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How drought-breaking rains transformed
these critically endangered woodlands into a
flower-filled vista

June 24 2020, by Jacqui Stol, Annie Kelly and Suzanne Prober

Wildflowers blooming in box gum grassy woodland. Credit: Jacqui Stol, Author
provided

In box gum grassy woodlands, widely spaced eucalypts tower over
carpets of wildflowers, lush native grasses and groves of flowering
wattles. It's no wonder some early landscape paintings depicting
Australian farm life are inspired by this ecosystem.
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https://nga.gov.au/exhibition/heysen/default.cfm?IRN=196937&BioArtistIRN=16602&MnuID=3&GalID=4&ViewID=2
https://publications.csiro.au/rpr/download?pid=procite:dc9b10fe-5405-4ab5-8c5f-ca49c4c5ad87&dsid=DS1
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But box gum grassy woodlands are critically endangered. These
woodlands grow on highly productive agricultural country, from
southern Queensland, along inland slopes and tablelands, into Victoria.

Many are degraded or cleared for farming. As a result, less than 5% of
the woodlands remain in good condition. What remains often grows on
private land such as farms, and public lands such as cemeteries or
travelling stock routes.

Very little is protected in public conservation reserves. And the recent
drought and record breaking heat caused these woodlands to stop
growing and flowering.

But after Queensland's recent drought-breaking rain earlier this year, we
surveyed private farmland and found many dried-out woodlands in the
northernmost areas transformed into flower-filled, park-like landscapes.

And landholders even came across rarely seen marsupials, such as the
southern spotted-tail quoll.

Huge increase in plant diversity

These surveys were part of the Australian government's Environmental
Stewardship Program, a long-term cooperative conservation model with
private landholders. It started in 2007 and will run for 19 years.
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http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/conservation-advices/white-box-yellow-box-blakely%27s-red-gum-grassy-woodlands-derived-native-grasslands
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/be2ff840-7e59-48b0-9eb5-4ad003d01481/files/box-gum.pdf
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/be2ff840-7e59-48b0-9eb5-4ad003d01481/files/box-gum.pdf
https://publications.csiro.au/rpr/download?pid=csiro:EP154278&dsid=DS4
http://www.bom.gov.au/jsp/awap/rain/archive.jsp?colour=colour&map=totals&year=2020&month=3.=3month&area=qd
http://www.nrm.gov.au/national/continuing-investment/environmental-stewardship
http://www.nrm.gov.au/national/continuing-investment/environmental-stewardship
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Wildflowers blooming in box gum grassy woodland. Credit: Jacqui Stol, Author
provided

We found huge increases in previously declining native wildflowers and
grasses on the private farmland. Many trees assumed to be dying began
resprouting, such as McKie's stringybark (Eucalyptus mckieana), which
is listed as a vulnerable species.

This newfound plant diversity is the result of seeds and tubers
(underground storage organs providing energy and nutrients for
regrowth) lying dormant in the soil after wildflowers bloomed in earlier
seasons. The dormant seeds and tubers were ready to spring into life with
the right seasonal conditions.

For example, Queensland Herbarium surveys early last year, during the
drought, looked at a 20 metre by 20 metre plot and found only six native
grass and wildflower species on one property. After this year's rain, we
found 59 species in the same plot, including many species of perennial
grass (three species jumped to 20 species post rain), native bluebells and
many species of native daisies.

On another property with only 11 recorded species, more than 60 species
sprouted after the extensive rains.

In areas where grazing and farming continued as normal (the paired

"control" sites), the plots had only around half the number of plant
species as areas managed for conservation.

Spotting rare marsupials

Landowners also reported several unusual sightings of animals on their
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https://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=20199
https://phys.org/tags/plant+diversity/
https://www.qld.gov.au/environment/plants-animals/plants/herbarium
https://phys.org/tags/species/
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farms after the rains. Stewardship program surveyors later identified
them as two species of rare and endangered native carnivorous
marsupials: the southern spotted-tailed quoll (mainland Australia's
largest carnivorous marsupial) and the brush-tailed phascogale.

A spotted tailed quoll caught in a camera trap. Credit: Sean Fitzgibbon, Author
provided

The population status of both these species in southern Queensland is
unknown. The brush-tailed phascogale is elusive and rarely detected,
while the southern spotted-tailed quolls are listed as endangered under
federal legislation.
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https://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:b6930f29-3f26-415e-a760-c12c320c2931
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=75184
https://phys.org/tags/federal+legislation/
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Until those sightings, there were no recent records of southern spotted-
tailed quolls in the local area.

These unusual wildlife sightings are valuable for monitoring and
evaluation. They tell us what's thriving, declining or surviving, compared
to the first surveys for the stewardship program ten years ago.

Sightings are also a promising signal for the improving condition of the
property and its surrounding landscape.

Changing farm habits

More than 200 farmers signed up to the stewardship program for the
conservation and management of nationally threatened ecological
communities on private lands. Most have said they're keen to continue
the partnership.

The landholders are funded to manage their farms as part of the

stewardship program in ways that will help the woodlands recover, and
help reverse declines in biodiversity.
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http://nrmonline.nrm.gov.au/catalog/mql:2407
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The rare hooded robin has also been recorded on stewardship sites during
surveys. Credit: Micah Davies, Author provided

For example, by changing the number of livestock grazing at any one
time, and shortening their grazing time, many of the grazing-sensitive
wildflowers have a better chance to germinate, grow, flower and produce
seeds in the right seasonal conditions.

They can also manage weeds, and not remove fallen timber or loose
rocks (bushrock). Fallen timber and rocks protect grazing-sensitive
plants and provide habitat for birds, reptiles and invertebrates foraging
on the ground.
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Cautious optimism

So can we be optimistic for the future of wildlife and wildflowers of the
box gum grassy woodlands? Yes, cautiously so.

Landholders are learning more about how best to manage biodiversity on
their farms, but ecological recovery can take time. In any case, we've
discovered how resilient our flora and fauna can be in the face of severe
drought when given the opportunity to grow and flourish.

Climate change is bringing more extreme weather events. Last year was
the warmest on record and the nation has been gripped by severe,
protracted drought. There's only so much pressure our iconic wildlife
and wildflowers can take before they cross ecological thresholds that are
difficult to bounce back from.

More government programs like this, and greater understanding and
collaboration between scientists and farmers, create a tremendous
opportunity to keep changing that trajectory for the better.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://phys.org/tags/grassy+woodlands/
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