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Its time to talk about Serotiny (pronounced: Sir-oh-tinny) – and, as I am sure you will agree, 

it is a subject that deserves far more discussion than it generally receives in polite society. 

So, what is serotiny? 

No, it is not a disease related to some vital organ of the human body nor is it an obscure 

section of the Mediterranean coast. 

Serotiny is an ecological adaptation exhibited by some seed plants, in which seed release 

occurs in response to an environmental trigger, rather than periodically at seed maturation.  

In other words, seeds are retained within the seed capsule until such time as a particular 

event occurs which triggers the release of all of the seeds at the same time. 

In Australia bushfire is the most obvious and common trigger for coordinated seed fall, but 

there are others that include:  

• Death of the parent plant or branch 

• Wetting 

• Warming by the sun 

• Drying atmospheric conditions 

• Fire followed by wetting 

Some examples of serotiny 

Many Australias plant species exhibit serotiny and is particularly common in the Proteaceae 

family – Banksia, Grevillea,Hakea, etc – and the Myrtaceae family – Eucalyptus, Callistemon 

(bottlebrushes), Leptospermum (teatrees), Melaleucas (paperbarks) etc. 

Banksia cones Eucalypt gumnuts Melaleuca seed capsules 

All of these species have a hard woody seed capsule that generally remains firmly closed 

until such time as they are burnt in a hot fire. 
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Why the woody seed capsule?  

The woody seed capsule encloses and protects the 

seeds from damage by fire. The woody capsules are 

resistant to fire and protect the seeds and the capsules 

of some species are also packed with “chaff” which 

further insulates the seeds from damage. 

The woody capules remain closed during the fire but, 

stimulated by the fire, they later open via small slits or 

valves to release the seeds and the chaff in one giant 

dump. 

What are the advantages of serotiny? 

In environments that exist in many parts of Australia there are several advantages to the 

plants that exhibit serotiny. 

Some advantages include: 

• Seeds are protected in the woody, insulated capsule until such time as conditions are 

best for seedling survival. 

• Seeds fall to the ground when the consitions for germination are optimal. The 

generally low nutrient status of Australian soils means there is high competition 

between plants for the scarce nutrients. Fires release nutrients stored in the mature 

plants and also remove competion from mature plants so it give the germinating 

seedling the best chance of survival. 

• The mass fall of seed ensures that at least some of the seeds are not eaten before 

they germinate. Myrmecochory – the eating and dispersal of seeds by ants – is a 

major determinant of native seed survival in Australia. Ants harvest an enormous 

volume of seeds, and, depending on which species of ants are doing the harvesting, 

it may be beneficial or detrimental to the seed survival. A few seeds falling would be 

quickly harvested by ants, and other insects, but a mass seed fall leads to predator 

satiation – that is, they can’t physically harvest or eat all of the seeds that fall so 

some seeds are able to germinate to produce the next generation.  

“Devastation” after a bushfire Seedling germination in the fresh ash bed 

 

Serotiny is an important part of the ecology of Australian vegetation and allows spectacular 

regeneration of seedlings following what might otherwise be a devastating event. 


