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World Heritage Places - Wet Tropics of
Queensland

The Wet Tropics of Queensland was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1988.

The Wet Tropics of Queensland was one of 15 World Heritage places included on the National Heritage List on 21 May 2007.

The Wet Tropics of Queensland is a region of spectacular scenery and rugged topography with rivers, gorges, waterfalls, and mountains.

One of the largest rainforest wilderness areas in Australia is located in the Daintree River valley, and the combination of fringe coral reefs

and rainforest coastline in the Cape Tribulation region is rare in the world. The Wet Tropics rainforests contain an almost complete record

of the major stages in the evolution of plant life on earth. Many species within the World Heritage area originated when Australia was still

part of Gondwana.

Indigenous heritage
On 9 November 2012 the Australian Government announced the recognition of the national Indigenous heritage values as part of the

existing National Heritage Listing for the Wet Tropics of Queensland.

The Aboriginal Rainforest People of the Wet Tropics of Queensland have lived continuously in the rainforest environment for at least 5

000 years and this is the only place in Australia where Aboriginal people have permanently inhabited a tropical rainforest environment.

The Aboriginal Rainforest People developed a specialised and unique material culture to process toxic and other plants. These cultural

practices are the expression of the technical achievements that made it possible for Aboriginal people to live year-round in the rainforest of

the Wet Tropics.

Traditions established by creation beings about the toxicity of plants and the techniques used to process toxic plants are unusual in an

Australian context and are of outstanding heritage value to the nation. There are a number of traditions that describe how creation beings

created and instructed rainforest Aboriginal people about the foods found in the rainforest and how to make them edible. These traditions

are inscribed in the landscape at particular named places. These places and traditional law provide the conceptual framework that

underpins the rainforest Aboriginal people's technical achievement in processing toxic plants.

Consultation with Indigenous people about the Wet Tropics
of Queensland national heritage listed place
The Indigenous values of the Wet Tropics of Queensland National Heritage Place are not definitively mapped. Indigenous people are the

primary source of information on the value of their heritage and should be consulted on a proposed action likely to significantly impact on

the listed Indigenous heritage values of the place and/or on a protected matter that has Indigenous heritage values (like listed threatened

species).



1/19/22, 4:05 PM World Heritage Places - Wet Tropics of Queensland - DAWE

https://www.awe.gov.au/parks-heritage/heritage/places/world/wet-tropics 2/8

Prior to undertaking any action, proponents should contact the appropriate Aboriginal Traditional Owners and custodians of the land on

which the action will occur that has listed values that may be significantly impacted, as well as the Aboriginal Traditional Owners and

custodians of adjoining lands that may be significantly impacted by the action.

A letter from the appropriate representative bodies declaring that they have been adequately consulted on the action informs the

Department that a best practice approach has been undertaken. Further information on Aboriginal representative bodies is available from

Native Title Corporations (http://www.nativetitle.org.au/)  or via local Aboriginal Land Councils. Guidance about best practice

Indigenous engagement can be found at Engage early – guidance for proponents on best practice Indigenous engagement for

environmental assessments under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act)

(/environment/epbc/publications/engage-early) .

Gallery
Click an image for a larger view

More images from the Australian Heritage Photographic Library

(https://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/heritage/photodb/imagesearch.pl?proc=search_results;placeid=105080)

Click on a heading below or  | 

Location
The Wet Tropics World Heritage Area lies between Townsville and Cooktown on the north-east coast of Queensland and covers an

area of approximately 8,940 km .

More information (#a1)

2

http://www.nativetitle.org.au/
https://www.awe.gov.au/environment/epbc/publications/engage-early
https://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/heritage/photodb/imagesearch.pl?proc=detail;barcode_no=dig001012
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Description of place
It is a region of spectacular scenery and rugged topography with fast-flowing rivers, deep gorges and numerous waterfalls. Mountain

summits provide expansive vistas of undisturbed rainforests. One of the largest rainforest areas in Australia centres around the

Daintree River valley. The association of fringing coral reefs and rainforest coastline in the Cape Tribulation region is not found

elsewhere in Australia and is rare in the world.

The Wet Tropics provides the only habitat for numerous rare species of plants and animals. There are 380 plants and 102 animals in

the Wet Tropics that are considered rare or threatened. These species include 40 rare animal species, including the northern bettong,

the spotted-tailed quoll, the yellow-bellied glider and the southern cassowary.

The vegetation is predominantly rainforest, but includes mixtures with sclerophyll tree species occurring as emergent and co-

dominant species in the canopy. Fringing the rainforests are tall, open forest, and tall, medium and low woodland. A striking and

unique feature is the sharp demarcation between the rainforest and adjacent sclerophyll vegetation.

The Wet Tropics rainforests contain an almost complete record of the major stages in the evolution of plant life on earth. Many

rainforest species originated when Australia was still part of Gondwana.

These rainforests are floristically and structurally the most diverse in Australia. They include 13 major structural types, further

classified into 64 broad plant communities. Mangrove forests cover 136 km . Their floristic diversity is the highest of any mangrove

community in Australia and comparable with that of any in the world; 29 'species associations' have been defined.

Of particular importance are the primitive flowering plants in the rainforests. Of 19 families of angiosperms recognised as primitive,

13 are found in the Wet Tropics. Two of these are confined to the area. This gives the Wet Tropics the highest concentration of such

families on earth.

The rainforests are important as habitats for the conservation of the plant family Proteaceae, in particular the more primitive genera

of the family. These genera represent the nearest relatives of the ancestors of the sclerophyll types, for example, banksias, grevilleas,

persoonias, that form a major part of the Australian flora.

There is a large number of plant species with very restricted distribution within the Wet Tropics. There are some curiosities, including

one of the largest and one of the smallest cycads in the world. The area has the richest concentration of ferns and fern allies in

Australia (65 per cent of Australia's fern species), including 46 species restricted to the area.

The rainforests also contain a number of unique marsupials, including the musky rat kangaroo, which is probably the most primitive

surviving kangaroo species.

The Wet Tropics is home to 30 per cent of Australia's marsupial species, 58 per cent of bat species, 29 per cent of frog species, 20 per

cent of reptile species, 58 per cent of the butterfly species and 40 per cent of bird species. There are around 85 species of vertebrate

animals unique to the area.

Aboriginal occupation of the area probably dates back to the earliest human occupation of Australia (c. 50,000 years BP), and one of

the recorded stories appears to describe the volcanic activity that produced some crater lakes (up to 20,000 years ago), when the

rainforests were smaller than today.

The district is a rich environment for Aboriginal hunter gatherers. About 18 Rainforest Aboriginal tribal groups occupied the area,

and used a range of forest products including several toxic plants that required complex treatment to make them safe to eat. Such

intensive use of toxic food plants is not recorded elsewhere. The Wet Tropics holds great significance for the local Aboriginal

communities, which identify as 'rainforest people'.

The management of the Wet Tropics of Queensland World Heritage Area is on three levels. A State and Commonwealth Ministerial

Council coordinates policies and funding. The Wet Tropics Management Authority is responsible for general planning and policy

development, advised by Rainforest Aboriginal Advisory, Community Consultative and Scientific Advisory Committees. The

Queensland Environmental Protection Agency and Department of Natural Resources and Water manage the day-to-day aspects of the

Wet Tropics.
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World Heritage Committee information for Wet Tropics of Queensland (http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/486)

Brief synthesis
The Wet Tropics of Queensland, or Wet Tropics, stretches along the northeast coast of Australia for some 450 kilometres.

Encompassing some 894,420 hectares of mostly tropical rainforest, this stunningly beautiful area is extremely important for its rich

and unique biodiversity. It also presents an unparalleled record of the ecological and evolutionary processes that shaped the flora and

fauna of Australia, containing the relicts of the great Gondwanan forest that covered Australia and part of Antarctica 50 to 100

million years ago. All of Australia’s unique marsupials and most of its other animals originated in rainforest ecosystems, and their

closest surviving relatives occur in the Wet Tropics. These living relicts of the Gondwanan era and their subsequent diversification

provide unique insights to the process of evolution in general. They also provide important information for the interpretation of

fossils of plants and animals found elsewhere in Australia, and about the evolution of Australia’s sclerophyll flora and marsupial

fauna in particular.

The property supports tropical rainforests at their latitudinal and climatic limits, and unlike most other seasonal tropical evergreen

equatorial forests, is subject to a dry season and to frequent cyclonic events. Many of the distinct features of the Wet Tropics relate to

its extremely high but seasonal rainfall, diverse terrain and steep environmental gradients. In addition to its complex array of species

and life forms, the Wet Tropics is also recognised as an area possessing outstanding scenic features, natural beauty and magnificent

sweeping landscapes.

Criterion (vii) to contain superlative natural phenomena or areas of
exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic importance:
The Wet Tropics exhibit exceptional natural beauty, with superlative scenic features highlighted by extensive sweeping forest vistas,

wild rivers, waterfalls, rugged gorges and coastal scenery. This is particularly apparent between the Daintree River and Cedar Bay,

where exceptional coastal scenery combines tropical rainforest and white sandy beaches with fringing offshore coral reefs. The

winding channels of the Hinchinbrook Channel contain the most extensive mangroves in the region, providing a rich visual mosaic of

rainforest and mangroves, and a terrestrial continuum with the Great Barrier Reef.

Criterion (viii) to be outstanding examples representing major stages of
earth's history, including the record of life, significant on-going
geological processes in the development of landforms, or significant
geomorphic or physiographic features:
The Wet Tropics contains one of the most complete and diverse living records of the major stages in the evolution of land plants,

from the very first pteridophytes more than 200 million years ago to the evolution of seed-producing plants including the cone-

bearing cycads and southern conifers (gymnosperms), followed by the flowering plants (angiosperms). As the Wet Tropics is the

largest part of the entire Australasian region where rainforests have persisted continuously since Gondwanan times, its living flora,

with the highest concentration of primitive, archaic and relict taxa known, is the closest modern-day counterpart for Gondwanan

forests. In addition, all of Australia’s unique marsupials and most of its other animals originated in rainforest ecosystems, and the Wet

Tropics still contains many of their closest surviving members. This makes it one of the most important living records of the history

of marsupials as well as of songbirds.

Criterion (ix) to be outstanding examples representing significant on-
going ecological and biological processes in the evolution and
development of terrestrial, fresh water, coastal and marine ecosystems
and communities of plants and animals:

Outstanding Universal Value (#a2)

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/486
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The Wet Tropics provides outstanding examples of significant ongoing ecological processes and biological evolution. As a centre of

endemism for the region (second only to New Caledonia in the number of endemic genera per unit area), the Wet Tropics provides

fundamental insights into evolutionary patterns both in isolation from and in interaction with other rainforests. Its tall, open forests on

the drier western margins of the rainforest are also significant as part of an evolutionary continuum of rainforest and sclerophyll

forests. Eucalypts, that now dominate the Australian landscape, are considered to have evolved from such rainforest stock and

radiated into drier environments from the margins of closed forests.

The area supports an exceptionally high level of diversity of both flora and fauna, with over 3,000 vascular plant species in 224

families, of which 576 species and 44 genera are endemic, including two endemic plant families. Vertebrate diversity and endemism

are also very high, with 107 mammal species including 11 endemic species and two monotypic endemic genera. In terms of avifauna,

there are 368 bird species, of which 11 species are endemic. For reptiles, there are 113 species of which 24 species are endemic,

including three monotypic endemic genera. The diversity of amphibians includes 51 species of which 22 are endemic.

Criterion (x) to contain the most important and significant natural
habitats for in-situ conservation of biological diversity, including those
containing threatened species of outstanding universal value from the
point of view of science or conservation:
The Wet Tropics holds a largely intact flora and fauna with hundreds of endemic species restricted to the property, of which many are

classified as threatened. The majority of plant species have restricted distributions, and many monotypic plant genera and several

species of marsupials, frogs and reptiles have very restricted distributions either as isolated or disjunct populations, reflecting the

refugial nature of the rainforests found in several locations. The diversity of the plant communities and animal habitats of the Wet

Tropics is recognised as being the most floristically and structurally diverse in Australia and is also outstanding on a global scale.

Among many emblematic species occurring in the property is the flightless Australian cassowary, one of the largest birds in the

world.

In an Australian context, the Wet Tropics covers less than 0.2% of Australia, but contains 30% of the marsupial species, 60% of bat

species, 25% of rodent species, 40% of bird species, 30% of frog species, 20% of reptile species, 60% of butterfly species, 65% of

fern species, 21% of cycad species, 37% of conifer species, 30% of orchid species and 18% of Australia’s vascular plant species. It is

therefore of great scientific interest and of fundamental importance to conservation.

Although the Wet Tropics is predominantly wet tropical rainforest, it is fringed and in a few places dissected by sclerophyll forests,

woodlands, swamps and mangrove forests, adding to its diversity.

Statement of Integrity
At the time of its inscription the property was identified as being an essentially intact ecosystem with the level of human impact low,

especially when compared to other tropical forest regions, with 80% of the estimated cover originally present at the time of the first

European settlement remaining. A substantial amount of lowland forest, however, had been cleared for agricultural purposes. A

number of human disturbances that cumulatively detracted from the overall natural integrity were scattered throughout the property

and included infrastructure such as transmission lines, access roads, abandoned mine sites and more extensive areas which had been

selectively logged. However the evaluation also noted that these disturbances accounted for only a small proportion of the total area

of the property. In addition other local management issues that needed attention included invasions of exotic plants, animals and

forest diseases.

Since inscription, the Australian and Queensland governments have worked cooperatively to put in place a comprehensive

management regime for the property, outlined in the following section. Logging has been prohibited since 1987 with the

infrastructure associated with this activity removed and the impacted forests allowed to recover. Maintenance activities associated

with the provision of community infrastructure are now regulated under a statutory management plan and guided by environmental

codes of practice.
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A number of threatening processes still impact on the overall integrity of the property including invasive species, fragmentation, and

altered hydrological and fire regimes. In addition, a key emerging threat to the integrity of the property is climate change, as with

even a small increase in temperature, large declines in the range size for almost every endemic vertebrate species confined to the

property are predicted.

Requirements for protection and management
In 1990 the Australian and Queensland Governments agreed to jointly fund and coordinate management of the Wet Tropics, signing

an agreement that established the Wet Tropics Management Scheme. The agreement outlined the broad structural and funding

arrangements for the management scheme, including the establishment of the Wet Tropics Management Authority. The management

scheme also establishes a scientific advisory committee to provide advice to the Authority and a community consultative committee

to report to the Authority on matters relating to the management of the property from the viewpoint of representative interest groups

and the community at large.

The Queensland Wet Tropics World Heritage Protection and Management Act 1993 (Wet Tropics Act) and the Commonwealth Wet

Tropics of Queensland World Heritage Conservation Act 1994 together give effect to the administrative and operational aspects of the

agreement and facilitate the implementation of Australia’s obligations under the World Heritage convention. These Acts require the

Authority to produce an annual state of the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area report for the Queensland and Commonwealth

parliaments respectively.

The Wet Tropics Management Plan 1998 (WT Plan) was subsequently developed under the Wet Tropics Act. This statutory Plan

provides for the regulation of potentially damaging activities within the property. The Plan includes a zoning system and a system for

administration of permit applications and a penalty regime for any infringements. Under the WT Plan, the Authority is required to

consider a set of principles and criteria for deciding permit applications of which the most important consideration is the likely

impact of a proposed activity on the integrity of the property.

While the WT Plan applies to all lands within the Wet Tropics, the property contains a diversity of different tenures, and a

corresponding range of government agencies and private land holders with responsibilities for managing these tenures, under

different legislation. Since listing, the Queensland Government has transferred the majority of former forestry tenures to protected

area tenure. This has resulted in the total of protected area estate being increased from 14% at listing to over 65%. The conversion to

protected area estate ensures a more compatible conservation management regime.

The Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) now provides an additional layer

of protection for all World Heritage properties in Australia. Under the EPBC Act, any action that has, will have or is likely to have a

significant impact on the World Heritage values of a World Heritage property must be referred to the responsible Minister for

consideration. The EPBC Act applies whether the activity is inside or outside of the boundaries of a World Heritage property.

Substantial penalties apply for taking such an action without approval. In 2007, the Wet Tropics was added to the National Heritage

List, in recognition of its national heritage significance under the Act.

As well as the regulatory protection mechanisms described above, the Authority has prepared a number of strategies to guide

management of the property, including: the Wet Tropics Nature Based Tourism Strategy (2000); the Wet Tropics Conservation

Strategy (2004); and the WTMA Research Strategy 2010 – 2014.

The Wet Tropics Management Authority is committed to promoting and developing partnerships with people and stakeholders with

rights, responsibilities and interests associated with the Wet Tropics. The Wet Tropics Act recognises the important role that

Aboriginal people can play in the management of natural and cultural heritage in the property. The Wet Tropics World Heritage Area

Regional Agreement 2005 provides for the cooperative management of the property between 18 Rainforest Aboriginal tribal groups,

the Authority and the Australian and Queensland governments. This Regional Agreement has seen the formal establishment of a

Rainforest Aboriginal Advisory Committee under the Wet Tropics Act and the inclusion of two Rainforest Aboriginal directors on

the Authority’s Board. The Authority has also established a conservation sector liaison group and a tourism industry liaison group to

promote improved communication and liaison with these key stakeholders.

History of Inscription
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The Wet Tropics of Queensland were inscribed on the World Heritage List by the World Heritage Committee at its 12  session in

December 1988 (http://whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/3670) .

The Statement of Outstanding Universal Value was adopted by the World Heritage Committee at its 36  session in June-July 2012

(http://whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/4841) .

Further information
Understanding World Heritage: what is outstanding universal value?  (/parks-heritage/heritage/about/world-

heritage/outstanding-universal-value)

Official listing information
Visit the UNESCO web site for official World Heritage listing information of the Wet Tropics:

Wet Tropics of Queensland Property ID 486 (http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/486)

Management Plan for the Wet Tropics of Queensland
The Wet Tropics Management Plan is a statutory document that sets out how the Wet Tropics Management Authority will protect the

Wet Tropics of Queensland World Heritage Area. Supporting the Management Plan is the Wet Tropics Strategic Plan, a non-statutory

document that includes the outcomes, strategies and actions the Authority will focus on over the next ten years to maintain and

enhance the World Heritage values of the Wet Tropics.

Wet Tropics Management Plan 1998 (https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/sl-1998-0161)

Wet Tropics Strategic Plan 2020-2030
(https://www.wettropics.gov.au/site/user-assets/4714%20WTMA%20Strategic%20Plan%202020-

2030%20A4%20DIGITAL%20FINAL%2028082020.pdf)

1987 Nomination documents
The Wet Tropics of Queensland were nominated for inclusion in the World Heritage List in 1987, under the name ‘Wet Tropical

Rainforests of North-east Australia’. When listed in 1988, it was instead named ‘Wet Tropics of Queensland (Australia)’, following

advice from the Bureau of the World Heritage Committee and IUCN.

Nomination of Wet Tropical Rainforests of North-East Australia by the Government of Australia for inclusion in the World Heritage

List (1987) (PDF - 13.12 MB)
(/sites/default/�les/env/pages/afd62f21-3393-48e8-8b99-999dbc05c9a1/�les/1987-wet-tropics-world-heritage-

nomination.pdf)

Other resources

Gazette Notice
Gazette notice: amending values (PDF - 306.19 KB)

(/sites/default/�les/env/pages/afd62f21-3393-48e8-8b99-999dbc05c9a1/�les/s168.pdf)  

Gazette notice: entering Indigenous values (PDF - 310.64 KB)

(/sites/default/�les/env/pages/afd62f21-3393-48e8-8b99-999dbc05c9a1/�les/s169.pdf)   

Databases
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Resources (#a3)

http://whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/3670
http://whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/4841
https://www.awe.gov.au/parks-heritage/heritage/about/world-heritage/outstanding-universal-value
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/486
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/sl-1998-0161
https://www.wettropics.gov.au/site/user-assets/4714%20WTMA%20Strategic%20Plan%202020-2030%20A4%20DIGITAL%20FINAL%2028082020.pdf
https://www.awe.gov.au/sites/default/files/env/pages/afd62f21-3393-48e8-8b99-999dbc05c9a1/files/1987-wet-tropics-world-heritage-nomination.pdf
https://www.awe.gov.au/sites/default/files/env/pages/afd62f21-3393-48e8-8b99-999dbc05c9a1/files/s168.pdf
https://www.awe.gov.au/sites/default/files/env/pages/afd62f21-3393-48e8-8b99-999dbc05c9a1/files/s169.pdf
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Australian Heritage Database record for this place

(https://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/ahdb/search.pl?mode=place_detail;place_id=105080)

Protected Planet Database - Wet Tropics of Queensland

(http://www.protectedplanet.net/sites/Wet_Tropics_Of_Queensland_World_Heritage_Site)

Spatial data (in an ESRI shapefile format) for all of Australia’s World Heritage properties is held by the Department. This

information is available to the public from the Department's Information and data - Databases and applications

(http://www.environment.gov.au/about-us/environmental-information-data/databases-applications) .

Maps
Location/Boundary plan (PDF - 476.32 KB)

(/sites/default/�les/env/pages/afd62f21-3393-48e8-8b99-999dbc05c9a1/�les/wet-tropics-map-2003.pdf)    

Relevant links
Wet Tropics Management Authority (http://www.wettropics.gov.au)

Contact
Wet Tropics Management Authority 

PO Box 2050 

Cairns QLD 4870

wettropics@wtma.qld.gov.au  (mailto:wettropics@wtma.qld.gov.au)

https://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/ahdb/search.pl?mode=place_detail;place_id=105080
http://www.protectedplanet.net/sites/Wet_Tropics_Of_Queensland_World_Heritage_Site
http://www.environment.gov.au/about-us/environmental-information-data/databases-applications
https://www.awe.gov.au/sites/default/files/env/pages/afd62f21-3393-48e8-8b99-999dbc05c9a1/files/wet-tropics-map-2003.pdf
http://www.wettropics.gov.au/
mailto:wettropics@wtma.qld.gov.au

