OF THE WET TROPICS BIOREGION
Riparian complexes (vegetation codes 62a-62e)
Riparian vegetation refers to those plant communities
adjacent to a watercourse (river or stream) whose
development is influenced by, or relies upon, the
hydrology of the associated water body. Riparian
landforms include a broad range of geomorphic features
associated with the process of stream deposition and
erosion. These are dynamic landscape features which
respond rapidly to varying stream flow regimes and
riparian areas can be considered zones of natural
disturbance. Although vegetation development is
enhanced by the availability of water and seasonal
nutrient exchange, disturbance events (generally
corresponding to major flood episodes) have a
considerable role in shaping vegetation form, structure
and composition. This natural disturbance often creates a
complex of microhabitats along a stream profile, with
vegetation development responding to constantly
evolving stream bed forms, canopy openings and
seasonal water supply.

The complexity of these microhabitats is often reflected in
the associated vegetation types. Hence the mapping of
vegetation complexes is necessary where the scale of
variation is beyond adequate differentiation.

Association 62a encompasses a range of floristic and
structural forms, most typically closed to open forest,
generally associated with cobble, boulder and gravel beds
of fast flowing streams. Tristaniopsis exiliflora is a defining
species, generally growing on the immediate watercourse
fringe. This is a tough resilient tree that bears the full force
of river flood events, and provides a buffer to less resilient
vegetation on adjacent stream levees. Interspersed
throughout may be a range of species including Syzygium
tierneyanum, Melaleuca leucadendra and Grevillea
baileyana. The better drained landforms including instream sand and gravel islands may host a range of mixed
rainforest and sclerophyll species including Grevillea
baileyana, Melaleuca leucadendra, Blepharocarya
involucrigera, Nauclea orientalis, Lophostemon suaveolens
and scattered Eucalyptus spp.

In the very wet foothills environment of the Mulgrave River,
regular high energy flow has created broad stream beds of
rock cobble and boulder, mixed with limited amounts of
fine sediment which supports Association 62b which can
be described as an intimate mix of sclerophyll and
rainforest species in a variable woodland formation.
Structural form is shaped by impoverished soil and
frequent disturbance, with a high water table allowing the

development of dense low vegetation. In drier locations,
such stream beds would typically be unvegetated, or more
typical of Association 62c, which forms a low sparse
shrubland comprising scattered shrubs of Melaleuca
viminalis.

Association 62d, consisting of scattered low vine thickets
may occupy some stream beds in the drier southern
portions of the bioregion. These are typically scattered
vegetated patches formed on the raised gravel and cobble
bars of braided stream channels, growing in intimate
association with Melaleuca fluviatilis open forest. The vine
thickets, consisting predominantly of Buchanania
arborescens, Millettia pinnata and Pouteria sericea, have
been separated from the more extensive melaleuca
dominant associations where possible, although Melaleuca
fluviatilis may be present as an emergent above the low
thicket canopy.

Meandering river channels, typically formed on the coastal
plain, are generally zones of net sediment accumulation,
and many of the larger river channels have developed
complexes of in-stream sand and gravel bars. These
mobile sand bars host Association 62e, the structure of
which is controlled largely by sediment mobility. As sand is
generally re-distributed on a seasonal basis during flood
events, vegetation structure varies depending on the
period of sediment stability, although it rarely develops
beyond a shrubland. In some areas choking of these fluvial
systems with exotic weeds is a regular occurrence during
low flow periods and may severely degrade these habitats.
This landform type is not geomorphically stable and
vegetation development is generally a transient
phenomenon.
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VEGETATION COMPLEXES AND MOSAICS
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• Edge effects associated with fragmentation (including
exotic weed invasion

Facts and figures
Vegetation alliances
Riparian complexes
Current extent in the
bioregion
3,295ha
Area protected
1,495ha (45%)

• Altered hydrological regimes
impoundment (e.g. Behana Creek)

associated

with

• Direct clearing
• Stream bank erosion associated with changing
sedimentation regimes.

Geography
The formation is restricted to perennial watercourses and
occurs throughout the bioregion. Major occurrences are
associated with the mid to upper reaches of the Daintree,
Mulgrave, Russell, North and South Johnstone Tully,
Murray and Herbert Rivers although most major streams
traversing the coastal range possess mappable
occurrences.

Impacts and changes
This formation is highly variable and subject to frequent
natural disturbance. It is heavily impacted by a range of
anthropogenic disturbances and its integrity has been
severely compromised by clearing of stream margins,
particularly on the coastal lowlands. Examples on the
coastal plain frequently exist as discontinuous strips on
river margins and have been heavily impacted by edge
effects associated with clearing and fragmentation. This
includes often severe invasions by exotic species. Lantana
(Lantana camara) and Guinea grass (Megathyrsus maximus)
frequently displace native ground cover and shrub species
in heavily fragmented habitats.

Tenure
Well preserved in the conservation estate although
generally heavily impacted on freehold land. Occurrences
within the conservation estate include: Abergowrie FR,
Barron Gorge NP, Davies Creek NP, Dinden NP, Girramay
NP, Eubenangee Swamp NP, Gadgarra FR, Girringun NP,
Goold Island NP, Halifax Bay Wetlands NP, Hinchinbrook
Island NP, Herberton Range NP, Hull River NP, Japoon
NP, Kuranda NP, Little Mulgrave NP, Maria Creek NP,
Moresby Range NP, Mount Mackay NP, Malbon Thompson
FR, Mount Lewis NP, Mount Windsor NP, Mowbray NP,
Girramay NP, Paluma Range NP, Russell River NP, Tully
Falls NP, Tully Gorge NP and Wooroonooran NP.

Management considerations
• Control of exotic species (canopy, shrub and ground
layers)
• Rehabilitation of degraded/ cleared areas
• Control of gravel/ sand extraction.

Key values
This formation has an important role in the regulation of
stream deposition and erosion cycles. Stripping of riparian
vegetation will increase stream bank erosion, which will
affect water quality in both freshwater and marine
habitats. Increased light penetration may also affect water
quality in some streams. Exotic grasses may trap
significant quantities of fine sediment on river sand bars
and stream margins, which may eventually lead to stream
choking, or heavy release of fine sediment into the aquatic
system if the exotic grasses are removed.

Threatening processes
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