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RIVERINE RED GUM FORESTS OF THE SOUTHERN MURRAY-
DARLING BASIN. 

 

IFA Forestry Policy Statement No. 5.1.5 

 

Key Statement 
The forest management systems for the riverine red gum forests of the southern Murray-Darling Basin 
should be based on their inherent ecological requirements and the needs and expectations of communities. 
Active management across all land tenures under principles of ecologically sustainable forest management 
can ensure the maintenance of the wide range of social, economic, environmental and cultural values for 
present and future generations. 

The Issue 
The key threat to conserving riverine forest and wetland ecosystems in the Murray-Darling Basin (MDB) 
and the many social, economic and cultural values and uses that are derived from these forests is the lack 
of appropriate flooding and drying regimes as a consequence of intensive regulation of rivers since the 
1930s. This is magnified by periodic, severe and prolonged rainfall deficits in both upper catchments and 
locally. Many floodplain species, including river red gums, are now exposed to low moisture stress and 
watering regimes that are beyond their capacity to cope. This is leading to increased stress and mortality, 
with undesirable consequential impacts on fauna. Other threats to these systems include occasional, 
destructive high intensity bushfires, weeds and feral animals that diminish habitat and other values.  

Background 
Landscapes of the southern Murray-Darling Basin have evolved over many thousands of years. Floodplains 
and water courses provide a mosaic of wetlands, billabongs, open plains and blocks of well developed open 
forest as distinct from woodland, on regularly flooded areas; habitat for a wide range of flood dependent 
and flood tolerant flora and fauna. These areas provided sustenance and spiritual and cultural benefits for 
indigenous people. These ecosystems are dynamic, responding to natural variation in climatic conditions. 
Floods, fire and human intervention have impacted on river red gum (Eucalyptus camaldulensis) stand 
structure and attendant flora and fauna with an accelerated rate of change since the 1840s.  

The extent of the floodplains capable of supporting the development of open forest is little changed since 
European settlement. Stand structure is influenced by fire, flood, prolonged drought and harvesting for 
timber products. The extent and composition of the understorey may vary considerably, sometimes year to 
year, in response to seasonal conditions, particularly local rainfall and frequency, season, duration and 
depth of flooding. The occasional coincidence of key factors controlling the establishment of natural 
regeneration (seed supply, seed bed, timing and duration of flooding, seasonal conditions following flood 
recession and depth and duration of flooding in the first year following germination) result in prolific 
seedling establishment. Under these circumstances river red gum is a highly aggressive colonizer/re-
colonizer of floodplains with stockings measured in thousands of saplings per hectare.  

For the riverine forests along the Murray River, water resource development has approximately doubled 
the average period between significant flood events and the average flood volume is now less than a 
quarter of what it was prior to the development of the dams. Changes to water regimes in these forests has 
adversely impacted on their regeneration, on the vitality of trees of all ages and the habitat of flora and 
fauna. Frequency, season and duration of flooding control the timing and extent of planned fire and the 
influence of lightning-sourced fire. Higher intensity bushfire has not, historically, been a dominant feature 
of these riverine forests, compared with the foothill and mountain forests, but they are highly sensitive to 
fire. 
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Prior to white settlement indigenous people had well developed laws and practices based on using the land 
to sustain their welfare and well-being. This varied from managing resources to manipulating the 
environment to secure their needs and included ‘fire-stick’ farming for food production and wildlife 
husbandry and the construction of elaborate fish traps. 

Significant timber milling occurred in the southern riverine forests from the early 1860s. In making a huge 
contribution to Australia’s early development through the provision of durable timbers, particularly for 
marine and land transport infrastructure, these forests were over exploited and in need of regulated 
management. Early silvicultural treatment, including ringbarking of poor quality trees, was introduced in 
the depression years between 1890 and 1900. The creation of separate Departments of State Forests 
[Forestry Commission of New South Wales (1916) and Forests Commission Victoria (1918)] placed forest 
management on a more secure footing. From the early 20th century, foresters progressively set about 
describing and managing the forests’ wood resources, researching their hydrology and growth habits, 
describing flora and fauna and identifying and quantifying the impact of ever-increasing river regulation on 
river red gum and the flood dependent flora and fauna. Periods of flooding and drying were proved 
essential for forest regeneration. Under natural conditions, river red gums often regenerate along the edge 
of receding floodwaters which commonly results in even-aged clumps or strips of trees. Most timber 
harvesting has been conducted using either single-tree or small-group selection systems, but regeneration 
under these systems has had varying degrees of success due to the large zone of influence around mature 
trees which limits seedling regeneration. 

Over the past two decades, most of the publicly-owned riverine forests have been transferred from State 
Forest to National Park. In the last decade, while provision of environmental water was finally recognised 
as paramount for conserving these flood dependent ecosystems, timber production became perceived as 
destructive of environmental values and has been phased out of most publicly-owned riverine forests. The 
IFA argued strongly that these important forest ecosystems must be actively managed for their long-term 
conservation in order to continue to provide the wide range of benefits to society. 

There are two key interrelated obligations governing active forest management that underpin the policy 
statement that follows. These apply to riverine forests regardless of land tenure. 

1. The Ramsar Convention  on wetlands provides a framework for national action and international co-
operation for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their resources. It is the only global 
environmental treaty that deals with a particular ecosystem and it can be applied to both private and 
public land. The majority of riverine forests came under this international treaty in 1982 (Victoria) and 
2003 (New South Wales). The Ramsar Convention promotes the “wise use” concept defined as 
“maintenance of their (wetlands) ecological character, achieved through the implementation of 
ecosystem approaches within the context of sustainable development”. This is directly linked to 
principles of ecologically sustainable development. 

2. Sustainable use/active management /adaptive management is undertaken under the principles of 
Ecologically Sustainable Development, which is an internationally recognised concept that integrates 
the conservation of biodiversity with economic development and community well being and welfare. 

The (Commonwealth) Water Act (2007) empowers the Federal Government to control land and water 
management actions in the publically owned riverine forests. Under the Water Act (2007) in preparing the 
MDB Plan, the MDB Authority and the Minister must take into account (among others) the principles of 
ecologically sustainable development, but these are not explicitly defined. 

Policy 
The Institute of Foresters of Australia (IFA) advocates active management under principles of ecologically 
sustainable development for riverine forests in the southern Murray-Darling Basin to conserve their social, 
economic, environmental and cultural attributes for present and future generations. 

The IFA recognizes that: 

• the riverine forests have provided for human well-being and welfare for thousands of years; and 
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• the riverine forests are highly dynamic and active management across all land tenures is essential for 
sustaining forest health and is entirely consistent with meeting Australia’s national and international 
obligations under the Ramsar Convention on wetlands. 

The IFA supports and encourages: 

• the conservation of cultural values, including opportunities for indigenous peoples to use the riverine 
forests, including commercial uses, to support their well-being and welfare; 

• the manipulation of stand density to promote forest health and meet environmental and economic 
objectives; and 

• managed environmental watering of the forests to optimise and equitably use the Murray-Darling 
Basin’s scarce water resources. 

The IFA considers that: 

• the greatest threat to the riverine forests is inappropriate water regimes and well managed timber 
harvesting is not a threat to the values found in these forests; 

• environmental water allocations must be used appropriately, effectively and efficiently to maintain 
forest health and condition; 

• the needs and expectations of local communities must be appropriately provided for in decisions on 
land use and management of publicly-owned riverine forests; 

• the forests should be protected from high intensity bushfires, with appropriate salvage operations and 
silvicultural treatment for their rehabilitation after severe bushfires; and 

• professionals with qualifications in forest ecosystem management should be employed to actively 
manage forests under principles of ecologically sustainable forest management. 
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