The honey possum (Tarsipes rostratus)
is a tiny obligate nectarivore endemic
to southwest WA that relies on high
floristic diversity for year-round nectar
and pollen resources. The adult honey
possums weight 7–12g and only live for
one to two years.
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Introduction
The aim of this study was to identify plant species visited by
honey possums, and compare this menu with our current
understanding of plant susceptibility to Phytophthora cinnamomi.
Greater understanding of the diet of honey possums in the
presence of this pervasive pathogen gives us a better chance of
assessing potential impacts of further spread of the pathogen on
honey possums.
Materials & Methods
We investigated flower visitation of honey possums at Cape Riche
on the southern coast (southwest WA). A large Phytophthora
cinnamomi-affected area is evident, where the dominant Banksia
species have died, to be replaced by sedges and herbs.
We determined the diets of honey possums by sampling
pollen collected from the heads of captured and radio-tracked
individuals (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Pollen grains of three of the most common food plants
used by honey possums (a) Banksia plumosa, (b) Adenanthos
cuneatus, and (c) Calothamnous gracilis.

A honey possum feeding from a spoon of sugar-water before it
heads off with its 0.35g radiotracker attached.
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Banksia plumosa is an important food plant for honey possums
at this site, 85% of all pollen grains collected from honey
possums were from this 1.5m-high shrub.

Results & Discussion
Nine plant taxa were regularly identified from pollen on honey
possums. Six of the nine plant taxa identified (year-round
flowering species: Banksia plumosa, Adenanthos cuneatus,
Calothamnus gracilis, seasonally-flowering species: B. brunnea,
B. nutans, B. tenuis) were important food sources, making up
>20% of pollen grains for the seasons when they were available.
Five of the nine plant taxa are known to be susceptible to P.
cinnamomi, which substantially changes vegetation composition
in its wake.
At Cape Riche, the high floral diversity banksia heath (evident
by the presence of tall Banksia baxteri; to the left of the
researchers in this image) is replaced by more resilient sedges
and herbs in the presence of Phytophthora cinnamomi (right
hand side of the image).

Conclusions & Recommendations
The inevitable spread of P. cinnamomi is predicted to result in
localised loss of resources for honey possums and is a concern
for on-going conservation management. In the presence of
the pathogen, animals have to make longer between-plant
movements to access sufficient food resources.
For more information, contact Shannon Dundas
E: s.dundas@murdoch.edu.au
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