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ABSTRACT

Pickard, John* (National Herbarium of New South Wales, Royal Botanic Gardens,
Sydney, New South Wales, Australia 2000) 1983, Vegetation of Lord Howe Island.
Cunninghamia 1¢2): 133-265. Lord Howe Island (31°30’S, 159°05'E) is a 1520 ha oceanic
island. Some 80% is basaltic, the remainder is calcarenite derived from the coral reef on
the west side of the island. There are four physiographic regions: northern hills rising to
209 m, centra! hills rising to 121 m, central lowlands of calcarenite, and southern mountains
rising to 875 m and occupying about 55% of the island. Rainfall is 1676 mm with a marked
maximum in July-August, Diurnal and seasonal variation in wind speed and direction occurs;
the annual mean is ¢. 5.5 km/h. Mean annual temperature is 19.1°C.

*Present address; School of Biological Sciences, Macquarie University, North Ryde, New South Wales,
Australia 2113.
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The island was discovered in 1788 and settled in 1833. It is part of New South Wales
and is administered by the Lord Howe Island Board. Despite continuous occupation for
almost 150 years, less than 20% of the island is disturbed and less than 10% cleared.

Twenty-five associations in 20 alliances and 14 subformations are mapped at 1:15,840,
and described using a novel tabular format. A key to associations is presented. About 57%
of the island supports monotypic forests of six species, four of them endemic. Scrub, grass
and herbland covers the rest. Marked physical and chemical differences between basalt and
calcarenite are difficult to detect in the vegetation except locally. Salt spray driven by almost
constant on-shore winds appears to be a major determinant of vegetation distribution. One
million pairs of seabirds nest on the island but are in equilibrium with the vegetation. Individual
plants in the nesting areas show different responses to the birds, but the communities are
unaffected. Five introduced mammals (goats, pigs, rats, cattle and man) have greatly altered
the vegetation locally. The most important are cattle and man. Cattle grazing prevents
regeneration of native plants and encourages the spread of vigorous introduced pasture grasses.
Disturbance by man has been episodic according to the economic conditions prevailing. A
feature is a series of abandoned gardens of different ages scattered through the northern
section of the istand. These show old-field succession and the effects of different combinations
of limiting factors leading to steady states. Cattle are particularly important in maintaining
some of these. Palm-seeding has little long-term effect on the Howea forests but the industry
should move to plantations and nurseries for seeds and seedlings for export. The settled
areas of the island are continually disturbed to presumably improve the aesthetic appearance.
Recently some areas have been replanted with native species to replace the previously destroyed
vegetation. Despite recommendations for conservation, little has been done.

INTRODUCTION

Lord Howe Island (31°30’S, 159°05'E) is a small oceanic island in the South
Pacific Ocean some 600 km east of Australia. The island is crescent-shaped, about
10 km long and from 0.3 to 6 km wide. A coral reef about 5 km long on the western
side of the island is the most southerly in the world. Most of the 1520 ha of the island
is basaltic but about 20 per cent is calcarenite derived from coral sand. Two mountains
occupy about half of the island in the south and rise to 875 m. Several small islets
occur offshore within 3 km of Lord Howe.

The island was first sighted in 1788 and has been settled since 1833. There is
no archaeological evidence of earlier inhabitants. Today, about 250 permanent
residents work in the tourist industry or provide services such as radio
communications, weather observations, civil aviation and local government. Some
4000 tourists visit the island each year. The island is politically part of New South
Wales and is administered by the Lord Howe Island Board. The Board is comparable
to a municipal council, although many of the members are government appointees.
Day-to-day management is by the Island Superintendent, an employee of the Board,
and his staff.

Despite its long settlement, Lord Howe has largely escaped the fate of many
small isolated islands. Less than 20 per cent of its vegetation is disturbed and less
than 10 per cent cleared. Most of the island is heavily forested although scrub and
grassland occurs on the more exposed areas and offshore islets. About 57 per cent
of the island supports monotypic stands of six tree species, four of them endemic.
Two, Howea forsterana and H. belmoreana are well known throughout the world
as cultivated palms. Much of the flora of 400 species has affinities with New Zealand
and the Pacific. About 30 per cent of the flora is introduced, and of the native species,
30 per cent are endemic.

Feral animals are present (rats, goats, pigs and cats) with variable consequences
to the biota. Several birds are now extinct, but so far as is known, no plants. The
pressure of goat browsing on the rich endemic flora of the southern mountains
prompted Mr Peter S. Green of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew to urge the New
South Wales Government to undertake an environmental survey of the island. The
Government agreed and the survey, co-ordinated by Dr Harry F. Recher of The
Australian Museum, Sydney, commenced in 1970.
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Figure 1. Geological map. Source: modified after Standard (1963) and Sutherland & Ritchie (1974).


















































































































































































































































































