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NON-WOODY VEGETATION
OF THE WET TROPICS BIOREGION
Grasslands (vegetation codes 68a-68e)
Vegetation communities dominated by the grass genera
Themeda, Imperata and Ischaemum are controlled
predominantly by edaphic factors, although climate,
topography, aspect and fire history are also important
determinants of their distribution. These are highly
restricted ecosystems in the Wet Tropics, with remnants
sparsely distributed or confined to specific areas where
management regimes have been favourable to their
survival. Their sensitivity to environmental change
renders them susceptible to degradation and loss.

Eubenangee Swamp, which is a small National Park in the
very wet coastal lowlands, is a significant refuge area for a
number of grassland types. Hemarthria uncinata
dominated grasslands (68a) occur on variable alluvial clay
loams within the National Park. Unlike the majority of
grassland communities, this ecosystem appears resilient
to disturbance with early aerial photos indicating that
much of the area of their present distribution had been
previously cleared and subjected to cultivation. On
swampier ground, Ischaemum australe var. arundinaceum
forms the dominant grassland cover (68c). The description
of this grassland association includes low shrubs of
Melaleuca quinquenervia and Lophostemon suaveolens
which are considered to be indicative of shrubland
encroachment and a threatening ecological process to the
persistence of the grassland community.

Also within the Eubenangee Swamp NP is a low
metamorphic hill supporting a tall tussock grassland
community comprising Imperata cylindrica, Sorghum
nitidum and Mnesithea rottboellioides (68b). When it is
considered that metamorphic hillslopes in adjacent areas
are blanketed in mesophyll vine forest, the existence of
this grassland community in this very wet zone is
testament to the unique and unusual nature of this
grassland habitat.

Themeda triandra dominated grasslands (68d and 68e) are
highly variable and may comprise a range of grass and low
shrub species. Association 68d occurs sporadically
throughout the landscape on a range of geologies
including granite, basalt and metamorphic rock types. In
coastal headlands areas the community is often degraded
by a range of exotic species such as Lantana camara and
Melinis minutiflora. Invasion by native shrub species
including Timonius timon, Melastoma malabathricum
subsp. malabathricum and Ficus congesta is also a common
occurrence.

The Palm Island Group, in the south of the bioregion
supports a relatively extensive area of Themeda triandra
grasslands (68e). The distribution of this grassland is
strongly influenced by the regular burning of the area by
the local aboriginal community. In these areas, eucalypt
woodland communities are being converted to Themeda
triandra grasslands with the eucalypt woodland
communities now largely restricted to protected pockets in
gully lines. On Orpheus Island, where fire has been
excluded, the grasslands appear to be subject to
shrubland invasion.

Facts and figures
Vegetation alliances

Hemarthria uncinata grasslands
Imperata cylindrical grasslands
Ischaemum australe var.
arundinaceum grasslands
Themeda triandra grasslands
Current extent in the
bioregion
1,198ha
Area protected
495ha (41%)

Geography
Major occurrences are found on Palm Island in the south of
the bioregion. Several highly significant coastal lowland
examples found within Eubenangee Swamp National Park.
The remainder of occurrences are generally isolated and
scattered throughout the landscape where they may be
associated with coastal headlands, areas of skeletal soil or
minor openings within more extensive woodland
communities.

Impacts and changes
Major changes associated with displacement by exotic
species and native shrubs are occurring at the landscape
level with most remnant areas affected to varying degrees.
The exception is the Palm Island Group where grasslands
appear to be expanding into eucalypt woodland habitats
due to a persistent hot fire regime.
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Key values
Eubenangee Swamp NP is a particularly important refuge
for several restricted grassland associations in the
bioregion.

Threatening processes
• Changing fire regimes
• Degradation from recreational activities
• Invasion by exotic species, particularly Melinis
minutiflora on coastal headlands and Lantana camara and
Psidium guajava on more fertile soils.

Tenure
Well persevered remnants on are now largely restricted to
Eubenangee Swamp NP. Mt Fox NP supports intact
grassland communities on scoria. Small occurrences on
Orpheus Island National Park with more extensive areas
in the Palm Island Group.

Management considerations
• Prescribed fire management required for maintenance
and persistence of this formation
• Exotic weed control and exclusion.
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