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Floristics, structure and diversity of natural
vegetation in the O'Hares Creek catchment,
south of Sydney

David Keith

Keith, David, (NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, PO Box 1967, Hurstville
NSW Australia 2220) 1994. Floristics, structure and diversity of natural vegetation in
the O'Hares Creek catclunent, south of Sydney. Cunninghamia 3(3): 543-594. Fifteen
plant communities were described and mapped at 1:25 000 scale in O'Hares
Creek catchment. Cluster analysis and ordination were used to elucidate
relationships between the vegetation and environmental variables. Three forest
communities and one scrub community occurred on relatively fertile, well-
drained soils; three woodland and three heath communities occurred on less
fertile, well-drained to damp soils; and five swamp communities occurred on
periodically waterlogged soils of varying fertility. Floristic composition and
vegetation structure were related to a complex of factors reflecting soil fertility
and moisture status, as well as a regional rainfall gradient related to elevation
and distance from the coast.

Of 510 vascular plant taxa recorded, 17 are listed as rare or threatened nationally
and a further 24 are of regional conservation significance. The exotic flora is
small (34 taxa recorded) and locally restricted to disturbed sites. While most of
the plant communities have analogues in other parts of the' Sydney sandstone
area, their floristic composition is particular to the Nepean ramp, an area not
well sampled by existing conservation reserves. The O'Hares Creek area and
other water catchment areas, which cover much of the Nepean ramp, are there-
fore an important augmentation to the formal reserve system.

Introduction

Emerging from pastoral country around Appin on 21 October 1818, Allan Cunningham,
then King’s Botanist, remarked, ‘we arrived at once upon an entire change of country,
of a rugged sandstony character, alternated by extensive tracts of spongy bogs’ (Lee
1925). Cunningham's sketch aptly captures a landscape that subsequently attracted
numerous botanists to the area. Among them were Joseph Henry Maiden, a former
Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens in the early 1900s, and Consett Davis, one of
Australia’s early students in classical plant ecology. Their publications, notes and
collections contributed to early knowledge of the flora.

In recent years, the O'Hares Creek catchment is increasingly the focus of competing
land-uses including nature conservation, mining, military activities, water supply
and recreation. Conlflicts between these land-uses are unlikely to be resolved ration-
ally without a more thorough inventory of the biota than that provided by early
work. This information, together with an evaluation of the regional significance of the
biota, is required as a basis for ongoing management and conservation planning in
the expanding southern Sydney-Wollongong-Campbelltown region.

This paper aims to describe the floristics, structure, diversity and habitat of plant
communities, map their distribution, identify major environmental factors influencing
vegetation patterns and evaluate the regional conservation significance of vegetation
in the O'Hares Creek catchment.
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Study area

The O’Hares Creek catchment, an area of 9 000 ha, is centred on latitude 34° 14' S and
longitude 150° 52' E, 45 km south-west of Sydney centre (Figure 1). The area compris-
es part of the Nepean Ramp, which is in turn, part of the Sydney Basin. The ramp’
is a dissected plateau dipping gently north-west away from the Hlawarra escarpment
toward the Cumberland Plain. The major watercourses, O'Hares and Stokes Creeks,
both flow from elevated, low-relief terrain in the south-east to more dissected terrain
in the north-west. Elevation varies from 100 to 450 m above sea level.
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Figure 1. Location of O’Hares Creek catchment {from Keith & Myerscough 1993).


























































































































































