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Introduction to NECs 1.14 to 1.23: 
Riparian eucalypt communities in the arid / semi-arid region of Australia 
 
The riparian eucalypt communities of arid / semi-arid Australia have a particularly important place in 
the ecology of the region, often providing habitat for  numerous species in an otherwise inhospitable 
environment. In the broader sense, the riparian ecosystems have a wide range of values. For example, 
aboriginal people have important relationships with rivers, associated with both traditional belief 
systems and with resource use (NSW NPWS 2000).  Riparian ecosystems, or components of them, 
also have iconic and scenic values (the river red gums of the Flinders Ranges; the gorges of the NT 
and WA;  famous trees of the Coopers Creek area). 
 
Reading the literature about them gives an overwhelming sense of the complexity and beauty of these 
systems, and of the long (post-European) history of alteration to them.  In many ways, the treatment of 
the riparian communities in this report is incomplete. These communities, perhaps more than any other 
NECs, provide the opportunity for a multi-faceted analysis of not just the vegetation, but the birds, 
mammals, reptiles and invertebrates that inhabit them, and of the interactions between all these and the 
hydrologic features of the systems. It would be much more satisfactory to treat the riparian 
communities on their own, so that adequate time could be spent on them. Further, it could be argued 
that a better approach is to consider the riparian systems as a unit, not just focussing by vegetation 
type, but studying the whole system as one. This would be consistent with the underlying philosophy 
of considering ecological communities. There is evidence that the proper functioning of a number of 
these systems involves a complex interplay of various habitats and species (e.g., Briggs et al., 2000; 
Kingsford and Porter 1999). Threatening processes also tend to operate in similar ways on the range of 
communities in a riparian system. Therefore, a useful approach may be to consider riparian 
ecosystems as a unit. We suggest that this be considered as an option for the future. 
 
Nevertheless, this introduction covers some of the general issues that we have noticed in dealing with 
the arid and semi-arid riparian eucalypt woodlands, and a discussion of the issues behind the grouping 
of the proposed NECs. 
 

Definitions and Conventions 
Riparian zone means any land that adjoins, directly influences, or is influenced by, a body of water 
(including land immediately alongside small creeks and rivers, such as banks, gullies and dips that 
sometimes run with surface water, areas surrounding lakes (including terminal lakes), and wetlands 
that interact with rivers in times of flood)  (Lovett and Price 1999, cited in NSW NPWS 2003a). 
Riparian zones are transitional areas between the bed of the watercourse and the surrounding 
landscapes. They can vary in width from narrow ribbons (<10m) to broad areas of more than a 
kilometre (Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service, 2000). 

Taxonomy: The coolibahs have been revised relatively recently. We follow Hill and Johnson (1994) 
for the taxonomy of the coolibahs (Appendix C, Figure 1). Many of the state records in NVIS have not 
been updated to reflect the changes, so we provide the original names and postulated updates. 

The arid / semi-arid border, as defined in this report, has generally been applied as a “hard” border. 
In other words, we have not searched outside the border for related communities, because riparian 
communities by their nature are much more of a continuum than other communities There are some 
exceptions to this approach that are explained within the individual NECs. 
 

Structural formations: In developing the NECs we have included forests with the woodland, because 
the forests generally represent similar communities with taller trees reflecting more fertile or 
permanently wet locations. In addition, the classification of the communities into “forest” or 
“woodland” is more arbitrary for the riparian communities than for others – often, the written 
descriptions emphasize the variation in structure and the classification has had to opt for “forest” or 
“woodland”, even though both are present within the mapped polygons.  
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The communities 
The NECs have been formed from communities dominated by E. camaldulensis (river red gum); the 
arid and semi-arid coolibahs (E. victrix, E. coolabah ssp. arida, E. coolabah ssp. coolabah, E. helenae 
and E. barklyensis); E. largiflorens (black box); and E. ochrophloia (yapunyah). Poplar box 
(E. populnea) is also a common component of the riparian communities, but communities dominated 
by poplar box (usually on alluvial plains) have been dealt with in the poplar box NEC(s). There were 
87 riparian communities found in the NVIS mapping or in other major descriptive works. These are 
tabulated in the relevant NECs. In addition, there are numerous other references about riparian 
communities that have been accessed in describing the NECs. The full reference list is atAppendix 1. 
 
Table 1 presents nine riparian NECs, and provides information about why they have been grouped in 
this way. For these, more than other communities, it is difficult to find a classification that 
satisfactorily separates and groups the communities. Other categorisations could also be justified. The 
table includes comments on difficulties with the current classification. 
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Table 1: Classification of the riparian woodlands and justifications. 

NEC# Name Explanation and comments 
1.14 Coolibah woodlands and open woodlands in 

the Mulga Lands and Darling Riverine Plains  
This includes 2 broad communities – coolibah woodlands on frequently flooded channels and coolibah open 
woodlands of floodplains. The NEC could be split into two. Both communities appear threatened. They both 
also occur further west, but face different threats and different degree of threat, so the NEC is restricted to 
these two bioregions. We suggest that the NEC should include the whole bioregion – i.e., DRP to the east of 
the western division boundary. 

1.15 E. coolabah inland woodlands on levees and 
banks of major drainage lines, billabongs and 
permanent waterholes 

Includes woodlands of inland SA, Qld (CHC & SSD). Related communities may occur in the NT, but could not 
be identified. 

1.16 E. camaldulensis inland woodlands on levees 
and banks of major drainage lines, billabongs 
and permanent waterholes 

Includes woodlands of SA, Qld (MUL, CHC, SSD) and NT. This one is a particularly broad alliance, and the 
communities at the extremes are likely to be quite dissimilar. We suggest ways that it could be split.  

1.17 Inland eucalypt open woodlands on drainage 
lines and floodplains 

Includes the coolibah open woodlands of inland SA, Qld (CHC and SSD) and NT. Some E. camaldulensis 
woodlands could belong here, but the level of detail in community descriptions is generally insufficient to 
allocate them. It is unclear whether all the sub-communities placed in this NEC truly belong in it, and whether 
there are comparable communities in western NSW – further work is needed to confirm the membership. 

1.18 Eucalyptus camaldulensis woodland on levees 
and banks of drainage lines in the Flinders and 
Olary Ranges 

E. camaldulensis on drainage lines that tend to be ephemeral. The NEC is restricted to these ranges because 
the threats seem to be different compared with similar communities in NSW. 

1.19 River red gum and / or coolibah woodlands of 
the Mitchell Grass Downs and Mount Isa Inlier 
bioregions 

This separates the more tropical woodlands. It is a diverse group and could be separated eg on the basis of 
dominant species. 

1.20 Yapunyah woodlands E. ochrophloia woodlands are not extensive but are different enough to be considered separately. 
1.21 Black Box woodlands This is a large alliance. It could be split; suggestions are given. At the small mapping scale available for many 

of these communities the mapped areas include many mosaics, and black box woodlands are in unmapped 
areas. 

1.22 Riparian eucalypt communities on levees and 
banks of major drainage lines in WA 

These are separated from similar ecosystems further east because they are different floristically.  

1.23 Eucalypt floodplain communities in WA The floodplain communities have different dynamics compared with the ones lining major drainage channels. 
There are 2 communities within this group that are considered by WA to be threatened: the communities 
fringing claypans and on calcrete areas. These could be separated from the rest if there are sufficient data to 
support the separation 

 na River red gum communities on major drainage 
lines in arid / semi-arid parts of SE Australia 

These are usually forests, and occur on rivers such as the Murray, Murrumbidgee and Darling Rivers. We 
have not formed them into an NEC because of their similarities with temperate communities. We detail the 
communities that should be considered as temperate in Appendix D. 
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Appendix C: Taxonomy of the coolibahs 

The taxonomy of the coolibahs has recently been revised by Hill and Johnson (1994) and we have 
interpreted the NVIS and all other data in the light of the revision. However, original names are 
retained in sub-community references to enable future interpretation.  Figure 1 shows the distribution 
of coolibah species. Hill and Johnson (1994) note that the species form a geographic replacement 
pattern with hybridisation at the margins, and that each individual taxon shows a slightly different 
habitat preference.  
 

 
Figure 1: Distribution of the coolibahs (after Hill & Johnson 1994). The arid / semi-arid boundary has been added. 
The arid/ semi-arid species are: E. victrix (solid square), E. coolabah ssp. arid (open circle), E. coolabah ssp. 
coolabah (open diamond), E. barklyensis (x), E. helenae (open inverted triangle). Note that E. microtheca (open 
square) is almost exclusively tropical. E. coolabah ssp. excerata (+) is close to the Western Division boundary in 
NSW. 
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Appendix D: Riparian communities excluded from this report due to their temperate affinities 
 
Name Source and 

code 
Comments IBRA 

Riverine Forest, river red gum forest Fox 1991 E. camaldulensis on 
levees, E. largiflorens on 
flats and along smaller 
streams 

MDD 

Eucalyptus camaldulensis isolated trees Open 
Forest 

NVIS; NSW_ID 
20500031 

 DRP, 
CP, 
MUL 

Eucalyptus camaldulensis Open Forest NVIS; NSW_ID 
21700001 
21700003 
21700004 
21700062  

 RIV 

Riverine Forest Porteners(1993) E. camaldulensis - river 
and creek levees and 
adjacent flats, 
channelised plains and 
other areas subject to 
frequent  or periodic 
flooding 

MDD, 
RIV 

River red gum / coolibah forest / woodland Dick (1990) Currently excluded from 
NEC 1.16 because it may 
have more affinities with 
more easterly 
communities.  

DRP 

 

 

 




