Case Study 1
Emu Creek bellyache bush, physic nut and rubber vine removal

1.1 Introduction

The Natural Resource Management (NRM) group operating in the Southern Gulf of Carpentaria
region is Southern Gulf NRM Ltd (SG NRM). SG NRM is currently coordinating Queensland
Government NRM Investment Program (QNRM) weed management projects in both Southern Gulf
and Northern Gulf regions. Community group Mitchell River Watershed Management Group
(MRWMG) has been a recipient of funding through this program in 2013-2016 and has associated
with Mareeba Shire Council Land Protection Unit to conduct a riparian rehabilitation project on Gibbs
Creek and Emu Creeks, tributaries of Walsh River and part of the Mitchell River catchment, a Gulf of
Carpentaria catchment.

This “Emu Creek bellyache bush, physic nut and rubber vine removal” project aimed to build on
previous weed treatment operations since 2002 when Laheys Creek, another tributary of Emu Creek
was fully treated. This time, it was planned to work the entire riparian system from Gibbs Creek at
Irvinebank to Emu Creek then Emu Creek downstream past Laheys Creek to the junction of Emu
Creek and Walsh River, a distance of 76 km. Large stretches of these creek systems were in danger
of being overrun by these three highly invasive weeds and a dedicated three year six stage work
program involving Shire Council workers, MRWMG Coordinator and volunteers with assistance
throughout from nine landowners including two indigenous groups would “see the weeds out” and the
creek systems returned to their natural healthy and biodiverse state. The target was almost met —
72.5 km of the 76 km full length — and the project will be followed up and completed by Council in the
next few years.

1.2 Project inputs and outputs

The weed management activity involved the staged and strategic removal of two Jatropha species — J
gossypiifolia or bellyache bush and J curcas or physic nut — and rubber vine Cryptostegia grandifolia
from Emu Creek (upstream of Walsh River) and its tributary Gibbs Creek in order to restore the
biodiversity integrity of Gibbs Creek and Emu Creek.

The project commenced at Irvinebank 20 km west of Herberton on the Atherton Tableland and moved
down Gibbs Creek to Emuford, down Emu Creek to Petford 29 km southwest of Dimbulah and then
further downstream Emu Creek to finish 3.26 km short of Walsh River, a total distance of 72.5 km.
The area of weed management activity over the six stages or milestones of the project was 1927
hectares.

Fully integrated control methods from hand pulling, fire where applicable, blanket spraying, basal bark
spraying and cut and swab techniques were implemented to treat the three invasive species as well
as neem trees and occasional siam weed. Access to the infestations was provided by the
neighbouring landowners as well as other logistical support.

Stage 1 (J-J 2014) of the project to remove bellyache bush, physic nut and rubber vine commenced
in March 2014 on Gibbs Creek in Irvinebank and reached Emuford at Emu Creek junction on 8 July
2014 The first sub-stage treated all plants in the township of Irvinebank, around the edge of the town
dam and along 32.5 km of riparian area including floodout land, side creeks, swamps and
anabranches. Area cleared was calculated at 600 ha. Only physic nut (J curcas) and rubber vine were
sighted, bellyache bush having been removed previously and no regrowth was observed. Neem trees
were also removed as part of the Council program.

Stage 2 J-D 2014 - the project proceeded down Emu Creek from Emuford to Micks Flats 4 km
upstream from Burke Developmental Road near Petford. The creek is accessible from the Herberton-
Petford Road and the length of creek section was 16 km and included all the flood out lands,
anabranches, lagoons and tributaries. Rubber vine occurred throughout, bellyache bush was found at
the junction of Emu Creek and Lahey Creek and continued through the entire section and physic nut
was found throughout the section in thickets or as large individuals. Nine landholders assisted in the
program by treating weeds, opening access, pushing weedy thickets out and burning rubber vine
patches. Area cleared of rubber vine was around 100 ha, bellyache bush and physic nut 275 ha, as
well as neem and one infestation of siam weed.

Stage 3 also in J-D 2014 — the project proceeded down Emu Creek from Petford to a locality known
as Long Waterhole roughly 15 km downstream. Bellyache bush and physic nut were present in the



mouths of the tributary creeks and on the floodout lands, anabranches and swamps. Rubber vine
occurred throughout and was in heavy lianas up into the eucalypts and in dense tangles on the river
bed and banks. All were chemically treated either by blanket spray or by basal spraying. Much of the
smaller seedling bellyache bush was mechanically removed and in places where it was possible, fire
was used with good results. Personnel for the control works were sourced from Mitchell River
Watershed Management Group, Mareeba Shire Council and by landowner groups from the affected
properties. Area cleared of rubber vine was 190 ha, bellyache bush and physic nut - 270 ha.

Stage 4 J-J 2015 was completed in May-June. The project was conducted down Emu Creek from
Long Waterhole to “Ayres Rock” on the Eight Mile Waterhole, a distance of almost 8 km picking up all
creeks and gullies that join Emu Creek. Bellyache bush has been treated numerous times along this
stretch of river and was in low numbers. Physic nut was a profusion of very large shrubs to 5 metres
tall mostly along the alluvial flats and in the creek and gully mouths. It was treated using the cut and
swab method or by basal treatment. Area 277 ha through 4 properties. Rubber vine was very dense
all the way along, slightly less so on the straight and stony sections of the river. The dense
understorey plants were treated using splatter guns with water-based herbicide and wetter. Large
vines were basal treated while the really large multi-stemmed vines were cut and swabbed. Area of
rubber vine treated was 231 ha.

Stage 5 J-D 2015 was completed in Nov 2015. The project proceeded down Emu Creek from “Ayers
Rock” to a locality known as “Killing Flat”, a distance of 3 km. Bellyache bush has only been treated
three times along this section of creek line and was in dense thickets of relatively smaller plants to
400 mm; these thickets were mostly leafless due to the extended cooler weather, so the control option
was to hand pull the plants, extremely labour intensive and time consuming. Physic nut was in dense
thickets occurring on river bends and on the confluence of smaller creeks. These infestations were
basal bark treated; area 78 ha. Rubber vine has been previously untouched along this creek section
and was in extremely dense stands of large tangled vines, hence the comparatively short stretch of
creek relative to previous stages. Fire would have been a valuable tool to use on these vines, but the
chance of a fire escaping in these very dry times could not be risked. The option was to basal bark
treat with Access and diesel.

Stage 6 J-J 2016 was completed in April 2016. The project proceeded down Emu Creek from “Killing
Flat” around a sweeping bend in the river almost to Palm Creek, a distance of 2.5 km. From the end
of Stage 6 to the junction of Emu Creek and Walsh River is now only 3.26 km. All the target plants
along this section were in dense infestations, and spread over a wide swathe of sandy islands with
wattle scrubs, anabranches and dry channels. Area 114 ha for Jatropha spp and rubber vine.

1.3 Outcomes

The on-ground works activities and capacity building associated with the “Emu Creek bellyache bush,
physic nut and rubber vine removal” project have achieved the following outcomes:

o improved understanding by project partners and participants regarding the health of the
biodiversity of the system and the associated management issues;

o improved understanding by participants of the importance of the river and riparian vegetation and
habitat;

o increased community involvement in river restoration activities;
o continuous river length of 72.5 km and 1927 hectares of riparian habitat rehabilitated;

o clear understanding by all participants of the need to carry out follow-up operations along the
entire treated riparian system.

1.4 Conclusion

At the conclusion of the project, Land protection Officer Sid Clayton stated, “This program had at the
planning stage of the work 3 years ago been intended to run the weeds out right down to the junction
with the Walsh River. We have fallen short of this target, due entirely to the sheer density of the weed
infestations. We used far more herbicides, labour and time than programmed for and have run out of
the money set aside for the work”.

However, this team was not to be defeated in the quest for achievement of successful removal of
invasive weeds from the Emu Creek sub catchment above Walsh River in the Mitchell River
catchment. Mr Clayton continued in his report, “Follow-up treatment is budgeted for by Council work
crew and landowners. After we have carried out this follow-up work for several more years we intend
for the target weeds to be eradicated from the 6 stages that have been designated. We, Council and



our landowners will endeavour to knock over the bottom section and meet our commitment to see the
weeds taken out of the entire length of Emu Creek. That work will take us a couple of years”. SG
NRM offered some more assistance from QNRM 2016-17 funds but the offer was respectfully
declined and Council and landowners, who now consider they well and truly own the project, will
complete it themselves.

This is what the injection of incentive funding on a consistent and reliable basis to a dedicated group
of workers and landowners is all about — it can and frequently does lead to successful outcomes — in
this case a rehabilitated river system over a 76 km length.

Photo 2. Physic nut Jatropha curcas thicket on Emu Creek



Photo 3. Basal sprayed giant physic nut with heavy seedling recruitment
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Map 1. Stages 1 to 5, 2014-2015 - Gibbs Creek Irvinebank to Emu Creek at Emuford, Emu Creek down to Killing Flat;
map produced by SG NRM from data provided by Mareeba Shire Council
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Map 2. Stage 6, 2016 — Emu Creek, Killing Flat - Palm Creek; showing base map provided by Mareeba Shire Council




