
 

 

Vulnerable Victorians 
DSE’s Threatened Species recovery projects February 2006
 

 

 

‘Sunshine’ Diuris 

One of Australia’s most endangered native orchids is now finding its way back into the wild after many experts 

believed it was extinct. 
 

Diuris fragrantissima, known as the ‘Sunshine’ Diuris, was thought to have disappeared until a small patch of 
plants was unexpectedly discovered in a rail yard in Melbourne’s western suburbs in 2000. 

 
Sunshine Diuris was once so common on the grassy plains in Melbourne’s west it was referred to as ‘Snow in the 
Paddock’ but over the years industrial, residential and agricultural development has claimed large areas of the 
indigenous grassland habitat, pushing the species to the brink. 
 
Dick Thompson, a retired schoolteacher who now devotes much of his time to orchid conservation, said he felt 
sad when he first thought that Sunshine Diuris had disappeared from the wild.  
 

“We could breed populations we had in pots but it seemed it wasn’t even worth trying to get it back into the 
ground, but it now seems as if it’s got a good chance of surviving,” Mr Thompson said. 
 
Mr Thompson works as part of a team at the National Herbarium at the Royal Botanic Gardens, which also 
includes PhD students Zoe Smith and Magali Wright. 
 
Both are studying ways to reintroduce native orchids into the wild.  

 
“To get the plants into the wild and have them survive we had to isolate the fungus that helps them reproduce,” 

said Ms Smith. 
 

“We have done that now and are conducting controlled planting reintroduction trials in grasslands west of 
Melbourne to find the best way to reintroduce the species to the wild. The trial is the largest orchid reintroduction 

in the world.” 
 
The Flora and Fauna section of the Department of 
Sustainability and Environment (DSE)’s Port Phillip Region, 
leads the Sunshine Diuris Recovery Program, with project 
partners Melbourne Zoo, the Royal Botanic Gardens, Parks 
Victoria, Melbourne University and the Australasian Native 

Orchid Society. 
 
The reintroduction project involves 700 plants planted  
over three seasons into plots with four different  
treatments, enabling researchers to determine the  
best methods and time to replant the seedlings. 
 
“This reintroduction is exciting due to the large number  
of plants involved and the extended cooperative effort  
of all the project partners,” said Karen Lester, Senior  

Flora and Fauna Project Officer at DSE. 
 
 

Sunshine Diuris in the wild. Photographs: Karen Lester 
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Sunshine Diuris (Diuris Fragrantissima) 
 

 

STATUS: Highly Endangered.  

 Thought at one stage to be extinct in the wild but discovered in 
1997 to the west of Melbourne.  

 Again thought likely to be extinct by 2002, however a small number 

of plants re-emerged at the same site in 2003. 

 
 

DESCRIPTION: Described as a separate species in 1989. Grows to about 25 cm,  

 and has up to nine (but usually fewer) snowy white flowers 
with variable purplish tones, and long green leaves. 

 

 

LOCATION: West of Melbourne, between Werribee and Sydenham 
 
 

HABITAT: Basalt Grasslands  
 

 

THREATS: Habitat destruction and degradation through industrial and urban 
 development, weed invasion, especially by Chilean Needle-grass.  

 Predation by slugs, snails and mice. 
 Collection by humans. 
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