OF THE WET TROPICS BIOREGION
Fern complexes (vegetation codes 65a-65b)
This formation is generally confined to the upper slopes
and peaks of elevated mountain ranges where it forms
visually dramatic openings within dense mountain
rainforest. The formation is characterised by two
variations, 65a and 65b which despite some structural
and floristic differences, can also be differentiated on the
basis of geologic substrate. Association 65a is restricted
to granite mountain summits and can be described as a
closed fernland/ boulder complex with scattered
rainforest shrubs. Association 65b is typically shrubbier
with a ground cover of ferns and sedges interspersed
with sclerophyll shrub species. A major control on the
occurrence of this association is an infertile metamorphic
substrate (quartzite) in conjunction with impeded soil
drainage.

Whilst soil conditions and topography are major influences
on this formation it is also a reflection of historical
Aboriginal burning (Robert Jago, pers. comm.). The
explorer Christie Palmerston, in his diary, refers to the
passage of a Traditional Aboriginal Owner to the top of
Mount Bartle Frere to expressly burn these fern areas.
There is distinctive vegetation zoning patterns surrounding
present day occurrences of these fern complexes which is
consistent with their progressive encroachment by the
surrounding rainforest. From the historical and visual
evidence, it is certain that these areas have been
maintained by the active intervention of humans for a very
long time.

The range of structural types noted in the many widely
scattered occurrences of 65b appear to be seral stages in
a progression from sedgeland or open shrubland to closed
scrub or low woodlands. The community was referred to in
the diary of Christie Palmerston, in his1886 exploration of
this area. At that time it appeared to be a quite open
shrubland, little impeding the access of the explorer.
Today, only the largest area astride an historic track from
Towalla to the Russell River would be in that condition,
with the majority of occurrences carrying a dense, swathe
of ferns interspersed with numerous sclerophyll shrubs
and trees.
The area referred to by Palmerston has been burnt on a
number of occasions in recent decades and is currently
being studied by the National Parks and Wildlife Service
which has established a fire monitoring plot in the area to
determine its succession following a recent burn. The
recovery of the community from fire appears to be
extremely slow, perhaps explaining the varying condition
of other patches, which are at various stages of recovery
after the cessation of regular Aboriginal burning; although

mining activity in the late 1800's would have almost
certainly resulted in some burning of these areas to aid
exploration.

Facts and figures
Vegetation alliances
Fern complexes
Current extent in the
bioregion
454ha
Area protected
430ha (95%)

Geography
Occurs northwards from Mount Macalister (Cardwell) to
Thornton Peak along the elevated spine of the taller
mountain ranges in the high rainfall zone. Association 65a
is represented by two disparate occurrences on the
mountainous granite landforms of Mount Bartle Frere and
Thornton Peak. Association 65b has a more widespread
distribution although the best developed and most
extensive occurrences are in the Towalla area to the
southwest of the summit of Mount Bartle Frere.

Impacts and changes
The most obvious changes are associated with cessation of
regular burning which has resulted in a thickening of both
the ground cover and shrub layers. Similarly, association
65b is being encroached by sclerophyll shrubland and
fernland in the absence of fire, which is dramatically
reducing the diversity and complexity of the ground layers.

Key values
The formation has considerable scenic amenity. It also
hosts an endemic species of skink (Leiolopisma jigurru).
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Threatening processes
• Changing fire regimes
• Degradation from recreational activities
• Climate change
• Erosion in abandoned historical mining sites.

Tenure
Largely protected within the Wooroonooran NP and
Daintree NP.

Management considerations
• Requirement for considered fire management
• Control on recreational overuse on the summit of Mount
Bartle Frere.
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