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Australia's Seasonally Dry Tropical Forests need attention
Synthesis by DYP Tng, Federal University of Bahia, DMG Apgaua, SGW Laurance, James Cook University,

and DMJS Bowman, University of Tasmania

e Seasonally dry tropical
forests are gaining
international prominence
as an endangered biome,
but their status in Australia
is underappreciated

e These forests often occur
in unusual landscape
settings and harbor unique
and threatened :‘
biodiversity. The original
extent of these forests is
reduced and greater
public awareness of their
international significance
and conservation value is
needed

e Research |s.st!ll needed to AR R e |
properly delimit these Profile of a putative Seasonally Dry Tropical Forest in semiarid northeast Australia. Inset: A visually similar
forests and to understand forest in the Brazilian semiarid region

their resilience to climate  seasonally dry tropical forests are among the least studied of tropical forests. However, in recent
change and other threats years these forests have become recognized as an endangered global biome of great economic
and cultural importance. Despite this recognition, their status, range, and ecological value in
Australia is still poorly appreciated, possibly because they are perceived to be species-poor
Research on this derivatives of rainforests, and it has proved difficult to define and map their geographic extents.

In Australia, seasonally dry tropical forests grow in Western Australia, Northern Territory,

Australian bi I Queensland and New South Wales, and they are often associated with unusual landforms like
Us_ra 'an_ lome lags karsts, sandstone ravines and tablelands. These forests often exhibit dry-season deciduousness

behind rainforest and and unlike savanna, seasonally dry tropical forests harbor few grasses and they are fire-

savanna sensitive. Curious lifeforms such as bottle-shaped trees, prickly plants, and thicket-forming

vines are also conspicuous in some areas.

Misleading local terms used to describe these forests, such as “Brush”, “Scrub” and “Vine

thickets”, and confusingly “Dry rainforest” impedes development of national and global

- ECOLOGICAL perspectives on the ecology and conservation status of these unique plant communities. Moving

underappreciated

t beyond local terms and seeing these forests as part of a global seasonally dry tropical forest
‘J SOCIETY biome will promote greater public awareness of their conservation value.

OF AUSTRALIA n Australia, around 75% of the original extent of these forests has been cleared. Although now
ESA largely protected, these forests still face various threats that often work synergistically, such as

climate change, fire damage, mining, livestock damage and weed infestation. Ecological and
biogeographical studies are therefore urgently needed to understand the resilience of

Ecological Society of Australia seasonally dry tropical forests to multiple threats and to inform their conservation.
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Aim

A vegetation study to
examine the beta-
diversity of dry forests in
northeast Brazil, and their
conservation value

A proposal of typology for
seasonally dry forests in
New South Wales

A meta-analysis of the
floristic turnover of
neotropical seasonally
dry tropical forests

A floristic analysis of
seasonally dry tropical
forest in inland
Queensland, Australia

A mapping exercise to
determine the extent and
conservation value of
Seasonally Dry Tropical
Forest/dry rainforest in
north Queensland

An analysis of the extent
of Lantana damage in an
Australian seasonally dry
tropical forest

To review the
geomorphological and
natural heritage values of
the Chillagoe Mungana
Caves area in north
Queensland

To provide an overview
of the conservation
status of global dry
forests

To provide a
phytogeographical meta-
analysis of Brazilian dry
forests

To map the monsoon
forests of Kimberley and
to understand their
environmental correlates

To review the
classification of forest
and savanna, and
especially to distinguish
mesic savanna from
forests

To study the short term
temporal dynamics of
tree communities in a
seasonally dry tropical
forest in northeast Brazil

To review the biome
maps of South America,
with an emphasis on
mapping seasonally dry
tropical forest

Key Results

The beta-diversity of seasonally dry tropical forest is high, and an
often overlooked

The study identified six floristic groups, and found little
concurrence with a continental scale floristic classification of
rainforest on Australia

There is marked floristic turnover among inventories and regions,
even more so than neotropical savannas, indicating that
numerous conservation areas across many countries will be
needed to protect the full diversity of neotropical dry forests

Eight broad floristic groups of Seasonally Dry Tropical
Forests/Dry forests were found, and almost half of the flora (444
species) recorded is obligately associated with that environment.

Almost 30% of the inland Seasonally Dry Tropical Forest/dry
rainforest in north Queensland has been cleared, and weeds like
Lantana increase the risk of fire that can degrade these forests

Fire events killing canopy trees and also other factors like feral
pig disturbance in seasonally dry tropical forest can encourage
weed invasions by Lantana

The seasonally dry tropical forests and associated cave systems
have high levels of endemicity and many of the plants are
considered near threatened. Also there is mention that around
75% of the original extent of these forests have been cleared.

The study produced a global distribution map of tropical dry forest
derived from the recently developed MODIS Vegetation
Continuous Fields product. The study also estimated 1,048,700
kmz2 of tropical dry forest remains. Relevant to the topic,
Australasian and Asian dry forest make up only about 4% of the
global tropical dry forest

This work established a premise for supporting seasonally dry
tropical forest in Brazil as part of a global dry forest biome

The results corroborate previous studies that attribute moist
climate, infrequent fires, and geology as important stabilizing
factors that allow monsoon forest fragments to persist in savanna
landscapes.

The paper makes an important distinction between mesic
savannas and forest, the latter of which is characterized by fire
sensitivity

Vegetation dynamics of seasonally dry tropical forests are not
well studied, and in this study it was found that the recruitment of
the interior of seasonally dry tropical forests can be high.

A new refined working map of South American seasonally dry
tropical forest biome is proposed, based on a Biome Distribution
Modelling approach where georeferenced herbarium data is used
in conjunction with bioclimatic data
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