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RIPARIAN VEGETATION EXTENT MONITORING RESULTS 
2013-2017 
This report summarises the progress towards the Reef 2050 Water Quality Improvement Plan (Reef 
2050 WQIP) 2025 catchment management target: 

• The extent of riparian vegetation is increased.  

Approximately 59.03% of the riparian areas of the Great Barrier Reef remained woody in 2017. 
Between 2013 and 2017, there was an increase in loss of riparian area woody vegetation 
compared to 2009 to 2013. The non-woody riparian areas mostly had high ground cover levels. 

Table1. Riparian woody vegetation extent scoring system 

Status Criteria Grade/Colour 
Target met >0% increase of riparian woody vegetation A - Dark green 
Good progress towards target  0% loss of riparian woody vegetation B - Light green 
Moderate progress towards target  0-0.5% loss of riparian woody vegetation C - Yellow 
Poor progress towards target  0.5-1% loss of riparian woody vegetation D - Orange 
Very poor progress towards target Greater than 1% loss of riparian woody 

vegetation 
E - Red 

 

Great Barrier Reef 

• Catchment management target: The extent of riparian vegetation is increased. 

45,467 ha loss  
(0.74%) 

2013-2017 
There are approximately 6.12 million hectares of riparian area, defined as area within 50m of a 
mapped stream or riverine wetland, in the Great Barrier Reef region in 2017. This represents 
approximately 14% of the total Great Barrier Reef region area (Figure 1).  The regions with the 
largest amount of riparian areas are the Fitzroy (1.89 million ha) and Burdekin (1.88 million ha).  
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Figure 1. Number of hectares mapped as riparian areas within the Great Barrier Reef.  

Extent of modification to riparian woody vegetation since pre-development 

The historical loss of riparian woody vegetation up to 1988 for the Great Barrier Reef region is 
estimated to be about 39.16% (2.40 million ha) of the pre-development extent. The greatest 
estimated historical loss has occurred in the Burdekin region (53.44%, (1.00 million ha) and the 
Fitzroy region (40.86%, 0.77 million ha) (Figure 2). In contrast, Cape York has had very little 
historical riparian woody vegetation loss, with the exception of the Normanby catchment which 
is estimated to have lost 40.80% (0.15 million ha).  

The figures provide an indication of the relative level of modification in each region. Note these 
figures have been rounded due to the uncertainty associated with estimating pre-clearing 
woody vegetation extent.   
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Figure 2. Percentage of riparian woody vegetation loss in the Great Barrier Reef since pre-development 
period. The increase in woody vegetation shown for Jacky Jacky, Olive Pascoe and Black catchments is 
explained in the text. 

Recent loss of riparian woody vegetation 

During the reporting period from 2013-2017, there was a general increase in the loss of riparian 
woody vegetation. (Figure 3 and 4).  The Fitzroy and Burnett Mary had the highest amounts of 
loss with 1.19% and 1.27% loss respectively. In contrast to the Fitzroy and Burnett Mary, the Cape 
York region maintained a loss of less than 0.03% in both 2009 to 2013, and 2013 to 2017 periods.  
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Figure 3. Riparian woody vegetation loss from 1988-2017 as reported by the Statewide Landcover and Trees 
Study (SLATS) for the Great Barrier Reef region. The SLATS reporting year is from dry season to dry season, 
typically August or September in each year.   
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Figure 4. Riparian woody vegetation loss as a percentage of the total riparian area from 1988-2017 for the 
Great Barrier Reef region. 

Proportions of riparian vegetation 

In 2017, approximately 59.12% (3.61 million hectares) of riparian areas were classed as woody 
(Figure 5). Ground cover was estimated for the portion of the riparian area classed as non-
woody. Ground cover monitoring is included to recognise the importance of having some level 
of vegetation cover in riparian areas to help minimise erosion, particularly where woody 
vegetation is not present to stabilise the soil. For this analysis, areas with over 70% ground cover in 
the late dry season (2017) were considered to have high ground cover. Of the area classed as 
non-woody, 6.52% (0.41 million hectares) had less than 70% ground cover, and 0.21% (0.01 million 
hectares) had less than 30% ground cover.  
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Figure 5. The proportion of woody vegetation, ground cover greater than 70%, ground cover between 30 
and 70%, ground cover less than 30% and missing data for riparian areas within the Great Barrier Reef. 

 

Cape York 

• Catchment management target: The extent of riparian vegetation is increased. 

212.3 ha loss 
(0.03%) 

2013-2017 
Approximately 0.71 million hectares of riparian areas were mapped within the Cape York region. 
The catchment with the largest amount of riparian areas was the Normanby River catchment 
with 0.36 million hectares (Figure 6). There was a loss of 212ha of riparian vegetation across the 
Cape York region from 2013 to 2017, representing 0.03% of the total riparian area. 
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Figure 6: Number of hectares mapped as riparian areas within the Cape York region. 

Extent of modification to riparian woody vegetation since pre-development 

There has been minimal change in riparian woody vegetation for most catchments within the 
Cape York region, with the exception of the Normanby catchment (Figure 7). The Cape York 
region has had the lowest proportion of riparian woody vegetation loss of all the Great Barrier 
Reef regions.  
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Figure 7. Percentage of riparian woody vegetation loss in the Cape York region since pre-clearing period. 
Note: Losses in 1988-2013 and 2013-2017 were very low. 

Recent loss of riparian woody vegetation 

In the period 2013 to 2017, there was a loss of 212ha cleared in the Cape York region. This is 
comparable with the amount cleared in the periods 2001 to 2005 (277ha) and 2005 to 2009 
(226ha).  Historically, the annual loss of riparian woody vegetation has generally been below 
100ha per year.  (Figure 8 and 9).  
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Figure 8. Riparian woody vegetation loss from 1988 to 2017 as reported by the Statewide Landcover and 
Trees Study for the Cape York region. 
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Figure 9. Riparian woody vegetation loss as a percentage of the total riparian area from 1988 to 2017 for the 
Cape York region. 

 

Proportions of riparian woody vegetation 

In the Cape York region, 73.4% (0.52 million hectares) of riparian areas were woody, 1.7% 
(12,016ha) of riparian areas were non-woody with ground cover less than 70% and 0.02% 
(143.7ha) had ground cover less than 30% (Figure 10). In this region, low ground cover areas are 
mainly associated with naturally bare river beds and coastal sand dunes. 

 

 



 

13 

 

Figure 10. The proportion of woody vegetation, ground cover greater than 70%, ground cover between 30% 
and 70%, ground cover less than 30% and missing data for riparian areas within the Cape York region. 

 

Wet Tropics 

• Catchment management target: The extent of riparian vegetation is increased. 

1,104.3 ha loss 
(0.27%) 

2013-2017 
Approximately 0.41 million hectares of riparian areas were mapped in the Wet Tropics region 
(Figure 11). The catchment with the largest amount of riparian areas was the Herbert River 
catchment with 0.17 million hectares. The Mossman River catchment had the smallest amount of 
riparian areas (0.01 million hectares). In the period 2013-2017, 1,104ha of riparian woody 
vegetation was cleared representing 0.27% of the total riparian area. 
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Figure 11. Number of hectares mapped as riparian areas within the Wet Tropics region. 

Extent of modification to riparian woody vegetation since pre-development 

An estimated 12.1% (49,866ha) of riparian woody vegetation has been lost from pre-clearing 
extent to 2017, with the Herbert River catchment losing the largest proportion (18.30%, 31,513ha) 
(Figure 12).  
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Figure 12. Percentage of riparian woody vegetation loss in the Wet Tropics region since pre-clearing period.  

Recent loss of riparian woody vegetation 

During the reporting period from 2013-2017, 1,104ha of riparian woody vegetation was cleared 
in the region. This represented 0.27% of the riparian extent and was an almost three-fold increase 
of the amount cleared in the 2009-2013 period (400ha). The amount of clearing in 2016-2017 was 
comparable with previous high levels in the early to mid-1990’s (Figure 13 and 14).  
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Figure 13. Riparian woody vegetation loss from 1988 to 2017 as reported by the Statewide Landcover and 
Trees Study for the Wet Tropics region. 
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Figure 14. Riparian woody vegetation loss as a percentage of the total riparian area from 1988 to 2017 for 
the Wet Tropics region. 

The Murray catchment had the highest proportion of riparian woody vegetation loss of the Wet 
Tropics region’s catchments with 1.79% (365ha) cleared between 2013 and 2017. The Mulgrave 
and Daintree catchments had the lowest proportion of riparian woody vegetation loss between 
2013 and 2017 with 0.03% (11ha) and 0.03% (12ha), respectively. 

Proportions of riparian woody vegetation 

In the Wet Tropics region, the areas mapped as woody vegetation represented approximately 
87.86% (360,996ha) of the riparian area in 2017. The catchment with the lowest proportion of the 
riparian area that was woody was the Herbert River catchment (81.70%, 140,718ha). The 
Daintree River catchment had the highest proportion (96.29%, 44,564ha).  

Of the area mapped as non-woody, approximately 3128ha (0.76% of total riparian area) had 
ground cover less than 70%, while only 89ha (0.02% of total riparian area) had ground cover less 
than 30%. (Figure 15). The highest proportion of ground cover less than 70% occurred in the 
Herbert River catchment with 1.02% (1,758ha). Barron River catchment had the highest 
proportion of ground cover less than 30% with 0.04% of the total riparian area with low levels of 
ground cover. However, this represented only 18ha of actual area.  
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Figure 15. The proportion of woody vegetation, ground cover greater than 70%, ground cover between 30% 
and 70%, ground cover less than 30% and missing data for riparian areas within the Wet Tropics region. 

 

Burdekin 

• Catchment management target: The extent of riparian vegetation is increased. 

7,295.7 ha 
loss 

(0.39%) 
2013-2017 

Approximately 1.9 million hectares of riparian areas were mapped in the Burdekin region (Figure 
16). This region has the second-largest area of riparian areas in the Great Barrier Reef region.  
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Figure 16. Number of hectares mapped as riparian areas within the Burdekin region. 

Extent of modification to riparian woody vegetation since Pre-development 

An estimated 57.09% (1,073,996ha) of riparian woody vegetation has been lost from pre-clearing 
extent (Figure 17) in the Burdekin region. The Belyando sub-catchment has lost the greatest 
proportion of riparian woody vegetation compared to pre-clearing extent (86.3%, 236,630ha).  

 



 

20 

 

Figure 17. Percentage of riparian woody vegetation loss in the Burdekin region since pre-clearing period. 

Recent loss of riparian woody vegetation 

Between 2013 and 2017, the Burdekin (lower) River had the largest rate of riparian woody 
vegetation loss (1.16%, 131ha), with the Belyando also showing high rates of loss (1.11%, 3048ha). 
Over the longer period, where detailed figures are available, the loss of riparian woody 
vegetation clearing had increased from a low in 2010. (Figures 18 and 19). This increase in 
clearing has continued into the current reporting period of 2013-2017. 
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Figure 18. Riparian woody vegetation loss from 1988 to 2017 as reported by the Statewide Landcover and 
Trees Study for the Burdekin region. 
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Figure 19. Riparian woody vegetation loss as a percentage of the total riparian area from 1988 to 2017 for 
the Burdekin region. 

Proportions of riparian woody vegetation 

In 2017, the woody riparian area was approximately 41.9% (0.79 million hectares) (Figure 20) with 
the Black River catchment containing the highest proportion (87.44%, 23,064ha). The Cape-
Campaspe River sub-catchment had the lowest proportion of riparian woody vegetation with 
27.9% (66,632ha).  

Of the area classed as non-woody, approximately 263,070ha (13.98% of the total riparian area) 
had ground cover less than 70%, and 10,337ha (0.55% of total riparian area) had ground cover 
less than 30%. Of all the regions within the Great Barrier Reef, the Burdekin region had the highest 
proportion of ground cover less than 70% and less than 30%, potentially leading to lower bank 
stability and an increased risk of erosion.  

The Belyando River sub-catchment had the highest proportion of ground cover less than 70% 
(31.21%, 85,559ha), while the Burdekin (lower) had the highest proportion with less than 30% 
(8.95%, 1,005ha). However, the Burdekin (lower) sub-catchment covers a small area. In 
comparison, the Belyando sub-catchment had 2,900ha (1.06%) with ground cover less than 30%. 
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Figure 20. The proportion of woody vegetation, ground cover greater than 70%, ground cover between 30% 
and 70%, ground cover less than 30% and missing data for riparian areas within the Burdekin region. 

 

Mackay Whitsunday 

• Catchment management target: The extent of riparian vegetation is increased. 

1,027 ha 
loss 

(0.61%) 
2013-2017 

Approximately 0.17 million hectares of riparian area were mapped in the Mackay Whitsunday 
region in 2017. The O’Connell catchment had the largest amount of mapped riparian area with 
0.05 million hectares (Figure 21). The catchment with the smallest riparian area was the Pioneer 
with 0.04 million hectares. There was a loss of 1027ha of riparian vegetation across the Mackay 
Whitsunday region from 2013 to 2017, representing 0.61% of the total riparian area. 
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Figure 21. Number of hectares mapped as riparian areas within the Mackay Whitsunday region. 

Extent of modification to riparian woody vegetation since Pre-development 

Approximately 23.45% (39,413ha) of riparian woody vegetation has been lost from pre-clearing 
extent (Figure 22) in the Mackay Whitsunday region. The largest estimated proportional loss 
occurred in Proserpine catchment with 31.90% (13,528ha). The Pioneer catchment is estimated 
to have lost the lowest proportion of riparian woody vegetation compared to pre-clearing 
extent (15.94%, 5,671ha). 
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Figure 22. Percentage of riparian woody vegetation loss in the Mackay Whitsunday region since pre-
clearing period.  

Recent loss of riparian woody vegetation 

Between 2013 and 2017, 1,027ha of riparian woody vegetation was cleared, representing 0.61% 
of the total riparian area. This was an increase from 0.33% (554ha) cleared between 2009 and 
2013. These increased losses continued throughout the 2013-2017 reporting period (Figures 23 
and 24).  
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Figure 23. Riparian woody vegetation loss from 1988 to 2017 as reported by the Statewide Landcover and 
Trees Study for the Mackay Whitsunday region. 

 



 

27 

Figure 24. Riparian woody vegetation loss as a percentage of the total riparian area from 1988 to 2017 for 
the Mackay Whitsunday region. 

Proportions of riparian woody vegetation 

In 2017, approximately 76.53% (128,664ha) (Figure 25) of the total riparian area was mapped as 
riparian woody vegetation. The Pioneer catchment had the highest woody vegetation 
proportion with 84.05% (29,889ha) and Proserpine catchment had the lowest with 68.06% 
(28,863ha).  

Of the area classed as non-woody, 2,421ha (1.44% of total riparian area) had ground cover less 
than 70%, while 0.04% (63ha) had ground cover less than 30%. Plane Creek catchment had the 
highest proportion of ground cover less than 70% (1.97%, 814ha). It also had the highest 
proportion of ground cover less than 30% (0.08%, 32ha). 
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Figure 25. The proportion of woody vegetation, ground cover greater than 70%, ground cover between 30% 
and 70%, ground cover less than 30% and missing data for riparian areas within the Mackay Whitsunday 
region. 

 

Fitzroy 

• Catchment management target: The extent of riparian vegetation is increased. 

22,458.9 ha loss 
(1.19%) 

2013-2017 
Approximately 1.89 million hectares of riparian areas were mapped in the Fitzroy region (Figure 
26). This region has the largest area of riparian areas in the Great Barrier Reef region. The Dawson 
River catchment had the largest riparian area (0.53 million hectares) within the region.  
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Figure 26. Number of hectares mapped as riparian areas within the Fitzroy region. 

Extent of modification to riparian woody vegetation since Pre-development 

Nearly 48% (897,355ha) of riparian woody vegetation has been lost from pre-clearing extent 
(Figure 27). Approximately 64.3% of woody riparian areas have been lost in the Mackenzie River 
catchment, 59.6% in the Nogoa River catchment and 58.9% in the Theresa Creek catchment.  
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Figure 27. Percentage of riparian woody vegetation loss in the Fitzroy region since pre-clearing period. 

Recent loss of riparian woody vegetation 

Riparian woody vegetation loss was 1.19% (22459ha) of the riparian area between 2013 and 
2017, compared to 0.61% (11429ha) between 2009 and 2013 (Figures 28 and 29) and 0.46% 
(8634ha) between 2005 and 2009. There was a high level of riparian woody vegetation loss in the 
Theresa Creek, Waterpark Creek and Mackenzie River catchments, all with over 1.5% loss for the 
2013-2017 period. The Dawson River and Isaac sub catchments had the highest riparian woody 
vegetation loss, with 6,253ha and 3,634ha respectively. 
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Figure 28. Riparian woody vegetation loss from 1988 to 2017 as reported by the Statewide Landcover and 
Trees Study for the Fitzroy region. 
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Figure 29. Riparian woody vegetation loss as a percentage of the total riparian area from 1988 to 2017 for 
the Fitzroy region. 

Proportions of riparian woody vegetation 

In 2017, the woody riparian area was approximately 58.85% (1.11 million hectares) (Figure 30). 
The catchment with the highest proportion of woody riparian areas was Waterpark Creek with 
87.88% (26,250ha). The Mackenzie River sub catchment had the lowest proportion with 48.6% 
(61,981ha). 

Of the area classed as non-woody, 115,413 ha (6.12% of the total riparian area) had ground 
cover less than 70%, with 2,063ha (0.11% of total riparian area) having ground cover less than 
30%. The Theresa Creek sub catchment had the highest proportion of ground cover less than 
70% (15.5%, 15,094ha) and the Isaac River sub-catchment had the highest proportion of ground 
cover less than 30% (0.23%, 672ha). 
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Figure 30. The proportion of woody vegetation, ground cover greater than 70%, ground cover between 30% 
and 70%, ground cover less than 30% and missing data for riparian areas within the Fitzroy region. 

 

Burnett Mary 

• Catchment management target: The extent of riparian vegetation is increased. 

13,604.4 ha 
loss 

(1.27%) 
2013-2017 

Approximately 1 million hectares of riparian areas were mapped in the Burnett Mary region 
(Figure 31). The Burnett River catchment had the largest area (0.6 million hectares) of riparian 
areas in the region. 
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Figure 31. Number of hectares mapped as riparian areas within the Burnett Mary region. 

Extent of modification to riparian woody vegetation since pre-development 

Approximately 39.22% (419,111ha) of riparian woody vegetation has been lost from pre-clearing 
extent, with the highest proportion of loss in the Burnett River catchment (46.63%, 293,368ha) 
(Figure 32). The Burrum River catchment has lost the least amount of riparian woody vegetation 
compared to pre-clearing extent (17.82%, 10,226ha). 
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Figure 32. Percentage of riparian woody vegetation loss in the Burnett Mary region since pre-clearing 
period. 

Recent loss of riparian woody vegetation 

Since 2009, riparian woody vegetation loss has fluctuated but had a generally increasing trend 
(Figures 33 and 34). Between 2013 and 2017, the Burnett Mary region had 1.27% (13,604ha) of 
riparian woody vegetation loss. This was an increase since the 0.60% loss (6,370ha) between 2009 
and 2013. Between 2013 and 2017, the Baffle River catchment had the highest proportion of 
riparian woody vegetation loss (2.28%, 2056ha). 
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Figure 33. Riparian woody vegetation loss from 1988 to 2017 as reported by the Statewide Landcover and 
Trees Study for the Burnett Mary region. 
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Figure 34. Riparian woody vegetation loss as a percentage of the total riparian area from 1988 to 2017 for 
the Burnett Mary region. 

Proportions of riparian woody vegetation 

In 2017, the woody riparian area was approximately 66.67% (712,521ha) (Figure 35). The Burrum 
catchment had the highest proportion of woody riparian areas (89.52%, 51,365ha).  

Of the area classed as non-woody, 16,640ha (1.56% of the total riparian area) had ground cover 
less than 70% and 452ha (0.04% of total riparian area) had ground cover less than 30%. The 
catchment with the highest proportion of non-woody riparian areas with ground cover less than 
70% was the Burnett catchment (2.21%, 13,910ha). The Burrum River catchment had the highest 
proportion of non-woody riparian areas with ground cover less than 30% (0.08%, 45ha). 
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Figure 35: The proportion of woody vegetation, ground cover greater than 70%, ground cover between 30% 
and 70%, ground cover less than 30% and missing data for riparian areas within the Burnett Mary region 
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