The Wet Tropics Water Cycle
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In the lush rainforest environment of the Wet Tropics, little of the rainfall runs directly into the gullies and streams. Instead, nearly all the rainwater seeps through the fertile soil to be absorbed by the diverse plant life, or to reach the surface again in cool bubbling springs. The sandy trickles from the springs form a network of gullies as they run down the slopes and ridges of the mountainside. Eventually a number link together and they expand from mere trickles into fast flowing creeks. 

It is cool along these rocky mountain streams; the precious light filters sparingly through the overhanging foliage. The cold water sustains very few fishes as the pools are too small and the water too fast flowing, however there is an abundance of other life. The creeks are welcome to the thirsty marsupials and along the sheltered banks are numerous species of frogs, insects and birds. The smooth rocks and the buttress roots serve as the foundations of these creeks as they run towards the level ground.
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The crystal-clear creeks continue to swell and enlarge as they flow down the slopes till they rush down into the foothills in a series of spectacular waterfalls and rapids. Over time, the unceasing action of the falls wears deep pools in the rocky earth underneath. As the creeks become streams, these waterways become strewn with huge boulders and larger rock.

When at last these watercourses reach level ground, they instantly broaden into wide streams and rivers. These regions of fresh crystal-clear water are inhabited by numerous animals including turtles, eels, fresh water shrimp, tadpoles, yabbies, and an impressive range of freshwater fish. Here within the tropical rainforest environment the rivers often form magnificent gorges, lakes and sometimes even spectacular waterfalls as they slowly progress towards the sea. 

Eventually the majestic fresh-water rivers leave the lush rainforest and enter brackish water. The vegetation changes into drier forests and soon into mangroves. These tidal waters are inhabited with salt water fishes and crocodiles. It is here where the rivers come to the end of their journey. At the mouth of the river the water enters the vast sea and the endless water cycle of the Wet Tropics starts once again.

Introduction

Situated on the breathtaking coast of Far North Queensland, the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area contains over 40% of all the tropical rainforest in Australia. Among the world’s most remarkable natural treasures, this precious region includes a series of World Heritage Areas between Townsville and Cooktown. Although this lush, mountainous section of rainforest covers only 7800 square kilometers (0.1% of the continent), it sustains over 50% of all Australian animal and plant species, many of which are unique to the area. Truly, this special area is of unimaginable value to the State of Queensland and it is of great importance that it remains protected.
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The main purpose of this Web Site was to give people a basic understanding of this important rainforest region. Besides, along with the Great Barrier Reef, the Wet Tropics are one of the most overwhelming attractions of Queensland, well worthwhile the visit. In explaining the ways of this complex ecosystem, we paid particular attention to one of the most important and attractive features of the rainforest, the waterways.

The Importance of Waterways
Fresh water is said to be the essence of life and indeed, without a source of water, life on earth would cease to exist. Similarly, the rainfall and the waterways of the Wet Tropics are the life support systems of the tropical rainforest. After all, tropical rainforests consume far more water than any other habitats. Complex rainforest ecosystems not only require enough water to support layers of dense rainforest plants; they also need to provide water for the animals, especially the aquatic species.
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However these rainforest waterways are often jeopardised by human activity. We unthinkingly pollute the water upstream with rubbish and industrial waste. Once contaminated, the water kills not only the aquatic animals, it also endangers the plants and animals downstream. Deforestation of these areas not only destroys the trees; it leaves the animals without a place to live. Without the structural support of the tree’s roots, the earth erodes and the sediments pollute the water, killing the fish.
Water Quality

In the Wet Tropics, disturbance is causing deterioration in the quality of many watercourses. The natural flow of some waterways is altered by dams, extraction of water for agricultural and domestic purposes, roads and other disturbed areas. Water in some creeks is being contaminated by effluent and stormwater disposal from urban, residential and visitor areas, rubbish tips, agriculture, stock and feral pigs.

Some of these threats occur before the waterways reach the Wet Tropics, especially where agriculture occurs in the upper reaches. The integrity of the Wet Tropics is reduced by pollutants such as chemicals, high levels of nutrients and large sediment loads. These pollutants cause deterioration in water quality which affects the aquatic life of rivers and the nutrient balance of surrounding rainforest, as well as eventually affecting the Great Barrier Reef.

When water quality in freshwater streams becomes poor it can be either observed or measured. Observations may include reduced visibility, poor colour, bad odours or large amounts of algae. Measurements using water quality testing instruments include: pH (acidity/alkalinity) value which should be around neutral (pH 6-8) in rainforest streams; turbidity which measures the sediment load, and; dissolved oxygen which should be over 80% in healthy streams. It is important to avoid pollutants entering the Wet Tropic watercourses and so maintain a high water quality. However waterways should be regularly monitored using the above observations and measurements so any change in water quality can be detected and acted upon.
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 Our team consists of five students from Smithfield State High School, Cairns, Far North Queensland. We all share the same Grade 9 Information Processing Design class and it was part of our assignment to design a page about the Wet Tropics. Our school can be contacted through Smithfield E-mail.
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