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Littoral rainforest is a distinctive form of closed forest found in a narrow band usually within 1 km of the 
coast. (The word ‘littoral’ means of the coast or seashore.) It generally occurs on the lee slope of Holocene 
frontal dunes and extends onto bedrock soils on steep coastal headlands. At least four environmental 
factors combine to create habitat suitable for littoral rainforest: exposure to salt laden sea winds which can 
blow constantly during some months of the year; sandy soil with limited water-holding capacity; protection 
from fire; and mean annual rainfall >1300 mm. Fire protection is often afforded by hind dunes, lagoons or 
subtropical rainforest directly inland. Moisture stress resulting from a windy environment and sandy soil gives 
littoral rainforest a similar appearance to dry rainforest, with few epiphytes and palms, and a sparse ground 
layer. 

Littoral rainforest is dominated by several tree species largely confined to this rainforest type and absent 
from subtropical rainforest immediately inland, including Tuckeroo (Cupaniopsis anacardioides), Coastal 
Aspen (Acronychia imperforata), Three-veined Laurel (Cryptocarya triplinervis – coastal form) and Bird's Eye 
(Alectryon coriaceus).

Most littoral rainforest, which once occurred in SEA in a near continuous band from the Gold Coast south, 
was destroyed by sand mining for heavy minerals between 1940 and 1980, and replaced by exotic Bitou 
Bush (Chrysanthemoides monilifera ssp. rotundata) introduced from South Africa, and used to revegetate 
the bare sand left behind. Considerable progress has been made in removing this pest and the initial stages 
of succession back to the climax vegetation of littoral rainforest is evident in many areas. The resilience of 
dune vegetation is not so surprising when you consider that the frontal dune ecosystem must have been in 
a continual state of advance or retreat, with short periods of relative stability, during the last 2.5 million years 
(the Quaternary Period), in response to the many episodes of sea level rise and fall. 

LITTORAL RAINFOREST Background

Littoral rainforest growing on Holocene sand in Brunswick Heads Nature Reserve, NSW. Note the dense vines and lack 
of ground cover and epiphytes, typical features of littoral rainforest. 
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LITTORAL RAINFOREST Trees

Hard Corkwood
 
Family: Lauraceae  

Identification:
• tree to 20 m high, bark fissured, black 
• leaves 5–10 cm x 1–3 cm 
• leaves glossy, leathery 
• fruit an ovoid drupe, black, 2 cm long

Ecosystems: LRF, WSF, TRF

Hard Corkwood Endiandra sieberi. This medium-sized tree is found on the margin of littoral rainforest and 
sclerophyll forest. It is easily identified from its thick, grey to blackish, fissured bark, which looks similar to the 
European Cork Oak, but darker. Leaves are fairly narrow, leathery and glossy. Like all members of the laurel 
family the flowers are inconspicuous, but the fruits are olive-sized and a favourite of pigeons and bowerbirds 
over-wintering on the coast. As well as occurring on coastal sand, Hard Corkwood is also found in high-
altitude temperate rainforest, a curious distribution pattern seen in some other species. It is one of the few 
species of Endiandra, a mainly rainforest genus, adapted to fire, as indicated by its thick bark. It grows very 
slowly from seed. 
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Coastal Aspen
 
Family: Rutaceae  

Identification:
• shrub or small tree to 10 m high
• single trunked, or low thickets
• leaves dull to glossy, glabrous
• leaves non-aromatic, no oil dots
• flower yellow, fruit yellow or orange

Ecosystem: LRF

White Aspen
 
Family: Rutaceae  

Identification:
• small to medium tree, 6–20 m high
• leaves glossy, opposite, aromatic
• leaf (1-foliate) 4–12 cm x 2–5 cm 
• flowers white, in short panicles
• fruit white to pale yellow, 4-lobed, 1 cm

Ecosystems: LRF, WSF, STRF
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White Aspen 
Acronychia oblongifolia

Small to medium-sized tree to 20 m high 
with opposite branches and leaves. The 
glossy leaves are 1-foliate, meaning the leaf 
it actually a leaflet and the other leaflets have 
been lost. Clusters of small, white flowers with 
petals 4–7 mm long grow from the leaf axils. 

The fruits are squarish, 1 cm 
in diameter and succulent. 
This species ranges from 
Gympie, Qld, south to East 
Gippsland, Vic. Common in 
SEA in LRF and coastal WSF, 
also in STRF. 

Coastal Aspen 
Acronychia imperforata

Shrub or small tree to 10 m high, common 
in littoral rainforest. Leaves smooth, broader 
and rounded in the upper half, apex often 
notched. Small yellow flowers produce 
yellow to orange, succulent fruits with a hard 
stone. It can grow as a single trunked tree or 
multiply vegetatively by suckering to produce 
thickets of small stems. Mainly found on 
coastal Holocene sand and rarely inland in 
disturbed rainforest and wet sclerophyll forest. 
If burnt it regenerates by root suckering and 
from seed. The species ranges from Taree, 
NSW, to Cape York. 

LITTORAL RAINFOREST Trees                      
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Three-veined Laurel 
 
Family: Lauraceae  

Identification:
• medium to large tree, bark grey, smooth
• leaves 5–10 cm x 2–4 cm 
• leaves pale green below, white hairs
• hairy domatia in vein angles
• flowers small, fruit 1 cm diam, black

Ecosystem: LRF (coastal subspecies)

Tuckeroo
 
Family: Sapindaceae  

Identification:
• shrub in thickets or large tree
• leaves pinnate, 5–25 cm long
• leaflets 4–11, glabrous, blunt
• flowers and fruit in panicles
• fruit orange, 2–3 cm, seeds black

Ecosystems: LRF, DRF
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Three-veined Laurel 
Cryptocarya triplinervis var. triplinervis

One of the commonest littoral rainforest trees 
in SEA, often dominating the wind-sheared 
canopy just above the beach. There are two 
varieties of this species that may eventually 
be recognised as different species. The 
coastal one has appressed, white hairs on 

the underside of the leaf and 
domatia in the main vein angles. 
It ranges from Cape York to South 
West Rocks on the Mid North 
Coast of NSW, often comprising a 
large part of the littoral rainforest 
canopy.

Tuckeroo 
Cupaniopsis anacardioides

Large tree or low shrub ranging from Cape 
York to the Sydney region. Common in SEA 
near the sea on sand, also on bedrock 
headlands, estuaries and inland in dry 
rainforest. Endemic to eastern Australia.

LITTORAL RAINFOREST Trees                     
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Bennett’s Ash
 
Family: Rutaceae  

Identification:
• tree to 40 m, bark grey, smoothish 
• leaves opposite, pinnate, leathery 
• leaves hairless, with a terminal leaflet
• leaflets 3–9, mostly 8–15 cm x 2–6 cm 
• seed capsule woody, 4–7 cm long

Ecosystems: LRF, STRF
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Bennett's Ash Flindersia bennettii. Medium to tall tree with a smooth grey, cylindrical trunk and opposite, 
leathery, pinnate leaves. Common in littoral rainforest and lowland subtropical rainforest on poor soil. Like 
other Flindersia species it produces large, woody capsules that split into boat-shaped valves and release 
winged seeds. This species occurs mainly in SEA from about Bundaberg, Qld, south to the Clarence River, 
NSW. Disjunct outliers also occur at the Mt Windsor Tableland more than 1000 km to the north, at Cape 
Hillsborough in Central Qld and near Nambucca Heads on the Mid North Coast of NSW.  

LITTORAL RAINFOREST  Trees                    
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Riberry
 
Family: Myrtaceae  

Identification:
• large tree, buttressed
• bark smooth, grey to red-brown, flaking
• leaves tough, glossy, apex drawn out
• leaves 3–7 cm x 1–3 cm, new tips pink
• fruit bright red, edible

Ecosystems: LRF, STRF
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LITTORAL RAINFOREST     Trees

Riberry Syzygium luehmannii. Medium to large rainforest tree found in littoral and subtropical rainforest. 
Buttressing is well developed in large trees, but hardly noticeable in smaller trees. The bark is grey to 
reddish-brown, smooth to flaky. The east coast distribution of this species is split between SEA and NE Qld, 
a pattern seen in many other rainforest plants. In SEA it ranges from the Macleay River, NSW, north to Fraser 
Is, Qld. The gap across Central Qld spans more than 1000 km from northern SEA to Townsville, where it 
may have gone extinct in the past due to extreme drought events. Riberry is widely planted for its colourful 
new tip growth and fruit.  
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Rusty Fig
 
Family: Moraceae 

Identification:
• small to medium, spreading tree
• leaves 7–10 cm long, 5–6 cm wide
• leaf glossy above, rusty below
• leaves smooth or hairy below
• fruit 10–20 mm diam, yellow/red

Ecosystems: LRF, DSW, DRF, GDSF

Rusty Fig 
Ficus rubiginosa

Small to medium-sized tree, common on the 
coast on the margins of littoral rainforest and 
Coastal Cypress Pine forest, extending inland 
to dry rainforest and fire-protected niches in 
open forest, such as rocky areas and cliffs. 
Trees may be evergreen or deciduous in 
the dry season, depending on local water 
availability.  Rusty Fig ranges along the east 
coast from Cape York to the NSW South 
Coast (Bega) and inland to the western 
slopes. This is the most southerly occurring 
of Australia’s 45 species of figs. 

Bird's Eye, Beach Alectryon
 
Family: Sapindaceae 

Identification:
• small tree or shrubby thicket 
• leaves pinnate with two leaflets
• leaflets glossy, dark green
• main veins prominent, whitish
• fruit a black seed in a round red aril

Ecosystems: DSW, LRF

LITTORAL RAINFOREST Trees

Bird's Eye, Beach Alectryon 
Alectryon coriaceus

Endemic to SEA between Gladstone, Qld, 
and Seal Rocks, NSW (NE Qld doubtful). 
Commonly known as ‘Bird's Eye’, as the fruit 
opens to display a shiny, black seed set in a 
red ring (or aril), looking like a bird's eye. The 
black and red colour combination in fruits 
is a bird-attracting strategy. Found mainly in 
littoral rainforest and scrub on Holocene dune 
sand where it forms thickets on the seaward 
face of dunes or grows into a small tree. 
Presumably it tracks the changing coastline 
during times of rising and falling sea level by 
seed dispersal or vegetative spread.
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Broad-leaved Ballart
 
Family: Santalaceae 

Identification:
• shrub or small tree to 10 m high
• bark rough, flaking, blackish
• leaves 4–7 cm long, 2–4 cm wide 
• leaf with parallel longitudinal veins
• fruit red, seed on a swollen pedicel

Ecosystems: LRF, DSW

Queensland Xylosma
 
Family: Salicaceae 

Identification:
• small tree with rough bark
• leaves glossy, 2-ranked
• leaves 5–10 cm long, 3–4 cm wide
• 2 tiny glands at base of leaf blade 
• fruit red, 1 cm diam.

Ecosystems: LRF, DRF

LITTORAL RAINFOREST Trees

Queensland Xylosma 
Xylosma terrae-reginae

Endemic to SEA, ranging from Byron Bay 
north to the Tropic of Capricorn. Found on 
the coast in littoral rainforest and inland in 
dry rainforest in Qld. This small tree is fairly 
nondescript with few obvious features, itself 
a clue for species identification, although 
the glossy leaves are two-ranked (meaning 
arranged in neat rows either side of slightly 
zig-zag branchlets) and they have two minute 
raised glands at the base of the leaf blade. 
The genus Xylosma is quite large (100 spp.) 
and DNA evidence places it in the willow 
family (Salicaceae). It has a global distribution 
in the tropics and subtropics. 

Broad-leaved Ballart 
Exocarpos latifolius

This member of the sandlewood family 
(Santalaceae) parasitises the roots of other 
plants, a feature common in this family. 
The leaves are broad-ovate and thickish 
in contrast to other Ballarts (p. 138) in 
this genus, which have broom-like foliage, 
lacking true leaves. A red fruit is formed from 
the swollen flower pedicel (stalk) with the 
seed sitting on top of the succulent stalk. 
Distributed from the Richmond River, NSW, 
to Cape York and across the north to the 
Kimberley; also in NG and Timor. The genus 
Exocarpos (26 spp.) occurs from SE Asia to 
Australia and Oceania.  
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Northern Doughwood
 
Family: Rutaceae  

Identification:
• shrub or small tree to 15 m
• leaves opposite, trifoliate, aromatic
• stalk of middle leaflet longer 
• flowers small, in panicles to 10 cm 
• fruit a lobed capsule 5–7 mm long

Ecosystems: LRF, STRF

Northern Doughwood 
Melicope vitiflora

Small tree with opposite, dark green, trifoliate 
leaves. The middle leaflet has a stalk longer 
than the other two leaflets (compare with p. 
234). If crushed the leaves have a distinctive, 
pleasant aromatic smell. This species has 
a patchy distribution on the east coast, 
occurring in SEA between Byron Bay, NSW, 
and Fraser Is, Qld, the Mackay area and NE 
Qld, and also extending to Cape York and 
NG. Found near the coast in the south in 
littoral and subtropical rainforest, ascending 
to the tablelands in the north. 

Blue Lilly Pilly
 
Family: Myrtaceae 

Identification:
• small tree, bark reddish-brown
• leaves opposite, glossy, aromatic
• oil dots visible if leaf held up to light
• fruit mauve-blue, succulent

Ecosystems: LRF, STRF, WSF

Blue Lilly Pilly 
Syzygium oleosum

Small tree with rough, red-brown bark. Leaves 
glossy both sides and strongly aromatic 
when crushed. Oil dots are visible if leaf is 
held up to the light. The fruit is bluish-purple 
and 1–2.5 cm in diameter. This species 
ranges from Wollongong, NSW, to NE Qld, 
and occurs from the coast to the high ranges 
of the Great Escarpment. Common on the 
coast in littoral rainforest and wet sclerophyll 
forest. This is one of about a dozen species 
of Syzygium or lilly pilly found in SEA. The 
genus, which has approximately 1500 
species, reaches maximum diversity in the 
tropics. 

LITTORAL RAINFOREST Trees




