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by Karen Majer

IF you are a Dr Who fan, 
you might remember the 
episode in which tree 
spirits enlist the help of a 
human mother to escape 
the impending doom of 
acid rain on the forest. 
The idea that trees are 
sentient beings may be a 
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stretch for most people, 
but research has shown 
that there is much more 
to a forest than meets the 
eye.

Back in 1997, Suzanne 
Simard, a Canadian PhD 
student, made a famous 
discovery – the ‘wood 
wide web’. A network of 
tree roots and mycor-
rhizal fungi transfer food 
throughout the forest, 
sharing nutrients, carbon 
and water between the 
trees. The web is com-
plex, with diff erent types 
of fungi in the network 
playing diff erent roles. 
The often-beautiful fungi 
we see are just the tip the 
underground iceberg, a 
vast network of fungi and 
microscopic organisms 
living in and around tree 
roots. They are a key in-
dicator to the health and 
variety of life above the 
ground. Understanding 
that makes it easy to see 
how disturbing the litter 

and soil by machinery, 
chemicals or too-frequent 
 re can disrupt the health 
of the intricate commu-
nity we call a forest. 

Since then, scientists 
around the world have 
mapped these webs to 
 nd out how they vary in 
diff erent environments 
and what in uence they 
may have as our climate 
changes.

In a recent article pub-
lished in New Scientist, 
Dr Simard, now profes-
sor of forest ecology at 
the University of British 
Columbia, talked about 
her latest research. The 
wood wide web car-
ries information as well 
as food, using chemical 
transmitters through a 
biological network that 
has analogies to the hu-
man brain. Certain path-
ways are triggered by 
disturbance, so for ex-
ample insect damage to 
a tree is communicated 

to others, and if the dam-
age is bad enough the 
tree will start transferring 
its carbon via its roots to 
its neighbours. 

The physical network, 
and ways that individual 
trees store and commu-
nicate information, make 
the forest a true commu-
nity. The older trees can 
hold information gath-
ered over centuries. 

Those of us who feel 
grief at the felling of a 
forest giant that may be 
hundreds of years old, 
empathise with the idea 
that those trees are in-
deed elders in their com-
munity. Dr Simard calls 
them ‘mother trees’ and 
says that they are crucial 
to the well-being of the 
entire forest. She and her 
colleagues have made 
some astonishing dis-
coveries that provide a 
scienti c basis for ideas 
that we may once have 
considered fanciful. 

They found that moth-
er trees are the hubs of 
information and nurture 
their own off spring. Re-
searchers traced radio-
active carbon transfer to 
show that the mecha-
nism whereby a par-
ent tree preferentially 
promotes its own prog-
eny is through signals 
transmitted between the 
seed and the tree via the 
fungal web. The parent 
tree’s response changes 
the seedling’s rooting 
behaviour, nutrition and 
response to disease. 
Nurture indeed.

As well as providing a 
fascinating insight into 
the complexities of na-
ture, the research has 
fundamental relevance 
for forestry practices. 
Protecting the forest el-
ders, in the way that orig-
inal foresters selectively 
harvested some trees 
rather than clearfelling, 
provides great bene t to 

the recovery of the forest. 
We have tragically de-

stroyed so much of our 
unique jarrah, marri and 
karri forests – and are 
continuing to do so – that 
I believe the time has 
come to stop logging na-
tive forests altogether. If 
we respect them as an 
important heritage, and 
acknowledge the huge 
bene ts they provide in 
terms of carbon storage, 
in a climate emergency 
they will help protect us.

With spring upon us 
and the wild owers in 
bloom, why not get out 
into the forest and pon-
der the miracles of na-
ture. Then check out the 
Nannas for Native For-
ests and  nd out how 
you can help. 

Find out more: The wis 
dom of the woods, New 
Scientist, 1 May 2021.

Nannas for Native For 
ests www.facebook.com/
Nannas4NativeForests/

A LARGE group of the Over 55 
Walking Association recently at-
tended a mid-year lunch at the 
Carine Tavern.

It’s one of the annual events the 
club runs each year and was well 
organised by the club’s social co-
ordinators Lorraine and Marilyn, 
who go out of their way to make 
everything perfect.

Everyone scrubbed up well and 
it was nice to see 96 of the club’s 
members in a change of attire 
from the regular walking gear of 
jeans and club T shirts.

The food was delicious and Ca-
rine Tavern staff  provided impec-
cable service.

Website manager Mike organ-
ised an entertaining photo display 
for the event on large screens 
showing members participating in 
club activities during the year.

This event was just one of sev-
eral subsidised by the club for 
members to enjoy, other than 
walking.

Details of the next  ve walks are 
as follow:

Tuesday 7 September – Whit-
fords Nodes Park, Whitfords.

Tuesday 14 September – Dar-
lington Park, corner. Darlington 
and Owen Roads.

Tuesday 21 September – 
Manning Park, Azelia Road, off  

Hamilton Hill Road. Hamilton Hill.
Tuesday 28 September – 

Sandy Bay Reserve, end of West 
Road, Bassendean.

Tuesday 5 October – Mundar-
ing. Jacoby Street Scout Hall. 
Mundaring.

Come, join the Over 55 Walking 
Association (OFFWA) for friend-
ship and exercise at 10am. Bring 
a folding chair, a sandwich and a 
 ask of tea or coff ee.

(Membership is only $10 a year).
For further information see our 

comprehensive website (www.
over55walkingassociation.org.au) 
or phone club president Shirley 
on 0400 577 738.

Walking club provides an opportunity to keep  t and expand social horizons…
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