Introduction To The Daintree Rainforest
Daintree National Park is in the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area (WTWHA). Proclaimed in 1988, the WTWHA extends for about 450km between Cooktown and Townsville. Vegetation in the area's 900,000ha is primarily tropical rainforest, but there are also open eucalypt forests, wetlands and mangrove forests. The WTWHA meets all four natural criteria for World Heritage listing. These criteria recognise the area's exceptional natural beauty and the importance of its biological diversity and evolutionary history, including habitats for numerous threatened species. The WTWHA also has cultural significance for Aboriginal people who have traditional links with the area and its surrounds.

An ancient landscape

The landscape of Daintree National Park began to form under the sea about 400 million years ago, when Australia was still part of the great super-continent, Gondwana. Ancient rivers carried sediments to the coast, situated more than 100km west of its present position.

Eventually the movement of the Earth's crust lifted these marine deposits, raising a vast area of metamorphic and granite rock far above the sea levels of today. Subsequent erosion of the softer metamorphic rock has exposed the harder underlying granite and resulted in the dramatic, mountainous coastal ranges we see today.

For more than 200 million years successive climate changes have resulted in the contraction and expansion of rainforest throughout much of Australia. During the drier ice ages, many plants and animals did not adapt to the new conditions and were driven to extinction. But in Daintree National Park and the surrounding area, cloudy wet mountaintops and deep moist valleys provided refuge from these climatic fluctuations for many life forms. Those that survived have evolved into the plants and animals in the park today, many of which have changed very little since those ice-age ancestors.

Primitive plants

Most of the world's 19 primitive plant families are found in Daintree National Park and the surrounding area.

Sheltering in tiny refuges during the drier ice ages were several species of plants, including a primitive she-oak (Gymnostoma australianum). This pine-like tree is the only remaining species in the Gymnostoma group of plants in Australia and is now restricted to very isolated pockets north of the Daintree River. The genus was once widespread throughout Gondwana, and its relatives are still found in parts of the Pacific region and south-east Asia.

The extremely rare Noahdendron nicholasii is confined to a small area on the banks of a few narrow creeks. This understorey tree was first discovered in 1981 and has not been found anywhere else in the world. This plant produces a beautiful pink flower spike made up of numerous strongly scented blossoms.

Deep in the lowland rainforest near Cape Tribulation is the very rare Idiospermum australiense. An isolated stand of this ancient tree was re-discovered in 1972 and has since been found in only a few other areas in the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area. It is a true relict and the only member of the Idiospermum family (the word Idiospermum is a reference to its strange fruit, which has four or even five cotyledons - the primary leaves of seedlings - where most plants have only one or two).

Many of these ancient plants provide an insight into the evolution of flowering plants, which began about 120 million years ago.

Animals

Daintree National Park is home to a large number of endemic animals - those found nowhere else in the world. They are comprised of a unique mixture of ancient species evolved from Gondwanan ancestors and more recent arrivals from Asia.

Mammals

Bennett's tree-kangaroo (Dendrolagus bennettianus) is found only in the lowland and upland rainforests north of the Daintree River. Like all kangaroos and wallabies, tree-kangaroos are believed to have evolved from possums. Deserting its life on the ground, this secretive animal has reverted to an arboreal existence, feeding and sleeping among the treetops, although it will often descend to the forest floor in search of fallen fruits or to move between isolated trees. South of the Daintree River the more widespread Lumholtz's tree-kangaroo (Dendrolagus lumholtzi) can be found in rainforest, usually at an altitude above 500m.

The spotted-tailed quoll (Dasyurus maculatus gracilis) is an endangered species found in the park. This cat-sized marsupial is one of Australia's few purely carnivorous animals. Their range covers both upland and lowland rainforests and the tall eucalypt forests found on the western slopes of the Windsor and Carbine tablelands. They have occasionally been observed along the coast from the Daintree River to Cape Tribulation.

The giant white-tailed rat (Uromys caudimaculatus) is one of Australia's largest rodents, with a body length up to 380mm. Often regarded as a mischievous pest, it will boldly raid homes and campsites, chewing its way into tents, food containers and even electrical wiring. This nocturnal creature is an efficient tree climber - it can easily climb to the top of a coconut tree to feast on the large nuts. With incredible persistence, it is able to chew a neat round hole through the tough husk and hard shell to eat the soft flesh inside.

Of the five ringtail possum species found in north Queensland rainforests, the Daintree River ringtail possum (Pseudochirulus cinereus) is almost wholly restricted to the Daintree catchment. In the park this species is found only in upland rainforest on Thornton Peak and the upper reaches of the Daintree and Mossman rivers. Once considered a light-coloured form of the Herbert River ringtail possum, commonly found throughout the Atherton Tableland, it was described as a distinct species in 1989. Striped possums (Dactylopsila trivirgata) are quite common throughout the park, particularly in the coastal lowlands north of the Daintree River, although to see one while spotlighting requires a mixture of luck and know-how.

Although many mammals living in the park are nocturnal and therefore difficult to observe, you may be lucky to see a few creatures by day. The musky rat-kangaroo (Hypsiprymnodon moschatus) is often active during the day and may be glimpsed foraging on the forest floor. This small creature looks similar to a bandicoot, but has dark, chocolate brown fur. It is the most primitive member of the kangaroo family and is believed to have remained relatively unchanged over the last 20 million years.

Birds

Hundreds of bird species have been recorded in Daintree National Park. At dusk and dawn, swirls of white-rumped swiftlets (Collocalia spodiopygius) catch insects emerging above the forest canopy. Azure kingfishers (Ceyx azurea) often dart into shallow pools from branches overhanging the water's edge to feed on fish and small crustaceans.

The magnificent buff-breasted paradise-kingfisher (Tanysiptera sylvia) travels from New Guinea during the warmer months to breed in north Queensland. It is easily recognised by its beautiful blue back and wings, orange underside and very long white tail.

Another bird that returns from New Guinea to breed each year is the pied imperial-pigeon (Ducula bicolor). These black and white pigeons arrive in large numbers around August to enjoy an abundance of fruits found in the lowland rainforest.

Throughout the year, the ground-dwelling orange-footed scrubfowl (Megapodius reinwardt) is commonly seen scratching for food on the forest floor. They can sometimes be seen building one of their enormous nests: huge compost mounds of leaf litter and sticks in which their eggs are incubated.

One of the park's most fascinating birds is the large, flightless southern cassowary (Casuarius casuarius johnsonii). At 2m tall, these birds are extremely important to the health of the rainforest. They are the only animal capable of eating the largest rainforest fruits and dispersing their seeds over vast distances. Sadly, these magnificent creatures are threatened by habitat loss, speeding motorists and dog attacks.

To find out more check out the following websites;
The Daintree Discovery Centre

http://www.daintree-rec.com.au/
National Parks

http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/parks/daintree-cape-tribulation/index.html
