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PLEASE NOTE:  
When this document is opened on 
different computers the formatting is 
changed. When using the activities 
please open and print the PDF version 
available. 
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Why is the Forest Floor so important? 
The forest floor is made up of soil, leaves, twigs and dead fallen branches. Some animals that 
call this layer of the rainforest home can be called “recyclers”. This name reflects the animal’s 
role on the forest floor; they eat the dead leaves and other plant material which in turn speeds 
up the process of “decomposition.” This process refers to the rotting or decay of organic 
material such as leaves, twigs and branches. As these animals eat this organic matter they 
secrete waste or poo back into the soil. This waste is full of good nutrients and is used by the 
growing plants as food. Snails, worms, beetles, millipedes, lichen, mushrooms, fungi and ants 
are just some of the animals considered to be recyclers of the forest floor. 

 

How do the plants get these nutrients? 
Trees, shrubs and other plants use their roots to absorb these nutrients out of the soil to help 
them grow and reproduce. Without this nutrient dense layer and without these forest floor 
recyclers organic matter would pile up and no new plants would grow. 

What is leaf litter? 
This layer of organic matter on the forest floor can also be called leaf litter. Australia is 
comprised of many different types of forests, each containing this leaf litter layer. Rainforests 
typically have a thick and moist layer of leaf litter due to the dense/shaded canopy and other 
environmental conditions such as annual rainfall. After a rainfall event occurs in a rainforest the 
leaf litter layer remains moist as there is limited sunlight and heat penetrating through the 
dense canopy. Drier forests have a much thinner and drier leaf litter layer due to the open 
canopy, increase in sunlight, vegetation density and amount of rainfall present. Without leaf 
litter trees would struggle to obtain these precious nutrients and the ground is more likely to be 
colonised by invasive plants; which thrive on bare soil and disturbed ground. 
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Activity 1 – What lurks on the forest floor? 

 

Location 

There is a distinct change from dense wet rainforest to dry rainforest on the walk to 
Witt’s Lookout. Students can compare the leaf litter layer in the rainforest to the layer at 
Witt’s lookout. 

 
Question 1. What is leaf litter and why is it important? 

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 

Question 2. What does the process of decomposition do? 

_________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 

Question 3. Can you spot the reptile in the below leaf litter photo? 
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Question 4.  

Fill in the dot points below about the Rainforest leaf litter layer you are looking at  

(Is it wet? Is it dry? How dense is the canopy? How thick is the leaf litter layer?)   

  

  

  
 

Question 5. 

Fill in the dot points below about the Dry Rainforest leaf litter layer                  
(Is it wet? Is it dry? How dense is the canopy? How thick is the leaf litter layer?)   

  

  

  

 

Question 6. What would happen to the rainforest if these “recyclers” were not 

present? 

____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 
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Question 7. Can you spot the leaf litter arthropod in the image below? What is it? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________ 

 

Question 8. What animals do you think live in  

 

 

 

 

 

Earthworms  Ants 

Crabs 
Fungi 

Snails 

Fish 

Millipedes 

Beetles 
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Challenge – Lack of Knowledge! 
 

Roger’s Garden Dilemma 

Roger purchased a home in the Paluma Range National Park; a large acre block with a well-

established garden. The previous owners had an interest for Australian rainforest plants and 

given the location and existing vegetation around Paluma they planted out their property 

with the same plants. As time passed, they maintained their planting by watering, mulching 

and removing any emergent weeds. Once the garden had matured and became a dense 

rainforest there was minimal maintenance required; they were able to sit back and 

appreciate the beautiful diversity of wildlife their created habitat attracted. 

 

As Roger is new to living in such a remote location full of wildlife and plants he finds the 

previous owners garden far too close to the back of his house. Roger is worried about 

snakes and mosquitoes. Even though Roger loves nature he fears he needs to do some 

work in the garden to reduce this risk. Roger raked up the dense leaf litter layer until bare 

ground and soil was exposed, any trees in close proximity to the house were removed as 

well as others scattered throughout the garden to allow light into the understorey.  

 

A month on from Rogers work he realises there are numerous plants growing aggressively 

and spreading all throughout the understorey of the garden. He acknowledges these plants 

were not there prior to him removing the leaf litter layer and he notices they are growing 

aggressively. The trees are starting to show signs of stress; pale colouration and loss of 

leaves. A garden that was once abundant with wildlife is now very quiet and lifeless. 

 

Roger has become worried about the decline in health of his garden since his work a month 

ago; he is not sure what he has done wrong and how he can fix it. 
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After reading the above story answer the following questions in one paragraph: 
 

1. What types of plants are colonising the bare/disturbed area?  
 

2. From what you have learnt about leaf litter why did you think the leaf litter layer Roger 
removed is important for the trees and wildlife in this garden? 

 
3. What are the long term impacts if Roger does not do something now to fix the 

problem? 
 

4. How do you think Roger can fix this problem? 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Bioluminescent Fungi 
 
Are fungi plants? 
No, fungi are not plants as they do not utilise 
sunlight like normal plants to make their own food; 
they use special chemicals to break down the 
organic matter they feed off on the forest floor. 
Fungi just like the other animals listed in the leaf 
litter introduction on page 1 decompose organic 
matter and release the nutrients back into the soil.  
 
Some species of fungi can glow in the dark these 
types of fungus are called bioluminescent fungi. It 
has not be confirmed why some fungi are able to 
glow, but the theory is that this is a form of 
reproduction. The glow is meant to attract insects 
which can then disperse the spores of fungi helping 
it reproduce. (Spores are microscopic particles that 
allow fungi to reproduce). 

 
Teacher Notes 
Students are to read the small paragraph on fungi at the start of this module and undertake this 
short activity before and after the night walk. 

 
Question 1. Why are fungi not considered to be a plant? 
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Question 2. Why do some fungi glow? 
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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What did you see or hear? Describe it! 

 
Bioluminescent Fungi 

 

 

 
Owl 

 

 

 
Frog 

 

 

 
Possum or Glider 

 

 

 
Bandicoot 

 

 

 
White – Tailed Rat 

 

 

HOoO HOoO 

What did you see or hear on 
the night walk? 


