
From the first edition of the Field Guide in 1993, we noted the crucial role that watercourses play in supporting bird 
species’ diversity. In a seminal thesis, completed at the University of Adelaide in 2016, we read that “reconstructing 
habitat along drainage lines will be important in reversing the declines of species of conservation concern, 
and further emphasises the importance of these areas as valuable places to reconstruct habitat” (Joel Allan 2016).

This sheet outlines STAGE 3 of the Watercourse Revegetation process:

1. Eradication of woody weeds (including exotic trees) and watercourse stabilisation
2. Fencing to exclude stock (and vermin if they are a problem)
3.  Re-establishment of sedges, rushes, reeds and grasses in the Batter and Buffer zones (see Revegetation of Watercourses and

Zones sheets)
4.  Establish the Understorey and Canopy

In this riparian zone cross-section we focus on identifying these plants and where they can be found. A representative selection 
of grasses, sedges and rushes is illustrated.
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This datasheet focusses on the Batter and Buffer zones 
(Figure 1) and three key family plant groups that evolved in 
wet environments - the sedges, rushes and grasses (common 
reed is a grass). The sedges (Cyperaceae), with 79 species, is 
the biggest family group found in watercourses and 
wetlands across the Mt Lofty Ranges. There are 27 other 
family groups which helps explain plant richness in riparian 
zones. Many, however, are becoming uncommon or rare. 
Four sedge members are illustrated: Ficinia nodosa, Eleocharis 
acuta, Cyperus spp & Carex spp. 

In general once we eradicate woody weeds and exotic trees 
from our watercourses and fence to exclude stock, some 
native grasses, sedges and rushes will begin to re-establish 
naturally and others will need to be introduced. 

They play a vital role in forming the bank batter and its 
water edge extremity, the toe of the batter.

In re-establishing, they will be competing with a variety of 
aggressive non-native grasses and herbs. Many of these 
require annual herbicide treatment or hand weeding.

If we choose to return the watercourse to a state where it 
will be a regenerating native plant ecosystem, a different 
strategy will be needed.

This would be the beginning of a long-term stabilisation 
program and commitment to habitat diversity. Bird and 
aquatic life will benefit greatly.

Bank batter strategy
A combination of manual, chemical, slashing and burning 
activities will aid in the re-establishment of sedges and 
rushes in this zone.

With the exclusion of stock, both rhizomatous bulrush 
(Typha domingensis) and common reed (Phragmites australis) - 
growing in the water, at the water’s edge and up into the 
Batter - will regenerate rapidly. NB Neither are suited to 
small dams and creek lines due to their aggressive growth. 
On rivers, Phragmites is excellent for bank stabilisation as it 
grows from the stream bed edge and batter and up through 
the buffer zone.

Most riverside plants in Figure 1 grow most vigorously after 
the winter water levels subside.

Being spring-into-summer-growing, many of the grasses, 
sedges and rushes can be established when weeds and perennial 
grasses are at the end of their growing period. Summer-green 
vegetation at ground level has obvious advantages.

Bank buffer strategy
We now have the local experience to detail the 
establishment of native grasses in this zone - please contact 
our group www.torrenslandcare.org

We first instituted trials on John Stafford's advice from 
spring of 1992 with Themeda triandra (kangaroo grass) and 
Microlaena stipoides var. stipoides (weeping rice grass). 
Poisoning and burning of perennial and woody weeds has 
shown that Austrostipa spp and Rytidosperma spp will 
re-establish on non-grazed, infertile, acidic sandy banks. 

Poa labillardieri var. labillardieri, Microlaena, Rytidosperma 
species and Austrostipa species can easily be established from 
seed into a weed-free area. (*seed dormancy period.)

One-off observations
• Until 1839 native grasslands thrived in a managed 

environment of no fertilisers, no disturbance (except fire), 
no heavy grazing, no hard-footed animals.

•  Hardy summer-active perennials, Rytidosperma spp and 
Microlaena stipoides var. stipoides, properly managed, can 
improve the quality of grazing land (NSW trials).

•  Nil cultivation is best in native grass stands. Burning and 
slashing are beneficial.

• Native grasses are tolerant of broad-leaf herbicides used 
to control exotic weeds. Further information available 
from the website: www.torrenslandcare.org

• Though clearly a nuisance in pasture and grazing land, 
Cyperus and Juncus do a definite service along the 
watercourses.

•  Masses of Cyperus and Juncus spp are a fair indication of 
waterlogged land, infertile soil and sandy soil.

• Many of the rushes and sedges are quite striking and have 
potential for wet area landscaping and water gardens.

• Sedges and rushes:- Though you can propagate by 
division, most can easily be grown from seed. There are a 
few exceptions. 

• Local provenance protocols do not apply to native 
grasses. Australian native grasses have a wide variety of 
breeding systems and a high degree of flexibility. Any 
variations come from mutational changes under climatic 
influences. Much research has been done since the 
nineties until today, explaining the positive implications 
of their evolutionary strengths (See Whalley 2000&2003).
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