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Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline

Ecosystem decline results in species decline
Facts





There are many causes of ecosystem decline
Ecosystem decline has been getting worse for decades
There are known solutions
The decline is continuing

A few years ago
It was 7am and I was standing in the Kampot fish market on the banks of the Prek‐Thom River in
southern Cambodia. The fishing trawlers had recently returned from their overnight trip into the
Gulf of Thailand and the vendors were now putting in bids for the produce that the fishermen had
brought to shore. The baskets were all lined up and filled to the brim with all sorts of sea creatures
which included fish, squid, crab, prawn, shrimp and an assortment of other crustaceans.

But what struck me most was the size of the fish. They were mostly small. I do not speak Khmer so
I was unable to discover if the fish were fully grown or juvenile, but I had my suspicions. Later that
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day they were confirmed over lunch at a local guest house. Keen to get an answer I asked the
owner, a British expat, what he knew about the size of the fish. He told me that when he started
the business ten years ago the fish he bought from the market were invariably large enough to sit
across the width of his lunch plates. But gradually the fish started to diminish in size and
eventually so too did customer satisfaction. Reluctantly he now imports larger fish from Thailand
which sit fully across the lunch plates.
To me this is the story of species on our planet. Diminishing.
My immediate concern back then was for the Cambodian fishing villages because their lifestyle is
determined by the overfishing of Vietnamese and Thai fishing fleets that deny them income.
However, beyond this tiny dot on the world map there will of course be further suffering. The
interconnectedness of species within the marine ecosystem in the waters off Cambodia will
guarantee a flow on effect. As one species is impacted so another will be affected and on it goes
until both humans and species further afield become victims.

Closer to home
This decline of ecosystems is a global phenomenon and it is happening here in Victoria.

Last year I went camping with friends in Croajingalong National Park in East Gippsland which is
breath takingly beautiful most of the time. Thankfully we were there prior to the more recent
bushfires which caused so much damage in that part of the country and which would sadly now
give an alternative image to the one you see above.
Nevertheless whilst we were there we encountered a different story of scarcity and loss. As we
spent some of our time fishing for Australian salmon, a species of fish that prefer the cooler
waters of the Southern Ocean, we started wondering why we were so down on our luck. Fishing is
a notoriously fickle pastime, granted, but our inquisitive natures needed assurance.
Climate change is contributing to ocean warming and as a result the salmon, which prefer cooler
water, are now being forced further south towards Tasmania. This is not good, but equally
disturbing was the news from the local Parks Victoria Ranger. He informed us that due to
diminishing local salmon stocks further out to sea, the fishing trawlers from nearby Lakes Entrance
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were now targeting the salmon schools that occasionally roamed the inshore gutters in which we
wet our lines.
The Ranger had given us an excuse for being down on our luck but this of course was a much
bigger story than us missing out on a feed of fish.
Like the ‘smaller fish from Cambodia’ it is the all too familiar story of how human driven impacts
are taking their toll on the natural ecosystems and the species existing within them.

But it was not always like this
First Nation Peoples

Traditional owners lived in harmony with nature for well over 60,000 years. The widespread
ecosystem decline we are now encountering in Australia only began after Europeans arrived.
I have just read the book ‘Fire Country’ by Victor Steffensen, who is an Indigenous land
management expert. In the book he goes into depth on how the revival of cultural burning
practices and improved ‘reading’ of the country could help restore our land. What struck me most
in this book is how much sense he made in light of the recent findings of the Royal Commission
into the bushfire crisis. In a book of 221 pages I think one of its most important messages is that
burning the country in the old, traditional way means that whatever happens, the fires ‘never got
away’. The book helped me gain an insight into sustainable management of country in such a way
that the protection of ecosystems and species is guaranteed.
We should therefore be listening to the traditional owners as we attempt to guarantee ecosystem
recovery.

3 of 11

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 422

The inquiry should address the concerns of Traditional Owners.





Traditional aboriginal cultural and ecological knowledge should be taken into account in
relation to the management of all Victorian public land.
These lands should be managed according to cultural burning practices which will in turn
ensure proper land care and healing.
The impacts of environmental degradation on First Peoples should not occur.
The consent of traditional owners should be sought in relation to logging, forests and
wildlife.

Governance and compliance
Effective governance and compliance in relation to their desired objectives are critical.
However something is going wrong.

This image of a logged forest near Bendoc in east Gippsland represents the prioritization of
commercial interest over a natural ecosystem.
The World Wildlife Foundation International put out a report that listed Australia as one of the
worst deforestation hotspots in the world. Out of the eleven listed, Australia was the only
developed country on that list, so it is unsurprising to learn that Australia currently has the worst
rate of mammal extinction anywhere in the world.
This makes me sad but as I try to stay positive I hear the following news.
The Victorian government made a recent decision to grant permission for logging companies to re‐
enter the fire decimated forests of East Gippsland against the well‐publicised advice of scientists.
This is gobsmacking yet permissible under the law.
No wonder our record of species extinction is so abysmal.
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Protect the Greater Glider

Regional Forest Agreements fail species protection
There seems to be a disconnect between state and federal jurisdictions and environmental
protection laws.
In Victoria under the “regional forest agreements” a number of logging operations are exempt
under the EPBC Act 1999 which effectively puts commercial logging interests above those
of threatened species. Consequently VicForests, the timber company arm of the Victorian
Government, operates at the expense of the forest ecosystem.
Neither governance nor compliance has protected either the forest ecosystem or the endangered
species found within it. Recently the Federal Court ruled that VicForests breached environmental
laws when they razed the habitat of the critically endangered Leadbeater’s Possum and the
vulnerable Greater Glider. In other words the ruling confirmed that compliance of the law was
ineffective in preventing VicForests from breaking the law.
The court ruling narrowed these exemptions under the EPBC Act 1999 and paves the way for the
opportunity to create stronger forestry laws which in turn could help minimise species loss.
Then on August 24th another environmental group in Tasmania launched a federal court case to
end native logging and protect endangered species’ habitat in that state.
But something is wrong.

Why should private groups of environmentalists have to take matters into their own hands at the
Federal level to win the protection of a native species?
When the health of natural ecosystems and the species found within them do not have to rely on
groups of private individuals for their protection then we can say the laws have done their job.
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One morning we awoke to unusual heat and decided to take a very early stroll to the beach. It was
amazing. So warm that I went for a refreshing swim in the crisp clean ocean at 6 am!
Later that day the Parks Ranger told us that the daily temperature registered at his lighthouse
weather station was the hottest October morning on record.
Alarmingly less than 4 months later fire took hold of this area and to this day I am unaware of
what remains of the campground at Thurra River. What I do know however is that these bushfires
are directly linked to the heating taking place in the earth’s atmosphere. I also know that climate
change and bushfires are having significant and grave impacts on forests and wildlife.
In the distance behind us in these pictures is the natural environment of SE Victoria and NSW
where over a 3 billion species perished.
Taking strong action on climate change has the potential to halt these impacts to ecosystems and
vulnerable native species. Important policy decisions must focus on limiting the extractive fossil
fuel industries such as coal and gas mining that are the root cause of these impacts. The need is
urgent.
To make matters worse destructive logging practices, which are a key driver of the decline of
threatened species in native forests, are also a contributor to climate change. Logging of native
forests must therefore be replaced in the rapid transition to a sustainable plantation timber
industry. The sooner the better because we have no time to waste!!

National Parks
For many years I have been lucky enough to have experienced the joys of interacting with nature
in Victorian National Parks. I have no doubt that it is in these protected areas that I have
witnessed nature as it should be. Every effort must be taken to afford the same pleasures for
future generations and the best way to do this is create more national parks. We know that
additions to the National Reserve System will extend the network of protected areas. The state
government should look to enhance protection of ecosystems by adding to the Reserve System at
every opportunity. Unfortunately funding for National Parks has been reduced on a regular basis
over the years and this should also be addressed so that restoration projects and weed and pest
control can be undertaken at levels likely to enhance the protection of ecosystems.
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Time to care about ecosystem decline

It must be obvious by now that I desperately want the protection of ecosystems and species
prioritised in the public interest.
Take the image above




The koala was burnt in the summer fires
The mittens were made by volunteers
The koala is being rehabilitated in an institution funded by government

But will the koala survive in its natural state to live to old age?
Despite the fact that most Victorians agree koalas should be protected and so avoid further
decline as a species, there are no guarantees.
Long term survival should be assured but the reality at the moment is that koala habitat will
continue to be destroyed. So much so that early extinction is now a common topic of discussion.
We have arrived at this point because we do not prioritise the koala over human interest. Right
now there are examples of people who care about the survival of koalas fighting development
plans to clear koala habitat for commercial gain. One set of arguments in the public interest of
species protection is put up against another set of arguments in the commercial interest.
I can find no other response than to say that the fate of this koala rests on the outcome of this
inquiry. Oh boy, it is exasperating!

Pandemic Crisis
If we need a wakeup call of momentous proportions, try a global pandemic! What a timely
precursor to an inquiry into ecosystem decline. Scientists have long predicted a pandemic was
coming and they say more will follow. It may be somewhat simplistic to say, but our impact on
nature is largely to blame for this. Our best response going forward will be to limit our propensity
to impact on the cycles of interdependence that nature has set in place. I do not like to say it but
maybe we have got what we deserve because we have interfered and interrupted for too long.
Let us put in place more effective strategies to protect the ecosystems that ultimately protect us.
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Here we go again‐ Hot off the press!
The AGL gas terminal proposal‐Commercial interest VS Environmental interest

The Victorian government is soon to make a decision on the AGL gas terminal in Western Port Bay.
The proposal is opposed by the local community on the grounds that it will have a detrimental
impact on the surrounding internationally recognised Ramsar Site and will further contribute to
climate change. But despite this strong opposition to the proposal it has been waved through to
the point where the laws will now be put to the test.
The potential fate of natural ecosystems will once again be determined by the stroke of a pen

What’s at Stake?

I found this butterfly trapped in a web but saw no sign of the spider. The butterfly was struggling
so I decided to interfere with nature by gently untangling its wings and setting it free.
I want the same for the ecosystems and species that we have trapped in a spiral of decline and
that is the reason for my submission to this inquiry.
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A Conversation

I was standing at a marquee in a community market when an 85 year old gentleman engaged me
in conversation. He told me that he was once a farmer on a property not far from the Murray River
in northern Victoria. He visited the area recently and took the opportunity to have a poke around
the old farmhouse which I assumed was still in the family. But what he said next made me take
heed. Hardly any spider webs and fewer birds, he said. I thought that was strange because I often
see birds picking off spiders from the webs around our window ledge and assume that they go
together. So I asked him why he thought that was the case. He looked at me closely before
replying. Insecticides mate; they are flooding the place with chemicals and killing off the insects so
the birds have to go elsewhere for a feed. I mean, he said, when you drive in the bush these days,
anywhere, and it can be for miles, your windscreen is clean when you get home. In the old days it
would be covered and smeared in dead insects. Not anymore mate. None about, ‘cause the
chemicals have got ‘em, he said with a grimace. Finally, now displaying an understandable level of
exasperation, he told me that when he was driving home and was quite a few miles from the local
town he saw a council contractor cutting the roadside verge. He stopped his car, walked over to
the guy and asked him what he was doing here so far from town. When the bloke told him that
people were complaining how messy it looked and it needed cleaning up, he said he got back in
the car and just shook his head.
Finally he turned and started to walk off before stopping and from a short distance away called
back to me;
‘Mate, it’s no wonder there are so few insects about’.

Andrew Parsons
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