just like plants.
Shield shrimps are famous for living for a few days
in puddles on the top of Uluru (Ayers Rock), then
surviving as a hard-shelled egg that is blown
around on the wind until it ends up somewhere
where rain comes again. Many insects, such as the
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