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The survival of perennial grass plants in drought is of scientific and applied interest; scientists want to know 
why species differ in ability to cope with individual and combined stresses of drought, grazing and fire, and land 
managers want to maximise survival of desirable forage plants because natural replacement may be problematic. 
Five species taken from a Natural Temperate Grassland in the suburb of Lawson, Canberra, were glasshouse-
grown in large 1 m tall pots for one year and then watering was discontinued.  The rate of passage through early 
drought stages differed 
significantly between 
species. Rewatering 
plants at various times 
from onset of full 
drought was used to 
determine viability from 
which survivorship 
curves were generated.  
Three native grasses 
(Themeda triandra, 
Rhytidosperma auriculatum 
and Bothriochloa macra) 
and one exotic species 
(Phalaris aquatica) had 
similar survivorship 
curves with 50% 
survival between 60 and 
120 days. For the second 
exotic species, Eragrostis 
curvula, 50% survival was 
at 260 days. Density of 
viable tillers generally 
declined during drought 
before plant death.
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Dr Hodgkinson was an 
initial appointment to 
CSIRO’s Rangeland Program 
in 1967 and his research 
led to development of 
prescribed burning for 
native shrub reduction 
in semi-arid wooded 
grasslands and tactical 
resting for perennial grass 
retention during onset of 
droughts. He has a research 
interest in the functioning 
of grassland plants, 
structural and functional 
adaptations for population 
survival when stressed by 
drought, fire and/or grazing, 
and plant community dynamics including change in plant species richness when stressed by drought and fire. He is invited to 
speak to audiences in the community, universities and national and international conferences.


