Young forests pack a mean thirst

In terms of water supply, the city of
Melbourne has been fortunate. lis
primary catchment, in 155 000 hecrares
of forested highlands to cuy’s north-cast
delivers warer so pure it needs only
mimimal disinfection

Most of the water comes from the
mountain ash (Eucalyptis regnans) torest
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few vears later, streamlows declined
markedly, (ultimarely |.\j. about half)
indicaring a link to forest age. A recent
study by the Cooperative Research
Centre for Catchment Hydrology
investigated this link, and developed a
computer model (Topog) for predicting
the impacis of five, logging, climate
change and natural ageing on water yield
from the mountain ash forests,

Dr Rob Vertessy of CSIRO [hvision
of Land and Warter worked on the project
with D Richard Benvon of Melbourne
Water and Dr Mike Papworth of Victoria's
Department of Natral Resources and
Environment, and five post-graduate
students from Monash University and the
Universioy of Melbournd

Earlier studies had suggested thar
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caused changes in evapotranspiration and
hence water vield from the catchmenis,
Vertessy says. ‘But this process had never
been quantified or explained. "Working
across several expenmental carchments in
the water supply area, we examined the
relationship berween tree stoc Ling raie,
stem diameter, sapwood area, leal area
and transpiration in different age classes
of mountain ash rrees.

By going into different age classes of
forest and measuring the number of trees
per unir area and their various stem
dinmeters, we were able to estimate the
leat arca index and transpiration ot cach

stand. We found thar tree stem diameter

WS il [m\u‘llul [Jit'dil.lul of s‘.i}‘!\h't‘u.\d arca,

leal area and tree warter use.’

The study found thar as the forest
aged the number of mountain ash trees
per unit area declined exponentially,
resulting in declines in leaf area and
sapwood arca and hence rainfall
interceprion and 'rr.uh.pu_lrinu I'his
explains why old-growth carchments
vield more streamflow. “Understorey
vegetation filled the gaps in the ageing
and rapidly thinning forest. but we found
that this transpired far less than the
overstorey, Vertessy Says.
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can now provide managers with
accurate prediciions about the
cffects on sireamflow (and hence
water supply) of logging and
wildfire, as well as natural
occurrences such as climate change
or torest ageing, Such information
is vital to efficient management of
water resources, The team’s next
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Contact: Dr Rob l.t".'r'_-.-_J. (06} 246
5700, fioe (06) 246 5800, enail:

iy

br.dor.osiro . Tapog can b
accessed from mid 1997 throueh the
World Wide Web at

petpoliwww. diwr.csiro.avltopog
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Soaring down,
down and away
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