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Upland Wetlands of the 
drainage divide of the  
New England Tableland Bioregion
Introduction
These guidelines provide background information to help landholders to identify 
remnants of the Endangered Ecological Community (EEC) Upland Wetlands of the 
drainage divide of the New England Tableland Bioregion (referred to here as Upland 
Wetlands). For more detailed information refer to the NSW Scientific Committee’s 
Final Determination on the Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) Threatened 
Species website www.threatenedspecies.environment.nsw.gov.au/tsprofile/profile.
aspx?id=10824

What is an Endangered Ecological Community?

An ecological community is a unique and naturally occurring assemblage of plants and 
animals. The presence of an ecological community can be determined by factors such as 
soil type, position in the landscape, climate and water availability, all of which influence 
species composition. An EEC is an ecological community listed under the Threatened 
Species Conservation Act 1995 as being at risk of extinction unless threats affecting it are 
managed and reduced. 

Although most ecological communities are recognised by their typical plant species, 
these communities include all the organisms that occur in that particular area. The 
survival of each species relies on complex interactions among all of the inhabitants of 
an ecological community, through biotic mechanisms such as food webs, mutualisms 
and pollination, and through abiotic mechanisms such as water, nitrogen and carbon 
cycles. Consequently, the loss of any species may have detrimental flow-on effects for the 
ecological functioning of the whole community.

What are Upland Wetlands?

Upland Wetlands are temporary to near-permanent wetlands that are not connected 
to rivers by floodplains and are restricted to higher altitude watersheds (above about 
900 m) of the Great Dividing Range in northern NSW. Upland Wetlands are found 
in drainage depressions on flat to undulating plateaus on soils derived mainly from 
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Phragmites australis  Photo: Peter Richards

basalt, although they occur on soils derived from 
other rock types. Vegetation typically consists of 
sedges, rushes and aquatic plants in a sedgeland, 
herbland or grassland on the shores of open water 
or extending across shallow or dry wetland beds. 
The plant species present differ between wetlands 
and within a wetland over time, depending on the 
water regime. Upland Wetlands are also a part of the 
EEC known as ‘Upland Wetlands of the New England 
Tablelands and the Monaro Plateau’, which is listed 
under the Commonwealth Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act). See 
‘Identifying Upland Wetlands EEC’ for further help.

Where are Upland Wetlands found?

Upland Wetlands occurs within the New England 
Tableland Bioregion of NSW (see map). They are 
currently known to occur within the Tenterfield, 
Guyra, Severn, Dumaresq and Uralla Local 
Government Areas, but may occur elsewhere in the 
New England Tableland Bioregion. For instance, 
Upland Wetlands have recently been recorded in the 
Walcha Local Government Area.

Bioregion in which the Upland Wetlands EEC occurs.

Why are they important?

Many Upland Wetlands sites have been dammed, drained or otherwise modified, mainly for 
agricultural purposes, and no longer support this community. It is estimated that about 70% of the 
original Upland Wetlands have been lost since European settlement, with almost all the remaining 
sites modified or degraded through changed water regimes, sedimentation from catchment erosion, 
damage from domestic and feral animals, and invasion by exotic plant and animal species.

Description of the community
The tree layer

A tree and shrub layer is typically absent in Upland Wetlands. 
Trees may border the wetland or occupy raised land surrounded 
by wetland.

The ground layer

The ground layer of Upland Wetlands forms a sedgeland, 
herbland or grassland. The species present in the ground layer 
vary from site to site and with varying wetness, with dominant 
species represented by water plants, sedges, forbs and grasses, 
including common spikerush (Eleocharis acuta), water milfoil 
(Myriophyllum variifolium), swamp starwort (Stellaria angustifolia), 
Lachnagrostis filiformis, floating pondweed (Potamogeton 
tricarinatus), yellow snowflake or entire marshwort (Nymphoides 
geminata), mud pratia (Pratia surrepens), slender joint-leaved 
rush (Juncus fockei), pennywort (Hydrocotyle tripartita), marsh 
daisy (Brachyscome radicans), grey willow-herb (Epilobium 
billardierianum subsp. cinereum), Carex gaudichaudiana, tall 
sedge (Carex appressa), Cyperus sphaeroideus, river buttercup 
(Ranunculus inundatus), Australian sweetgrass (Glyceria australis) 
and common buttercup (Ranunculus lappaceus). 



Table 1. Characteristic species recorded in the Upland Wetlands EEC

Characteristic species list

A list of plants that characterise a patch of Upland Wetlands when the wetland contains water is 
provided in Table 1. At times when wetlands are dry, species may be represented only in the seed 
bank. Not all the species listed need to occur at any one site for it to be considered Upland Wetlands 
EEC, and there may also be additional species that are not included in the table. The species present at 
any site will be influenced by the size of the site, recent rainfall or drought conditions, and by the site’s 
disturbance history.
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Aldrovanda vesiculosa 
Amphibromus nervosus 
Amphibromus sinuatus 
Azolla filiculoides var. rubra 
Brachyscome radicans 
Carex gaudichaudiana 
Carex inversa 
Carex tereticaulis 
Centipeda minima var. minima 
Chara australis 
Chara fibrosa 
Chara muelleri 
Coronidium scorpioides 
(=Helichrysum scorpioides) 
Crassula helmsii 
Cyperus sanguinolentus 
Cyperus sphaeroideus 
Elatine gratioloides 
Eleocharis acuta 
Eleocharis dietrichiana 
Eleocharis gracilis 
Eleocharis pusilla 
Eleocharis sphacelata 
Epilobium billardierianum subsp. 
hydrophilum 
Eragrostis benthamii 
Eriocaulon scariosum 
Euchiton involucratus 

Glyceria australis 
Glyceria latispicea 
Gonocarpus micranthus 
Haloragis heterophylla 
Hemarthria uncinata 
Hydrocotyle peduncularis 
Hydrocotyle tripartita 
Hypericum japonicum 
Isoetes drummondii 
Isolepis cernua 
Isolepis fluitans 
Isotoma fluviatilis subsp. borealis 
Juncus australis 
Juncus filicaulis 
Juncus holoschoenus 
Juncus vaginatus 
Lachnagrostis filiformis (=Agrostis 
avenacea subsp. avenacea) 
Lemna trisulca 
Lilaeopsis polyantha 
Limosella australis 
Lipocarpha microcephala 
Microtis unifolia 
Myriophyllum lophatum 
Myriophyllum variifolium 
Najas tenuifolia 
Neopaxa australasica 
Nitella cristata 

Nitella sonderi 
Nitella tasmanica 
Nymphoides geminata 
Nymphoides montana 
Oplismenus aemulus 
Panicum obseptum 
Paspalum distichum 
Persicaria hydropiper 
Persicaria lapathifolia 
Persicaria prostrata 
Phragmites australis 
Potamogeton crispus 
Potamogeton tricarinatus 
Pseudognaphalium luteoalbum 
Ranunculus inundatus 
Ranunculus lappaceus 
Ricciocarpus natans 
Schoenus apogon 
Spiranthes sinensis subsp. 
australis 
Spirodela punctata 
Stellaria angustifolia 
Typha domingensis 
Utricularia australis 
Utricularia dichotoma 
Viola betonicifolia
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Variation in the community

Upland Wetlands can vary in structure and species composition as a result of past and current 
management practices. At heavily disturbed sites only some of the species that characterise the 
community may be present. At any one time when a wetland is flooded or dry, many species may be 
present only as seeds in the soil, or as bulbs, corms, rhizomes or rootstocks with no above-ground, 
individuals present. The species composition of a site will be influenced by the area of the wetland. 
The nature and timing of flooding and drying patterns results in very changeable vegetation patterns 
in Upland Wetlands, from open water bodies with submerged vegetation and vegetated margins to 
wetlands with central vegetation ‘islands’, to completely vegetated wetlands, to completely dry wetlands.

Identifying Upland Wetlands EEC

The following are key characteristics to help identify an area of Upland Wetlands.

1. Is the site in the New England Tableland Bioregion of NSW?

2. Is the site on high altitude (above about 900 m) plateaus, mainly on basalt soils but sometimes on 
other substrates?

3. Is the vegetation a sedgeland, herbland or grassland on the shores of open water or extending 
across shallow or dry wetland beds? 

4. Does the ground layer, if present, contain plant species included in Table 1? (See photos in this 
guideline, check with a local botanist, or consult reference books or NSW Flora Online: http://
plantnet.rbgsyd.nsw.gov.au/).

If you answered yes to the above questions, your site is likely to consist of Upland Wetlands. Where 
difficulties arise when faced with decisions on whether particular sites are Upland Wetlands, expert 
advice may be needed.

What does this mean for my property?

As an EEC listed under the Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995, Upland Wetlands has significant 
conservation value and some activities may require consent or approval. Please contact OEH or your 
local Catchment Management Authority (CMA) for further information. As Upland Wetlands are also 
listed as an EEC under the Commonwealth EPBC Act, advice should be sought from the Commonwealth 
Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts.

Determining the conservation value of remnants

The degree of disturbance (i.e. site condition) of many remnants of Upper Wetlands EECs can vary, from 
almost pristine to highly modified. It is important to note that even small patches or areas that have 
had past disturbances such as fire or grazing are still considered to be important remnants of Upland 
Wetlands and meet the criteria of being an EEC. 



Retaining mature native vegetation or EECs for conservation purposes may attract incentive 
funding. Funding is allocated to landholders by local CMAs according to the priorities set out in their 
Catchment Action Plan and strategies. For more information contact your local CMA or email: info@
nativevegetation.nsw.gov.au

For further help
This and other EEC guidelines are available on the OEH website at 
threatenedspecies.environment.nsw.gov.au/tsprofile/home_tec.aspx  or
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/pnf/eecfieldidguidelines.htm

For more information on the Commonwealth-listed threatened ecological community see:
www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicshowcommunity.pl?id=39&status=Endangered

The references listed below also provide information on NSW plants, native vegetation and EECs.

•	 Botanic Gardens Trust plant identification help: 
www.rbgsyd.nsw.gov.au/plant_info/identifying_plants/

•	 Commonwealth Department of the Environment and Heritage (DEH) (2005) Commonwealth 
Information Sheet on Upland Wetlands of the New England Tablelands and Monaro Plateau. 
Information is available online at 
www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/upland-wetlands.html
and  
www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/communities/upland-wetlands.html

•	 Office of Environment and Heritage threatened species profiles:
www.threatenedspecies.environment.nsw.gov.au/tsprofile/home_species.aspx

•	 information on bioregions of New South Wales (determinations use IBRA version 4 boundaries): 
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/bioregions/Bioregions.htm

•	 NSW Scientific Committee Determinations: 
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/committee/ListofScientificCommitteeDeterminations.htm

•	 Thackway, R. & Creswell, I. (eds) (1995) An interim biogeographic regionalisation of Australia: a 
framework for establishing the national system of reserves. (Australian Nature Conservation Agency: 
Canberra).

•	 Bell, D. M., Hunter, J. T. & Haworth, R. J. (2008) Montane lakes (lagoons) of the New England 
Tablelands Bioregion. Cunninghamia 10(3): 475–492.
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