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Forest change

Some of the most dramatic examples of human impact on the
natural vegetation are seen at the abrupt boundaries between
the forests and the farmlands. Here, towering complex forma-
tions give way to grazed swards of exotic pasture species. This
has been the fate of large areas of former forest, but in other

areas partial clearing and thinning have created woodlands and

open woodlands.

In general, forests grow in areas
climatically suited to agriculture
and it is those on arable lands
which have been cleared. The loss
of the lowland rainforests (xT4) in
northern Qld for sugar cane and
the almost total clearance of the
brigalow open forests (wM3L) for
sown pasture and seasonal crop-
ping are prime examples. The map
below shows the former distribu-
tion of brigalow forests. Numerous
areas of rainforest along the east
coast, and large areas of eucalypt

open forest have also been cleared
for agriculture. Many of the forests
that remain are on rugged terrain
and about half are currently
managed for timber production.

In terms of the structural classifi-
cation the total area of all forest
types has declined by about 40%,
from 688 000 km? to 395 000 km?.
The actual difference in area is
somewhat greater because the
total forested area includes some
forest plantation areas. The

greater part of this reduction has
been the loss of about half of the
open forests (M3) through clearing
or thinning.

The total area of plantation forests,
which are shown on the map oppo-
site, has more than doubled over
the last twenty years. Plantations
are providing an increasing pro-
portion of Australia’s timber and
pulp needs and their expansion

is seen as an important potential
supplement to timber extracted
from from native forests.

The variety of present uses of for-
mer forest lands includes: peren-
nial cropping, such as sugar (vG4)
along the Qld coast; exotic tussock
grasslands (yG3) and summer
seasonal crops, chiefly sorghum
and sunflower, in central Qld; and

improved pastures (yfF4, eM1yF)
in the east and south-west of the

country.

The structure and floristic com-
position of some forests have been
affected by timber extraction and
forest management practices.
Fires, both wildfire and controlled
burning of the lower strata, have
tended to establish and maintain
grassy understoreys. Grazing,
mining and recreation have also
made localised impacts within the
forests.

Not all forest decline has been the
direct result of human activities.
The dieback within the jarrah
forests of WA, for example, is linked
to the spread of a fungus disease
inadvertently transported by move-
ments of machinery and people.
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