OF THE WET TROPICS BIOREGION
Closed acacia forests (vegetation codes 18a-18f)
Closed acacia forests represent a seral stage in the
transition from sclerophyllous forest and woodland to
rainforest. These communities exist in either unstable or
meta-stable states depending on site history and
disturbance. Communities where an acacia dominant
canopy is the result of a single catastrophic disturbance
event or a change in land management practice (e.g.
removal of regular burning) are unstable and succession
to rainforest is an ongoing process. Regular and
repetitive disturbance, as might occur on wind exposed
mountain slopes, will result in acacia forests being a
permanent feature of the landscape. In such cases, the
process of rainforest succession is arrested by prevailing
environmental conditions.

The formation is represented by variable forest mixes of
Acacia celsa, Acacia polystachya, Acacia mangium and
Acacia melanoxylon. The geographic distribution of these
species, which is controlled largely by climatic and
topographic variables, is however relatively predictable.
The formation is generally recognised where Acacia spp.
contribute greater than 50% to a forest's total canopy
cover. The use of this arbitrary figure however is not always
practical, and ecological factors, including associated
canopy species and site history are also considered.

The community is distinguished from purely regrowth
dominated acacia forests which result from anthropogenic
canopy disturbance. These regrowth communities are
classified with rainforest secondary successional
complexes (i.e. 61a).

Facts and figures
Major alliances
Closed acacia forest
Current extent in the
bioregion
9,099ha
Area protected
5,325ha (58%)

Geography
Closed acacia forests occur in the majority of Wet Tropics
sub-regions and climatic zones, where their occurrence is
generally associated with larger areas of rainforest.
Variants dominated by Acacia celsa (18a) are extensive in
wet and very wet upland situations. Association 18d,
comprising Acacia melanoxylon as a dominant canopy
species, is restricted to wet and moist cloudy highlands
with the best development occurring near Paluma at
1000m. The association in this location occurs as a
broad band between notophyll vine forest and tall wet
sclerophyll forest.

Acacia mangium dominant communities (18b) are confined
to lowlands and foothills in the wet to very wet zone, from
the Ingham region to Cape Tribulation. The most extensive
stands of this association are found on disturbed coastal
footslopes in the Mission Beach to Innisfail area, generally
representing a late stage in the transition from open
eucalypt forest to rainforest.

Vegetation association 18c becomes more prominent in
drier climatic zones (typically the moist zone) where
Acacia polystachya rather than Acacia celsa forms the
dominant canopy species. The association is extensive
north and west of Bloomfield where it forms a relatively
uniform transitional zone between eucalypt woodland and
complex notophyll vine forest. Less extensive occurrences
are mapped in the Wangetti Beach area (Macalister Range
mapping sheet), and on the Palm Islands, while minor
occurrences are found throughout the drier coastal
portions of the bioregion.
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Impacts and changes
Being a seral forest type, acacia closed forests are a
dynamic association whose structure and composition is
frequently changing as transition progresses to simple
forms of rainforest. Acacia polystachya dominant forests in
the Bloomfield region have consumed large areas of
adjacent eucalypt woodland as fire frequency in these
areas has been reduced. Similar broadscale expansion
events are undoubtedly occurring in in other locations, in
particular the forest type 18d in the Paluma area. The
frequency of high energy cyclonic events on the wet
tropical coast in the period since 1999 is undoubtedly
increasing the bioregional extent of acacia dominant forest
resulting from severe disturbance.

Tenure
Represented within the major national parks of the
bioregion. Extensive areas are contained within the Wet
Tropics World Heritage Area.

Key values
The development of these communities as a result of
disturbance is inevitable in a region subject to regular
cyclonic events. It can be expected that their continual
development at the expense of other community types is
leading to a change in habitat complexity and faunal
diversity.

Management considerations
• Maintenance burning on woodland margins to prevent
continued forest encroachment.
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