


























































































 

 

Chapter Three 
The Pre-European Landscape and its Occupants 

 
3.1 Introduction 
  Central to this thesis are the rangeland resources and climates of the 
semi-arid shrublands, the semi-desert/sub-humid steppes and the semi-arid monsoonal 
grasslands of the North West, which occupy one-third of Western Australia. They 
cover some 600 000 square kilometres that stretch north from the subhumid temperate 
zone of the agricultural region in the south to the humid tropical region of the North 
Kimberley (Mitchell and Wilcox 1988). Use of the rangelands and adaptation to the 
arid climate by the Aboriginal inhabitants and the later European settlers demonstrates 
vast differences in perception and technological ideas of both groups of users. 
 
  The North West pastoral region comprises three distinct subregions all 
with, for the greater part, inferior soils, the characteristics of which are an important 
contributor to the lack of agriculture in the basins under study (Figure 3.1) (Addison 
1997). Within each subregion is a mosaic of differing vegetation components (Water 
and Rivers Commission 1997). The semi-arid shrublands, situated in an area 
characterised by dry summers and unreliable winter rains are bounded on their 
southeastern border by the Great Victoria and Gibson Deserts. The northeastern 
boundary lies along the Fortescue basin. In the southern section, which includes the 
Murchison, Gascoyne and Upper Ashburton basins, are mulga woodlands on outwash 
plains, sandy banks and groves which cover some 39  of the semi-arid shrublands. 
Important forage plants include the halophytes saltbush and bluebush, short-grass 
forbs and other salt-resistant plants that grow on the loam and clay soils, and the 
sandy banks and sandplains which are favoured by the wanderrie species. The 
predominant mulga landscape stretches north from the Murchison basin to the 
DeGrey basin (Mitchell and Wilcox 1994). Also important are the rangelands further 
north, from the semi-desert/sub-humid steppes of the Fortescue, DeGrey and Lower 
Ashbburton basins with their differing, but equally arid climatic regime. The Great 
Sandy Desert is on their eastern border. Vegetation includes the triodia (spinifex) 
associations of the shrub steppes, with hummock and bunch grasslands interrupted by 
the rocky outcrops and rugged ranges within the Pilbara region. Other grasses include 
eragrostis and neverfail. The spinifex-covered rangelands reach from the DeGrey 
basin southwards to the easternmost portion of both the Gascoyne and Murchison 
basins (Water and Rivers Commission 1997). Further north again the semi-arid 
monsoonal 
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