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DE WITT RANGE

This land system covers extensive tracts of land
in the far south west and west of the study area.
It is characterised by prominent mountain ranges
and long steep slopes composed of Precambrian
quartzite, schist and sandstone. The region has
been affected by numerous fires which have
resulted in the development of severe soil erosion
problems.

Considerable areas of the land system are covered
by sedgeland/heath, especially slopes with
westerly aspects which contrast dramatically with
more protected easterly aspects where rainforest
occurs. The rainforest understorey is often
reasonably clear. Rainforest is also found in gullies
where mineral soils have accumulated. These sites
are more likely to remain wet during hot, dry
periods and so protect the forest from fire. Fires
encroaching from surrounding sedgeland/heath
burn the edges of the forest and as a result
sclerophyllous vegetation typically forms belts
around rainforest pockets with Leptospermum
spp., Eucalypt spp. and Banksia marginata
common. The sedgeland/heath vegetation is often
taller and thicker at the boundary with this
sclerophyllous vegetation, together with a tangled
mass of Bauera rubioides and Empodisma minus
which reach up to about 2m.

The sedgeland/heath components of this land
system are dominated by Gymnoschoenus
sphaerocephalus, Sprengelia incarnata,
Lepidosperma filiforme, and various Restio and
Epacris spp. Agastachys odorata and Banksia
marginata often protrude above surrounding
vegetation reaching heights of up to 2m. Although
Hakea epiglottis was not recorded at any of the
sites it does occur locally as an emergent above
surrounding sedgeland heath. Organic soils are
typical of most components, but differ in depth
and sometimes colour between the various
vegetation types. On more exposed slopes
dominated by sedgeland/heath 0. 60m deep peat
with both fibrous and muck horizons overlie
quartzitic gravels. In contrast rainforest soils have
clay loam and loam mineral horizons with a
shallow (0. 10m) surface horizon of fibrous peat
and no muck peat. The rainforest is dominated
by Nothofagus cunninghamii with Atherosperma
moschatum, Eucryphia lucida and Phyllocladus
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aspleniifolius common. In the far north of the
study area (King Billy Range) Largarostrobos
franklinii and Athrotaxis selaginoides (Davies
1983) occur. Anodopetalum biglandulosum is also
found and although usually in the understorey it
may reach heights of up to 15 metres. Blechnum
wattsii and Prionotes cerinthoides also characterise
the understorey, while moss is common and
extends up tree trunks to 15 metres. Higher
exposed locations usually have heath or low open
shrubland vegetation growing on organic soils.
Ridges and crests above about 650 m can have
feldmark areas where surface soil is continually
blown away exposing gravels or bedrock.

In the last twenty years this land system has been
subjected to fourteen major fires which have burnt
different parts of the region. There are likely to
have been many burns prior to this. These events
have been particularly destructive, as peat
horizons have been burnt and subsequently
eroded by wind and rain. The De Witt Range
Land System displays the most severe peat
erosion in the South West. The main reason for
this is that the well drained steep slopes dry out
rapidly making them extremely vulnerable to fire
and subsequent erosive processes. Firing during
dry conditions encourages sheet erosion by
removing vegetation that binds the soil, but more
importantly, by burning peat. The ash which is
produced is easily removed by the strong winds
and high rainfall the area experiences. Vegetation
on peat eroded areas is often sparse and stunted
as soils are shallow and drought prone. This in
turn limits the accumulation of new peat deposits.
On the slopes of the De Witt Range up to 0. 50m
of peat has been removed (see photograph Firing
and Soil Erosion section). Sand, from underlying
horizons, and peat build-up on lower slopes and
flats provides evidence for active erosion.
Rainforest areas appear to be little affected by
peat erosion as firing is generally restricted to
sedgeland/heath. Areas in this land system which
have been severely eroded include the: Charles
Range, Lawson Range, areas around North
Broken Hills, De Witt Range, Propsting Range,
Lost World Plateau, Bakers Ridge, Rugby Range,
Erskine Range, Red Point Hills and areas around
Melaleuca Inlet.

The De Witt Range land system occurs within
the South West National Park and South West
Conservation Area. Bush walking is the main
activity in the area athough large parts are only
accessible from the sea or air.
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Photo 52

The DeWitt Range Land System covers the lower slopes of the Arthur Range Large quartzite boul ders scattered
over these slopes may result from periglacial processesin Pleistocenetimes Location Western Arthur Range

Photo 53

Peat eroded to bedrock on the DeWitt Range At least 30 cm of peat has
been lost from these slopes
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Photo 54

The geology, soil and vegetation of this part of the DeWitt Range is very
similar to the area shown in the lower photograph on page 122 It has
not been burnt as often, because it is further inland and is protected
by forested river valleys from areas to the west where fires are
typicaly initiated
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