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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Predicting outcomes is critical for conservation prioritisation. We Received 18 June 2021
predicted the areas that are likely to be impacted using a Accepted 13 December 2023
generalised estimating equation from a logistic regression and
intersected our model with vegetation community mapping for Habitat loss; Queensland;
Queensland, Australia. Under the assumption that areas with a predictive modelling; risk-
high probability of clearing would eventually be cleared, we based approach; regional
identified vegetation communities at risk of transitioning into a ecosystems; vegetation
more vulnerable status, addressing a critical knowledge gap.

Specifically, we identify: 1) areas within the study region’s

bioregions face the highest risk of forest cover loss; 2)

communities may transition to more vulnerable according to

their extent-based vulnerability status. Our analysis determined

high-risk areas within the study region and vegetation

communities vulnerable to changing status. Three clearing

scenarios — low, moderate and high - were evaluated. In the low

scenario, 0.3 per cent of vegetation communities experienced

clearing, with 26 communities changing their status. The

moderate scenario impacted 35 per cent of vegetation

communities, with 103 communities at risk. In the high scenario

(our most aggressive assumption), 45 per cent of vegetation

communities overlapped with areas suitable for clearing, affecting

the status of 158 communities. We emphaise the need to protect

high-risk communities while implementing effective management

strategies in areas where clearing poses minimal threat.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Land clearing results from the interconnected dynamics of human populations and their
economics, scientific and technological developments, cultural values and policies (Seab-
rook, McAlpine, and Fensham 2006; 2008). The consequences of land clearing for the
environment include: reducing the extent and abundance of species (Haddad et al.
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2015), habitat fragmentation (Holland and Bennett 2010) and decreased efficiency and
functionality of ecological processes (Cogger et al. 2003). Due to the unprecedented
expansion of built infrastructure and agriculture, approximately one quarter of all
species from red-list assessed groups are classified as vulnerable to extinction (IPBES
2019), rendering habitat loss by land clearing a critical threatening process to biodiversity
(Ceballos and Ehrlich 2002; Tilman et al. 2017). Accordingly, nations around the globe
ratified the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity in 1993, resulting in a
cross-jurisdictional enterprise to slow habitat loss. Governments developed environ-
mental programmes and policies to achieve this goal, including protected areas and
environmental regulations.

Despite being considered a developed nation, Australia has globally high land-clearing
rates (Evans et al., 2011; Carwardine et al., 2012). This threatening process is firmly
attributed as the primary cause of biodiversity decline (Woinarski, Burbidge, and Harri-
son 2015). Most clearing of native vegetation has occurred on arable lands for agricul-
tural and pastoral production (Evans 2016; McAlpine et al. 2009), with the majority of
clearing occurring in the State of Queensland (Bradshaw 2012; Heagney, Falster, and
Kova¢ 2021). For example, in the four years between 1991 and 1995, Queensland was
responsible for 80 per cent of the 1.2 million ha cleared across Australia (Accad and
Neldner 2015; Wilson, Neldner, and Accad 2002). Between 2001 and 2003, the total
amount of woody vegetation in cleared in Queensland was 1.04 million ha (0.56 per
cent of Queensland’s total area) (Queensland Government 2018).

When Australia ratified the Convention on Biological Diversity, jurisdictional govern-
ments could access national funding in return for meeting national standards on veg-
etation cover. As a result, Queensland passed the Vegetation Management Act in 1999
(The Act) to address concerns over the effects of broad-scale clearing of native vegetation,
encourage ecologically sustainable land use and maintain regional biodiversity. The
primary intent of the Act is to avoid land degradation and maintain biodiversity and eco-
logical processes. Following the prohibition of broad-scale clearing under the Act in 2006,
clearing rates per year fell by over 200,000 ha between 2006 and 2010, marking a historic
low for clearing rates in Queensland (Government 2015a; 2017). In 2013, however, the
Act was amended, allowing for the resumption of broad-scale clearing for high-value
dryland and irrigated agriculture as part of a government initiative to expand agricultural
development. In the years that followed, Queensland’s rate of land clearing soared to over
350,000 ha per year (Government 2015a). Recent statistics now show that Queensland’s
rate of land clearing is nearly 400,000 ha per year, making the state a global land-clearing
hotspot (Hudson 2019). As a result of this extensive and ongoing clearing, many veg-
etation communities in Queensland are vulnerable to extinction (Tulloch et al. 2015).

Previous studies have commented on the substantial effects of rapid policy change on
vegetation management in Queensland. For example, Taylor (2013) estimated that 1.3
million hectares of previously uncleared vegetation would be at risk of future clearing fol-
lowing the 2013 changes to the Act. In addition to the total extent of vegetation at risk, a
2017 study also found that the Act fails to protect the ecosystems experiencing the highest
clearing rates (Rhodes et al. 2017). Similar to Taylor’s findings, another recent study eval-
uated the impact of vegetation policy in Queensland and found that the Act was largely
ineffective at curbing land clearing (Simmons et al. 2018). These studies demonstrate that
existing policies have not had the desired impact of reducing land clearing and that the
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Act changes to make additional land available for future clearing. The risk of habitat loss
and the associated consequences for wildlife is a function of both availability for clearing
and the likelihood of clearing. Thus, it is also essential to determine the extent to which
those areas not yet cleared and available for clearing under current vegetation manage-
ment are likely to be cleared.

Strategic planning is critical to planning such programs by proactively identifying
communities or ecosystems with the highest risk of loss. Without these forecasting, pol-
icies may be insufficient or ineffective in abating biodiversity loss. However, there is
limited knowledge of the likelihood or probability of such loss across Australian land-
scapes. Such a critical knowledge gap fundamentally constricts decision-makers’ capacity
to understand the effectiveness of a conservation action relative to inaction (Maron,
Rhodes, and Gibbons 2013). Predicting clearing is thus crucial for informed decision-
making in designing conservation interventions (Pressey et al. 2021).

Indeed, there is growing research interest in modelling change in land cover; specifically,
the probability of natural habitat being converted to modified habitat (Wang et al. 2022).
However, for these modelling approaches to be beneficial and integrated within an adaptive
management framework, they must be easily accessible, allowing policymakers to rapidly
produce and update policies in response to evolving human landscapes and drivers. In this
study, our objectives were: 1) to identify areas where clearing is most likely to occur and 2)
to identify previously uncleared vegetation communities most susceptible to changes in
biodiversity status due to clearing pressure. To achieve this, we developed a predictive
spatial model of clearing for the State of Queensland and intersected it with the state’s veg-
etation community mapping. We present three scenarios of potential clearing: high, mod-
erate and low and, for each scenario, tally the total area in each bioregion and the number
of vegetation communities likely to be impacted by future clearing.

Methods
Study area

The study area constitutes nine of the thirteen bioregions in Queensland, Australia. Bior-
egions are areas with similar climate, geology and biota (Thackway and Cresswell 1997)
and are Queensland’s primary reporting unit for biodiversity conservation. We focused
on the nine bioregions dominated by woody vegetation (Figure 1). We excluded four
grassland-dominated bioregions (390,000 km® or 22.2 per cent of land area in the
state) because such habitats are incompatible with the predictor variable of land clearing
(described below). The bioregions in the study area are diverse and consist of extensive
areas of savannah, a mosaic of mangroves, pastures and remnant tropical forests.
Approximately 19 per cent of the land has been cleared (34,886,294 ha) since European
colonisation (Queensland Department of Environment and Science 2018). Significant
clearing drivers are urbanisation, cattle ranching, agricultural production and timber
harvesting (Bradshaw 2012; Evans 2016; Seabrook, McAlpine, and Fensham 2006).
Indeed, Queensland has experienced some of the world’s highest clearing rates for
woody vegetation between 2015 and 2018 (Department of Science 1988-2016; Queens-
land Department of Environment and Science 2018), resulting in the classification of
45 per cent of regional ecosystems listed as ‘of concern’ or ‘endangered’ (n = 603, n = 96).
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Figure 1. Map of the bioregions for this analysis. Areas that have been cleared in the last 30 years are
shown in red (as defined by the Statewide Land and Trees Study (SLATS, Department of Science
1988-2016)). Protected areas as of 2019 are shown in green.
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Data sources and pre-processing

Spatially explicit models of the probability of clearing can function as decision-support
tools. However, care must be taken in their design because the factors influencing clear-
ing vary globally and regionally (Simmons et al. 2018). Thus, the first modelling step is
correctly identifying the proximate underlying and spatially explicit causes of clearing
(the independent variables). We acknowledge that the decision to clear land is
complex, driven by various factors, including personal and societal values and attitudes
and legal and economic considerations. Although we recognise the importance of these
variables, our study focused specifically on biophysical variables and the spatial extent to
which possible land clearing could be predicted. From a comprehensive literature search,
we concluded that the relevant independent variables in the Queensland context were:
distance to markets, distance to major roads, distance to watercourses, grass biomass
(cattle grazing capacity), rainfall, slope, and temperature (Table 1). To represent these
characteristics, we obtained datasets from the Queensland Government’s publicly avail-
able spatial data portal (‘Q-spatial’) (Queensland Government 2018), including layers
representing the digital elevation model, grazing capacity, built-up areas, major water-
courses, and state-controlled roads. We derived the slope from a digital elevation model
in ArcMap. To calculate the distance to built-up areas, distance to major watercourses,
and distance to roads, we used the Euclidian distance tool in ArcMap (ESRI 2014).

Table 1. Description of each independent predictor variable, the logic behind its inclusion, the data
source, year published, and the data type. Datasets by the Queensland Department of Environment
and Science, Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, or Department of Natural Resources and
Mines were retrieved from http://gldspatial.information.qld.gov.au/catalogue/custom/index.page.
We created Rainfall and Temperature data using ANUCLIM http://fennerschool.anu.edu.au/research/
products/anuclim-vrsn-61.

Predictor Data
variables Rationale Data source year Data type
Distance to There are higher costs associated with Built-up areas: Department of 2014  Continuous
built-up areas clearing lands that are further from Environment and Science
current urban areas (Chomitz and Gray
1999)
Distance to Roads facilitate access and are a known State-controlled roads 2017  Continuous
major roads correlate to clearing (Chomitz and Gray
1999).
Distance to Increased access to surface water increases  Watercourses: Department of 2014 Continuous
watercourses the likelihood of land development for Environment and Science
agricultural or grazing purposes.
Grass biomass Lands with higher pasture production are  Agricultural land audit: 2014  Continuous
more likely to be cleared for grazing and Department of Agriculture
less likely to be protected due to higher and Fisheries
production value.
Rainfall Land arability is a combination of climatic ~ ANUCLIM 2017  Continuous
variables which may lead to competition
between protection and production (Nori
et al. 2013)
Slope Flatland (low per cent slope) is easier to Digital elevation model: 2013 Continuous
clear (Wilson et al. 2005) Department of Natural
Resources and Mines
Temperature Land arability is a combination of climatic ~ ANUCLIM 2017  Continuous

variables which may lead to competition
between protection and production (Nori
et al. 2013)
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We also created spatial layers for climatic variables (average annual temperature and
average annual rainfall) from ANUCLIM using the Dismo package (Hijmans et al.
2017) in RStudio (RStudio Team 2015).

For our model’s dependent variable (a binary variable of whether the land has been
cleared or not), we obtained a clearing footprint (i.e. cleared/not cleared over the
period 1988-2018) from the Queensland Government’s ‘State-wide land and trees
study.” (SLATS) (Department of Science 1988-2016). SLATS incorporates remote
sensing techniques, such as satellite imagery and aerial photography, to capture data
on canopy density. These remote sensing data sources provide high-resolution images
that can be processed to derive information about the density and extent of tree canopies
across the landscape. These data have a spatial resolution of 30m*30 m (Department of
Science 1988-2016). We removed areas attributed as ‘natural tree death’ or ‘natural dis-
aster damage’ from further analysis. Where clearing had occurred, a pixel was given a
value of ‘1", indicating that a pixel contained woody vegetation before 1988 but was
cleared at any point between 1988 and 2018. Values of ‘0’ indicated no change in tree
cover. Areas cleared before 1988 were also given a value of ‘0.’

We divided the independent and dependent variable datasets into a 250 by 250 m
grid cell based on the GCS GDA 1994, Zone 54 coordinate system. We collated the
value at the central coordinate of each cell into a single dataset using the data.table
package in R (Dowle et al. 2019). We then separated data by bioregion (n=9) to
account for each region’s distinct ecological and biophysical characteristics using the
same random sampling approach described above with further (Supplementary
Material).

Modelling approach

The desired output of the spatial model is a spatially explicit data layer with pixel values
representing the estimated probability that a pixel will be cleared. We modelled per-pixel
probability of being cleared using a generalised estimating equation for logistic regression
in the Zelig package (Imai, King, and Lau 2009) in R v 3.6.1 and RStudio 1.2.1335
(RStudio Team 2015). This tested the relationship between a dichotomous dependant
variable (cleared/not cleared) and continuous independent variables (Table 1). General-
ised estimating equations are highly appropriate for spatial data as they account for
spatial autocorrelation (Zorn 2001), which can reduce model precision and predictive
power (Mets, Armenteras, and Davalos 2017). Generalised estimating equations are
also demonstrably robust for non-Gaussian data and non-linear relationships between
variables (Adeboye, Leung, and Wang 2018; Hubbard et al. 2010). In this case, a gener-
alised estimating equation has the same form as a logistic regression commonly used in
modelling clearing probability (Aguiar, CAmara, and Escada 2007; Ludeke, Maggio, and
Reid 1990). We used this approach because previous studies have shown that such
models perform as well as, sometimes better than, more complicated models such as
artificial neural networks (Mayfield et al. 2016).

The model requires specifying a working correlation structure to account for possible
spatial autocorrelation. The working correlation structure can be independent, exchange-
able, autoregressive, stationary, nonstationary, or unstructured (Chen and Lazar 2012).
We chose an independent correlation structure because we did not analyze time
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Figure 2. Schematic representation of the modelling procedure. Predictor variables listed in Table 1
were rasterised to a 250*250 m resolution and then stacked into a single dataset per bioregion. We
used a generalised estimating equation to predict deforestation probability.

dependence as an outcome (Gosho 2014; Wang 2014). A schematic representation of this
modelling procedure is shown in Figure 2.

Model calibration

To select the most parsimonious model, we performed a variable selection method that
excluded variables with an unacceptably high variance inflation factor (VIF >4) (Hair
et al. 2013), highly correlated variables, and variables that were not significant predictors
of clearing (p > 0.05). We created a predictive model for each bioregion’s model and
ensured that all the variables included in the final model satisfied acceptable thresholds.

Diagnostics for model fit

We tested the model fit in two ways: using Pearson’s Chi-square goodness of fit and by
calculating the area under the curve (AUC) (defined below). To calculate the chi-squared
goodness of fit, we extracted 2,500 random samples of randomly selected 100,000 obser-
vations of the predicted (modelled) and observed (cleared or not cleared) values. For each
sample, we calculated Pearson’s chi-square test statistic. We report on the average of
these samples and show boxplots and histograms of the imputed p-values in the
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Supplementary materials. Next, we plotted the receiving operating characteristic curves
(ROC) using the pROC package (Robin et al. 2011) in Rstudio (RStudio Team 2015).
Sensitivity (or the probability of predicting a true positive) is plotted against 1-specificity
(or false-positive probability). Model performance is considered acceptable if the curve is
steep, rising steeply with the Y-axis and following the top border. The area under the
curve (AUC) measures how closely the model fits the desired curve. An AUC higher
than 0.7 is considered acceptable, and a value of 1.0 is considered perfect (Mandrekar
2010).

Model confidence

We calculated confidence intervals per pixel (or row within our datasets) using a non-
parametric bootstrapping technique with the Boot package (Canty and Ripley 2019).
Bootstrapping produces a frequency distribution by resampling the model’s predicted
values 500 times for 100,000 rows of data and then calculating the sample mean per
resample (Burbrink and Pyron 2008). Using these imputed means, we then extracted
the standard error. The 95 per cent confidence limits were calculated by adding or sub-
tracting the standard error of the bootstrapped mean from the predicted values’ mean
and multiplying by 1.96 (Carpenter and Bithell 2000). We summarise by reporting on
the 95 per cent intervals in this way:

CI,,, = Mean + (SEp,,*1.96)

Where ‘mean’ is the mean predicted clearing probability values per bioregion and ‘SEpor
is the standard error of the bootstrapped simulation.

Combining with vegetation community data

Next, we created spatial models of possible clearing under variable scenarios. These are
not time-bound scenarios but instead can be interpreted as terminal clearing scenarios in
terms of how much habitat loss might be expected over time depending on landholders’
values (for example, their appetite for agricultural activities on variable quality land) or
changes in technology or land uses that facilitate use of land on lower quality areas. Once
satisfied that each bioregion’s model was well-calibrated, we combined the predicted
probability of clearing values for each bioregion into a single spatial dataset. We then iso-
lated areas with the highest probability for clearing, by reclassifying predicted values for
the following three scenarios: i) High amounts of clearing (the most aggressive scenario).
In this scenario, values above the mean (i.e. predicted values >7 per cent and including
outliers) for the whole study area were reclassified with a value of ‘1’ (i.e. likely to be
cleared) and values below the mean as ‘0’ (i.e. not likely to be cleared) ii) Moderate
amount of clearing. In this scenario, values above in the upper quartile (i.e. predicted
values >11 per cent including outliers) for the whole study area were reclassified with
a value of ‘1’ and values below the mean as ‘0" and iii) Low amount of clearing. In this
scenario, predicted probability values above the upper whisker (i.e. outliers only or pre-
dicted values >25 per cent) for the whole study area were reclassified with a value of ‘1’
and values below the mean as ‘0’.
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Given assumptions around landholder behaviour and land use needs for different land
capacities, these scenarios consider the range of the total extent of clearing that might
occur over time. This created three binary spatial layers with values of ‘1’ denoting
areas most likely to be cleared and ‘0" denoting areas less likely to be cleared. We then
used the Raster package (Hijmans et al. 2015) to create spatial grids (250m*250 m) of
these binary classifications and exported them as rasters for further analysis in
ArcMap 10.7 (ESRI 2014).

Queensland’s vegetation communities are mapped into ‘regional ecosystems’, consti-
tuting a world-class vegetation community dataset and is a valuable proxy for biodiver-
sity. Regional ecosystems (Neldner et al. 2012) are mosaics of geology, landforms, and
dominant vegetation. Across most of the state, Regional Ecosystems are mapped at
1:100 000, with finer scale mapping in some coastal regions including the Wet Tropics
and South East Queensland (Neldner et al. 2022).

We used the most recent and comprehensive depiction of Queensland’s natural com-
munities: version 11.1, which included mapping 1,542 regional ecosystems (Queensland
Herbarium 2019). We used two regional ecosystem datasets: ‘pre-clear’ and ‘remnant.’
The first dataset is the expected distribution of a regional ecosystem in the absence of
European settlement and clearing. The second refers to the current extent of the regional
ecosystem. Some regional ecosystem polygons are mosaics where a maximum of five
regional ecosystems could occur within a single polygon. We assumed that the area of
any regional ecosystem is equal to the total polygon area multiplied by the percent of
that polygon attributed to that regional ecosystem. Finally, we calculated the total area
of overlap of intersecting the remnant regional ecosystem mapping with pixels classified
as ‘1" (likely to be cleared) for each of the three scenarios described above (DeCoster, Gal-
lucci, and Iselin 2011) using the formula described in Equation 2. We also assumed that
clearing was uniform in areas classified as likely to be cleared under each scenario.

Areayg — (Areapo; — Area ) .1

Y%remaining = 00

Area preclear

Where the percent remaining is the proportion of the regional ecosystem’s pre-cleared
(Areapciear) extent if all potential areas (Area,) areas (excluding those currently
under protection, Area,,) are cleared from the current extent, Areaypo. In this
context, the area of potential clearing (Area,,;) was defined based on the three (high,
moderate, and low case) scenarios described above.

Predicting a change in vegetation management status

Queensland regulates its vegetation communities by assigning a status to each regional eco-
system which signifies its vulnerability to extinction (Government 2015b). This status is
relative to the amount of the regional ecosystem remaining and includes the following cat-
egories: least concern, of concern, and endangered (See supplementary for definitions in
Table S1). We calculated the percent of each regional ecosystem remaining and assessed
the extent remaining against the benchmarks shown in Table S1. Biodiversity status has
two primary considerations: the total amount of a particular regional ecosystem remaining
relative to its pre-European settlement (pre-clear) extent, and whether a particular regional
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ecosystem is naturally rare (i.e. has a pre-clear distribution of less than 10,000 ha). For
example, a regional ecosystem is considered least concern if greater than 30 per cent of
its pre-clear extent remains. If its remaining extent falls below 30 per cent and its
remnant extent is greater than 10,000 ha, then it is classified as of concern.

For each scenario (low, moderate and high), we calculated the total area of overlap
between each regional ecosystem and areas with a pixel value of ‘I’ (i.e. the possibility
of clearing). We assumed that any pixels with a value of ‘1’ would be cleared at some
point in the future. We noted any regional ecosystems that would experience one or
more possible status changes. An example of one status change would be transferring
from a least concern status to an of concern status. An example of two status changes
would be moving from a least concern status to endangered status. In summary, the
steps associated with this analysis are:

(1) Calculated the total area of future clearing based on the extent to which each veg-
etation community overlaps with the probability of clearing scenarios described
above;

(2) Calculated the area likely to remain intact based on each scenario and subtracted that
area from the current extent. The remaining area from this subtraction is divided by
the total area before European settlement (pre-clearing).;

(3) Compare the percent that is derived from step 2 with the appropriate vegetation
community status (i.e. endangered if the total extent falls below 10 per cent of
pre-European levels);

(4) All status changes are recorded, including instances where a vegetation community
will make more than one change.

For example, regional ecosystem 11.7.7 is a least concern regional ecosystem,
described as a mixture of Eucalyptus and Corymbia woodlands on Cainozoic lateritic
duricrust and is currently considered least concern. It has an estimated pre-European
extent of 203,764 ha, but as of 2018, it had been reduced to 174,903 ha. A further
169,931 ha of this regional ecosystem occurs in areas that may be cleared according to
the high scenario, and none of this regional ecosystem occurs in protected areas. Assum-
ing full clearing with this scenario, only 4,971 ha (2 per cent of its pre-European extent)
would remain. It would then be classified as an endangered, constituting two changes in
status.

Results
Model fit and confidence

AUC values ranged from 0.623 (New England Tablelands) to 0.836 (Wet Tropics), indi-
cating an acceptable model fit for all bioregions except the New England Tablelands (see
ROC curves in Supplementary). We found that the confidence intervals obtained by
bootstrapping had a negligible effect on the mean predictions (8.57*107°~1.96*10™%).
Considering these three tests, we conclude that our models are well-fitted to the data
and that the provided predictions are reliable (Table 2) (Alsadik 2019; Ling, Huang,
and Zhang 2003).
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Table 2. A description of the variables included in the final model (p < 0.05) for each bioregion. ‘Built’
refers to Euclidean distance to built-up areas, ‘graze’ refers to grass biomass, ‘rain’ refers to average
annual rainfall, ‘roads’ refers to Euclidean distance to State-controlled roads, ‘slope’ refers to slope in
per cent rise, ‘temp’ refers to yearly average temperature, ‘wc’ refers to Euclidean distance to major
watercourses. The third column shows the mean (M) of simulated Pearson’s Chi-Squared goodness-of-
fit values. Chi-square tests whether or not the observed data are consistent with the values imputed
from the models (Alsadik 2019). " indicates that there is no significant difference between the
predicted and observed clearing data and the models have performed well. The final column is the
mean (M) confidence interval (upper and lower 95 per cent of values) for each bioregion (see
methods: model confidence).

M.Chi - M. Confidence
Bioregion List of covariates Square M.df  M.pvalue intervals
Brigalow Belt Built, rain, roads, slope, temp, wc 97855 97853  0.4980" 0.103 +5.27*107°
Cape York Graze, rain, slope, temp wc 96995 96994 0.4919" 3.40%1073+
7.35%107°
Central Queensland Graze, rain, roads, slope, temp, 78567 78573  0.5083"  3.697*1072+
Coast wcC 1.53*107*
Desert Uplands Graze, rain, roads, slope, temp, 95021 95017 0.4961"  0.0910+1.96*10™*
wc
Einasleigh Uplands Built, graze, rain, roads, slope, 98645 98646 0.4993" 1.016*1072+
temp, wc 8.57¥107°
Mulga Lands Graze, rain, slope, temp, wc 98176 98174  0.4976"  0.0990 + 1.35%10™*
New England Built, roads, slope, temp, wc 66508 66498  0.4918"  0.0714+1.71*107*
Tablelands
Southeast Queensland  Built, graze, roads, rain, slope, 94595 94586  0.4921"  0.0512 + 7.85*107°
temp, wc
Wet Tropics Built, graze, rain, roads, slope, 83461 83466  0.5006"  0.0224+121*107*
temp, wc

Across the study area, the probability of clearing (predicted values) ranged from 0 to
97.7 per cent, and the estimated probability of clearing in each bioregion was highly vari-
able across regions. Higher probabilities were observed in the Brigalow Belt and Mulga
Lands compared to other bioregions (97 per cent and 90 per cent respectively). Lower
probabilities were more common in certain bioregions, with mean probabilities less
than 1 per cent observed in the Cape York, Central Queensland Coast and Wet
Tropics bioregions (Figure 3).

Probable clearing and impacted regional ecosystems.

The total area of overlap between the predicted clearing layer and regional ecosystems
was variable across the three scenarios (i.e. low, moderate, and high).

Probable clearing: low scenario

We assumed that all areas with a modelled risk of clearing equal to or greater than 25 per
cent would be cleared, meaning that clearing is assumed to occur only in highly suitable
areas. This equates to 336,323 ha or 0.3 per cent of the study area. Many of these areas are
in the Brigalow Belt (122,920 ha, 36.5 per cent), the Desert Uplands (119,933 ha, 35.6 per
cent), and the Mulga Lands (88,744 ha, 26 per cent). The smallest areas were in the New
England Tablelands (168 ha, < 0.1 per cent) and Southeast Queensland (24 ha, < 0.1 per
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Figure 3. Map of the likelihood that a pixel will be cleared given the relevant biophysical character-
istics of the pixel. The predicted values for each bioregion are shown in a combined raster format ‘pre-
dicted values.'BB = Brigalow Belt, CY =Cape York, CQC=Central Queensland Coast, DU = Desert
Uplands, EU =Einasleigh Uplands, Mulga =Mulga Lands, NET=New England Tablelands, SEQ =
Southeast Queensland, WET = Wet Tropics.
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cent). There were no areas in the Cape York, Central Queensland Coast, or Wet Tropics
bioregions with a probability of clearing greater than 25 per cent.

Probable clearing: moderate scenario

We assumed all areas with a modelled risk of clearing equal to or greater than 11 per cent
would be cleared. This equates to 9,124,694 ha or 9.3 per cent of the study area. Most of
these areas are in the Brigalow Belt (43 per cent, 3,905,097 ha) and Mulga Lands (44 per
cent 3,995,525 ha). The smallest areas observed are in the Cape York bioregion (280 ha).

Probable clearing: high scenario

We assume all areas with a modelled risk of clearing equal to or greater than 7 per cent
(the most aggressive assumption allowing clearing on land with a clearing probability
above the mean). This equates to 19,911,658 ha, or approximately 20 per cent of the
study area (Figure 3). The majority of areas (87 per cent) with a possibility of clearing
occur in the Mulga Lands (44 per cent of the bioregion, 8,944,000 ha) and Brigalow
Belt (43 per cent of the bioregion, 8,307,000 ha) bioregions. The smallest areas predicted
are in the Cape York and Einasleigh Uplands bioregions.

Impact of predicted clearing on regional ecosystems: high scenario

Nearly half of the currently mapped regional ecosystems (45 per cent, n = 688) overlap to
some extent with the possibility of clearing under the high scenario. However, the extent
of overlap in terms of the total current area of a particular regional ecosystem was highly
variable, with a minimum of 1 per cent to a maximum of 100 per cent. The average area
of overlap was 27 per cent. The number of regional ecosystems with an extent of overlap
of less than 1 per cent of their total area was 283. We found that 158 regional ecosystems
overlap to such an extent that they are likely to change the vegetation management status
at least once. Most of these regional ecosystems are in the Brigalow Belt (n=74) and
Mulga Lands (n =45), and the fewest came from the New England Tablelands (n =5)
and the Central Queensland Coast (n=7). Furthermore, 72 regional ecosystems may
experience two changes to their vegetation management status. The majority of these
regional ecosystems are found in the Brigalow Belt (n=27) and Mulga Lands (n=31)
(Table 3, Table A2).

Impact of overlap on regional ecosystems: moderate scenario

Over a third of Queensland’s regional ecosystems overlap with areas of moderate prob-
ability for clearing (n =546, 35 per cent of the total number of regional ecosystems);
however, the total extent of this overlap was highly variable (0 up to 99.72 per cent
with an average overlap of 7.3 per cent). There were 103 regional ecosystems where
less than 1 per cent of their current extent intersected with the predicted clearing
layer. In this scenario, 87 (5 per cent of all regional ecosystems) regional ecosystems over-
lapped to such an extent that they are likely to change the vegetation management status
at least once. Most of these regional ecosystems were from the Brigalow Belt (n = 30) and
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Table 3. Summary table of the number of regional ecosystems affected in each bioregion per
scenario. Number is the number of regional ecosystems affected under each of the scenarios. 1
status change is the number of regional ecosystems that will change status once and 2 status
changes are those that will change status twice (i.e. from Least Concern to to Endangered) under
each scenario.

Low Scenario Moderate Scenario High Scenario
1 status 2 status 1 status 2 status 1 status 2 status
Bioregion Number change changes Number change changes Number change  changes
Brigalow Belt 114 2 - 157 30 6 166 74 27
Cape York 1 1 - 20 - - 66 1 -
Central 8 3 - 41 2 - 65 7 -
Queensland
Coast
Desert 69 - - 74 8 - 75 15 3
Uplands
Einasleigh 19 1 - 51 - - 78 - -
Uplands
Mulga Lands 40 7 - 64 29 9 64 45 31
New England 5 - - 13 1 - 22 4 2
Tablelands
Southeast 12 12 2 126 17 4 152 12 9
Queensland
Total 268 26 2 546 87 19 688 158 72

Mulga Lands (n = 29). The fewest likely regional ecosystem status changes were observed
in the New England Tablelands (n=1). Furthermore, 21 regional ecosystems were
predicted to experience two changes in their status, with the majority of these regional
ecosystems found in the Mulga Lands (n=9) and the Brigalow Belt (n=6) (Table 3,
Table A3).

Impact of predicted clearing on regional ecosystems: low scenario

We identified 268 regional ecosystems that overlap with areas that have the potential for
clearing (17.3 per cent) according to the low scenario (Table 3). The extent to which the
predicted clearing layer intersected with each regional ecosystem was highly variable,
ranging from 1 per cent to 26.75 per cent with an average overlap of 1.4 per cent.
There were 210 regional ecosystems where less than 1 per cent of their current extent
overlapped with potential clearing areas. In this scenario, 26 regional ecosystems over-
lapped to such an extent that they may change the vegetation management status at
least once. Of these, most were from the Southeast Queensland bioregion (n=12) and
Mulga Lands bioregions (n=7). The fewest regional ecosystems were observed in
Cape York (n =1) and Einasleigh Uplands (n=1). We identified that two regional eco-
systems could change from least concern to endangered status, both in Southeast
Queensland (regional ecosystem 12.3.6 and regional ecosystem 12.3.13). Eight regional
ecosystems could change from an of concern to endangered status (Table 3, Table A4).

Discussion

Estimating the potential total extent of habitat loss due to clearing is critical for designing
targeted native vegetation management policies that prevent future loss (Ward et al.
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2019). In Queensland, policies that utilise predictive methods, such as those presented in
this study, can be effective in avoiding the loss of native remnant vegetation and prevent-
ing the transfer of vegetation communities into higher threat statuses. By predicting
future impacts and implementing measures to prevent or mitigate those impacts, these
interventions can protect vulnerable ecosystems and promote sustainable land use prac-
tices (Evans 2016; Synes et al. 2020).

Our analysis revealed that the number of vegetation communities impacted by future
clearing ranged from 17 per cent under the low scenario to 45 per cent under the high
scenario. It is important to note that this range of values highlights the need to carefully
consider the threshold for reclassifying clearing probability values. In the high scenario,
even probability values as low as 7 per cent were included in the binary reclassified layer,
which could overestimate the potential future impact of land clearing. However, our low
scenario is potentially overly restrictive, with a small area exposed to clearing. While any
one scenario may be considered to have unrealistic assumptions, collectively, our three
scenarios present a range of possible total areas exposed to clearing. Thus, the scenarios
as a bounded range of plausible futures can provide policymakers and decision makers a
bounded understanding of how much native vegetation might be exposed to, and lost
from, land clearing.

Clearing risk has implications for some vegetation communities in Queensland and
should accompany diverse policy interventions to target specific regional issues. The Bri-
galow Belt and Mulga Lands were the bioregions with the highest predicted probability of
clearing (90.5 per cent, 97.7 per cent). High predicted probabilities in these regions are
unsurprising because historical and modern clearance rates are high, similar to tropical
clearing hotspots in South America and Southeast Asia (Lepers et al. 2005; Queensland
Department of Environment and Science 2018). Indeed, since the mid-twentieth
Century, mechanised clearing and a government settlement policy (the Brigalow Devel-
opment Scheme) catalysed clearing for agricultural development (Seabrook, McAlpine,
and Fensham 2006). This successfully established large agricultural areas in the Brigalow
Belt and, subsequently, the adjacent Mulga Lands. Our results demonstrate that these
bioregions may be useful targets for future clearing abatement policy as agricultural prac-
tices continue to have significant implications on landscapes within these bioregions. It
may be helpful for policies to consider socio-economic drivers of clearance and target the
largest farmland parcels as farmlands expand outwardly (Seabrook, McAlpine, and
Fensham 2008). Predictive models, such as the one presented here, could be incorporated
into risk-based approaches (Stelzenmiiller et al. 2018), which combine the probabilistic
risk assessment with the characteristics and exposure sequences (these could be socio-
economic and policy drivers of clearing) and all factors which reduce risk (this may
include regulatory instruments or socio-cultural values (Hauptmanns 2005)).

Large areas in Cape York, Central Queensland Coast and Wet Tropics Bioregions
show a low risk of clearing. Concerning Cape York, we suggest that low probabilities
result from the bioregions remoteness, while the other two bioregions may result from
clearing saturation. Cape York is Queensland’s most remote bioregion with a relatively
unmodified landscape; however, this may change if the bioregion becomes more devel-
oped and accessible. The Central Queensland Coast is among Queensland’s most heavily
fragmented bioregions (Neldner et al. 2017), with historic and modern clearing trans-
forming over 30 per cent of its area. This bioregion, however, remains a stronghold
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for some threatened species (Garnett, Szabo, and Dutson 2011). Australian expertise in
revegetation, restoration and regeneration of landscapes would benefit this bioregion so
long as the interventions have firm commitments in resourcing, appropriate scaling and
proper management (Campbell, Alexandra, and Curtis 2017). The mountainous regions
of the Wet Tropics are difficult and costly to clear, and most of the lowland areas have
been cleared to establish sugarcane, bananas, pasture and orchard crops, thus reducing
some original vegetation community types to <10 per cent of their original range (Met-
calfe and Ford 2009). Our models suggest that future clearing does not directly threaten
the mountainous landscapes, corroborating previous work (Queensland Department of
Environment and Science 2018). However, the Wet Tropics is subject to various threa-
tening processes, including disease, invasive species and climate change. Three significant
diseases impact biodiversity in the Wet Tropics: chytridiomycosis (or chytrid fungus),
myrtle rust (Puccinia psidii) and phytophthora root rot (McKnight et al. 2017; Pegg
et al. 2018; Worboys 2006). All three diseases heavily impact individual vitality, and, if
left uncontrolled, can negatively impact impacted species (Fensham and Radford-
Smith 2021). Furthermore, there are over 60 invasive species (such as gamba grass,
Andropogon gayanus), and feral cats (Felis catus) (Harrison and Congdon 2002) in the
Wet Tropics Bioregion (Poon et al. 2007; Stork, Goosem, and Turton 2011). Each inva-
sive species potentially outcompete or attack native flora and fauna, resulting in the
decline of native populations. Lastly, the multiplicative effect of climate change has
serious implications for biodiversity in the Wet Tropics with modulations in the climatic
factors determining rainforest persistence (Williams, Bolitho, and Fox 2003). Regions
highly saturated by clearing may benefit from well-resourced management and ecological
restoration.

We have demonstrated that freely available datasets provide valuable insights about the
trends and correlation of clearing drivers that might have otherwise been missed, and sig-
nificant advances have been made in the clearing modelling literature (Wang et al. 2022).
The methods applied in this constitute a well-understood and scientifically sound tech-
nique and was chosen because the models are easy to implement, and can be updated
quickly as freely available datasets are updated. Such models are ideal for understanding
the correlations between variables that can provide insights into the clearing drivers.
However, additional techniques, including artificial neural networks (Ahmadi 2018)
and Bayesian networks (Silva et al. 2019), also warrant evaluation (Mayfield et al. 2016).
Tree-based methodologies (Zanella et al. 2017) have also been identified as potentially suit-
able candidates and have recently started appearing in clearing modelling literature (de
Souza and De Marco 2018). Our models have incorporated known drivers of clearing in
this context based on a comprehensive literature search. To avoid over-fitting, we have
tried to limit our predictor co-variates which directly relate to climate, topography and
land productivity concerning cattle grazing. Future models could consider incorporating
the Queensland Government’s Agricultural Land Audit Data (2013) which describes land
capability for cropping. As land capability is a function of climatic conditions and this
dataset is derived using tree canopy (also used in the predictor variable), this dataset
was not used. Lastly, distance to currently cleared areas could be investigated as a predictor
and cost-distance to roads or markets (rather than Euclidean distance).

Clearing in portions of regional ecosystems has important implications for habitat
fragmentation, one of conservation’s most studied threatening processes (Nghiem
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et al. 2016). Previous studies have suggested habitat fragmentation has negative impacts
on biodiversity by catalysing future habitat loss (Collinge 2009), localising extinctions on
patches in the presence of pathogens (McCallum and Dobson 2002), introducing edge
effects, and altering nutrient cycles to ultimately reduce biodiversity by 13-75 per cent
(Haddad et al. 2015). Thus, even moderate amounts of clearing on Queensland’s veg-
etation communities have important ecological consequences that are not yet under-
stood. Predicting clearing before it occurs provides the opportunity to understand
whether or not potential clearing will, in fact, negatively affect vegetation communities.
Presently, vegetation management status is classified using the percent remaining and
level of degradation (e.g. 30 per cent of historic extent), but there may be limited scientific
justification or rationale to support these benchmarks. While our analysis is consistent
with the thresholds provided in the regulation, we note that there may be a need to
understand the viability of each regional ecosystem in terms of compounding threats
(Neely et al. 2001; Pintor et al. 2019).

Furthermore, Simmons et al. (2018) found that remnant vegetation land-clearing rates
increased substantially under policy reform with significant implications for biodiversity
(Reside et al. 2017). When introduced too quickly, policy reforms may inadvertently
drive clearing through a phenomenon termed ‘panic clearing.’(Angelsen 2009). Panic
clearing is described as an individual’s response to legislative uncertainty. To prevent
‘panic clearing’ (Bartel 2004) decisions, it may be prudent to consider how clearing
could impact these vegetation communities in the future using predictive modelling.
(Sutherland and Freckleton 2012; Veldkamp and Lambin 2001). Our study adds to the
existing knowledge of the status of biodiversity in Queensland by predicting the prob-
ability that currently forested pixels could become cleared and then estimating the risk
to the status of regional ecosystems from clearing. The predictions effectively represented
potential clearing across Queensland. As expected, the study identified variation in both
the predictors of clearing and the maximum potential for clearing between regions.

Land clearing is driven by a variety of factors, including commercial and industrial
interests, agricultural expansion, urbanisation, and infrastructure development, as well
as (Parker, Hessl, and Davis 2008; Trudgill 2022). Decisions related to land use are
notably shaped by these beliefs, with economic considerations playing a crucial role.
While our analysis focuses on biophysical predictors of clearing and their implications
for the heighted vulnerability of vegetation communities, it is important to note the
absence of economic factors, human values and temporal dynamics. This limits our
model from capturing the evolving nature of economic and societal influences on land
clearing over time. Our estimates reflect patterns in clearing related to biophysical deter-
minants but do not reflect temporal shifts in economic, regulatory and societal factors
impacting land clearing patterns. Nevertheless, previous research has determined the
strong connection between decisions to clear land and land capability (Adams and
Engert 2023) and consequently our approach provides plausible future terminal views.
Future research could explore scenarios of land clearing with consideration of changes
to clearing rates over time concerning socio-economic and regulatory factors.

In Queensland, land clearing has been identified as a leading cause of habitat loss and
biodiversity decline. While policy interventions such as the Vegetation Management Act
1999 can successfully reduce clearing rates, the potential for switft policy changes looms
amid economic pressures and changing political priorities (Maron et al. 2015). The
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identification of vulnerable vegetation communities offers crucial insights to guide policy
decisions, especially in devising interventions that protect regional ecosystems from esca-
lated clearing following rapid policy changes. The outcomes of this research can serve as a
foundation for supporting policy interventions aimed at preserving ecosystems and pro-
moting sustainable land use practices throughout Queensland. By incorporating these
findings into policymaking processes, decision-makers can strategically target interven-
tions to areas where they are most crucial, thereby fostering more effective conservation
outcomes.
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