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Alloteropsis semialata (R.Br.) Hitchc.

Cockatoo Grass; (Aloe-tur-rop-sis; semi-a-larta)

Grasses of Cape York - Kimba Plateauork - Kimba Plateau

A perennial grass 20-150 cm tall, and an early 
flowering species with flowering heads often 
prominent in the early wet season before other grasses 
have flowered (Fig. 1). A variable species in the size of 
the flowering stems and leaves. The leaves erect and 
tufted, appearing to all arise from the base, the leaves 
and stems often whitening close to the ground surface; 
leaf blades inrolled or flat or folded 10-50 cm long, 1-10 
mm wide. A short rhizome is present as a swollen or 
bulbous white underground stem (Fig. 2). The basic 
flowering units or spikelets are arranged along usually 
3 (occasionally 2-4) spike like branches, the branches 
all arise from a central point (digitate) and terminate the 
flowering stem (Fig. 3). The flowering heads are well 
exerted from the leaves. 

The spikelets (the basic flowering unit) are clustered in 
groups of 2 or 3 on unequal stalks, densely arranged or 
with interruptions along the branches. The spikelets 
are typically arranged along the inward facing surface 
of the branch but alternate from one side of the branch 
to the other (Fig. 3 & 4). The spikelets are dorsally 
compressed (flattened from front to back), so that they 
appear broadest from the front. The spikelets consist 
of two glumes shorter than the enclosed florets 
(modified grass flower). The glumes are similar in 
texture to the lemmas and enclose a fertile floret with 
an awned lemma and a sterile floret (Fig. 4).

Fig. 1. Image of whole plant of Alloteropsis semialata, in situ, showing clumping
base and exserted flower heads. 

Fig. 2. Image of base of leaf culm of Alloteropsis semialata
showing white bulbous base (rhizome).
PHOTO: Ben Stuckey NT herbarium 
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Fig. 3. Image of inflorescence of Alloteropsis semialata showing three branches 
of flowering head and arrangement of spikelets. PHOTO: RJCumming

> BOTANICAL DESCRIPTION 
A perennial grass erects 20-150 cm high (Fig. 1). The 
leaves are basal and cauline, with leaf blades filiform, 
flat or convolute, 10-50 cm long, 1-10 mm wide; hairy 
or glabrous. The leaf sheath is glabrous or hairy. The 
inflorescence is comprised of 2-4 spike like branches 
or racemes arising from the same point, 2-22 cm long 
(Fig. 3). The spikelets are pedicelled and held in 
clusters of 2-4, arranged densely or with interruptions 
along the branches. Spikelets are 4-7.5 mm long (Fig. 
4). An awn is present, but it is not prominent and less 
than the length of the fertile lemma.

Fig. 4. Image of section of inflorescence of Alloteropsis semialata showing
details of spikelets.  PHOTO: RJCumming
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> DIAGNOSTIC FEATURES
Alloteropsis semialata is a common and widespread 
perennial, easily recognised both because of its 
characteristic appearance but also because of its 
prominence in the landscape, flowering in the early wet 
season well before other perennials. When flowering it 
is unlikely to be confused with any other species. An 
annual species of the same genus Alloteropsis 
cimcinna also occurs throughout Cape York Peninsula 
and is easily distinguished by its annual habit, smaller 
spikelets (3-4 mm) and prominently cauline leaves (Fig. 
5). When not flowering Alloteropsis semialata can be 
distinguished by gentle digging to reveal a white 
bulbous underground stem or leaf base (Fig. 2). It may 
potentially be confused with some species of Digitaria 
e.g. Digitaria ciliaris (Fig. 6). Digiaria ciliaris, however, 
is an annual and has smaller spikelets, 2.5-3.3 mm 
long, which are awnless.

Fig. 5. Image of whole plant of Alloteropsis cimcinna showing the annual habit
and cauline leaves (leaves arising along the stem). PHOTO: RJCumming

Fig. 6. Image of whole plant of Digitaria ciliaris showing the annual habit and
many branches of the flowering head.  PHOTO: RJCumming

Fig. 7. Image of inflorescence of Digitaria ciliaris showing
awnless spikelets and many branches of the flowering head. 
PHOTO: RJCumming
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> NATURAL VALUES 
Considered a palatable species when young, the 
leaves and bulbous underground leaf base are 
attractive and nutritious to stock, pigs and northern 
Bettongs (Rolfe 1997, Lazarides 2002, Crowley 2008). 
An early wet-season flowering species, it is a crucial 
food source for seed-eating birds such as Golden 
Shouldered Parrot and other seed-eating fauna such 
as Brush-tailed Rabbit-rats or ants (Crowley 2008). As 
a deep rooted perennial, this species would stabilise 
soil and provide habitat for ground dwelling species.

> HABITAT
Widespread across northern Australia, common north 
of latitude 18°S in Western Australia, the Northern 
Territory and Queensland; in Queensland extends 
below 18°S to northern New South Wales and inland to 
Carnarvon. Common throughout Cape York Peninsula 
(Fig. 9). Occurs in well drained soils in open forest or 
woodland. 

> LAND MANAGEMENT NOTES
Information on the impact of pigs and cattle on 
Alloteropsis semialata is presented in Crowley (2008). 
Because of its’ availability as a nutritious food source 
in the wet season and the apparent absence of a seed 
bank, Alloteropsis semialata is susceptible to 
overgrazing. Cattle, feral pigs and fire must be 
managed to keep the population sustainable.

Fig. 9. Map of CYP bioregion showing actual herbarium collections (from BRI and 
CNS) (solid circle) and site records (open circle) of Alloteropsis semialata. The 
green shading indicates areas where this species might also be found, based on 
similarity of habitat to locations where the species has been recorded. (Mapping 
supplied by P. Bannink, DES). Data attribution: Environment and Science, 
Queensland Government, Biodiversity status of pre-clearing and 2015 remnant 
regional ecosystems series - version 10.0 licensed under Creative Commons 
Attribution.

Fig. 8. Image of Alloteropsis semialata dominated understorey. 
PHOTO: RJCumming
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For more information: www.capeyorknrm.com.au  |  1300 132 262
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