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What is the purpose of this guide?
This guide uses checklists to help you measure and assess the health of your forested bush by
observing three main landscape features:
• plants – types, structure and health
• habitats – areas where animals and plants can live and grow
• disturbances – processes that damage the health of plants and habitats: erosion, pest invasion,
firewood collection and land clearing.
To use this guide you need only minimum knowledge of the plants, animals and bush types in your
area. For example, you need the ability to see the differences between plant species but not the ability
to identify them using botanical names.
Seven checklists are included in this guide. Most checklists are ‘scoring’, which means you produce a
score by answering questions about your bush such as the number of native species that occur within
it, the presence of suitable habitat for native fauna, and the type and extent of disturbances (eg weeds).
The total score of each checklist provides an immediate indication of bush health for the component
the checklist was measuring (eg habitat features, diversity of plants, disturbances). The non-scoring
checklists are designed to collect information about your bush, such as past fire and land use history
and the presence of threatened plant and animal species. From your scores and the information you
collect you can develop a bush management strategy to maintain or improve bush health.
If you make regular checklist assessments of your bush you can compare them to identify what has
changed in your bush, how it has changed and whether or not bush health has improved or
deteriorated. You can therefore determine if your bush management strategy is working, and if not,
you can change your management practices to reverse this. This process is called monitoring.
This guide also provides information on why native bush is a valuable asset and explains some
important biological concepts, such as remnant vegetation and biodiversity. Instructions of how to use
photographs to visually track changes in your bush are also outlined.
The information and photographs you gather through the health assessment process could enable you:
• to measure the success of your bush management strategies over time
• to evaluate your current management or conservation strategies, and assess their effectiveness so
they can be modified accordingly
• to educate others about the complexity and value of native vegetation and what to look out for
when observing changes in native bush
• to show governments, environmental managers and the wider community that certain actions are
needed to protect local bush
• to enhance your chances of obtaining funding from grant agencies to help fund your environmental
work.

The ultimate purpose of the information you collect about bush health
is to better understand and manage Tasmania’s native bush.

Guide Summary
Introduction
This section describes Tasmanian bush types and defines the concepts of remnant vegetation,
biodiversity and the features of healthy bush. It also introduces the checklists used in this guide.
Checklists for Assessing Bush Health
This section describes where and how you can use the checklists and photographs to assess bush
health. It also contains the seven checklists used to measure different components of your bush,
including site features, plant diversity, bush health, habitat features and bush disturbances.
Bush Health Assessment Summary
This section summarises the results from the seven checklists.
Lessons for Management
This section provides information on how to improve or maintain the health of your bush and the
resources available to help you fine tune your bush management practices. Prompts are given for you
to predict the future condition of your bush.

Introduction
Why keep native bush?
Reversing the loss of native bush is one of the most important environmental challenges facing
Tasmania. Much of the native vegetation that existed before European settlement has disappeared.
Clearing for agriculture, grazing and forestry; the introduction of new plants, pests, diseases and
predators; and urban expansion have dramatically changed the landscape. The small patches of native
bush remaining on private land are often referred to as remnant vegetation or remnant bush. It is
important to protect and manage all areas of native bush in Tasmania, regardless of their size, as they
maintain biodiversity, especially if they support threatened species, and provide habitat for native
fauna. Be aware that native habitats with very few species still contribute to biodiversity but at a
landscape level.
Biodiversity is a complex term describing:
• the health of individual species gene-pools (ensuring a viable number of the species to maintain the
population)
• the variety of different species living in an area
• the variety of habitats and ecological processes occurring in an area that sustain the healthy function
of the entire ecosystem.
The benefits of native bush are being increasingly recognised. Retaining native bush helps protect the
land from erosion, degradation and salinity; provides shade and shelter for livestock; helps protect
wetlands, catchments and water quality; and maintains the natural diversity of plants and animals.
Maintaining and managing native bush is the best way to keep Tasmania’s diversity of animals and
plants for future generations.
What are the characteristics of healthy bush?
The characteristics of healthy bush vary with the different bush types. For example, bush is often
considered to be in good condition if there is a diversity of tree and shrub species, habitat provided by
old trees and logs, and a ground layer of twigs and small branches. In grasslands and wetlands, where
there are no trees, these components will not be present but the bush may still be in excellent
condition. Similarly, you may wish to maintain a grassy understorey and reduce the number of shrubs.
Their absence does not mean that the bush is in poor condition. Rather, its condition is the result of
the management option you have chosen. Nevertheless, healthy bush generally has a number of
characteristics that are described below.
Made up of layers
Healthy bush is usually made up of a number of layers. A thin layer of mosses and lichens on the
ground is considered to be an important component of healthy bush, particularly in grasslands and
grassy woodland. This layer, known as the cryptogamic mat, appears as a fine speckling of white,
brown and green on the soil surface. Mosses and liverworts are a very important component of wet
shrubby bush.
A litter layer helps protect the soil from rain and wind, and provides important habitat for
invertebrates, spiders and reptiles. This layer is made up of twigs, sticks and leaves. In treeless grassy
bush there is still usually a thick litter layer of dead grasses. Bacteria and fungi are important
components of the litter layer as they break down the litter and release nutrients. Larger branches,
limbs and logs are other important components of the litter layer because they provide habitat for a
range of species.
A rich and diverse ground layer made up of grasses, lilies, sedges and wildflowers is usually considered
to be an indicator of healthy bush, particularly in grassy and dry bush types. Bush with a healthy and
diverse grassy understorey is relatively rare - the understorey is often reduced to a few species such as
wallaby grass and spear grass. In bush where shrubs and heaths dominate (eg wet bush) the ground

layer may be less developed due to too little light reaching the forest floor. The absence of a diverse
ground layer does not necessarily indicate poor condition. In some bush types the ground layer may be
dominated by ferns, particularly in wet bush along creek lines and in damp gullies, or a dense layer of
bracken may be prominent. This is not necessarily a problem and may reflect the use of frequent cool
burns as a management tool. Dense bracken can protect young seedlings from grazing and in some
bush it is the only place where young saplings can grow. It can also be important in preventing soil
erosion.
An understorey of native shrubs is an important component of many bush types. This layer can be in
poor condition in bush that is heavily grazed, particularly by cattle or goats, or in bush that has been
burned so frequently that the shrubs have been eliminated because they were unable to flower and set
seed between fires. Even shrubs that resprout after fire will eventually be weakened and killed by too
many fires in quick succession. A shrub layer is less prominent in grassy vegetation although some low
shrubs are still present. Shrubs are important as a nectar and food source for many insects and some
birds. Shrubs also offer habitat for small animals. Prickly shrubs help protect some species, such as
wrens and bandicoots, from predators. They are also important structural components for webbuilding spiders, particularly in heavily-grazed areas.
The tree canopy in much of Tasmania’s bush is dominated by a eucalypt or a few co-dominant
eucalypts. Wet rarely burned forests often have rainforest species present, including sassafras, myrtle
and celery-top pine. A lower layer of small trees and shrubs such as wattles, native cherry and she-oak
is often also present in grassy and dry bush types.
Range of habitats
Healthy bush provides a range of habitats for small mammals, birds and invertebrates. Types of habitat
found in remnant bush include:
• large old trees and dead trees
• tree hollows for nesting
• bush of different fire ages
• areas of dense vegetation
• riparian vegetation (ie vegetation that occurs along rivers, creeklines and waterways)
• logs and branches on the ground
• twigs and leaves
• thin soils on rock plates, particularly on dolerite
• rocky areas (boulder fields, scree slopes, cliffs, rock ledges and rock plates)
• wetlands and other wet areas.
Regenerates itself
Healthy bush regenerates itself. The bush is likely to be in good condition if the ground layer, the
understorey of shrubs and small trees, and the tree canopy are being replaced by young seedlings and
saplings. This is particularly important in long-lived vegetation. The lack of regeneration is of particular
concern in the Midlands where rural tree decline is occurring and no young trees are replacing the
dying canopy eucalypts. Be aware that a lack of regeneration of the canopy trees (mainly eucalypts) in
some wet bush types is normal and not an indicator of poor health.
Size and shape
Size is important! A large compact remnant is more viable in the long-term and provides more habitat
for animals and plants than long thin remnants, such as a shelterbelt. Large remnants, and more
extensive areas of bush, can never be replaced once they have been cleared or fragmented so try to
retain large patches of bush whenever possible.

The shape of a remnant is also important because it determines how much edge is exposed to
disturbances which is often called the ‘edge-effect’ (see Info Box 1). Typical edge-effects are weed
invasion, wind exposure, drift of pesticide and fertiliser spray, and feral animals (eg exotic birds).
Examples of the effect of shape on the edge to area ratio of remnants are shown in Info Box 1.

Info Box 1. Edge-effects and the edge to area ratio

The edge is often the most disturbed part of a remnant because it is adjacent to sources of disturbance
such as pasture, cropping land, dams, houses and urban development. Disturbances that occur around
a remnants edge are called edge-effects.
The susceptibility of a remnant to disturbance is related to the amount of edge it has relative to its size
(area). This is often expressed as a ratio called the edge to area ratio (E/A ratio). This ratio is used
by many biologists to determine if an area of native bush is likely to suffer from edge-effects, and if so,
the possible impact they will have on the bush.
As a general rule, the smaller the remnant the more edge it has per unit area. This results in a high edge
to area ratio. A big remnant has a large amount of edge, but relative to its area the edge to area ratio is
small. Below are some examples of how the edge to area ratio varies between different shaped
remnants. A high edge to area ratio does not automatically imply that a remnant will suffer from edgeeffects. The types of disturbance in the surrounding landscape and the bush itself (eg grazing) often
dictate whether or not there will be a significant edge-effect. However, as a general rule the more edge
a remnant has the more susceptible it is to edge-effects, especially if the remnant is small.
Remnants of a compact shape (ie square, round, oval) have a small edge to area ratio so are more likely
to be in good condition and require less active management than narrow remnants. Long and thin
remnants, such as shelterbelts and very small areas of bush left in paddocks, have a high edge to area
ratio and are more susceptible to weed invasion, accidental fertiliser drift, wind damage and other
disturbances (eg abundant exotic birds). Narrow remnants can remain in good health with appropriate
management. The health and long term viability of thin remnants can be enhanced if it they are linked
to each other, or to larger remnants. Remnants close to each other provide a good opportunity to
establish vegetation corridors between them.

Tasmanian bush types
Tasmanian bush can be classified into several broad types based on the presence or absence of trees,
and the type of tree that dominates the canopy. Before you conduct a bush health assessment you need
to identify what bush types you have at your site by working through the keys outlined below. To do
this it is best to walk through your bush while working through the keys below to see what types of
bush are present. Record notes and comments about your bush site that you think are important (eg
the type of trees and understorey plants present). If you need help contact a Bushcare officer or a
Nature Conservation Branch botanist on (03) 6233 6556.
Key 1: A broad description of your bush
Which of the following sentences best describes your bush? When you have decided which one fits
best go to the relevant key and follow the directions given there.
Broad description
Bush along watercourses or around wetlands.
Bush that is treeless.
Bush with a tree layer made up of eucalypt trees.
Bush with a tree layer made up of trees that are not eucalypts.

Go to
Key 2
Key 3
Key 4
Key 5

Key 2: Bush along watercourses or around wetlands
Bush found along rivers, creeks, streams and wetlands is known as riparian bush. A variety of bush
types make up riparian vegetation, including rainforest, wet forest, dry forest and scrub. Riparian bush
may have a grassy, heathy, sedgey or shrubby understorey. Some riparian vegetation may be treeless
and many rivers in Tasmania have extensive river flats of silver tussock grass as riparian vegetation.
Alongside the stream there is often a strip of vegetation containing moisture-loving herbs, sedges,
rushes and reeds that are periodically inundated. Within the stream are aquatic plants that are often
referred to as macrophytes, which may float on the surface or emerge through it.
To determine which bush type makes up your riparian bush go through the last three sentences in Key
1 again and find the one that best describes your riparian bush. Then go to the relevant key and follow
the instructions given there.
Key 3: Bush that is treeless
All the bush types in Key 3 are treeless or almost treeless. Go through the key below until you find the
summary that best describes your bush. Then go to the corresponding description to see if it accurately
describes the bush. If the description does not fit repeat the process until you find the bush type that
most closely describes your bush.
Summary

Bush type

Description

Vegetation dominated
by succulent herbs and
shrubs, and tussocky
plants. Subject to
occasional inundation
by the sea.

Saltmarsh

Saltmarsh occurs in areas that are
periodically inundated by the sea. It is
largely confined to estuaries and inlets.
Near the mouths of estuaries and inlets,
where the inundating water is highly saline,
saltmarshes are dominated by succulent
herbs and shrubs.

Vegetation dominated
by species confined to
the coastal zone. Found
on coastal sand dunes,
cliffs and rocky shores.

Dry coastal
vegetation

Dry coastal vegetation occurs on welldrained soils along the coast. It can occur
on sand dunes, cliffs and rocky shore and is
dominated by plants that are confined to
the coastal zone such as sea rockets,
marram grass, coast fescue, coast spinifex,
blue daisy-bush, boobyalla, coast wattle,
coast beard-heath and coastal tea-tree.

Vegetation usually
dominated by aquatic
herbs, sedges and
rushes. Area usually
flooded for at least part
of the year.

Wetland

Wetlands are areas of shallow water that are
usually flooded for at least part of the year.
They are distributed from the coast to
inland areas and may occur at low and high
altitudes. They include areas of marsh, fen
and peatland, and may be found in streams
and around lakes.

Vegetation dominated
by native grasses in the
tallest layer. Land less
than 600 m above sea
level.

Lowland grassland

There are two types of lowland grassland:
lowland silver tussock grassland and
kangaroo grass tussock grassland. Lowland
silver tussock grassland is generally found
on alluvial river flats less than 600 m above
sea level. It also occurs in coastal areas on
sand ridges or next to wetlands. The
dominant grass is silver tussock which is a
narrow-leaved species that forms dense
tussocks up to 1 m in height. Kangaroo
grass tussock grassland is found on welldrained, fertile valley floors in low rainfall,
low altitude areas. It is also found on
shallow soils on well-drained hilltops and
ridges. Kangaroo grass tussock grassland is
dominated by kangaroo grass which is a
deep-rooted, summer-growing, perennial
grass. It has a distinctly-shaped flowering
head and its foliage is red-green during the
non-growing season.

Vegetation dominated
by sedges and rushes.
Buttongrass hummocks
prominent.

Button-grass
moorland

Buttongrass moorland is found on poorlydrained and infertile soils. It is common in
lowland western Tasmania but also occurs
on poorly-drained infertile flats elsewhere
in the state. Buttongrass moorland is less
than 2 m tall and is dominated by
buttongrass hummocks with a rich mixture
of shrubs, sedges and rushes in the gaps
between the hummocks.

Vegetation dominated
by small-leaved prickly
shrubs less than 2 m
tall. Land less than
1000 m above sea level.

Heath

Heath is usually found close to the coast on
highly infertile sandy plains. Small areas of
heath are occasionally found on poorlydrained inland sites and rock plate hill tops.
Heath is dominated by shrubs less than 2 m
tall in the tallest layer. The most common
dominant species are tea-tree, paperbark,
banksia, she-oak and grass-tree.

Vegetation dominated
by native grasses in the
tallest layer. Land
higher than 600 m
above sea level.

Highland grassland

Highland grassland is found in fertile
valleys and plains between 600 m above sea
level and the lower limit of alpine
vegetation (approximately 1000 m above
sea level). The dominant grass is silver
tussock which is a narrow-leaved species
that forms dense tussocks up to 1 m in
height. A rich variety of wildflowers can
often be found in the gaps between the
tussocks.

Land higher than 1000
m above sea level.

Alpine vegetation

Alpine vegetation is found above the tree
line, in treeless areas and among subalpine
forests. It is less than 2 m tall. The alpine
vegetation of Tasmania is extremely
unusual globally in that most of it is
dominated by small-leaved shrubs or hard
cushion plants. However, there are also
substantial areas dominated by grasses,
herbs or sedges.

Key 4: Bush with a tree layer made up of eucalypt trees
All the bush types in Key 4 have a tree layer or canopy of eucalypt trees. However, the shrub and
ground layers that make up the understorey vary depending on the bush type. When trying to
determine your bush type do not worry about the canopy at this stage. Instead, focus your attention on
the understorey. Go through the key below until you find the summary that best describes your bush.
Then go to the corresponding description to see if it accurately describes the bush. If the description
does not fit repeat the process until you find the bush type that most closely describes your bush.
Summary

Bush type

Understorey dominated
by grasses, saggs and
wildflowers. Shrubs
over 2 m tall sparse.

Grassy woodland and Grassy woodland and forest occurs
forest (also known as naturally on fertile soils, usually in low
dry sclerophyll forest) rainfall areas. This vegetation type is one of
the most characteristic bush types of the
Midlands and the central east coast. The
understorey is dominated by a diversity of
grasses, saggs, lilies, daisies, orchids, peas
and other wildflowers. The canopy can be
dominated by a range of eucalypts.
Grassy/Heathy
Grassy/heathy woodland and forest has an
woodland and forest
understorey in which small-leaved shrubs
(also known as dry
and grasses make up more than 30% of the
sclerophyll forest)
cover in the layer that is less than 2 m in
height. Typical shrubs include heaths,
acacias and legumes. Typical grasses include
wallaby, plume, spear and tussock grasses.
There may be a taller subsidiary layer in
which wattles and she-oaks are prominent.
This layer is sparser than the lower one.
The canopy may be dominated by a range
of eucalypts.

Understorey dominated
by grasses and smallleaved shrubs less than
2 m tall. Bush is a
mixture of grassy and
heathy woodland or
forest.

Description

Understorey dominated
by small-leaved shrubs
less than 2 m tall
and/or bracken.

Heathy woodland
and forest (also
known as dry
sclerophyll forest)

Heathy woodland and forest has an
understorey that is less than 2 m tall and
dominated by small-leaved shrubs and/or
bracken. The canopy may be dominated by
a range of eucalypts and shrubs include
acacias, heaths and legumes. It is usually
associated with nutrient-poor sandy soils
that form on sandstone, quartzite and sand
sheets. Heathy understories can also be
found on shallow soils on dolerite where
the rainfall is moderate to high.

Understorey dominated
by small-leaved shrubs
more than 2 m tall.

Shrubby forest (also
known as dry
sclerophyll forest)

The understorey of shrubby forest is
dominated by small-leaved shrubs more
than 2 m tall, such as tea-trees and wattles.
The canopy can be dominated by most
types of eucalypt forest. It is usually found
in moist conditions that are intermediate
between those of wet forest and either
heathy forest or grassy woodland and
forest.

Understorey dominated
by broad-leaved tall
shrubs and small trees.

Wet forest (also
known as wet
sclerophyll forest)

Wet forest has an understorey in which
broad-leaved tall shrubs and small trees,
such as dogwood, musk and blanket leaf,
form a prominent layer. The shrub
understorey is often dense. Alternatively,
wet forest can have a ground layer in which
ferns, excluding bracken, are dominant, or
an understorey dominated by temperate
rainforest trees, such as myrtle beech,
sassafras and celerytop pine. The canopy of
wet forest may be dominated by a range of
eucalypts. Wet forests occur on moderately
fertile to fertile well-drained soils in areas of
high rainfall.

Myrtle, sassafras,
horizontal, leatherwood
or celerytop pine
prominent in the
understorey.

Mixed forest

Mixed forest has an understorey of
rainforest species and an overstorey of
eucalypts that becomes sparse as the forest
matures. Mixed forest is often dominated
by gum-topped stringybark, brown-topped
stringybark, giant ash or alpine yellow gum.
The eucalypts are usually taller than 30 m
and the rainforest understorey is typically
10-20 m tall, except in some subalpine
situations. Mixed forests are extensive
throughout the state, with the exception of
the Midlands. They tend to occur on sites
that are protected from fire. In many
locations they form a band between
rainforest and wet forest.

Tree layer dominated
by she-oak but
eucalypts also present.

She-oak woodland
and forest

She-oak is a small, drooping tree. Because it
reaches a lower maximum height and has a
slower growth rate than eucalypts it usually
only dominates native vegetation in places
where eucalypts find it hard to grow. These
are generally north-facing slopes with
shallow and rocky soils in areas receiving
less than 700 mm of rainfall. She-oaks can
be found as the dominant trees in
woodland and forest with a naturally
species poor understorey. However, they
can also form a major understorey
component of eucalypt forest.

Tree layer dominated
by Oyster Bay pine or
South Esk pine but
eucalypts also present.

Oyster Bay pine and
South Esk pine
woodland and forest

Tasmania has two native cypress pine
species. Oyster Bay pine woodlands and
forests occur along the east coast and in the
Furneaux Group. The threatened
Tasmanian endemic, South Esk pine, is
found near a few rivers in the east of the
state, including the Apsley, Swan, St Pauls
and South Esk Rivers, where it forms a low
woodland or forest community. Native
cypress pines can be found as the dominant
trees in woodland and forest. However,
they can also form a major understorey
component of eucalypt forest, and they
occasionally occur in heath.

Key 5: Bush with a tree layer made up of trees that are not eucalypts
All the bush types in Key 5 have a tree layer or canopy that is dominated by trees other than eucalypts.
When trying to determine your bush type focus your attention on the trees in the canopy. Do not
worry about the understorey at this stage. Go through the key below until you find the summary that
best describes your bush. Then go to the corresponding description to see if it accurately describes the
bush. If the description does not fit repeat the process until you find the bush type that most closely
describes your bush.
Summary

Bush type

Description

Tree layer dominated
by banksia.

Banksia scrub and
woodland

Banksia varies in appearance, forming a
shrub or small tree. It is widespread in
Tasmania. It forms scrub and woodland on
coastal sand dunes where the fire frequency
is low.

Tree layer dominated
by she-oak.

She-oak woodland
and forest

She-oak is a small, drooping tree. Because it
reaches a lower maximum height and has a
slower growth rate than eucalypts it usually
only dominates native vegetation in places
where eucalypts find it hard to grow. These
are generally north-facing slopes with
shallow and rocky soils in areas receiving
less than 700 mm of rainfall. The
understorey is naturally species poor.

Tree layer dominated
by Oyster Bay pine or
South Esk pine.

Oyster Bay pine and
South Esk pine
woodland and forest

Tasmania has two native cypress pine
species. Oyster Bay pine woodlands and
forests occur along the east coast and in the
Furneaux Group. The threatened
Tasmanian endemic, South Esk pine, is
found near a few rivers in the east of the
state, including the Apsley, Swan, St Pauls
and South Esk Rivers, where it forms a low
woodland or forest community.

Tea-tree or paperbark
dominant with a closed
canopy.

Tea-tree and
paperbark wet scrub
and forest

Tea-tree and paperbark wet scrub and
forest are dominated by manuka, softfruited tea-tree, shiny tea-tree, woolly teatree, swamp paperbark and scented
paperbark. This bush type usually has an
understorey containing rainforest species
but it can also be very species poor. In
northern Tasmania and the Bass Strait
islands dense forests dominated by swamp
paperbark are widespread.

Blackwood dominant
with a closed canopy.

Blackwood forest

Blackwood forest is widespread in lowland
Tasmania, except on the most infertile soils.
It may dominate forests in well-drained
areas and in swamps.

Dense canopy
dominated by native
olive, pinkwood or
dogwood.

Dry rainforest

Dry rainforest is rare. It is confined to
deep, south-facing rocky gullies in the driest
parts of the state. It has a dense, closed
upper canopy of small trees, most notably
native olive, pinkwood, and dogwood, with
the occasional emergent blackwoods.

Canopy dominated by
myrtle, sassafras, King
Billy pine, pencil pine,
horizontal,
leatherwood, or Huon
pine.

Temperate rainforest

Temperate rainforest is most extensive in
western Tasmania and in the north east
highlands. It also occurs sporadically in
most mountain ranges in eastern Tasmania.
The canopy is dominated, either singly or in
combination, by myrtle beech, deciduous
beech, sassafras, King Billy pine, pencil
pine, leatherwood, horizontal, Huon pine,
celerytop pine and Cheshunt pine.

Checklists for Assessing Bush Health
A bush health assessment uses seven checklists to record and score information about your bush. Each
checklist assesses a different component of bush health. An assessment takes only a short amount of
time to complete. This section describes where and how to use the checklists and provides instructions
on how to use photographs to visually record change in your bush.
Where to use the checklists?
The checklists are designed to assess the health of bush with canopy trees (ie those described in Keys 4
and 5 in the ‘Tasmanian bush types’ section of this guide). They will not work if they are used in
treeless bush, such as heathland or grassland. If your bush is treeless (ie a bush type listed in Key 3)
contact a Bushcare officer (03 6233 6556) to find out if other guides are available for these bush types.
Before you can conduct a bush health assessment you must identify the bush you want to assess, which
is called a site. A site can be any size and shape. You can assess multiple sites but these need to be
done by individual assessments. The size of your site and number of bush types within it will
determine how you conduct your assessment(s).
If your site is small (usually less than a few hectares) and comprised of the same bush type assess it as
a single site. Complete Checklists 1 to 7 for the site and compile your total scores in the Bush Health
Checklist Summary table.
If your site is a large remnant or a more extensive patch of bush (eg >30 ha), or if it is
comprised of many different bush types you will need to divide it into smaller zones. Dividing your
site into zones will enable you to assess each bush type within your site in more detail. You need to
‘map’ zones within your site based on the bush type present. An example of a large bush remnant
divided into zones is shown in Figure 1. Draw your zones on the Site Map in Checklist 1 (see
Instructions. Checklist 1. Bush Site Description). Complete Checklists 1 and 2 for the entire site
(ignoring the zones) and a set of checklists (3 to 7) for each individual zone. Record the zone/site
number at the top of each checklist to keep accurate records for each zone.
How to use and score the checklists?
Before you go to your site/zone make sure you have enough copies of the checklists to assess your site
and all the zones you may have identified. Several sets of checklists (including a Bush Health Checklist
Summary table) are contained at the back of this guide for assessments. If you need additional
checklists then you can photocopy them, obtain copies from your local Bushcare officer (03 6233
6556) or download them from the Bushcare Tasmania website (www.bushcare.tas.gov.au). Remember
to label all your checklists with the site/zone number and the date you conducted the assessment.
Within each site/zone answer the questions on each checklist using the checklist instructions as a
guide. Record your score for each question and sum them to produce a total score for that checklist.
Transfer these scores to the Bush Health Checklist Summary table at the end of this guide.
Checklists are described below:
§ Checklist 1 is not scored and brings together information about your site including rock type
(geology), landscape position, land use history, and the bush type(s) present. Most of this
information can be collected before you go to your site using your own and other people’s
knowledge of the site or through desktop research’ such as looking at maps, aerial photographs,
books and archives.
§ Checklists 2 to 6 are scored and measure different components of bush health.
§ Checklist 7 is not scored and examines components of bush health that cannot be easily scored, or
can only be scored at specific times of the year due to seasonal variation. It can be used throughout
the year to collect information about your site/zone.

Figure 1. An example of a large bush remnant that has been divided into zones based on the
dominant eucalypt species. Checklists 1 and 2 should be completed for the entire remnant and
Checklists 3 to 7 completed for each individual zone.

What do the checklist scores mean?
It is very important to be aware that your scores do not dictate whether or not your bush is worth
keeping. All native bush in Tasmania is worth keeping and managing. The scores provide an
indication of bush health and to help you identify whether or not your management strategy for the
bush is working or needs to be refined.
Just because a bush site scores poorly on one or a few checklists it does not automatically mean that it
has poor health overall. For example, if an area has low species diversity and is without shrub and herb
layers, it may still provide important habitat for native animals and plants, some of which may be
threatened. Be aware that some forested bush types in Tasmania naturally have a low species diversity
and sparse understorey, such as bush dominated by silver peppermint (Eucalyptus tenuiramis), Tasmanian
ironbark (Eucalyptus sieberi), paperbark (Melaleuca spp.), tea-tree (Leptospermum spp.) and drooping sheoak (Allocasuarina verticillata).
If you get good scores for most of the checklists you may like to consider managing the site for nature
conservation and possibly securing these values in perpetuity with a Conservation Covenant. Contact a
Bushcare officer or Nature Conservation Branch botanist (03 6233 6556) for information on
covenants and other incentives available to help you manage your bush.
If you get poor scores for most of the checklists, indicating serious bush health problems, you can seek
advice from a local Bushcare officer or Nature Conservation Branch botanist on ways you can reverse
the situation.

Using photographs to visually record change in your bush
It is important to take photographs of your bush as part of the health assessment process as they give a
faithful visual record of change in your bush. They are cheap, effective and require no specialist
equipment. A simple and consistent way to take photographs of your bush is to establish a ‘photo
point site’. A ‘photo point site’ is a site from where a series of photographs are regularly taken. You
can establish several photo point sites in your bush, or elsewhere on your property where you want to
use photographs to visually record change in the landscape. For example, if you want to visually
examine the impact of different land uses on each side of a fence that runs through native bush (ie one
side is stock grazed and the other is not) take photographs looking down the fence line.
Photo point site location
When you select a photo point site make sure that it is typical of the bush you are assessing. You must
establish a photo point site that overlooks your Plant Diversity Audit quadrat (explained in
Instructions. Checklist 3. Plant Diversity Audit). Additional photo point sites can be established across
your site/zone if you wish. When establishing a photo point site there are a few guiding principles to
be aware of:
• Avoid steep slopes as they will make the photographs difficult to interpret.
• Try to locate the photo point site so it faces southwards to minimise sun glare. If this is not
possible (ie you are taking photos of a south facing slope) reduce the glare by taking your
photographs at a suitable time of day. If light conditions are not very good to take the photograph
then come back when they are suitable.
Aim to take a photograph at each photo point site at least once a year and each time you conduct a
bush health assessment of the site/zone. Take a photograph after every significant event at the site,
such as after stock have been removed from an area, following a fire, or after major on-ground works
have taken place (eg weed removal). Remember that a photograph showing no change may be just as
important as one showing considerable change.
Equipment needed per photo point site
For each photo point site you will need:
• two star droppers or other marker posts, at least 1.6 m tall
• one labeling tag and numbering tool (or number the droppers before you go to the site)
• fine metal wire or a metal tie
• a pair of pliers
• a SLR camera with a standard 50 mm lens and colour film (a 50 mm lens is recommended as it
closely approximates how the human eye perceives objects)
• a sledge hammer
• a 10 m tape measure
• a supply of ‘Photo point information cards’
• a pen or pencil, sticky tape and a white board marker pen.
Setting up the photo point site
The layout of posts for each photo point site is shown in Figure 2.
• At the point from which you will take your photographs, hammer a dropper post into the ground
so the top is close to eye level (1.4–1.6 m). This is the ‘camera post’. The camera will be placed on
top of this post when taking the photographs to ensure they are all taken from the same height.
Record the height of the post on a ‘Photo point information card’ when you first take your photo
in case it falls over and you need to hammer it back into the ground on your next visit.
• Hammer in another dropper post 10 m from the camera post along the direct line of sight to the
vegetation, landscape or feature being monitored. This is the ‘sighter post’.
• Both posts should be secure and difficult to remove. If vandalism could be a problem at your site
hammer small marker pegs or decking nails into the ground at the base of each post to make

relocation possible should the post be removed. Recording the grid co-ordinates of each post with
a geographic positioning system (GPS) and drawing a site map that accurately marks the location of
both posts will also make relocation of the posts easier.
• Wire a metal labeling tag with the relevant photo point site identification code (see below) to the
camera post above where it may be grazed by stock or native animals.
Taking the photograph
Attach an A4-sized data board (eg small whiteboard or an A4 piece of paper) to the ‘sighter post’ about
half way up its height (Figure 2). Write the date and photo point identification code on the data board.
The writing should be large enough to be readable on the developed photograph. When taking your
photograph:
• Always use the same camera type (eg a 35 mm SLR with a standard 50 mm lens), or preferably the
actual same camera
• Hold the camera on the ‘camera post’ and face the ‘sighter post’. Focus the camera on the top of
the ‘sighter post’.
• Use a shutter speed of between 1/250 sec and 1/60 sec as this will provide good exposure and
minimises the risk of the photograph being blurry. Come back another day if the lighting is poor.
• Avoid getting any bright glare in the lens.
• Always take more than one shot to make sure you get at least one good photograph.
• Number and file the photographs after developing and keep the negatives in a safe place such as a
photo album. If required you could get the photographs scanned and stored on a CD when you get
the film processed.

Figure 2. Layout of posts at a photo point site.

Recording photo point site information
Each photo point site must be given a unique identification code so it can be clearly distinguished from
all the other photo point sites you establish. The code should be meaningful. For example, it could be
JB12, which means it is photo point site 12 on John Brown’s property.
For each photo point site record the following information on a ‘Photo point information card’: date;
location, direction (compass bearing) and purpose; the number of the photographic negative; and any
observations about the site. Complete a new photo point information card each time you revisit the
photo point to take a photograph.

Photo Point Site Information Card
Photo point site identification code.

Date.

Location.

Photographer.

Grid coordinates of camera post.

Grid coordinates of sighter post.

Height of camera post.

Direction of photo.

Purpose of photo.
Site observations and notes.

Photo.

Instructions
Checklist 1. Bush Site Description
The bush site description checklist helps you collect and record information about your entire site
(including all the mapped zones) but it is not scored. Most of the checklist information can be
compiled from your own knowledge or through ‘desktop research’ such as looking at maps, aerial
photographs of the site, and talking to locals who know the history of the area.
On your checklist record the site’s location, the assessor’s name and the land owner’s name. Record
the easting and northing grid co-ordinates of the site (the centre of the site) using a Geographic
Positioning System (GPS) or 1:25 000 topographic map. Additional information about your site needs
to be recorded on your checklist following the broad themes outlined below.
LANDSCAPE
Record the slope, geology, soil type, aspect and landform of the site. Consult your local library, local
council or Service Tasmania for maps and information if required. Record the size of your site (in
hectares or acres), its altitude above sea level (in metres or feet) and any comments you think are
important.
HISTORY
Record information about past and present land use at the site. Record any past major disturbances
such as fire, drought and flood in the comments box. Try to include the date of when they occurred.
PLANTS
§

Determine the bush type(s) present in your site using the keys at the start of this guide (see
‘Tasmanian Bush Types’) and record this on your checklist. Remember that you may have more
than one bush type in your site.

§

Record the three most common tree, shrub and groundcover species at your site and if any
weeds are present. Use common names or botanical name if you know it.

§

Record whether or not your site contains locally rare animal or plant species or species that are
rare, vulnerable or endangered. Some bush types are also rare and endangered in Tasmania.
Contact your local Bushcare officer if you need assistance to identify rare and threatened species
or bush types.

SITE MAP
You will need to draw a map of your site on the checklist following the instructions below.
Alternatively you can draw the site features described below on a photocopied topographic map or
aerial photograph and attach it to your checklist.
1. Sketch a map of your site from a ‘birds-eye’ view, as if you were looking down on your site. Show
the direction of north, major landforms (eg streams, hills, etc) and other landscape features that
may be useful in locating or managing the site (eg tracks, fences, farm dams). Don’t forget to put a
scale on the map (eg a scale bar of 100 m or magnification of 1:5 000).
2. If your site is divided into zones, you need to draw these on your site map. Assign a unique
number to each zone so that you can differentiate between them on your checklists.
3. Show all nearby bush remnants and any links to other bush (eg. national parks, state reserves) or
connecting bush corridors.
4. Mark the location of your Species Diversity Audit quadrat in your site/zone (see Instructions.
Checklist 3. Plant Diversity Audit).
5. Draw on your site map any other features or notes that you think are important.
You have now completed Checklist 1

Checklist 1.
Bush Site Description
Site name and location:

Date:

1:25000 Map name:

East grid coordinates:

Assessor’s name:

Land owner’s name:

North grid coordinates:

Comments:

Landscape
Circle appropriate predominant slope
Various
Geology/rock type:

Aspect (circle one):

Landform:

N

NE

E

SE

Flat

Valley bottom

S

SW

W

NW

Ridge-top

Hill/slope

Creekline

Various

Soil type:
Area of bush:

hectares or

acres

Altitude of site:

metres or

feet

Comments:

History
Past land use: grazing
Crown lease
Current land use:

horticulture

Council/public land

grazing
Crown lease

horticulture

forestry

other (
urban

Council/public land

Fire history – last 3 fires and intensity (or unknown)

Comments:

urban

industrial

vacant Crown land

)
forestry

other (

industrial

vacant Crown land
)

Plants
Is your site (circle one):

Weed species present:

Regrowth bush

Original bush

Mixture

Can’t tell

3 common native trees:

Bush type/types in your site:

3 common native shrubs:

Circle the vegetation layers you have in your bush:

3 common native groundcovers:

Canopy tree layer

Sub-canopy

Does your site contain:

Site Map

Shrub layer

Groundcover

Varies

Locally rare species

Rare species

Vulnerable species

Endangered species

Rare or Endangered bush type

Instructions
Checklist 2. Site Features
This checklist examines the size, shape, connectivity and position of your site in the surrounding
landscape. Complete Checklist 2 for your entire site, whether or not it is divided into zones.

Q1. SIZE AND Q2. SHAPE
The size of your site is a critical factor in determining its health, long term viability and the amount of
habitat available for animals and plants. Large remnants are more viable in the longer term as they are
less likely to be affected by disturbances. Small remnants are more likely to suffer from edge-effects,
such as invasion by weeds and feral animals, accidental fertiliser and pesticide drift, and wind damage.
Shape is also important. Round or rectangular shapes suffer from fewer edge-effects than irregularly
shaped or narrow remnants because they have a small edge to area ratio (see Info Box 1).

Q3. LANDSCAPE POSITION
This question assesses the position of your site relative to other features in the landscape. These
include other areas of native bush and major sources of disturbance, such as weed infestations and
pasture.

Q4. RESERVED OR PROTECTED BUSH
This question asks whether your site is close to an existing reserve or protected bush area such as
national park, nature reserve or state reserve. Bush that is adjacent to a reserve is very important
because it ‘adds’ to the size of the reserve and acts as a buffer between the reserve and agricultural
land. Reserves adjacent to or near your remnant can act as sources of plant seed and native fauna,
which increases the health and future viability of your bush.
What does the score mean for Checklist 2?
A high total score generally means that your site is large and will remain as a viable patch of bush in
the long term if suitably managed. This type of site is a very valuable natural asset and should be
retained and managed if possible. Large areas of bush are rapidly disappearing from many areas of
Tasmania and once these have been cleared or fragmented they can never be replaced or recreated.
A low total score will often mean that your site is small, narrow, susceptible to edge-effects and/or is
isolated in the landscape (ie it has few connections to other remnants or bush reserves). Just because
you get a low score it doesn’t mean the remnant is not worth keeping. It simply provides you with an
indication of how susceptible your site is to disturbance. You will need to actively manage the site to
ensure it remains viable in the long term.
You have now completed Checklist 2

Checklist 2.

Date:

Site Features

Q1. SIZE - Is your site:
Less than 1 hectare

0

1-<5 hectares

+1

5-<10 hectares

+2

10-<20 hectares

+6 (go to Q3)

>20 hectares

+8 (go to Q3)
Your Score

Q2. SHAPE – is your site:
Circular or compact (eg square)

+2

Oval, oblong or triangular

+1

Irregular with many indentations

-1

Long and thin

-2
Your Score

Q3. LANDSCAPE POSITION
Is your site mainly surrounded by:
Exotic plants (weeds), cleared land, pasture,
crops, urban development or roads

-2

Adjoining small bush remnants or partially
cleared areas

0

Relatively undisturbed bush on most sides

+2

Your Score

Q4. RESERVED bush near your site
Bush reserves can act as sources of seed and fauna,
increasing the health and viability of the bush that
occurs near them. Is your site adjacent to or within
1 km of a bush reserve?
+2

If Yes
Your Score

TOTAL SCORE ( - 4 to 12 )

Instructions
Checklist 3. Plant Diversity Audit
The amount of plant diversity at your site/zone is often a good indicator of bush health. Many
biologists use quadrats to collect information about the number of species present at a site. A
quadrat is a defined area, usually square in shape, in which information is collected. We will use a
Plant Diversity Audit quadrat to count the number and type of species present at your site/zone.
This checklist is divided into two sections. The first describes how to set up your Plant Diversity Audit
quadrat. The second section describes how to undertake a Plant Diversity Tally to answer the
questions in Checklist 3.

SETTING UP YOUR PLANT DIVERSITY AUDIT QUADRAT
Setting up a quadrat is easy and requires four ground pegs (or half star pickets), a compass, a 20 m tape
measure, and an 80 m rope. You need to establish your Plant Diversity Audit quadrat in an area of
your site/zone that is typical of the bush in the rest of the site/zone. Place a peg in the ground and
walk in a straight line 20 m due north. Place a peg in the ground here. Walk 20 m due west and place
another peg in the ground. Place a peg in the ground 20 m south of this peg to complete the quadrat.
Lay out the 80m rope between the 4 ground pegs to define the edge of your quadrat. If possible leave
the pegs in the ground and use a star picket to mark the south-east corner of your quadrat so you have
a ‘permanent quadrat’ that you can use for future assessments of the site/zone.
Mark on your Site Map in Checklist 1 the location of your Plant Diversity Audit quadrat. Remember
that if your site is divided into zones you will need to establish a quadrat in each zone and draw their
location on your Site Map in Checklist 1.
You need to take a photograph of the bush in your quadrat using a photo point site. Refer to
section ‘Using photographs to visually record change in your bush’ at the start of this guide for
instructions on setting up a photo point site. Use the south-east corner star picket as the ‘camera post’
and take the photograph looking towards the north-west corner of the quadrat.
PLANT DIVERSITY TALLY
Walk through your Plant Diversity Audit quadrat and record (tally) a ‘I’ for each new native tree,
shrub and groundcover species you encounter. Search your quadrat for different plant species until
you have searched for about 10 minutes without finding any new species. Record your tally in the Plant
Diversity Tally at the top of Checklist 3. An example of a tally is shown below. You can write down
the common and/or botanical name of each plant if you wish, but this is not essential.
Remember to look at all the features of your shrubs and trees when deciding if they are different
species: bark, leaf shape and colour, flowers, nuts, fruits, buds and gumnuts. A pair of binoculars can
be useful (but not essential) for checking the canopy leaves and picking up differences between gum
trees that have similar bark but different gumnuts.
For the native shrubs in your quadrat make an estimate of their percentage cover and record this in
the Plant Diversity Tally in Checklist 3. The percentage cover will be used in Checklist 4.
Record the number of woody/environmental weeds in your quadrat in your Plant Diversity Tally.
Don’t count exotic grasses and herbs in your tally.

Q1-4. NUMBER OF TREE, SHRUB, GROUNDCOVER AND WEED SPECIES
Use the total number of tree, shrub, groundcover and weed species that you recorded in your tally to
answer the checklist questions. Be aware that you need to answer question 2 based on the bush type
present at your site/zone (ie dry-grassy bush and wet-shrubby bush).

Example of tally scores from a Plant Diversity Audit in dry grassy forest
Plant Diversity Tally

Total No.

No. of tree species:

II

2

No. of shrub species:

IIIII IIIII

11

No. of groundcover species (see groups in Q5):

IIIII IIIII IIIII IIIII IIII

No. of woody/environmental weed species

III

% Cover of shrub species:

> 20
3

30%

Therefore, at the site you have:
2 tree species (score 0 in Q1)
11 shrub species (score +2 in Q2)
more than 20 groundcover species (score +2 in Q3)
2 weed species (score - 1 in Q4)
This Plant Diversity Tally gives a total score of +3 for Checklist 3.
What does the score mean for Checklist 3?
A high total score for this checklist means that your site contains many plant species and there are
few environmental weeds.
A low total score indicates that there are few native species in your bush. However, a low score does
not necessarily mean the bush is in poor condition as some bush types are naturally not very diverse
such as bush dominated by Tasmanian ironbark (Eucalyptus sieberi), paperbark (Melaleuca spp.), tea-tree
(Leptospermum spp.) and drooping she-oak (Allocasuarina verticillata).
You have now completed Checklist 3.

Site/Zone Number:

Checklist 3.

Date:

Plant Diversity Audit
Plant Diversity Tally

Total No.

No. of tree species:
No. of shrub species:
No. of groundcover species (see groups in Q3):
No. of woody/environmental weed species
% Cover of shrub species:
Q3. No. of GROUNDCOVER
species

Scoring the Plant Diversity Tally

If you have dry or grassy bush
are there:

Q1. No. of TREE species
Do you have:
1-2 species

0

3-4 species

+1

More than 4 species

+2

<10 species

0

11-20 species

+1

More than 20 species

+2

Your Score

Your Score
If you have wet or shrubby bush
are there:

Q2. No. of SHRUB species
If you have dry or grassy bush
are there:
<2 species

0

3-5 species

+1

More than 6 species

+2

Your Score

<5 species

0

6-10 species

+1

More than 10 species

+2

Your Score

Q4. No. of WEED species
Do you have:

If you have wet or shrubby bush
are there:
<5 species

0

6-8 species

+1

More than 8 species

+2

<2 species

0

3-4 species

-1

More than 4 species

-2

Your Score

Your Score

TOTAL SCORE (- 2 to 6)

Instructions
Checklist 4. Bush Health
This checklist assesses bush structure, weed invasion, native plant regeneration, dieback, and the
presence of native and feral animals. Bush health can be examined by looking at the structure of the
bush (ie layers) and the type of animals using the site/zone. Healthy bush has few weeds and attracts
native vertebrates and invertebrates. Animals often cannot be seen directly so look for evidence that
they have been there, such as scats, diggings, feathers, etc. Invertebrates (insects) can also be difficult
to see so carefully look under any logs, rocks, under bark and in plants but always return the logs,
rocks and other things you move to their normal position so you don’t destroy the home of any
animals.

PLANTS
Q1–3. ABUNDANCE OF TREE, SHRUB AND GROUNDCOVER LAYERS
The presence of structure or ‘layers’ in your bush is important as 80% of plant species occur in the
shrub or groundcover layers. An absent shrub layer is often a sign of grazing or trampling, especially in
wet or gully habitats. Some forested habitats naturally have a sparse shrub layer (eg grassy bush types)
so this is not an absolute rule.
Exotic plants (weeds) have the ability to alter bush structure, species diversity and the amount of
habitat for native fauna. A negative relationship often exists between the abundance of exotic and
native plants, for example, areas with many weeds tend to have few native plants.
For question 1 and 2 you need to decide if the layer is dominated by native or exotic species to
determine your score. For question 2 use the shrub percentage cover you estimated in your Plant
Diversity Tally (Checklist 3) and decide if the layer is mainly exotic, an exotic/native mix or mainly
native to determine your score. Be aware that your answer is dependent on the bush type at your
site/zone (ie whether your site/zone is dry-grassy bush or wet-shrubby bush).

Q4. REGENERATION
Assess whether any seedlings of native trees and shrubs are present. In some bush types there should
be continuous regeneration of trees and shrubs so that when the older trees die there will be younger
ones to take their place. A lack of seedlings in native bush where there should be some (eg grassy bush
types) indicates that the bush is stressed or disturbed (eg overgrazed, too frequently burnt). Even in
wet bush types there should be seedlings of the shrub species but not necessarily of the canopy tree
species.

Q5. PRESENCE OF TREE AGES
Assess whether a range of tree ages are present in your bush (ie seedlings, saplings and adult trees).
Variation in tree age indicates there has been continual recruitment to the tree population. Be aware
that in some bush types (eg wet eucalypt forest) it is usual for seed to germinate only after a fire which
results in bush dominated by trees of even-age rather than a mixture of ages.

Q6. PRESENCE OF DIEBACK
Trees die naturally in any bush however in some cases death may be abnormal or unusual. Dieback
affects many trees in the drier areas of Tasmania, such as the Midlands, but it is also starting to affect
trees in wet forests elsewhere in the state. Dieback indicates stress (though this may be natural stress
such as drought or bushfire) in the tree and the cause of this stress may extend to other plants and

animals in the bush. Many theories have been proposed to explain dieback but none have been proven,
and it is likely that dieback is the result of many combined factors. Regardless of the cause, abnormal
or unusual dieback indicates a problem with the health of the ecosystem. Dieback in older trees is
generally more common than in younger trees. Don’t record trees that have been killed by fire as
dieback.

ANIMALS
Q7-10. EVIDENCE OF ANIMALS IN YOUR BUSH
In bush under severe stress or that is heavily disturbed there will be little evidence of the presence of
native animals. Establishing if animals are using the bush gives a positive score, unless they are feral.
Look for evidence of mammals by searching for scats, burrows, diggings, etc. Remember that many
mammals are nocturnal so you will not see them during the day. Birds, frogs and reptiles can often be
seen or heard. Small native birds include robins, honeyeaters, thornbills, pardalotes, tree martins and
wrens. Many of these species are uncommon in highly disturbed bush because they are replaced by
aggressive native species such as noisy miners and wattlebirds and introduced species such as black
birds, starlings and sparrows.
Insects and other invertebrates (eg spiders, centipedes, millipedes, scorpions) occur in many layers of
the bush but where they occur often depends on the bush type being examined. In dry bush
invertebrates occur under logs and rocks, in grass, under bark and in the tree canopy. Many
invertebrates live in the leaf litter in wet and dry bush. During dry warm weather many insects can be
seen flying around. Invertebrates are a vital component of healthy bush as they pollinate flowers and
are food for other animals (eg birds).
Feral animals can greatly reduce bush health by displacing or predating upon native animals. Feral
predators can lead to local extinction of native species. If you find any evidence of foxes contact the
FOX HOTLINE immediately on (03) 6336 5368.
What does the score mean for Checklist 4?
A high total score for this checklist will mean your bush is healthy, composed of many layers, is not
dominated by weeds and is home to many different kinds of animals.
A low total score indicates the bush is missing one or more layers, is possibly suffering dieback and
other disturbances such as weed invasion (specific disturbances will be assessed in Checklist 6). The
site will need to be actively managed to reverse this situation.
You have now completed Checklist 4.

Checklist 4.

Site/Zone Number:

Bush Health

Date:

PLANTS
Q1. TREE Layer
-2
0

Mixture of native and exotic species
Mainly native species

Q6. Presence of DIEBACK
If present, is dieback occurring in:
Old trees only
Young trees only
Both young and old trees

Your Score
Q2. SHRUB Layer (use cover
estimate from Checklist 3)
If you have dry or grassy bush is
SHRUB cover:
<20% cover
>20% cover and mainly exotic species
>20% cover and an exotic/native mix
>20% cover and mainly native species

Your Score

ANIMALS

-2
-2
0
+2

Q7. Is there evidence of native
mammals and birds using the bush?
– birds can be observed directly; mammals can
be recorded from signs such as scats, burrows,
diggings for ground fungi, nests, tracks. If Yes

Your Score
If you have wet or shrubby bush is
SHRUB cover:
<40% cover
>40% cover and mainly exotic species
>40% cover and an exotic/native mix
>40% cover and mainly native species

-1
-2
-3

+1

Your Score
-2
-2
0
+2

Q8. Is there evidence of reptiles and
frogs using the bush?
– reptiles can generally be seen during warmer
weather, while frogs can be heard calling during
spring and summer. If Yes

Your Score

+1

Your Score
Q3. GROUNDCOVER Layer
Mainly exotic species
Mixture of exotic and native species
Mainly native species

Q9. Is there evidence of
invertebrates (insects) using the
ground layer or canopy of the bush?

-2
0
+2

– are insects crawling about in the leaf litter,
under logs and rocks or flying about? If Yes

Your Score

+1

Your Score
Q4. REGENERATION
Are native tree and shrub seedlings emerging:
Tree species only
Shrub species only
Both tree and shrub regeneration

Q10. Is there evidence of feral
animals using the bush?

+1
+1
+2

Feral animals include rabbits, cats, pigs, dogs,
turkeys, starlings, black birds, foxes, black and
brown rats etc. If Yes

Your Score

Your Score

Q5. Presence of TREE AGES
Are different ages of trees present, not including
seedlings (juvenile trees to large adult trees)?
If Yes

Your Score

TOTAL SCORE (- 10 to 10)
+1

-1

Instructions
Checklist 5. Habitat features
Habitat for animals and plants is a key component of healthy bush. It is often difficult to directly
observe the animals present in your bush as most are small, inconspicuous, nocturnal or rarely seen.
Instead, the habitat value of your bush can be examined by looking for features in your bush such as
tree hollows, fallen branches, wet areas, caves, dead standing trees, rivers and areas of dense vegetation.
Look for the following features in your bush and record your scores and comments on the checklist:
§

Areas of dense native shrubs allow small native mammals to hide from predators, including feral
cats, and provide habitat for plant species.

§

Tree hollows are important homes for native wildlife. Tree hollows, whether in dead or living
trees, are very important nesting sites for many of Tasmania’s bird and bat species. It can take over
a hundred years for hollows to develop so trees with hollows are an important feature of your
bush.

§

Dead standing tress are ideal perching sites for birds of prey and may also provide habitat to
small birds, bats and other mammals, such as pygmy possums, if they have tree hollows. Lichens,
mosses and some fern species also inhabit dead standing trees.

§

Fallen logs provide habitat for ground-dwelling animals (eg lizards and frogs) and many insects.
They are also important shelter for regenerating plants and add nutrients to the soil as they
decompose.

§

Litter and fallen branches are habitat for many native animals, soil organisms and fungi.
Branches lying on the ground often provide shelter for plant seedlings and small plants, such as
daisies, ferns and orchids. Mosses and liverworts thrive on fallen branches in wet forests.

§

Areas with native grasses provide shelter and food for ground dwelling animals in dry or grassy
bush while areas of ferns and mosses perform a similar habitat role in wet or shrubby bush.

§

Rocks and boulder fields provide habitat to many animals and plants. Rocky places are dry and
unusual habitats that often support unique plant species, some of which are threatened. Lichens
and mosses often encrust rock plates that are exposed to hot and dry conditions.

§

Caves can be above ground or below ground. Outcrops of sedimentary rock (eg sandstone) often
erode to form caves or overhangs. Underground caves are rare and often form when underground
streams erode limestone to produce ‘karst’, such as those near Mole Creek. Underground caves are
home to many unique animals (eg cave spiders).

§

Wet areas in bush, such as soaks, seeps, springs and swamps, are often places where unusual
plants live and where animals come to obtain water. Wet areas add to habitat diversity no matter
what their size. Even small soaks and swamps can support a high diversity of plants and animals.

§

Rivers, streams and creeklines (even if they are not flowing) are an important part of native
bush as they often have different species to those that occur in drier areas.

What does the score mean for Checklist 5?
A high total score means that your bush is good habitat for a number of different animals and plants.
A low total score means that the bush is lacking in habitat features which may reflect a high amount
of disturbance (eg grazing, wood hooking, weed invasion) at the site/zone. Don’t despair, there are
management actions that you can take to improve the habitat value of your bush. Be aware that if
your bush does not have many habitat features then it doesn’t automatically mean it is poor
habitat. Not all sites/zones will have for example, rivers or creeklines flowing through them, or rocky
areas and caves.
You have now completed Checklist 5.

Site/Zone Number:

Checklist 5.
Habitat Features

Date:

HABITAT FEATURES
Are there any dense patches of native shrubs?
If Yes +2
Are there any hollows in living or dead trees
that are large enough to be a potential nesting
site for a bird or small mammal such as a sugar
glider?
If Yes

+2

Are there any dead standing trees in the bush?
If Yes

+2

Are there any fallen or rotting logs and twigs
on the ground?
If Yes

+2

Are there fallen branches/leaves/twigs present
on the ground?
If Yes

+2

For dry or grassy bush are native grasses
common (eg kangaroo grass) as a ground
cover?
For wet or shrubby bush are ferns (eg tree
ferns), mosses and liverworts common?
If Yes

+2

Are there rocky areas, boulder fields, or rock
plates present?
If Yes

+2

Are there any caves present (underground or
above ground)?
If Yes

+2

Are there any wet areas, including swamps, wet
soaks, springs and seeps?
If Yes

+2

Are there rivers, streams or creeklines (flowing
or dry)?
If Yes

+2
TOTAL SCORE (0 to 20)

Your score

Comments

Instructions
Checklist 6. Disturbances
There are many ways in which bush can be disturbed, and each disturbance affects the bush differently.
This checklist scores disturbances as major or minor depending upon its impact on bush health.
A ‘major’ disturbance is generally defined as one that affects 10% or more of the site or is one that has
an ongoing impact with the potential to affect more than 10% of the area. For example, an expanding
patch of weeds that covers 5% of your site would be scored as a major disturbance due to its potential
to spread.
A ‘minor’ disturbance is usually defined as one that affects less than 10% of the site or one that has
had an impact in the past but is no longer causing a direct disturbance (eg past gravel mining activities).
The score for all disturbances is negative. If the disturbance is not present score it as 0. Weed invasion,
wood hooking and logging are scored higher than other disturbances due to their very high negative
impact on bush health. Some key disturbances to look for include:
§

Heavy or inappropriate stock grazing may destroy the shrub and ground layers. Grassy bush
tolerates moderate levels of grazing but its condition deteriorates at high stocking levels. The
highly palatable kangaroo grass is eliminated at high stocking levels and heavy cattle grazing can
eliminate silver tussock grass. Tree seedlings may be rare because they have been eaten or
trampled. Wet bush is of little use to graziers because it has little fodder, although it may be
valuable for shelter in some situations. Heavy grazing can open up the understorey of wet bush
and allow the invasion of weeds, especially blackberry (Rubus fruticosus).

§

Weeds are a significant threat to bush health as they displace native species and decrease the
amount of habitat for native animals. Be aware that some weeds provide habitat to native animals
when their is not much native bush left. For example, gorse near Cressy provides important shelter
for bandicoots.

§

Wood hooking and firewood collecting activities can decrease the habitat available to animals
and bring weeds into your bush.

§

Dumping of garden waste, gravel and soil can introduce weeds and soil diseases into your
bush, especially if your site is located near urban areas. Many of Tasmania’s bush weeds are garden
escapes where people have dumped plants and cuttings on roadsides and in urban bush areas.

§

Nutrient-rich seepage can cause phosphorus toxicity in native plants. Nutrient addition in
seepage can also markedly change the species composition of bush by favouring exotic weed
growth, especially in bush that occurs around wetlands or along the edge of slow flowing creeks.

§

Off-road vehicle use can destroy understorey plants and prevent seedling regeneration, create or
worsen areas of erosion and decrease water quality in creeks, rivers and wetlands. If off-road
vehicle use is affecting sensitive areas such as waterways, wetlands, swamps and herbfields within
your bush then score it as major disturbance.

What does the score mean for Checklist 6?
A small negative total score indicates that only a few disturbances are affecting your bush. Their
affects may be reduced considerably by active management of the site.
A large negative total score means that your bush is very disturbed and management practices may
need to be changed to decrease their impact. The checklist identifies the disturbances that affect your
bush so you can address them in your bush management strategy. If your score is less than –12 it
means that the bush at your site/zone is severely affected by many disturbances.
You have now completed Checklist 6.

Checklist 6.

Site/Zone Number:

Disturbances

Date:

Is your bush disturbed by:

Score - 2 minor - 4 major
Weed invasion/plantings of exotics (eg gorse, willows,
blackberries, hawthorn)
Logging (eg stumps) or timber harvesting for fencing, farm
use and/or firewood
Wood hooking for fence posts and firewood
Score - 1 minor - 2 major
Dumping of rubbish or garden waste
Mining of soil, gravel, clay or sand
Dumping of gravel/soil (eg road construction)
Erosion (eg gullies, creek banks)
Regular off-road vehicle use (eg trail bikes)
Informal access roads, footpaths, trackways and bicycle
tracks
Evidence (eg dead trees) of changed water table (eg nearby
fill operations, downstream of a farm dam)
Past clearing (eg windrows or ringbarked trees)
Grazing by rabbits (look for warrens/scats)
Grazing by stock (eg cattle and sheep)
Nutrient/sewage seepage from adjacent farmland/urban
areas or altered stormwater drainage
Score - 1 if yes
Evidence/presence of non-native animals (eg cats, dogs,
birds, foxes)
Recreational facilities (eg picnic areas, camping areas)
Other disturbance (eg sewer or power line, dams, weirs)

TOTAL SCORE (0 to – 12 max)

Your
score

Comments

Instructions
Checklist 7. Further assessment
Some components of bush health cannot be easily scored, or can only be scored at specific times of
the year due to seasonal variation. Checklist 7 is a non-scoring checklist that you can use throughout
the year to collect information about your site/zone. Observations to make on your site include:
1. Native bush peas and wattles. Native peas and wattles (called legumes) fix nitrogen in their roots
and are an important part of nutrient cycling in native bush. The absence of these plants can indicate a
disturbance in the vegetation, such as grazing as most bush peas are highly palatable to stock. Repeated
burning can stimulate regrowth of wattles, which may explain why there are so many large patches of
wattles in Tasmania today.
2. Threatened species. The presence or absence of threatened plant and animal species often does
not reflect the health of the bush because they can occur in habitats ranging from pristine to highly
disturbed. For example, gorse provides shelter for eastern-barred bandicoots and prevents grazing of
some threatened plant species such as Gunns stackhousia (Stackhousia gunnii) and spur velleia (Velleia
paradoxa). In areas where the habitat has been extensively modified only degraded habitat may remain
for threatened species. Lowland silver tussock grassland, a bush type that is almost extinct in Tasmania,
is often found only in badly degraded remnants. Despite being degraded these remnants are essential
habitat for the threatened Ptunarra brown butterfly. Knowing which threatened species occur in your
bush will enable you to better manage the site to ensure their survival. If you suspect you have
threatened species on your property contact the Threatened Species Unit of the Department of
Primary Industries, Water and Environment on (03) 6233 6556. Descriptions and illustrations of
Tasmania’s most threatened plant species can be found in the Tasmanian Bushcare Toolkit (‘Kit 5
Threatened Plants Species in Your Bush’) or on the internet at the Bushcare Tasmania website
(www.bushcare.tas.gov.au).
3. Orchids. Orchids are an important component of many Tasmanian bush types, especially in dry and
grassy woodlands and forests. Some orchids retain their leaves on the soil surface all year round while
others shed their leaves when they are not flowering and remain as underground tubers until the next
growing season. Many different types of orchid in your bush indicates a healthy understorey as most
are palatable to stock and easily killed by fertiliser drift and nutrient enrichment of the soil. Orchids
usually flower infrequently and erratically so their absence from your site may be due to seasonal
variations rather than the way you have managed the site. Look for them at various times of the year
(even in winter). Recording the presence or absence of orchids at your site/zone on Checklist 7 will
enable you to track when and how frequently they flower.
4. Fire frequency and intensity. Much of Tasmania’s flora and fauna has evolved in an environment
where fire occurs regularly. Different plant species and bush types require different fire regimes, that is,
different frequencies and intensities of fire. Some vegetation types, such as riparian bush and
rainforest, do not require fire for their regeneration. Most dry and grassy bush would degrade in the
long-term absence of fire. Recording the frequency and intensity of fires in your bush will provide
information on how the plants and animals that live there respond to it.
5. Decomposers are an important part of the ecosystem that break down organic matter and recycling
nutrients. Some mycorrhizal fungi provide nutrients to a few plant species (and these plants need their
presence to survive). Not all fungi are beneficial. Dieback fungus (Phytophora cinnamomi) is one such
example that can be brought into an area by vehicles and people (via mud, soil and plant material). It
can kill not only trees but other ground cover species such as grass trees (Xanthorrhoea spp.), heaths
(species in the family Epacridaceae) and bush peas (species in the family Fabaceae).
Remember that you can continuously record information on Checklist 7 to track
seasonal variations in your bush.

Checklist 7.
Further Assessment

Observations
1. Are native bush peas and wattles
present?

2. Is there evidence of threatened animal
species, such as the characteristic conical
diggings of bandicoots?
Is there any threatened plant species
present? How many plants are there?

3. Are there different types of orchids
present?
When and how frequently do they flower?

4. When was the last fire and how intense
was it? Did it burn the:
-

canopy trees?

-

shrub layer?

-

groundcover and leaf litter?

-

fallen trees and rotting logs?

5. Decomposers such as fungi are an
important part of nutrient cycling in bush.
Is there evidence of toadstools, bracket
fungi, puffballs or `mushrooms'?

Site/Zone Number:
Date:

Comments

Bush Health Checklist Summary
The summary table enables you to record the scores you got for Checklists 2 to 6 so you can quickly
review them when you revisit your site/zone. Record the total scores from Checklists 2 to 6 in the
Bush Health Checklist Summary table below and tick where the score lies in terms of overall bush
health.
If all your scores fall into the okay or good categories then try to continue your current management
practices. They are working. Information is provided below to help you interpret what a poor score
means. Actions that you can take to improve a poor score are outlined in the next section ‘Lessons for
Management’.
BUSH HEALTH CHECKLIST SUMMARY
CHECKLIST

Your score

OVERALL BUSH HEALTH CATEGORY
POOR

2. Site Features
3. Plant Diversity Audit
4. Bush Health
5. Habitat Features
6. Disturbances

OKAY

GOOD

– 4 to 1

2 to 7

8 to 12

– 2 to 1

2 to 4

5 to 6

– 10 to – 1

0 to 6

7 to 10

0 to 6

7 to 13

14 to 20

– 12 to –7

– 6 to – 4

– 3 to 0

What does a ‘poor’ checklist score mean?

§
§
§
§
§

A poor score for the SITE FEATURES CHECKLIST means that your site is probably small
and narrow and is at greater risk from edge-effect disturbances that may cause problems with its
health in the long term. It does not indicate the remnant is not worth keeping.
A poor score for the PLANT DIVERSITY AUDIT CHECKLIST indicates that your site is
generally low in species diversity. You will need to consider this result in light of the bush type you
assessed. Some bush types are naturally low in species diversity.
A poor score for the BUSH HEALTH CHECKLIST is probably due to the presence of
weeds, lack of native tree/shrub regeneration, or tree dieback - all of which can be addressed to
some extent by sound management actions.
A poor score for the HABITAT FEATURES CHECKLIST may be due to the nature of your
bush, but is more likely to be the result of disturbances such as fire, grazing, firewood collection
and clearing, etc. Management actions can increase the amount of habitat in your bush by
controlling or eradicating disturbances.
A poor score in the DISTURBANCE CHECKLIST indicates that the site/zone is stressed or
heavily disturbed. These can generally be removed or their effects reduced by appropriate
management.

Lessons for Management
The health of your bush is the result of many factors, including plant and animal diversity, habitat
features, and the impact of disturbances - all of which must be considered when managing your bush.
A number of management lessons can be learnt from conducting a bush health assessment, especially
with regards to planning future management. Management actions that can improve the health of your
bush include establishing fencing to better manage stock access; stopping grazing; controlling or
removing exotic weeds; and preventing wood hooking, off-road vehicle use and other negative
disturbances.
All native bush is valuable and worth keeping, even if it has a ‘poor’ rating for plant diversity and
habitat. Once native bush has been cleared or severely degraded it can never be recreated even with
our best revegetation techniques. Conserving and managing our plants and animals must take place not
only in national parks but on all lands, including private land. Your patch of bush could be essential for
maintaining native ecosystems or a threatened species in your area.
Nowadays, many people want to conserve and manage native bush and the natural landscape to
maintain or enhance biodiversity. The Tasmanian Bushcare Toolkit (Kirkpatrick, J.B. & Gilfedder, L.,
1999) was developed to assist land managers with bush management. It brings together management
information for Tasmania’s native bush, including weed control in native bush and managing rare
plants. Contact your local Bushcare officer or a Nature Conservation Branch botanist (03 6233 6556)
to buy a copy. Alternatively, download it from the Bushcare Tasmania website
(www.bushcare.tas.gov.au) which has additional information on managing bush and links to other
resources and organisations that may be of assistance to you. For management advice, plant and animal
surveys of your bush and help with plant identification contact your local Bushcare officer.
Conducting checklist assessments of the same site or zone over time will build a picture of how your
bush has changed and enable you to identify which of your bush management practices are working,
and those that are not. It is also important to keep track of the work you have done to maintain the
health of your bush and for sharing your findings with other people.
Remember that if you are considering securing the natural values of your bush in perpetuity
with a Conservation Covenant contact a Bushcare officer or Nature Conservation Branch
botanist (03 6233 6556) for information about covenants and other incentives that may be
available to you.
Bush Management Strategy
Thinking about what your bush is like now, and what you want it to be like in the future, will enable
you to develop a bush management strategy to achieve your goal. When developing a bush
management strategy consider the suggestions that have been throughout this guide and the following
principles. If you require assistance or advice then contact your local Bushcare officer (03 6233 6556).
•

You may not need to change your current management practices. If your bush got very
good scores, in most cases you don't need to change your management activities just to fit with
what is seen as the 'best' method. If your bush is in good health it is often the result of your good
land management practices.

•

Decide on your management objectives. Determining the reason why you are managing the
bush helps you to decide what type of management is needed. Bush may be important for rough
grazing, for shelter, or just because you like having bush on your property. You should be clear on
the reasons why you are managing it.

•

Manage to protect threatened species first. If you have threatened animals and/or plants in
your bush, manage it to protect them first, to protect the threatened bush types second, and to
maintain the bush in good health third. Extinct plants and animals cannot be resurrected and are
gone forever while bush types can reassemble themselves in the long term if all their species

survive within the landscape. Management that promotes good bush health is not necessarily
management that promotes the survival of threatened species. Bushcare officers can help you with
the identification of rare and threatened plant and animal on your property.
•

View your bush from a broader perspective. Don't just take a ‘paddock-by-paddock’ approach.
Rather, look at your entire property or area you manage as a whole unit, then consider where it fits
in at a regional level. For example, where bush joins that of neighbouring properties a coordinated
management approach will be more effective than an individual approach.

•

Maintaining a variety of management practices is important. If everyone followed the same
management regime there would be far less diversity in the landscape. If you use a different
management regime to other people around you, maintain it unless there is an obvious reason not
to. For example, it is important that somewhere in the landscape we have bush that is never
burned, bush that is burned regularly, bush that is burned in spring, and bush that is burned in
autumn. Each differently managed area will have a different mix of species as a result of the fire
regime used.

•

Manage by need not formulae. Manage your bush by what needs to be done rather than follow
a general formulae. That is, decide when you need to burn or graze by looking at the size of the
regenerating trees you want to keep, and the type of bush that you have (ie don’t burn wet bush).
In particular, make sure they are large enough and tall enough to withstand a fire. In grassy bush
keeping gaps between the tussocks is valuable for the regeneration of wildflowers, sedges and
shrubs. Avoid activities like grazing and burning in wet or shrubby bush as these will degrade it.

•

Think about the impact of any new management decision on the overall viability of your
bush. In may be tempting to clear and convert a small forest remnant to pasture but this could
lead to gradual degradation of the area, especially if the remnant was providing shelter to another
remnant. If in doubt, you could contact your local Bushcare officer for their advice or to obtain
extra information before making your management decision.

•

Remember it is always cheaper to maintain or improve native bush than it is to restore or
recreate it. Clearing bush is an irreversible action in the medium term as once native bush has
been lost it is almost impossible to replace. The re-establishment of bush on improved pasture or
crop land is always an expensive exercise, involving ground preparation, propagation or seed
collection, planting or sowing, and ongoing weed control. There is no guarantee that revegetation
will succeed, while protecting remnant bush is cheaper and has an immediate beneficial effect.
While it may be easy to establish individual trees or shrubs on cleared land they take many decades
to mature, and the hundreds of other species found in native vegetation may not return for
centuries.

•

Maintain the bush as habitat for birds and other animals. Older trees and dead trees should
be left in place as they offer nesting hollows for birds and animals, especially parrots, owls, bats
and sugar gliders, and provide a perching site for birds of prey. If you are thinking of removing
trees for fencing materials or firewood remember that coppicing and pollarding are more
sustainable uses of trees. If you take firewood from the bush, ringbark some (but not many)
younger trees several years before you need the wood. However, the bush is much more than just
trees. Birds such as wrens, robins, honeyeaters and pigeons need a diverse and healthy
understorey of native plants. Once the understorey is degraded, aggressive birds such as noisy
miners move in and displace the native bush birds. Keeping a diverse shrub and ground layer is
fundamental to managing native bush. Logs, dead wood, rocks and stones on the ground provide
shelter for animals, birds and insects so they should be left untouched.

•

Don’t use the bush as a tip or sump. Avoid dumping rocks, earth, garden waste and rubbish in
the bush as this eliminates native plants and allows weeds to flourish. The diversion of water into
native bush leads to invasion by weeds, especially if it is rich in nutrients.

What will your bush be like in the future?
Now that you know the current health of your bush you can make predictions of its future health
under your bush management strategy. To do this you need to consider the information you have
already collected and some additional issues discussed below.
Consider information about:
1. Bush site
§

whether it is, or is not, likely to be surrounded by urban development, forest plantations or
agricultural land in the future

§

whether the bush has become increasingly isolated over time and if this trend is likely to continue.

2. Vegetation (ie plants)
§

the condition and health of the plants (eg frequency of flowering, fruiting success)

§

the presence or absence of weeds and whether they are invading the area (or likely to do so in the
near future)

§

if the structure and complexity of the bush has changed

§

whether the bush is likely to suffer from nutrient enrichment or fertiliser drift from nearby farms
and houses

3. Animals and Habitat Features
§

does the diversity of habitat features make you think it is good animal habitat?

§

is the isolation of the bush likely to make long-term survival of wildlife difficult?

§

is the site susceptible to feral or domestic cat and dog predation or invasion by introduced birds?

4. Disturbances
§

are disturbances or threats likely to increase?

§

are some of the current disturbances being remedied?

§

are any disturbances that do not affect the site at present likely to occur in the future, and, if so,
what actions can be taken now to reduce the chances of this happening?

§

is the bush valued by the local community? Is this going to affect its future use by the community?

Based on your bush management strategy, do you believe
that in 5 years the bush will be:
In Better Condition
The Same
Worse
Remember to make regular health assessments of your bush to make sure
your bush management strategy is working.

