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The Australian Brumby Alliance Inc. (ABA) advocates for the recognition, management,
preservation and welfare of sustainable Australian Wild Horse populations
The ABA submission will highlight the concerns we have experienced with Parks Victoria’s
(PV) seemingly simplistic, superficial, dogmatic approach to meeting their responsibilities,
and why, in our opinion, the rate of decline in parkland biodiversity will never improve
unless these following systemic issues can be corrected..
The National Parks Act 1975 Part 111, Div.1.17 requires that national and State parks be
controlled and managed, in accordance with the objective of this Act, in a manner that will
(2)(a) –
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(b)

Preserve and protect the park in its natural condition for the use, enjoyment
and education of the public;
Preserve and protect indigenous flora and fauna in the park;
Exterminate of control exotic fauna in the park;
Eradicate or control exotic flora in the park; ……………… and also
ensure that appropriate and sufficient measures are taken to protect each
national and state park from injury by fire; ….

The Parks Victoria Act 2018 Statement of Obligations Gazetted 30 October 2018 includes;
3.1 “Parks Victoria must work to be a best practice park management organisation, striving
for excellence in protecting and managing Victoria’s …. parks and reserves”
6.1 Community engagement; “Parks Victoria must have regard to the principles set out in
the Victorian Auditor-General’s Office publication Public Participation in Government
Decision-making (May 2017).”
8.1 (a) “Protecting Victoria’s Environment – Biodiversity”,
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8.4 “Parks Victoria must contribute to the government’s response to climate change”
Lindenmayer 2014: defines Biodiversity as “the diversity of biological features from very
small to very large scales and it encompasses genes, individuals, demes, meta-populations,
populat-ions, species, communities, ecosystems and interactions between these entities.”
Lindenmayer 2014: highlights the lack of traction despite significant expenditure “The
extent of decline of Victorian Biodiversity and in inability to address the decline has been
observed for many years. “…. “from the mid 2000s, the total governmental expenditure on
environmental management (across all levels of government) has exceeded $12 billion per
year (state of the environment 2006 committee 2006). It is likely to be far higher now.”
Lindenmayer adds that “Despite this considerable investment and effort, Australia has failed
to reduce the rate and scale of biodiversity loss” and proposes that previous expenditure
has been in-effective “due, in part, to the lack of appropriate information and monitoring.”
The ABA has seen many examples of the;


lack of inability to identify, quantify and address the decline,



lack of appropriate information and monitoring, and



lack of consistent policy across the total park landscape.

Key examples we have seen are, for example;


Repeatedly defaulting to a “quick fix” mass killing program,



Inability to quantify in or how such actions improve park biodiversity,



Decisions that default to one motherhood assumption that introduced species are
bad and native species are good.



Lack of logic in attempts to demonstrate whether native good vs non-natives bad
assumption can be supported by the studies conducted to support their assumption.
o For example remove all wild horses populations to “enable native species to
survive” even though those native species have survived alongside wild horse
populations for 150 to 200 years.
o Deer is not to be exterminated, but numbers controlled, and
o Non-native Trout are bred in hatcheries to sustain the trout fishing industry,
o Removing Wild Horse grazing because it results in shorter grasses, then
conducting grass slashing programs when the grasses need to be shorter.

The ABA submission contains information to support our concerns, allocated as close as
possible to the questions. Our intention is not to blame, but use previous policy actions to
suggest improvements in assessment, monitoring and reporting by observing exactly how all
species in today’s parkland biodiversity; interact, and respond to climate change pressures.
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The Legislative Council agreed 30 October 2019: That this House requires the Environment
and Planning Committee to inquire into, consider and report, within 12 months, on the
decline of Victoria’s ecosystems and measures to restore habitats and populations of
threatened and endangered species, including but not limited to points (a) to (f) below:

(a) the extent of the decline of Victoria’s biodiversity and the likely impact on
people, particularly First Peoples, and ecosystems, if more is not done to address
this, including consideration of climate change impacts;
Alpine National Park: Feral Horse Strategic Action Plan 2018–2021 (flawed science)
PV used Tolsma Shannon 2018 Bogong High plains (BHP) to support their intention to
exterminate all Bogong High Plains Brumbies immediately. The report stated that;






Care was taken to record only those impacts obviously attributable to feral horses.
Yet in open court (ABA-v-PV) study flaws exposed in court included three sites where
despite field notes stating damage only due to deer, those sites were counted as
horse only damage sites in the final report, and;
Sites compared as “Worse,” “same” or “better”. Yet in open court (ABA-v-PV)
evidence emerged that percentage graded field records showed difference from
same was under 2% (3-4 sites up to 5% worse). The 2 better sites were not explained.
To the ABA this report was designed to maximise negative Brumby impacts.
Furthermore,
This report concluded that “Despite a relatively small number of horses being
present, soil and vegetation condition has measurably declined in many sites for
which previous survey data were available, supporting the concept of cumulative
damage. There is unlikely to be a minimum population size for feral horses that
would not lead to incremental, on-going degradation.”

The ABA asked Dr. Arn Tolsma whether he was aware that at the time of his site visits
Parks Victoria conducted planned deer shoots at night. Arn Tolsma replied no, he was
not aware of the deer shoots, and that Parks Victoria had told him specifically not to
refer to deer in this report, only horses. Also ABA has overlayed deer prints highlighted
in yellow, illustrating deer prints incorrectly assigned as wild horse prints. (See ABA
overlay yellow marks on the study sites map p7, p23 & p24 (Tolsma 2018 study attached)
Joint Management Plan for Barmah National Park: Yorta Yorta Traditional Owner land
Management Board 2019 Draft (Inconsistent standards, sidestepping reality)





Plans talking of reducing numbers for pigs, deer, etc. but total Brumby removal.
Banning horse riding in Barmah but allowing trail bikes, 4WD, cycling etc.
Horses as scapegoats as they are easily seen. In reality scientific reports state
that unless flooding depth & timing are corrected all Moira grass will disappear
by 2026.
Vague, unquantified statements, such as measuring “Trends in waterway and
floodplain value”, “hydrological requirements” and “aquatic health” and
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minimising negative water regimes are repeated in each plan, suggest an
absence of data to inform decisions.
The Victorian Auditor-General’s 2016 Report highlighted many significant concerns that
directly related to Parks Victoria’s (PV) management of their responsible areas, such as;
a) PV’s Inability to evaluate actions to inform and improve further planning,
b) PV’s contradictory position on altered stream flows,
c) PV’s adaptive management & trends fail to provide baseline data,
d) PV’s inaction on changes outside natural variations,
e) PV’s inconsistencies and contradictory views on current wetland marsh health,
f) PV’s inability to recognise and act on emerging threats.
Also PV’s inability to effectively apply relevant legislation and governance
responsibilities sited in the Auditor-general’s 2016 report as;


Page viii sates “a lack of oversight and accountability and poor evaluation,
compromised by limitations in data.”



Page xiii “Parks Victoria does not monitor and report on the implementation of
management plans for the 10 sites it manages and does not evaluate its actions.”



Page x states “Ramsar Convention requires …. be developed to guide the
maintenance and management….. and to set a baseline for measuring change”



Page 19 states “Parks Victoria has poor oversight ……. activities are generally not
guided by the current Ramsar management plan …. can result in significant
ecological risks not being addressed in a timely way”.

Page 29 states “In 2013, Parks Victoria reviewed the status of its Ramsar management
activities against Ramsar management plans prepared in 2002–03. This review consisted
of telephone interviews with Parks Victoria staff about progress on actions……. it is not
clear how it has helped further planning”.
Positive Grazing Study Papers
Parks Victoria so far has ignored studies with positive horse grazing results, studies such
as;


Zalba & Cozzani (2004) found intense grazing by feral horses resulted in
increased predation on bird eggs in grasslands, leading to reduced avian richness
and diversity. However, avian richness & diversity were higher in areas subject
to moderate levels of grazing than areas in which horses had been excluded
(Zalba and Cozzani 2004).



Species richness and diversity are slightly greater in areas of moderate grazing
than in enclosures - theory intermediate disturbance (Connell, 1978) (Willig et al
2018)



http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/11/11/113003
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o Many studies just compare 'grazed' to 'ungrazed' conditions, grazing is
not an all or nothing proposition – grazing intensity is most important.
o plant diversity may be greater at a light or moderate level of grazing than
with either grazing exclusion or heavy grazing.


Grazing increased species diversity (Fahnestock & Detling 1999, Austrheim &
Eriksson 2001, Fahnestock & Detling 2002, Ostermann-Kelm et al. 2009 & Stroh
et al. 2012. -) and Lowers fuel levels thus fire severity, (Silvers 1993 and Davies et
al. 2015), (all these references are cited in ITRG 2016)



Grazing animals can have beneficial impacts on native plants and animals
(Schultz 2011) and protect endangered plants (Gilfedder & Kirkpatrick 1994).

Why does Parks Victoria (PV) not seriously study wild horse behaviour and long term
monitoring to identify less invasive, cheaper options such as fertility control? America
has successfully used dart guns on free roaming mustangs to manage population levels
for 30-40 years.
Lack of appropriate information and monitoring is compounded with studies Parks
Victoria conduct purposefully designed to amplify what are claimed as horse impacts;
instead of scientifically identifying if an impact is negative or positive.
Overseas studies weigh up positive and negative large herbivores impacts, such as
horses, to scientifically identifying what populations level/density is needed to reduce
any negative impacts and enhance any positive impacts. We repeatedly point to overseas
and Australian studies that come close to this form of assessment (see Positive Grazing
Study Papers examples above)
Parks Victoria is also inconsistent in applying the native is good, introduced is bad which
ignores for examples Lindenmayer 2014 observation that “Many exotic, invasive plants in
alpine ecosystems have originated from ski resorts”
Lindenmayer explains that “The alpine landscape is also subject to larger scale
disturbances, in particular fire and long term drought. Both have major effects on
ecosystem dynamics.“
Long term exclosure plots are frequently upheld by Parks Victoria to show irrefutable
evidence of the “damage” horses do by pointing to tall dry grasses within the exclosure
as good, and pointing to short, green fresh grass shoots outside the exclosure where wild
horses graze as “bad”. Yet Willaims 2014 and Costin 1954, both well respected by Parks
Victoria found increased biomass/tall dry grasses within fenced exclosures, and increased
biodiversity outside the exclosures exposed to large herbivore grazing, for example;
“The most significant effect of exclosure at both (Cowombat Flat and Native Cat Flat)
sites was an increase in the height of the vegetation, with as reduction of small-scale
species richness also occurring. Increases in the coverage of the dominant grasses and
sedges have been noted within exclosures, particularly at the expense of low growing
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perennial herbs.” [Ref- Richard Lindenmayer book Biodiversity and Environmental
Change – Monitoring, Challenges and direction 2014].

(b) the adequacy of the legislative framework protecting Victoria’s environment,
including grasslands, forests and the marine and coastal environment, and native
species; (lack of robust management planning by Parks Victoria (PV) examples)
PV’s Strategic Action Plan (SAP), Protection of Floodplain Marshes, Barmah National
Park & Barmah Forest Ramsar Site 2019 Draft (PV’s 2019 SAP draft).
Principal factors likely to have contributed to the decline in Moira grass extent are:
1. Changes to the natural flooding regime due to river regulation
2. Grazing and trampling pressure by introduced animals, particularly by feral
horse (And previously, cattle) [ABA note, no mentions of pigs, deer, goats,
sheep etc.]
3. Encroachment by invasive plant species (page1)
ABA’s reply is that the primary cause of decline of the Moira grass have been shown by
many studies to be the direct result of river regulation to harness the Snowies water
for agriculture. Grazing and Barmah’s horses have been there in much larger numbers
since long before changes that have arisen following river regulation began to be
observed.
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-23 states that Colloff et al. 2014 suggest that grazing by
horses damages and uproots plants, decreasing plant density and thereby reducing
capacity for regeneration when re-flooded, and that complementary actions such as
management of grazing pressure, are also required in addition to the delivery of
environmental flows.
Interestingly, PV only paraphrased Colloff. Colloff’s full 2014’s report states that plantspecific water is the primary requirement for conservation of grassy wetlands:
“Complementary management actions include management of grazing pressure and
control of invasive plants, but provision of a flood regime that most closely matches
plant-specific water requirements, at least for most of the time, represents the single
management action that holds the best prospect for conservation and management
of grassy wetlands.”
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-54 states that “Insights gained from monitoring programs
will help to evaluate and improve management effectiveness, as well as identify where
changes in the approach or resourcing are needed.”
This infers a lack of knowledge from the past 4 decades of research which state that
unless the flood regime is corrected, the grass will disappear as current flood regimes
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encourage conditions for red gums saplings and giant rush to take over the remaining
Moira grass.
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-25 state that Other large herbivores present in the wetland
system include eastern grey kangaroos and a range of introduced mammal species,
including pigs, fallow and sambar deer, goats, feral sheep and rabbits (Ecology
Australia 2013, 2017).
Here Parks Victoria (PV) does refer to grazing pressures from species (apart from
horses) including eastern grey kangaroos …. pigs, fallow and sambar deer, goats, feral
sheep and rabbits, which were we understand routinely culled before Barmah became
a park. Barmah Brumbies that have grazed there for over 150 years represent a
fraction of grazing pressure from other species.
At the recent Yorta Yorta plan community feedback forums; pig and deer numbers
were said by PV to be too high to count, well into the 1,000s. Both pigs and deer
uproot plants as they graze, while horses cut grass with sharp teeth leaving grass roots
intact to regrow, yet PV focus on culling all horses, whilst only reducing pig and deer
numbers.
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-48 states that in “2017-18 three targeted hunts occurred
with 20 pigs killed” (in Barmah) and that 34 deer, 7 sheep, and 1 goat were also
destroyed in the same period. Note: The ABA could support between 20-34 horses
being removed annually.
A sow can have 2 litters of pigs a year (average litter size 7.5 pigs); therefore 1.5 sows
will replace the 20 killed within 12 months in Barmah, surely a waste of taxpayers’
money as PV’s 2017/18 cull actions on multi-birth species numbering 1000s are of little
consequence. Deer and goats are also multiple breeders, but Brumbies average only 2
births in 3 years.

(c) the adequacy and effectiveness of government programs and funding protecting
and restoring Victoria’s ecosystems; (Knee jerk, inconsistent and lacks long term plans)
Parks Victoria’s claim to apply rational decision making, yet so far there is little
evidence of rational decision making. The National Parks Act 1975 (Vic) which guides
Parks Victoria states in s17(2)(a) to ‘ensure that each national park …is controlled and
managed …in a manner that will (iii) “exterminate or control exotic fauna in the park”.
However Parks Victoria’s approach to exotic (introduced/non-native) is selective, not
rational or even consistent. For example, Parks Victoria’s approach to the following
range of introduced species, which Parks Victoria are required to control or
exterminate vary across this spectrum, for example:
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Brumbies will be exterminated in Bogong High Plains and Barmah and decimated
in Victoria’s Eastern Alps (PV Alpine Brumby plan/Draft Barmah Brumby plan/draft
Yorta Yorta Barmah plan).



Deer (Chital, Fallow, Hog, Red, Rusa, Sambar, Sika, and Wapiti) are protected
under the Wildlife Act 1975. https://engage.vic.gov.au/draft-victorian-deermanagement-strategy , even though a wide range of negative environmental,
economic and social impacts from wild deer is acknowledged.



Trout (rainbow) & salmon - Trout & salmon stocked by the Authority are released
as yearlings.. … https://vfa.vic.gov.au/recreational-fishing/fish-stocking, and, since
1960, tens of millions of trout have been released in numerous lakes, rivers and
streams across the state… https://vfa.vic.gov.au/recreational-fishing/fishstocking/managing-recreational-trout-fisheries



Weeds daily enter parks attached to thousands of vehicles, motor bikes, cycles,
bush walkers etc., yet Parks Victoria’s example of rational decision making is to
ignore this and deflect the problem on Brumby populations that are living inside
the park.

$3m of an original $50m Federal Government (2020) funding went to Victoria initially,
then this increased to $200m of which $110 million went to support for the most
impacted native species in seven areas – including the Alpine environment across ACT,
NSW and Victoria.
Lack of funding does not seem to be a change factor for Parks Victoria’s management
ways. The post fire funding injection of $113 million available to accessed did not
change Parks Vitoria default to mass killing, nor provide post assessments of key
vulnerable species to compare before and after the mass culling to measure if any
goals had been met.
Parts Victoria failed to reply to the ABA request for any 2020 counts to assess the mass
February 202 aerial shooting in the VicAlps to validate that action, nor for their
imminent next ground shooting of Brumbies. Parks claim priority to trap and rehome
Brumbies, which left the ABA no other option but to ask under the Freedom of
Information Act (FOI).
With thousands of carcasses for pigs and Dingoes to thrive on, causing a bigger
problem to manage traditionally by shooting and more poison again added to sensitive
landscape, the kill and kill cycle just continues, with no thought to new learning that
harnesses the power of the Trophic cascades revealed in diverse ecosystems for
example, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0169534799017231 extracts of
the article Trophic cascades revealed in diverse ecosystems, includes;



“Together with increasing evidence of cascades, there is a deepening
understanding of the conditions that promote and inhibit the transmission of
predatory effects.”

8 ABA submission to Vic parlaiment review of Victorian decline in Biodiversity
8 of 238

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 428



“However, trophic cascades are also altered by humans. Analyses of the
extirpation of large animals reveal loss of cascades, and the potential of
conservation to restore not only predator populations but also the ecosystemlevel effects that ramify from their presence.”



“Cascades are no longer the sole province of lake and intertidal ecologists but
clearly occur in a diversity of ecosystems on land and in the ocean.”

Parks Victoria (PV) claim to use “evidence-based management” to guide its actions.


PV used Tolsma Shannon 2018 Bogong High plains (BHP) to support their intention
to exterminate all Bogong High Plains Brumbies immediately. The report stated
that;
o Care was taken to record only those impacts obviously attributable to feral
horses. Yet in open court (ABA-v-PV) study flaws exposed in court included
three sites where despite field notes stating damage only due to deer, those
sites were counted as horse only damage sites in the final report. And
o Sites compared as “Worse,” “same” or “better”. Yet in open court (ABA-v-PV)
evidence emerged that percentage graded field records showed difference
from same was under 2% (3-4 sites up to 5% worse). The 2 better sites were
not explained. To the ABA this report was designed to maximise negative
Brumby impacts. Furthermore,
o This report concluded that “Despite a relatively small number of horses being
present, soil and vegetation condition has measurably declined in many sites
for which previous survey data were available, supporting the concept of
cumulative damage. There is unlikely to be a minimum population size for
feral horses that would not lead to incremental, on-going degradation.”

As previously noted, the ABA asked Tolsma whether he was aware that at the time of
his site visits Parks Victoria conducted planned deer shoots at night (see ABA yellow
overlays on the study sites map p7, p23 & p24). Also ABA overlayed deer prints using
yellow highlights. Tolsma replied no, he was not aware of the deer shots, and that
Parks Victoria had told Tolsma not to refer to deer in this report, only horses.
Parks Victoria regularly responds with Kneejerk mass killings and spreading poison.
With around 1,000 horse “removals” from shooting and passive trapping (around 33%
of total Brumby numbers), has made a significant dent in the Brumby population with
a mare only producing one foal per year and no foal every third year.
Presumable this pattern of blaming one species for all damage, will only increase
damage levels, since there are around 1 million deer in the Victorian Alps but only
around 3,000 Brumbies following the mass shooting strategies Parks Victoria rely on as
a key management Strategy. Parks Victoria killed 1,700 deer which is less than 1% of
total population, and with deer producing multi-births every 9 months, will not even
dent the deer population level.
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(d) legislative, policy, program, governance and funding solutions to facilitate
ecosystem and species protection, restoration and recovery in Victoria, in the
context of climate change impacts; (Until Parks Victoria systemic flaws improve,
increased funding is wasted)
Parks Victoria’s poor land management practices as highlighted in the Auditor General
Ramsar 2016 report will not change with more funding. The recent federal funding
boost was used by parks Victoria to ‘urgently’ carry out a mass killing program in the
Victorian Alps and more killing is planned soon.
In our view, Parks Victoria’s should take lessons from overseas new learning on use or
predator control programs and conservation grazing to improve biodiversity. Not kill
off animals capable of reducing fire risks, increasing biodiversity and after 150-200
years have never caused a species to become extinct.
Parks Victoria need better understanding of reproduction rates of feral species and
ability to provide accurate counts. The recent Barmah national park Brumby plan will
exterminate all Brumbies, yet only ‘control’ pig and deer populations. Parks Victoria
claims that horses are the most destructive species in the park. Horses are also the
most easily seen and counted.
However a proper count of pigs, deer, goats etc. plus factoring in reproductive rates
would put horses last on the priority list. Such lacklustre management practices need
to change before any additional funding can make a real, long term difference.
A sow can have 2 litters of pigs a year (average litter size 7.5 pigs); deer and goats are
multi-birth while Brumbies average only 2 births in 3 years. During the Barmah plan
feedback process, Parks Victoria admitted they could not count the number of pigs,
goats, deer etc. as they were hard to see or find but said that each species would be in
the thousands.
Yet during three separate hunts in Barmah (2017-18), Parks Victoria only killed a total
of; 20 pigs 34 deer, 7 sheep, and 1 goat, but will remove all 150 to 600 Brumbies
(depending on which count is correct). To the ABA this is a total waste of public money
if the end goal is to reduce impacts in Barmah national park.
Parks Victoria did three Barmah horse counts over the past year. Each count doubled in
number approximately from 150, then 300 to 600 using night time thermal imaging.
When the ABA asked a Park staff member how the counter could tell the difference
between species, the answer was by the size of the thermal image.
The ABA can only assume that Parks Victoria counted sambar deer, who similar in size
to a wild horse, to account for the rapid escalation of horse count numbers in under
one year i.e. the numbers presented are a physical impossibility given the reproduction
rate of horses.
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Auditor-General’s 2016 Report listed concerns directly related to Parks Victoria Ramsar
land management, which the ABA has experienced across all of its management plans
including;







Page viii sates “a lack of oversight and accountability and poor evaluation,
compromised by limitations in data.”
Page xiii “Parks Victoria does not monitor and report on the implementation
of management plans for the 10 sites it manages and does not evaluate its
actions.”
Page x states “Ramsar Convention requires …. be developed to guide the
maintenance and management….. and to set a baseline for measuring
change”
Page 19 states “Parks Victoria has poor oversight ……. activities are generally
not guided by the current Ramsar management plan …. can result in
significant ecological risks not being addressed in a timely way”.
Page 29 states “In 2013, Parks Victoria reviewed the status of its Ramsar
manage-ment activities against Ramsar management plans prepared in
2002–03. This review
Consisted of telephone interviews with Parks Victoria staff about progress on
actions……. it is not clear how it has helped further planning”.

See attached ABA submission to the Parliamentary review of Parks Victoria and other
agencies Auditor General’s 2016 report. The report covers several government
authorities, often with conflicting priorities and constraints are outside Parks Victoria’s
direct control, their poor management processes remain evident in areas within their
responsibility.

(e) opportunities to restore Victoria’s environment while upholding First Peoples’
connection to country, and increasing and diversifying employment opportunities
in Victoria.
Parks Victoria Land Management Strategy (LMS) 29-Sept-19
https://engage.vic.gov.au/lms already states that “parks and reserves have been
returned to Aboriginal ownership under Aboriginal Title” and the Government is
“expected to apply to more of the parks estate in the future as further formal
agreements with Traditional Owners are implemented.”
The ABA submission to Parks Victoria pointed out that up to now Australia’s National
Parks were “owned” by the public; as such we also pay “Park Rates” towards running
costs. Originally national parks were set aside “for the benefit of the public”. The term
public included all Australians, but now park ownership is with Aboriginal
Corporations, who represent just one section of the Australian public.
NOTE: The ABA fully supports the integration of all Australian multicultural values,
which must be inclusive of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal values since each community
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values its culture from its own unique historical perspective. This is not the time to
argue one culture above another; we need to work towards respectful balance and
mutual respect. Surely we need to move forward with inclusive, not divisive actions
from Parks Victoria, our comments are ignored by Parks Victoria and the Victorian
Environment Minister.
River Red Gum Parks Management Plan June 2017 Draft
This plan also already places Aboriginal heritage values above European heritage
values by stating that; “For many visitors, cultural heritage is a key experience of the
River Red Gum Parks. Aboriginal cultural heritage has the potential to be the richest
experience.”
The ABA submission to PV’s River red Gum plan draft June 2017 ABA supported the
right of both Aboriginal and Post-Settlement communities to be involved with
respective national park decisions. BUT we spoke against the plan’s intention to
elevate Aboriginal cultural values, decision making and ownership of an increasing
number of national parks that previously belonged to all Australians.
This statement seems unnecessarily provocative and risking conflict, by pitting one
culture against another. Australia is a multicultural nation, the ‘richest' cultural
experience will vary from person to person.
Previous PV management plans list the Burra Charter as one of several documents to
be adhered to. PV stopped listing the Burra Charted after the “Greater Alpine National
Park (Vic) management plan draft was released in 2014. Extracts from The Burra
Charter’s focus on cultural values, include;
..that co-existing cultural values “should always be recognised, respected and
encouraged” …. “This is especially important in cases where they conflict” and that
each of our cultural values reflects “the diversity of our communities, telling us about
who we are and the past that has formed us and the Australian landscape” ….. “must
be conserved” …..” in accordance with the principle of inter-generational equity”.

(f) Any other related matters
Our most recent request, inviting Parks Victoria to join with the University of
Queensland study research to identify whether specific park areas can retain
sustainable Brumby populations at a level that the environment they have cohabituated with for 150-200 years can maximise the benefits of Brumby grazing and
minimise negative effects of over grazing.
In many other countries grazing is used to increase biodiversity. To date Parks Victoria
has not accepted our joint study offer. The resistance Parks Victoria has shown to join
with the ABA to design, conduct and identify accepted Brumby management plans
seems totally at odds with their mantra of working with communities and using best
practice processes.
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The ABA submission (page 2) stated that our intention is not to blame, but use
previous policy actions to suggest improvements in assessment, monitoring and
reporting by observing exactly how all species in today’s parkland biodiversity;
interact, and respond to climate change pressures.
Overseas studies have found that once farmed animals and crops take over an area,
removing those pressures will not return that landscape to a previous time in history.
Environments contain a mix of living dynamic systems, constantly jostling for space to
survive. By removing a key stone species (such as large herbivores), as occurred before
with the loss of Australian megafauna, allows dominant flora to overtake less
dominant species unless a degree of grazing is retained to reset level playing fields.
We urgently need to understand of how biodiversity has interacted for the past 200
years, plus factor in climate change, to enable today’s biodiversity to truly thrive.
We encourage the Environment and Planning Committee of the Legislative Council to
contact the ABA
with any further questions you
may have regarding our submission.
Yours sincerely

President,
Australian Brumby Alliance Inc.

Attachments
Att.1 Tolsma Shannon Bogong High Plains study 2018
Att.2 ABA submission to Parliamentary review of Parks Victoria and other agencies Auditor
General’s 2016 report.
Att.3 Parks Victoria River Red Gum Parks Management Plan June 2017 Draft (no web-link)
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1. Project brief
Feral horses pose a threat to and damage the environmental values of the Victorian alps, including areas of
the Bogong High Plains. To address this threat, Parks Victoria has for some time undertaken a trapping
program to reduce the number of horses, and hence the damage they have on sensitive alpine flora and
fauna. Damage to alpine ecosystems by feral horses has been well-demonstrated in the past. This project
aimed to visit a range of locations across the Bogong High Plains to document the nature and extent of feral
horse impacts, and as far as possible, how these impacts have changed over the last decade.

2. Introduction
The environmental impacts of horses around the globe are well documented, and include damage to riparian
systems, erosion, pugging, soil compaction, weed invasion, reductions in plant biomass, decreases in plant
species richness and abundance, and reductions in ground-dwelling fauna (Beever and Brussard 2000;
Beever et al. 2008; Giuliano and Homyack 2004; Kauffman and Krueger 1984; Loydi and Zalba 2009;
Rogers 1991; Summer 1986; Zalba and Cozzani 2004). Australia’s alpine ecosystems might be especially
susceptible to these negative impacts, as they did not evolve with heavy, hard-hoofed animals (Ashton and
Williams 1989; Carr and Turner 1959; Green et al. 2005). Activity by horses (and other large ungulates such
as deer and cattle) represents a type and intensity of impact to which alpine plants and communities are
unlikely to be adapted, a fact that was recognised by the listing, in 2011, of degradation by feral horses as a
threatening process under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (FFG).
Feral horses have occurred in the Victorian high country since the late 1800s, particularly in the far east of
the state, but also on the Bogong High Plains, Victoria’s largest area of alpine treeless vegetation and part of
the Alpine National Park. Concerns about the negative impacts of these feral horses on the environmental
values of the alpine region were raised many decades ago (Costin 1954), and continue today (Robertson et
al. 2015).
In an attempt to protect sensitive environmental values, Parks Victoria has undertaken trapping programs to
reduce horse numbers. However, whilst trapping may have reduced horse numbers, remaining horses
continue to damage alpine ecosystems. These negative impacts have been documented in the past through
a number of assessments, including those undertaken by Arthur Rylah Institute for Environmental Research
(2006 to 2008), Parks Victoria (2012) and specialist contractors assessing the condition of alpine bogs
across Victoria.

To inform on-going management of feral horses in the Bogong High Plains area, there was a need for a
contemporary assessment to describe both the nature and extent of impacts of feral horses on
environmental values, and as far as possible, determine how these have changed over time. This project
aimed to use field-based assessment of multiple sites across the Bogong High Plains to determine if there
was evidence of the presence of feral horses at each site, gather evidence of damage to environmental
values by feral horses at each site and describe the nature of any impacts detected. It included sites that
have been assessed in previous studies, enabling documentation of any changes that have occurred over
time.
The broad aims were to:
1. Gather visual (including photographic) and descriptive evidence that documented the nature and
geographic extent of current negative impacts of feral horses on environmental values in the Bogong
High Plains area.
2. Describe any changes in the nature and extent of negative impacts of feral horses on environmental
values through repeat surveys of alpine bogs first assessed around a decade ago, and riparian sites
assessed as part of a separate study in 2012.
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3. Methods
3.1 Contemporary damage – site selection
Current impacts were determined by field inspections of areas known, or suspected, to be utilised by feral
horses within the study area. This necessarily covered a range of alternative vegetation types and altitudes,
as feral horses do not occupy the high-altitude plains in winter. Our understanding of where horses overwinter, and the vegetation types preferentially occupied, was limited, although we knew that they preferred
access to open, grassy areas and water/riparian zones (Dawson 2010; James et al. 1999), and did not
generally frequent dense forest (Walter 2002). The identification of suitable areas for searching and
inspection was therefore based on expert input from colleagues familiar with the activities of horses on the
Bogong High Plains, including researchers, and DELWP and Parks Victoria regional staff.
Information from colleagues informed the locations for the field work, and considered:
 Where signs of feral horse activity had been seen
 Where horses might occur in particular parts of the landscape, in particular seasons
 Where horse activity was thought to be greatest (broad area, vegetation type, specific locations)
 Where horses might over-winter
 Any evidence that the intensity or extent of damage was changing

3.2 Contemporary damage – field visits
Following input from colleagues, a list of suitable broad areas was drawn up for field assessment. This list
covered the range of areas known to be used or deemed to be suitable for feral horses, including lower
altitude areas where horses may have over-wintered. Inspections were then undertaken in a manner that
maximised the number of site assessments or areas able to be covered within the time allocated, and
included as many as possible of sites assessed previously (see next section). Priority areas included
McNamaras Hut and Mt Jim at the southern edge of the study area, where horses had been seen for some
years, and Mt Nelse and Hollonds Knob in the north-eastern part of the study area, where horses were being
putatively seen for the first time in around 50 years.
Visual and photographic evidence were gathered during field inspections, including the presence and
intensity/extent of:
 Dung piles
 Trampling and pugging
 Browsing/grazing damage
 Stream bank damage
 Tracks
 Bare ground (from roll pits etc.)
 Damage to assets (such as chewed wooden signs)
Care was taken to record only those impacts obviously attributable to feral horses, as some current activity
may have been attributable to deer, and some persistent bare or weedy areas may still have been the result
of a long history of cattle grazing on the plains. In any event, horse hoof prints are quite distinctive, so
observers had little trouble in ascertaining the agent of contemporary disturbance. Waypoints for records of
obvious damage were recorded using a GPS, to enable mapping of the extent of activity, and possible future
monitoring.

3.3 Temporal changes in activity
Feral horses are drawn to riparian habitats, and numbers may be concentrated around watering points,
particularly in times of drought. Damage from feral horses are very noticeable in these wetter areas,
especially alpine bogs, because hoof prints are created easily and persist, due to the plastic flow of soft
organic soils around hard hooves and the displacement of vegetation. Existing data held by the Arthur Rylah
Institute (2006 to 2008) and Parks Victoria (2012) provided the opportunity to compare the extent and
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intensity of contemporary activity of horses in alpine bogs and riparian zones with that detected previously
(Figure 1).
3.3.1 ARI bog sites, 2006-08 to 2017
Between 2006 and 2008, 99 representative alpine bogs across the Bogong High Plains had been assessed
to quantify disturbance from a range of agents, including deer, cattle and horses (Figure 1). As many of
these sites as possible (56 sites) were revisited and re-assessed for horse damage, providing robust,
quantitative activity data to inform whether horse damage had changed in intensity or geographic extent over
the last decade or so. Priority sites were those south and west of Pretty Valley (McNamaras Hut to Mt Jim),
where horse activity was most common until recently, and north of Rocky Valley Storage (Hollonds Knob to
Mt Nelse and Warby Corner), where horse activity had previously not been recorded.
Using maps and existing waypoints to find the bogs, each bog was assessed for obvious feral horse activity,
and an estimate made of the total proportion of the bog impacted by trampling, pugging, dung, bare ground,
vegetation pulling etc. This estimate was to the nearest 1% (for <5% of bog area affected) or the nearest 5%
(for ≥5% affected). As mentioned previously, care was taken to only record the impact obviously attributable
to feral horses, as some activity was due to deer, and some bare areas may still have been due to a long
history of cattle grazing on the plains.
3.3.2 Parks Victoria riparian sites, 2012 to 2017
Sites surveyed in 2012 (Figure 1) were part of an Australian Alps-wide assessment of horse damage in
treeless streamside (riparian) areas above 1100 m elevation (Robertson et al. 2015). Twenty two of the 186
sites assessed in that research were within the focus area of the current study and were therefore directly
relevant, and of these 14 were re-assessed.
Ten parameters that characterised the intensity of horse activity were estimated along 50 m sections of
stream bank (Table 1). Some of these sites contained alpine bog and wet heath vegetation, others were
predominantly within wet tussock grassland. Horse presence had been evident at many of these sites in
2012, but those on the northern Bogong High Plains were obviously free of horses at the time and had been
treated as ‘control’ sites. The current surveys were designed to detect changes in presence/absence, and
the degree of activity, since the previous surveys.
Using maps and waypoints as before, and assisted by site photos, each riparian site was re-located, then
delineated using a 50 m tape to form the transect. Ten parameters (nine of them categorical) were assessed
within 20 m either side of the transect line, including the number of horse tracks, the level of impact of horse
tracks, the degree of ‘pugging’ and trampling damage on stream banks, the intensity of horse grazing and
the number of dung piles (Table 1). This allowed direct comparison with the original variables from the 2012
data. Photographs were taken at each site from approximately the same location as previous surveys.
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4. Results
4.1 Contemporary damage
During November and December 2017, 106 sites (70 existing and 36 new) were assessed across the
Bogong High Plains to determine the extent and intensity of horse activity (Figure 2, Appendix A). Horse
activity was noted at 60 of these sites (57%), including 38 of 54 on the southern part of the plains, and 22 of
52 on the northern end of the plains (north of Rocky Valley Storage). The high proportion of sites with horse
activity was expected, as new assessments had targeted areas where horses were known or suspected to
be present. Thus, 35 of 36 new sites showed negative impacts (Appendix 1).

The assessments indicated that feral horses were impacting on environmental values across an extensive
area of the Bogong High Plains, with stream bank damage, pugging, trampling of wet areas, dung
deposition, creation or widening of tracks, roll pits, pulling of vegetation and general trampling. Activity was
most noticeable in grasslands (especially in areas where some shelter against the elements was provided by
snowgum woodland), and around watering points, but was also common in riparian zones and on the edges
of alpine bogs that are listed under both the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999
(EPBC) and Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (FFG).
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Previously, feral horse activity had not been recorded in assessments north of the Rocky Valley Storage,
but during the recent assessment, more than a quarter of the sites assessed in this area are now
affected by horses.
Not only did the proportion of impacted sites increase, so too did the intensity of impacts, with
approximately 30% of mossbeds and 35% of stream areas assessed showing greater signs of damage
in 2017 than in previous assessments.

4.2.2 Parks Victoria riparian sites, 2012 to 2017
The re-assessment of 14 riparian sites (which included a mix of bogs and stream banks) supported, to a
small extent, the range expansion indicated by the alpine bog data, with one site on the northern Bogong
High Plains, deemed to be a horse-free ‘control’ site in 2012, now showing clear evidence of horse activity,
with stream bank damage, tracks, pugging and dung (Figure 28 and Appendix A). Other existing riparian
sites in this northern area have not yet been obviously damaged by horses, although horse negative impacts
by horses were evident in adjacent grasslands and open heathlands.
Two riparian sites showed a decrease in condition score on the northern Bogong High Plains despite no
clear evidence of horse presence along the transects (Appendix A). In these instances, the disturbance to
the stream banks was simply too difficult to ascribe to a specific agent, although, again, damage due to
horses were evident in adjacent vegetation.
An increase in the intensity of activity was also noted in riparian zones previously assessed on the southern
Bogong High Plains, where horses have been present for many years. Seven riparian sites were reassessed in that region, and a worsening in state, based on reductions in condition score, were found in four
of them (Figure 29 and Appendix A). For example, dung increased from 3 piles to 18 piles along the transect
in the McNamaras Hut site (PV08), and the extent of stream damage increased. Further, two roll pits
observed 2017 in grassland adjacent to that site had not been there when it was assessed in 2012. The
largest drops in condition score were seen in sites in the remote Youngs Top area. For example, site PV13
(see Figures 6 & 7) was now trampled over an estimated 35% of its area. Three riparian sites re-assessed
on the southern Bogong High Plains were in the same state as before (Figure 29), but no sites in that region
experienced an improvement in condition score.
Despite a relatively small number of horses being present, soil and vegetation condition has measurably
declined in many sites for which previous survey data were available, supporting the concept of cumulative
damage. There is unlikely to be a minimum population size for feral horses that would not lead to
incremental, on-going degradation.
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5. Discussion
Feral horses are impacting on the environmental values of the Bogong High Plains, with stream bank
damage, pugging, trampling of alpine bogs, dung deposition, widening or formation of tracks, creation of roll
pits, creation of short-grazed turf, pulling of vegetation and general trampling. Activity is most visible in
grasslands and open heathlands (especially in frequently-occupied areas or ‘camps’ where some shelter
against the elements is provided by surrounding snowgum woodland), but is also common on the edges of
EPBC- and FFG-listed alpine bogs and along riparian (streamside) zones. The greatest damage was seen
around Youngs Top, a relatively remote area where feral horses have been active for some time.

The geographic range of feral horses on the Bogong High Plains has expanded substantially since surveys
were previously undertaken in 2006-08 and 2012, and most of this expansion has occurred in the last year or
so. Activity was recorded 2017 at many existing alpine bog and riparian sites on the northern Bogong High
Plains (north of Rocky Valley Storage) that had previously been completely horse-free. Altitude was no
barrier to summer use by feral horses in this region, with negative impacts observed on the highest-elevation
areas of the plains around Mt Nelse North.

The effect of feral horses on the northern Bogong High Plains has been swift. Within 10 years, with only a
small mob of around 13 horses present, tracks have developed or expanded, roll pits have been created,
grasslands have become noticeably grazed and trampled, and dung has been scattered across an area
some 40 km2. The amount of dung across the plains is expected to increase several-fold over the coming
years if horse numbers remain at the current level, because dung takes around five years to decompose
under alpine conditions (Meagher 2004). The severity and extent of damage has also increased on the
southern Bogong High Plains where horses were previously present, with negative impacts observed at
more sites, more stream bank damage and piles of dung observed along streamside transects, and higher
proportions of bog area affected.

The findings of this research support the claims in the scientific literature that damage caused by heavy
grazing animals is cumulative over time. For example, pastures that are lightly grazed will eventually reach
the same compacted state as pastures that are heavily grazed (Greenwood and McKenzie 2001). There is
unlikely to be an acceptable, minimum population size that would avoid incremental, on-going degradation.
Adverse impacts on soil, vegetation, fauna habitat and catchment condition, with even a small number of
feral horses, will continue to increase, compromising the environmental values of what is Victoria’s largest,
and arguably most important, alpine treeless region.
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www.australianbrumbyalliance.org.au
ABN : 90784718191

27-Nov-2019

Australian Brumby Alliance Inc
Submission to the Victorian Parliamentary inquiry
launched 28-Nov-2019 to review progress on the 2016 Auditor-General audit
report on Victorian Wetlands meeting Obligations to Protect Ramsar Wetlands
Issued 28 October 2019 https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file uploads/Auditor-General Meeting Obligations to Protect Ramsar Wetlands mmyx7jcp.pdf (includes Barmah)

Thank you for the opportunity to give feedback to the Parliamentary Inquiry launched 28th
Nov 2019. The experience of the Australian Brumby Alliance (ABA) with Parks Victoria
suggests the issues found in the Auditor-General’s 2016 report on Victoria’s obligation to
protect Ramsar wetlands (the 2016 AG Report), are not limited to Ramsar obligations, but
can equally apply systemically across habitats managed by Parks Victoria.
This report is structured as follows:
1. Introduction
2. Auditor-General’s 2016 Report
3. Areas of Significant Concern
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)

PV’s Inability to evaluate actions to inform and improve further planning
PV’s contradictory position on altered stream flows
PV’s adaptive management & trends fail to provide baseline data
PV’s inaction on changes outside natural variations
PV’s inconsistencies and contradictory views on current wetland marsh health
PV’s inability to recognise and act on emerging threats

4. ABA Context
5. ABA summary of Parks Victoria’s approach to Barmah’s wetland management
6. ABA observations for future Barmah’s wetland marshes management
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1.

Introduction

The ABA supports the Auditor-General’s concerns expressed in his 2016 report investigating
the Department. of Environment, Land, Water & Planning (DELWP), primary site managers;
Parks Victoria (PV) and Melbourne Water (MW) —as well as the Catchment Management
Authorities (CMA) which also have a key management role. In particular, we highlight the
following examples of concerns the ABA has observed for the past 5 years in particular.
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)

PV’s Inability to evaluate actions to inform and improve further planning
PV’s contradictory position on altered stream flows
PV’s adaptive management & trends fail to provide baseline data
PV’s inaction on changes outside natural variations
PV’s inconsistencies and contradictory views on current wetland marsh health
PV’s inability to recognise and act on emerging threats

To illustrate our concerns regarding PV’s current management issues in the following pages,
we have referenced the following three draft plans:
1. River Red Gum Parks, Draft Management Plan, June 2017 (PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft).
2. Strategic Action Plan, Protection of Floodplain Marshes , Barmah National Park and
Barmah Forest Ramsar Site 2019 – 2023 (Draft) (PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft).
3. Draft Joint Management Plan for Barmah National Park, Yorta Yorta Traditional
Owner Land Management Board 2019 (YYTOLMB-JMP 2019 Draft) which primarily
references the actions outlined in PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft report.

2.

Auditor-General’s 2016 Report

In addition, the ABA would like to see the comments in the 2016 AG Report addressed by
PV:


Page viii sates “a lack of oversight and accountability and poor evaluation,
compromised by limitations in data.”



Page xiii “Parks Victoria does not monitor and report on the implementation of
management plans for the 10 sites it manages and does not evaluate its actions.”



Page x states “Ramsar Convention requires …. be developed to guide the
maintenance and management….. and to set a baseline for measuring change”



Page 19 states “Parks Victoria has poor oversight ……. activities are generally not
guided by the current Ramsar management plan …. can result in significant
ecological risks not being addressed in a timely way”.



Page 29 states “In 2013, Parks Victoria reviewed the status of its Ramsar
management activities against Ramsar management plans prepared in 2002–03. This
review consisted of telephone interviews with Parks Victoria staff about progress on
actions……. it is not clear how it has helped further planning”.
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3.

Areas of Significant Concern

a. PV’s Inability to evaluate actions to inform and improve further planning
The ABA is concerned that PV do not have the rigor or processes in place to evaluate and
deliver the changes needed to meet the requirements under the National Parks Act and
other relevant Acts including meeting Obligations to Protect Ramsar Wetlands.
This has been evidenced in the 2016 AG Report. The ABA feels the concerns of the 2016 AG
Report have still not been addressed, as evidenced by the PV’s lacklustre plan content and
little evidence of rigour in research, for example, in the following PV’s draft plans:
1. PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft
2. PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft
3. YYTOLMB-JMP 2019 Draft

b. PV’s contradictory position on altered stream flows
PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft p-vii: The development of river regulation, and irrigation
infrastructure such as regulators, canals and levees, have drastically altered stream flows
and flooding regimes on the floodplains, resulting in a decline in the health of the River Red
Gum forests, streams and wetlands as well as species that depend on them for their
continuing survival.
However, PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft p-43 refer to using infrastructure to divert water from river
onto floodplains, also p-viii sees positive use of regulators/levees “This may include targeted
planned burning and changes to flooding regimes through the use of regulators and levees”.
PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft page viii states “frequency, timing, duration and depth of flooding
are critical for the health of River Red Gum forests and many other ecosystems in the River
Red Gum Parks. But PV’s statement lacks transparency as despite the critical health needs
‘environmental’ floods (under the current regime) will continue to occur in the non-growth
season and as previously has occurred, increases risks of toxic black water, fish deaths etc.

c. PV’s adaptive management & trends fail to provide baseline data
We have seen several PV plans with an emerging pattern of Acts/protocols to adhere to,
people to communicate with, partnerships, the area’s significance, natural values, cultural
heritage significance, tourism benefits, zoning, PV’s vision and great photographs. However,
these often very wordy aspects of PV’s management plans, appear to lack specific actions,
timelines and data capture that would ensure quantitative and qualitative outcomes can be
monitored and evaluated to inform future PV recommendations.
PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft p-4 talks of adaptive management being an integral part of planning
to enable evidence-based decisions. If so, what did PV learn from the VEAC’s River Red Gum
Forests Investigation, Final Report 2008 that PV refer to in the PV RRG draft p-xi, or PV’s
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engagement panel/plan 2008 p-124? Did the 2008 plans report evidence-based decisions or
baseline data that could be used to enable future plans to better target their actions?
In fact, due to the lack of robust published research, the ABA has commissioned a multi-year
research program to analyse the distribution, population density, social behaviour and
genetics of the Brumbies in the Eastern Victorian Alpine region. This research is being
conducted by Dr David Berman, Adjunct Research Fellow (Wildlife Ecology), University of
Southern Queensland. An aim of this research is to provide a method of determining the
positive/negative impacts of Brumbies related to population density levels.

d. PV’s inaction on changes outside natural variations
In the late 1800s/early 1900s, Barmah Forest visitors marvelled at extensive ‘emerald green’
treeless grassy plains, dominated by highly productive semi-aquatic Moira Grass that
provides important habitat for fauna, including colonially-nesting waterbirds. (Vivian 1913)
From 1845 to 1860 Barmah Forest contained four squatting runs and was intensively grazed
by sheep and cattle (Fahey, 1986). Logging also continued well past the time when RAMSAR
listed Barmah Forest as a wetland of significance in 1982.
PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft p-7 lists 4 trends in waterway & floodplain values, ecological
character, meeting hydrological water requirements & aquatic health PV will monitor as Key
measures for park goals. How is it possible for PV’s trends to translate to action orientated
outcomes without baseline data?
The increasing degradation to Barmah’s wetland marshes is not a new concept; the ongoing
decline of Barmah’s area has been well documented over several decades, for example:


Longer-term significant ecological changes in Moira Grass plains first became
apparent leading to substantial extinction of this interesting ecosystem (Chesterfield
1984).



Hypoxic black- water events are an irregular but recurring feature in the Murray
River and its tributaries, with five events recorded downstream of Barmah-Millewa
Forest since 1990 (i.e. 1992, 2001, 2005, 2010/11 and 2012). River regulation is
believed to have exacerbated the frequency and magnitude of hypoxic blackwater
events through a greater accumulation of organic material on floodplains resulting
from decreased flooding frequency, and altering flow seasonality that has increased
the likelihood of inundation during warm periods (Whitworth et al. 2012).



Regulation of the river since the first filling of Hume Dam in 1934 has caused a
reduction in the frequency of flows associated with partial flooding and an increase
in the occurrence of small summer floods. Areas with a high flood frequency were
most affected. It is possible that the forest may change to types associated with
reduced duration of inundation in the long‐term unless ameliorative action is taken.
(Bren 1988)
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The ABA’s submissions to PV’s horse management plans, has sited many (non PV) historic
and recent scientific reports detailing that the primary cause of damage to Barmah’s
wetlands is the altered flooding regime, damage that was first highlighted as early as 1920’s
due to dams construction upstream from Barmah Forest.

e. PV’s inconsistencies and contradictory views on current wetland marsh health
PV’s Strategic Action Plan (SAP), Protection of Floodplain Marshes, Barmah National Park
& Barmah Forest Ramsar Site 2019 Draft (PV’s 2019 SAP draft)
Page1 - Principal factors likely to have contributed to the decline in Moira grass extent are:
1. Changes to the natural flooding regime due to river regulation
2. Grazing and trampling pressure by introduced animals, particularly by feral horses
(and previously, cattle) [ABA note, no mentions of pigs, deer, goats, sheep etc]
3. Encroachment by invasive plant species (page1)
ABA’s reply is that the primary cause of decline of the Moira grass have been shown by
many studies to be the direct result of river regulation to harness the Snowies water for
agriculture. Grazing and Barmah’s horses have been there in much larger numbers since
long before changes that have arisen following river regulation began to be observed.
PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft p-19 states The Red Gum forests, woodlands, wetlands and
waterways are recovering from decades of insufficient flooding and severe stress, and
PV RRG-MP 2017 Draft p-37 states Environmental flows, restored and delivered …. maintain
and improve the health of the parks, and vegetation communities and fauna they support.
What measurements do PV use to support words on p-19 recovery and p-37 Environmental
flows, restored and delivered? Where is the recovery evidenced? Barmah, for example has
just continued to decline based on verbal history and photos over the past few decades.
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p1 - Current water management practices aim to help mitigate risks
to Moira grass plains, and “feral horses are currently considered most destructive (of all
introduced species present) and their removal from Barmah Forest is an immediate priority
for action”.
To the ABA it seems by PV using the words aim to help mitigate the risks to Moira grass is to
infer on one hand current water management practices are now increasing Moira grassland
coverage, but according to PV’s SAP p-1, if Barmah’s Brumbies remain, nothing will improve.
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-23 states that Colloff et al. 2014 suggest that grazing by horses
damages and uproots plants, decreasing plant density and thereby reducing capacity for
regeneration when re-flooded, and that complementary actions such as management of
grazing pressure, are also required in addition to the delivery of environmental flows.
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But PV only paraphrased Colloff. The full Colloff 2014’s paragraph states “Complementary
management actions include management of grazing pressure and control of invasive
plants, but provision of a flood regime that most closely matches plant-specific water
requirements, at least for most of the time, represents the single management action that
holds the best prospect for conservation and management of grassy wetlands.”
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-39 state that one of the Conservation strategies is continued
environmental water management to restore key components of the flood regime, and
another for PV is to address unseasonal inundation and delivery constraints.
Yet PV’s BNP-SAP p-39 strategy address unseasonal inundation and delivery constraints
cannot happen since the same draft p 24 “ the 15,000 ML/d constraint will remain in place
into the near future”, and PV’s graph (p 15) showing Moira grass extinction as early as 2026.
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-53 “monitoring to track the status of Ramsar ecological values
addressed by this plan” and to “Extent & cover of Moira grass to increase (from now) by
60% by 2028.”
Still no talk of how vital it is to correct the flood regime. Interesting the monitoring goes to
2028, 2 years after PV’s SAP p-15 chart shows the grass may disappear totally by 2026.
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-54 states that “Insights gained from monitoring programs will
help to evaluate and improve management effectiveness, as well as identify where changes
in the approach or resourcing are needed.”
This infers a lack of knowledge from the past 4 decades of research which state that unless
the flood regime is corrected, the grass will disappear as current flood regimes encourage
conditions for red gums saplings and giant rush to take over the remaining Moira grass.
The Draft Joint Management Plan (JMP) for Barmah National Park requires – submissions
(be made) to the Yorta Yorta TOLM Board by 6 October 2019. (YYTOLMB -JMP 2019 Draft)
In the Joint Management Plan JMP, the YYTOLMB are joint managers with parks Victoria,
the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) and Goulburn Broken
Catchment Management Authority (GBCMA), but the YYTOLMB-JMP plan does not list on
the plan, page 3; Melbourne Water (MW) and Catchment Management Authorities (CMA).
The ABA attended all three YYTOLMB-JMP plan community consultation meetings in
Shepparton, Barmah and Echuca and spoke with representatives from PV, DELWP, GBCMA,
local Barmah Bangarang Aboriginal people and local non-Aboriginal Barmah people.
YYTOLMB-JMP 2019 Draft p-15 states Parks Victoria’s Protection of Floodplain Marshes
Barmah National Park and Barmah Forest Ramsar Site Strategic Action Plan 2019–2023
(SAP), is of direct relevance …. a detailed analysis of …. Barmah’s floodplain marshes…. and
evaluation of threats and control methods needed to protect them (see Section 8 of this
Plan), and
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YYTOLMB-JMP 2019 Draft p-29 states under strategies to “Reduce the impacts and restore
the health of the floodplain marshes of the park through the implementation of the (Parks
Victoria BNP-SAP) Strategic Action Plan: Protection of Floodplain Marshes in Barmah
National Park & Barmah Forest Ramsar Site (SAP) for the period 2019–2023.”
The YYTOLMB-JMP 2019 Draft has embraced PV’s BNP-SAP draft, describing it “of direct
relevance” and that the YYTOLMB-JMP 2019 Draft plan will use Parks Victoria’s – Strategic
Action Plan for Barmah (PV’s BNP-SAP 2019) to reduce impacts and restore Barmah’s
floodplain marshes. Please note our response to PV’s BNP-SAP 2019 Draft plan issues in this
ABA submission.
The YYTOLMB-JMP 2019 Draft p-68 description of hydrology seems at variance with the
non-PV scientific reports we referred to in PV’s BNP-SAP 2019 Draft; Protection of
Floodplain Marshes in Barmah National Park & Barmah Forest Ramsar Site.
The limited description provided in the YYTOLMB-JMP Barmah plan suggests the YYTOLMBJMP Barmah plan will also miss the key influencing factors of; incorrect seasonal flood
timing, depth and frequency.

f. PV’s inability to recognise and act on emerging threats
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-25 state that Other large herbivores present in the wetland system
include eastern grey kangaroos and a range of introduced mammal species, including pigs,
fallow and sambar deer, goats, feral sheep and rabbits (Ecology Australia 2013, 2017).
Here PV does refer to grazing pressures from species (apart from horses) including eastern
grey kangaroos …. pigs, fallow and sambar deer, goats, feral sheep and rabbits, which were
we understand routinely culled before Barmah became a park. Barmah Brumbies that have
grazed there for over 150 years represent a fraction of grazing pressure from other species.
At the recent Yorta Yorta plan community feedback forums; pig and deer numbers were said
by PV to be too high to count, well into the 1,000s. Both pigs and deer uproot plants as they
graze, while horses cut grass with sharp teeth leaving grass roots intact to regrow, yet PV
focus on culling all horses, whilst only reducing pig and deer numbers.
PV BNP-SAP 2019 Draft p-48 states that in “2017-18 three targeted hunts occurred with 20
pigs killed” (in Barmah) and that 34 deer, 7 sheep, and 1 goat were also destroyed in the
same period.
The ABA could support between 20-34 horses being removed annually.
A sow can have 2 litters of pigs a year (average litter size 7.5 pigs), therefore 1.5 sows will
replace the 20 killed within 12 months in Barmah, surely a waste of taxpayers’ money as
PV’s 2017/18 cull actions on a multibirth species numbering 1000s are of little consequence.
Deer and goats are also multiple breeders, but Brumbies average only 2 births in 3 years.
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4.

ABA Context

In addressing the ABA areas of concern with the approach and operations of PV in managing
Barmah’s wild horse population we include examples of critical gaps in Brumby studies and
ignored positive horse grazing studies (showing that correct horse density level is essential).
While Ramsar Convention requirements provide an appropriate reporting framework, the
reports PV rely on must be based on comprehensive, robust, peer-reviewed research. The
ABA so far has only seen scant, isolated, spatially limited studies that PV reply upon to claim
all Brumbies must be culled. Scientific references to critical gaps in Brumby studies, include:


We (Nimmo) agree with Linklater (2002) that the peer-review process is the best
mechanism for illuminating the quality of research to the public, by exposing it to
criticism from an independent and international audience. In the case of feral horse
management, to our knowledge, this standard is yet to be achieved in Australia for
both ecological and human dimensions research



Critical gaps remain in our understanding of the ecological effects of feral horses on
native environments, particularly for Australian ecosystems. (Nimmo 2007)…



Rogers (1991), offered by Linklater (2000), show that positioning of horse exclosures
can result in impact measurements unrepresentative of the broader system.



Most research on the ecological effects of feral horses has occurred at single, small,
spatial scales (Beever et al. 2003)



research into effects of feral horses have typically included only a small number of
response variables (Beever et al. 2003), usually measuring direct effects of
disturbance on a few plant characteristics, ignoring both direct effects on other taxa
(Beever and Brussard 2004) and indirect effects occurring concurrently and
subsequently from the formation of feedback loops (Beever and Herrick 2006).

The ABA supports robust studies which compare horse densities in the range of areas where
they have lived for 150-200 years that can identify the sustainable number of Brumbies the
area can support and studies showing all impacts (positive & negative) from grazing.
Where transparent, objective studies find the positive impacts outweigh the negatives, at a
given density, those horses, in our view, should be allowed to stay in situ, and be managed
to the agreed, sustainable density level.
Appropriate Brumby management is highly contentious. To resolve such conflict the ABA
has frequently asked PV to separate horse impacts from other grazing species in the same
location. We also urged PV to identify both positive and negative impacts and appropriate
horse density levels that result from robust, credible, transparent research.
PV to date have ignored studies with positive horse grazing results, studies such as;
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Zalba & Cozzani (2004) found intense grazing by feral horses resulted in increased
predation on bird eggs in grasslands, leading to reduced avian richness and diversity.
However, avian richness & diversity were higher in areas subject to moderate levels
of grazing than areas in which horses had been excluded (Zalba and Cozzani 2004).



Species richness and diversity are slightly greater in areas of moderate grazing than
in enclosures - theory intermediate disturbance (Connell, 1978) (Willig et al 2018)



http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/11/11/113003
o Many studies just compare 'grazed' to 'ungrazed' conditions, grazing is not an
all or nothing proposition – grazing intensity is most important.
o plant diversity may be greater at a light or moderate level of grazing than
with either grazing exclusion or heavy grazing.



Grazing increased species diversity (Fahnestock & Detling 1999, Austrheim &
Eriksson 2001, Fahnestock & Detling 2002, Ostermann-Kelm et al. 2009 & Stroh et al.
2012. -) and Lowers fuel levels thus fire severity, (Silvers 1993 and Davies et al.
2015), (all these references are cited in ITRG 2016)



Grazing animals can have beneficial impacts on native plants and animals (Schultz
2011) and protect endangered plants (Gilfedder & Kirkpatrick 1994).

ABA summary of Parks Victoria’s approach to Barmah’s wetland management
The ABA fully supports the concerns expressed in the Auditor-General’s 2016 audit report
on Victorian Wetlands meeting Obligations to Protect Ramsar Wetlands.
It could be that issues identified in the 2016 audit report and our review suggest a deeper,
entrenched focus PV have on internal priorities and beliefs, that may limit PV’s ability to
fully comprehend and respond appropriately to what is occurring under their stewardship.


The 2016 AG report contains many examples of areas PV management could
improve, such as PV’s lack of monitoring and reporting on the implementation of
management plans for the 10 sites it manages, and



does not evaluate its actions”, “lack of oversight and accountability and poor
evaluation, compromised by limitations in data.” and that as a result it is not clear
how it has helped PV’s further planning.

The ABA’s submission to the Parliamentary review has framed its concerns around PV’s
management of Barmah’s wetland marshes and its Ramsar responsibilities and the direct
parallels of the many issues we have experienced over the past 5 years with PV.
While our experience of issues we see in PV’s monitoring, reporting, evaluating actions and
implementing its management plans has primarily related to Barmah’s Brumby population,
we have seen firsthand PV’s systemic lack of oversight, accountability and poor evaluation,
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compromised by limitations in data. For 5 years the ABA has watched its concerns become
increasingly evidenced, but with no recourse to hold PV to account for its actions.
PV’s lack of transparency and accountability has in our view reduced its own credibility as a
responsible land manager. We have had to resort to FOI requests to obtain reports on Wild
Horse population counts, supporting evidence PV decisions are based upon scant research
and reports from PV’s Technical Reference group which advises PV on Brumby
management.
We appreciate that there are many additional government authorities, often with
conflicting priorities and constraints who impact on Barmah’s wetland marshes, are outside
PV’s direct control which limits the ability to which PV’s plan intentions can be achieved.

The YYTOLMB-JMP 2019 Draft p-39 explains that in addition to primary partners (YYTOLMB,
DELWP, YYNAC and PV, there are 13 other key government agency partners (List YYTOLMBJMP p-39, suggesting there are a total of 17 partners involved in managing this area.
Why has parks Victoria not provided this feedback, and recommendations on how to better
manage Ramsar’s wetlands in Barmah-Millawa? instead PV seem to accept the complicated
arrangement and their consequential, ongoing, degradation of the Ramsar wetlands.
Allowing the ongoing degradation without taking action to remediate, incorrectly supports
the approach that all Brumbies must be removed before the Moira grasses can recover.
It may be that there is a compelling argument for the Parliament Inquiry, or a whole of
management review into Parks Victoria’s methods in research, developing policy and ability
to implement policy in the context of the number of bodies involved.
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Examples of more recent Flood Regime detailed Issues for Barmah-Millewa
Ladson 2005: Unseasonal Flooding of the Barmah-Millewa Forest, by Anthony R. Ladson &
Joanne Chong; Proceedings of the Royal Society of Victoria 117(1): 127-137. ISSN 00359211.
Abstract: The Barmah-Millewa Forest is recognised in Australia and internationally as an
ecologically significant site. However, river regulation has altered the frequency and pattern
of forest flooding, and continues to have adverse environmental effects on the Forest.
Compared to natural conditions, flooding is now less frequent in winter and spring and more
frequent, unseasonally, in summer and autumn. In particular, small unseasonal floods that
cover less than 10% of the forest are eight times more frequent now than before regulation.
Unseasonal floods occur when rain leads to reductions in demand for water. Irrigators can
cancel orders at short notice and water, which has already been released from upstream
storages, continues downriver. Flooding occurs when these flows exceed the capacity of the
reach of the river which flows through the forest. We explore the multiple factors that
contribute to unseasonal flooding. These factors are related to the way the river regulation
system - the infrastructure, rules and institutions - has been established and is operated to
maintain the reliability of irrigation water supply. Options to reduce the incidence of
unseasonal floods include: changes to the operating rules at Hume Reservoir and increasing
airspace at Lake Mulwala.
2012: Vivian, L and Godfree, R, The response of a degraded Murray River floodplain wetland
to extreme drought and flood, in Grove, J.R and Rutherford, I.D (eds.) Proceedings of the 6th
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Australian Stream Management Conference, Managing for Extremes, 6 – 8 February, 2012,
Canberra, Australia, published by the River Basin Management Society, p.p.1 – 7.
Abstract: Floodplain wetlands have been greatly altered by changes to river hydrology. Here,
we examine the response of floodplain vegetation in the Barmah-Millewa Forest to a Large
flood in 2010-11, following almost a decade of extreme drought. After river regulation in
the 1930s, decreased depth and duration of flooding has resulted in the loss of the semi-
aquatic grass Pseudoraphis spinescens, and the encroachment of Juncus ingens (giant rush).
We investigate whether the recent flood has resulted in a trajectory of vegetation change
back to P. spinescens grasslands, or whether J. ingens is sufficiently well-established such
that it is resistant to change. Our results indicate that J. ingens has survived, but both
survival and recovery declines with increased submergence duration. P. spinescens now
occurs in just 6% of the floodplain, with limited flowering response. However, large areas of
open water where P. spinescens was known to have historically occurred still exist, indicating
that J. ingens is not the sole factor currently limiting P. spinescens distribution and
abundance across the plain. Our data suggests that multiple high depth and duration floods
are necessary to remove J. ingens, but this scenario is unlikely given river regulation.
Furthermore, such a flood regime may also not necessarily lead to rapid recovery of P.
spinescens.
Are you having problems with this form, or do you want to mail us your submission instead?
Please contact us.- No link came so rang 8682 2867 & was advised to email paec@parlia.....

Phone: 03 8682 2867
Email: paec@parliament.vic.gov.au
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Authorised and published by Parks Victoria
Level 10, 535 Bourke St, Melbourne VIC 3000
Copyright © Parks Victoria 2017
Your submission is invited on this plan
This draft plan for the River Red Gum Parks is now released for public comment. Interested
individuals, community organisations, groups and agencies are invited to make written
submissions by 30 September 2017. Submissions can be:
Mailed to:
Manager
Parks Planning,
Visitor Engagement and Conservation
Parks Victoria
Level 10, 535 Bourke St
Melbourne VIC 3000
or
Emailed to:
redgumplan@parks.vic.gov.au
or
Lodged online at the planning page at Parks Victoria’s website:
www.parkweb.vic.gov.au
All submissions will be carefully considered and taken into account when the final management
plan is being prepared for approval. The names of people and groups making submissions will be
published in the final plan unless comments are marked as CONFIDENTIAL when submitted. After
publication of the approved plan, copies of all submissions will be made available for public
inspection, unless marked CONFIDENTIAL.
For further information on this plan, please contact
Parks Victoria:
Phone: 13 1963
Copies
This plan may be downloaded from the Parks Victoria website at:
www.parkweb.vic.gov.au
Copies of the plan may be purchased for $10 (including GST) from:
Parks Victoria Information Centre
Level 10, 535 Bourke Street
Melbourne VIC 3000
Phone: 13 1963
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Draft management plan

The River Red Gum Parks Management Plan is a strategic guide for managing and protecting
five national parks and more than 100 other parks and reserves that comprise the planning
area in northern Victoria. This draft plan takes a multi-park approach within a geographic
landscape covering over 215 000 ha of parks and reserves.
In developing this draft plan, Parks Victoria has consulted widely with a range of inte rested
community and stakeholder groups and individuals. The contribution of the groups and
individuals who attended the community open houses and provided comments is much
appreciated.
This draft plan recognises the vital contributions and participation that Traditional Owners and
the community make to park management, and seeks to strengthen Parks Victoria’s
relationships with community members.
Interested individuals and organisations are invited to comment on this draft plan. All
comments will be carefully considered in preparing the final plan for future management of
these remarkable parks and reserves.

iv
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Silver Needlewood (Hakea leucoptera),
Heywood Lake Wildlife Reserve
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Summary
The River Red Gum Parks Draft Management Plan outlines the proposed management of more
than 100 parks and reserves covering more than 215 000 ha along the Murray, Goulburn and
Ovens river corridors between Wodonga and the South Australian border. They include
Gunbower, Hattah–Kulkyne, Lower Goulburn and Warby–Ovens national parks; part of
Murray–Sunset National Park; Leaghur State Park; Gadsen Bend, Kings Billabong, Murray–
Kulkyne and Nyah–Vinifera parks; the proposed Murray River Park; and Shepparton and
Kerang regional parks. This draft plan does not encompass Barmah National Park and most of
Murray–Sunset National Park, which will be covered in a Joint Management Plan and a Mallee
Parks Management Plan respectively.
The enjoyment derived from various recreational activities such as swimming, camping,
walking, fishing and boating depends in large measure on maintaining and protecting the park
and riverine landscape. This draft plan focuses on protecting and enhancing the outstanding
natural and cultural values of the parks and reserves while allowing for recreation and tourism
compatible with the protection of those values. It recognises the benefits of a landscape-scale
approach for managing water allocations, threatened species, pest plants and animals, fire,
recreation and tourism for the parks and reserves.
The aspirations and responsibilities of Traditional Owners are key considerations in the
management of the River Red Gum Parks. This draft plan respects the relationships that
Traditional Owners and the broader community have with the parks and reserves, and seeks to
strengthen these connections through participation in the management of the parks and
reserves.
The plan recognises the importance of active and evidence-based adaptive management, and
the need to improve our understanding of the parks through shared scientific, cultural and
local community knowledge.
Importantly, the plan also adheres to the policy directions provided in the Victorian
Government’s response to the Victorian Environmental Assessment Council’s River Red Gum
Forests Investigation, Final Report, July 2008 (VEAC 2008).

The parks and reserves
The parks and reserves protect a large area of Australia’s iconic River Red Gum forests, as well
as three internationally significant Ramsar wetlands, many highly significant Aboriginal places,
several important post-settlement sites, significant geological features, and a diverse range of
flora and fauna, including many threatened species.
The Aboriginal occupation of the region stretches back at least 50 000 years, and continues
today. This has created strong living connections between Traditional Owners and the land,
wetlands and rivers, and a cultural landscape that provides deep insights into the distant and
recent past.
Post-settlement occupation has produced a complex cultural landscape modified by
agriculture, timber harvesting, stock grazing and river transport. All the River Red Gum Parks
vi
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have suffered disturbance from these activities to some degree. The development of river
regulation, and irrigation infrastructure such as regulators, canals and levees, have drastically
altered streamflows and flooding regimes on the floodplains, resulting in a decline in the
health of the River Red Gum forests, streams and wetlands as well as the species that depend
on them for their continuing survival.
The River Red Gum Parks are valued for the opportunities they provide for recre ation,
including camping, water activities, birdwatching, fishing and walking. The appeal of many of
the parks and reserves lies in their relative remoteness and undeveloped nature, and in the
opportunity to experience riverine and wetland landscapes.
The parks and reserves border other public land, including State forest, conservation reserves
outside the planning area, water storages and weirs, and have an extensive interface with
neighbouring freehold land used for a range of purposes, including agriculture, settlement and
conservation. In the planning area, the southern bank of the Murray River, which is the border
between Victoria and New South Wales, is occupied for much of its length by parks and
reserves, including the proposed Murray River Park.
Zones are applied to the parks and reserves to show where different management directions
and priorities apply. Areas of high conservation value are included in the Conservation Zone.
Overlays provide additional management direction to allow for special re quirements.

Meeting legal management requirements
The planning area includes 10 parks managed in accordance with the National Parks Act 1975
(Vic.), primarily to protect the natural environment, flora, fauna and features of scenic,
archaeological, ecological, geological, historic or other scientific interest, and to protect water
resources and maintain water quality. Subject to this, the parks are used for enjoyment,
recreation, education and research.
The two regional parks, the proposed Murray River Park and more than 100 reserves managed
under the Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 (Vic.), Forests Act 1958 (Vic.) and Wildlife Act 1975
(Vic.) are managed for a variety of purposes, including conservation and recreation in
accordance with Victorian Environmental Assessment Council (VEAC) recommendations
accepted by government. For example, historic reserves are managed to preserve and protect
historic heritage, conserve their natural and other features, and provide for a broader range of
activities and uses than the national parks.
The Traditional Owners’ connection to the land and their roles as custodians of Aboriginal
cultural heritage and places are respected. Management of the parks and reserves will be
consistent with the requirements of the Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006 (Vic.) to recognise and
protect tangible and intangible Aboriginal heritage. In addition, legislation such as the Flora
and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (Vic.), Heritage Rivers Act 1992 (Vic.) and Reference Areas Act
1978 (Vic.) among others provide for protection of a range of values. This legislation is taken
into account in this plan.

Strategies for management
The following chapters of this draft plan include proposed goals and strategies for directing the
management of the parks and reserves for at least 15 years after the final plan is approved.
River Red Gum Parks Draft Management Plan
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Caring for culture
Traditional Owners will guide the protection of Aboriginal heritage, which will include
monitoring and interpreting cultural sites, directing visitors away from sensitive places,
improving visitor information and providing tours led by Aboriginal guides. Parks Victoria will
investigate the formal use of appropriate Aboriginal or local names for specific features,
places, roads and tracks, including an Aboriginal name for Warby–Ovens National Park. The
protection of Aboriginal heritage, which includes ancestral burial sites, is of great importance.
Some visitor practices, such as digging fire pits, and illegal activities, such as off-road trail bike
riding, are posing a risk to cultural sites; strategies to alleviate these threats have been
developed. Interpretation of cultural sites will be undertaken where Traditional Owners deem
it suitable. Traditional Owner land management practices relating to fire and water will be
used where possible.
Post-colonial settlement heritage and connections will continue to be recognised and
respected, and the understanding of heritage values and places will be enhanced by improved
information and interpretation. Where appropriate, compatible uses are permitted. Heritage
action statements will be prepared for priority heritage places and areas, and heritage listing
will be sought where appropriate.
Parks Victoria will consult with communities where a change to access to places is required,
recognising that such changes may have an impact on their connections.
Water for Country
The frequency, timing, duration and depth of flooding are critical for the health of River Red
Gum forests and many other ecosystems in the River Red Gum Parks. Management of water
flows is challenging, with many competing requirements for water. A number of programs are
underway to restore flow patterns, addressing one of the key threats to the biodiversity and
ecological health of water-dependent values of the River Red Gum Parks. Parks Victoria will
work with a range of partner agencies and Traditional Owners to achieve improved water
management and flooding regimes, particularly where they align with the objectives of this
management plan.
Caring for Country
While the parks and reserves are characterised by a diversity of natural values, many natural
values are under serious threat from changing patterns of water flows and use. If insufficient
flooding continues, further deterioration of the expanse and condition of wetlands and forests,
already in poor condition, will have long-term impacts on the plant and animal communities
and ecosystems, providing little resilience to the future impacts of climate change.
The plan identifies seven priorities to halt the decline of the parks and reserves, build
resilience and lead to recovery. In addition to improving water regimes and delivering
environmental water, action will be taken where necessary to minimise the impact to
ecosystems and other natural values from the effects of bushfires, floods and other severe
events. This may include targeted planned burning and changes to flooding regimes through
the use of regulators and levees.
Invasive plants and animals, including aquatic species, pose serious risks to the parks’ natural
values. The priorities for management also include reducing grazing pressure from kangaroos,
rabbits, pigs, goats, deer and cattle (including eradicating, containing or controlling small or
viii
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isolated populations); reducing fox predation; and reducing impacts from new, existing and
aquatic weeds. Partnerships with catchment management authorities (CMAs), other agencies
and research organisations will be key to addressing these issues as well as knowledge gaps.
Parks Victoria recognises the benefits of landscape-scale and complementary cross-tenure
land management, and will work with public and private land managers, agencies and
authorities to improve ecosystem and habitat connectivity and reduce fragmentation. Invasive
plant and animal control will require cooperation with neighbouring landholders and the
assistance of volunteer organisations such as friends groups, the Sporting Shooters Association
of Australia, Australian Deer Association, and Field and Game Australia.
People on Country
Dispersed camping will continue to be permitted and camping areas will be established in
high-use areas to minimise the impact of camping on the environment, cultural values and
other visitors. Parks Victoria will investigate options for rationalising access and establishing
campgrounds with bookable campsites subject to fees and maximum stay limits in some areas
where demand for camping requires increased management. Dispersed camping, however,
will remain the predominant type of camping along the Murray River. Facilities will be
upgraded at priority camping areas and other key visitor sites where they are currently
inadequate. This may include the establishment of camping areas suitable for recreational
vehicles (RVs, also known as motor homes) on major touring routes and low-key commercial
accommodation, such as safari tents, at key locations.
Because of the risk to public safety and natural values, areas subject to flooding or other
hazards may be closed seasonally or temporarily. The location and suitability of access ramps
for launching and retrieving boats on the Murray, Goulburn and Ovens rivers will be reviewed.
Some ramps may need to be upgraded to provide safe and sustainable access, while others
may need to be closed and rehabilitated.
Campfires will continue to be permitted in areas where camping is allowed, subject to fire
restrictions and other regulations. To protect Aboriginal cultural values (such as ancestral
burial sites) from damage, some areas may be designated as areas where campfires are not
permitted or only permitted in fireplaces provided. Firewood collection for campfires will be
allowed in specified areas in most parks.
The dumping of household and commercial wastes, as well as littering and toilet wastes
around camping areas, are major issues in the River Red Gum Parks. A broad public education
program, in combination with increased monitoring and enforcement, will be put in place to
address these issues. Parks Victoria will also work with local councils to develop strategies for
managing litter and toilet wastes, and will require event managers to provide adequate
resources to cope with the volume of wastes generated during events.
Camping with dogs will be allowed in most areas of proposed the Murray River Park, regional
parks and some reserves. Dogs must be on lead and under control at all times when not inside
a vehicle.
Duck hunting will continue to be permitted in designated reserves during declared open
seasons. For safety reasons, those reserves may be closed to other visitor activities when
hunting is permitted. Hunters may use gun dogs off lead in these reserves during declared
hunting seasons.
River Red Gum Parks Draft Management Plan
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Sustainable nature-based tourism experiences around nature, wildlife, life on the river,
Aboriginal culture and cultural heritage will be supported to generate opportunities for
economic and social benefits to communities, including Traditional Owners.
Exploration and mining may be licensed in parks and reserves other than those managed
under the National Parks Act, subject to an assessment of the impacts on biodiversity , heritage
and social values. Domestic firewood collection will not be permitted except subject to the
designation of firewood collection areas in two regional parks. Public and private uses to be
allowed include communications, water supply and other infrastructure, training activities by
the Defence Forces, emergency services, education services and scientific research. Existing
private uses in Koondrook Historic Area will continue to be permitted provided they are
consistent with the protection of the area’s historic and cultural values. Events, commercial
tours and commercial filming and photography require a permit issued by Parks Victoria.
Parks Victoria will work closely with the Murray Regional Tourism Board and local councils in
the planning and implementation of the proposed Murray River Adventure Trail, which is
proposed to extend from Lake Hume to Wentworth. Parks Victoria also supports the
RiverConnect initiative of the Greater Shepparton City Council.
Engaging with Country
Understanding and appreciating the River Red Gum environment, culture and history play s an
important role in community health and personal wellbeing. Parks Victoria aims to enhance
this role by upgrading and delivering interpretation of park stories at key sites in partnership
with Traditional Owners, catchment management authorities, local councils, licensed tour
operators and volunteer groups.
Face-to-face information and interpretation programs and direct park ranger contact, as well
as Junior Ranger and other community-based programs, will be supported by the development
of web and mobile apps that encourage self-guided learning and discovery. Schools will be
encouraged to make use of the River Red Gum Parks as outdoor learning environments,
particularly at Spence Bridge and Darling Junction education areas. Pre-visit information will be
made available on Parkweb (www.parkweb.vic.gov.au) and at key regional visitor centres.
The aspirations, values and knowledge of Traditional Owners will be reflected in park
management, ensuring that cultural practices continue, connections to healthy Country are
strengthened, and community appreciation of the Traditional Owners’ rich and diverse cultural
heritage is enhanced. Community skills and knowledge will also be incorporated into park
planning through engagement programs that feed into operational decision-making.
Neighbouring landholders will be encouraged to participate in information exchange to
improve cross-tenure land management. Parks Victoria will encourage the formation of new
friends groups and other groups to assist with park and reserve management.
Research and evaluation
Ecological, cultural and visitor research are fundamentally important for identifying park and
reserve values and the threats they face, and understanding how they should be managed and
how threats can be mitigated. Ecological research and monitoring that addresses key
information gaps and increases the understanding of priority ecological assets and threats will
be encouraged and promoted. Key research questions will focus on nine themes: water and
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flooding; flora, fauna and ecological processes; geology and geomorphology; fire; invasive
species; climate change; visitors; Aboriginal heritage; and post-colonisation heritage.
Monitoring and evaluating management is a key step in ensuring the best outcome of
programs. Parks Victoria aims to assess outcomes in all programs so that they can be adapted
to improve effectiveness and efficiency.
Parks Victoria will maintain partnerships with research institutions and researchers, and will
encourage citizen science opportunities in research and monitoring activities in the River Red
Gum Parks.
Traditional ecological and cultural knowledge will be identified and applied to support
sustainable land management practices. The impact of visitor use on cultural values and assets
will be carefully monitored, and action will be taken if historic or cultural features or sites are
at risk.
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1 Overview
Northern Victoria’s River Red Gum Parks include a diverse range of species and
ecosystems on the floodplains and banks of the Murray, Ovens and Goulburn
rivers, extending from the South Australian border to the peaks of the Warby
Ranges, near Wangaratta.

1.1 The River Red Gum Parks
The River Red Gum Parks include over 100 parks and reserves managed by Parks Victoria along
the Murray, Goulburn and Ovens river corridors, between Wodonga and the South Australian
border. The planning area includes 10 parks managed under the National Parks Act 1975 (Vic.)
and over 100 reserves and other areas reserved under the Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978
(Vic.), Forests Act 1958 (Vic.) and Wildlife Act 1975 (Vic.) (figure 1.1, appendix 1). The parks
managed under the National Parks Act make up the majority of the land covered by this draft
plan. They are:
 Gunbower National Park (9330 ha)
Including part of Gunbower Forest, a wetland area listed under the Ramsar Convention.
• Hattah–Kulkyne National Park (50 060 ha)
Including Hattah–Kulkyne Lakes, a wetland area listed under the Ramsar Convention, and
Kia and Chalka Creek reference areas.
• Lower Goulburn National Park (9320 ha)
Including part of the Goulburn Heritage River.
• Murray–Sunset National Park (part) (57 472 ha of the total park area of 666 615 ha)
Including Toupnein † Creek and Lake Walla Walla reference areas.
• Warby–Ovens National Park (14 750 ha)
Including most of the Ovens Heritage River and Killawarra and Warby Range reference
areas.
• Leaghur State Park (2050 ha)
• Gadsen Bend Park* (1623 ha)
• Kings Billabong Park (2198 ha)
• Murray–Kulkyne Park (4545 ha, including Tarpaulin† Bend Reference Area)
• Nyah–Vinifera Park (1370 ha)
 Kerang Regional Park (364 ha)
 Shepparton Regional Park (2798 ha)
 Murray River Park (more than 37 000 ha as proposed).

* Ga dsen Bend ta kes i ts name from a prominent farming family, named Gadsden, on the New South Wales side of
the Murra y Ri ver. The name was rendered as Gadsen i n VEAC (2008) a nd other s ources, resulting in this s pelling
bei ng adopted in l egislation. Pa rks Victoria i s obliged to use the l egislated name.
†

A corrupti on of Tapalin, the name of a former pastoral holding on the New South Wales s ide of the bend.
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The rest of the planning area consists of the proposed Murray River Park (see box: The
proposed Murray River Park and appendix 1), Shepparton and Kerang regional parks, 19 nature
conservation reserves, 41 bushland reserves, two education areas, five streamside reserves, 25
state game reserves, three historic areas and reserves, and an area of unclassified land.
The parks managed under the National Parks Act are managed to preserve and protect the
natural environment, flora and fauna, features of scenic, archaeological, ecological, geological,
historic or other scientific interest; to protect water resources and maintain water quality; and
for the study of ecology, geology and other sciences. These parks will be used for enjoyment,
recreation, education and appropriate study related to conservation of the natural
environment of the parks.
The reserves under the Crown Land (Reserves) Act and Wildlife Act will continue to be
managed under those Acts (appendix 1) and in accordance with their intended use as agreed
by government.
Reference areas and other legislated areas, including heritage rivers, are reflected in zoning
and overlays (table 3.1 and maps 2–13).
The main feature of the River Red Gum landscape is the floodplains of the Murray, Ovens and
Goulburn rivers. The landscape is a narrow, more or less linear area that includes the Murray
River floodplains and the lower reaches of tributary rivers with similar riverine landscapes, and
extends to the granitic hills and peaks of the Warby Ranges.
The aspirations of the several Traditional Owner groups are key considerations for the
management of the planning area. This draft plan respects and recognises the relationships of
the Traditional Owners and the broader communities with the River Red Gum Parks, and seeks
to strengthen these connections (sections 1.2 and 4.1).
Parks Victoria’s management approach for all Victoria’s parks and reserves sits within the
context of State and Commonwealth legislation, international treaties, broader government
public and private land policies and plans, best practice principles, strategies and guidelines.
This management plan adopts the Healthy Parks Healthy People philosophy, which reinforces
and encourages connections between a healthy environment and a healthy society. It
encourages those from the health, environment, parks, tourism, recreation, community
development and education sectors to work together to provide a better outcome for all.
The plan also adopts a landscape approach, acknowledging that the planning area must be
considered in the context of adjacent public and private land. This approach is fundamental to
achieving the vision for the parks and will help maintain ecological processes and ecosystem
services. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) identifies this type of
approach as best practice.
The alignment with broader State and Commonwealth strategies for the use, management and
conservation of land and water (such as regional catchment strategies), and with coordinating
programs with other agencies and the community, is particularly important in managing the
River Red Gum Parks. The approved management plan will link directly to annual programs
and evaluation and reporting, such as State of the Parks reports.
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The proposed Murray River Park
In April 2005, the Victorian Environmental Assessment Council (VEAC) commenced an
investigation into Victoria’s River Red Gum forests. The final report, released in July
2008, examined public land from Lake Hume to the South Australian border, including
the lower reaches of the Avoca, Loddon, Campaspe, Goulburn, King, Ovens and Kiewa
rivers. The report led to the establishment of four new national parks and proposed a
Murray River Park be established along the Murray River, extending from Wodonga to
west of Mildura. The proposal builds on the Land Conservation Council’s 1985
recommendations for the River Murray Reserve.
The proposed 37 000 hectare park will link a large number of predominantly linear
reserves along the Murray River that will conserve and protect the many values and uses
of public land. The proposed park area will encompass the River Murray Reserve,
adjoining areas of State forest, existing regional parks at Wodonga, Yarrawonga,
Cobram, Tocumwal and Echuca, public land water frontages, and small areas of land in
various other public land use categories. For planning purposes, the areas are referred
to as the proposed Murray River Park throughout the plan.
It is proposed to formally create the Murray River Park as a regional park, reserved under
Section 47BA of the Crown Land (Reserves) Act.
The proposed park will play a major role in the overall protection and unifi cation of River
Red Gum forests along the Murray River by helping to link the system of parks
established in 2010. The establishment of the Murray River Park will provide an
important habitat corridor along the Murray River, and contribute greatly to the overall
protection of the river and associated River Red Gum forests.
The proposed Murray River Park has been legislated and government is working through
issues associated with park creation. Management proposals in this draft plan are
consistent with government’s response to VEAC’s recommendations, and will be readily
adaptable to future park creation.

Adaptive management is an integral part of the planning approach, enabling ongoing scienceand evidence-based decisions. This approach allows for ongoing learning by continually
assessing the success of actions in meeting management objectives, and allowing adjustment
of future management actions. It is the integration of various components of management to
systematically test assumptions, promote learning and continuous improvement, and provide
timely information to support management decisions. These logical steps guide the effective
implementation, and evaluation enables clearer connections to be made between goals and
actions on the ground.
This plan articulates management outcomes for the River Red Gum Parks over 15 years,
starting with a vision for the area (chapter 2) and management zoning (chapter 3). Chapters 4
to 9 provide background on a range of management areas, the goals that have been developed
for each area, and strategies for achieving those goals. The goals are statements of what
management and the community are seeking to achieve for each specific area or aspect of
park management.
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Wildlife survey teams on the Murray Explored Bioscan,
Gunbower National Park

The plan facilitates sound management that meets statutory obligations, enables the
community to take part in decision-making, assists in the resolution of conflicts over uses and
activities, and ensures continuity of management. All management activities and programs in
the parks and reserves must relate to the delivery of a goal or strategy. Hence the plan directs
annual park programming and priority setting.
Annual operational planning details specific works or projects, budgets, accountabilities and
timelines for completion each year at a regional or district level.
Although this draft plan has a 15-year timeframe, some goals may be achieved earlier. The
delivery of programs, including targeting monitoring against agreed standards, is reviewed and
reported as part of routine organisational practice, and progress is also measured against the
implementation priorities.
The management plan may be amended if needed. For example, it might be necessary to
manage or use the parks differently because of unexpected circumstances, because of issues
not covered in the plan that become significant, or because circumstances such as fires, floods
or climate change, or changes in visitor use, may require a change in management approaches
or goals.
Proposed amendments to the plan will be subject to public consultation and, when approved,
shown on the plan available on Parks Victoria’s website.
About one-third of the planning area is the subject of existing management plans. The
remaining areas are relatively new parks or reserves, or smaller areas for which management
plans have not been prepared. The approved management plan will replace the following
existing and draft plans:
•
•
•
•

Warby Ranges State Park Management Plan (Parks Victoria 1998a)
Draft Management Plan for Warby Ranges State Park (Parks Victoria 2006)
Leaghur State Park Management Plan (Parks Victoria 1998b)
Kings Billabong Wildlife Reserve Management Plan (Parks Victoria 2008)
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The approved management plan will also replace the relevant parts within the planning area of
Mallee Parks Management Plan (National Parks Service 1996) for Hattah–Kulkyne National
Park, Murray–Kulkyne Park, and that part of the Murray–Sunset National Park within the
planning area.
Barmah National Park is not within the scope of this draft plan. The Yorta Yorta Traditional
Owner Land Management Board has been established to develop a joint management plan for
this park. Future directions for the Dharnya Centre and 22 ha of surrounding land, which is not
part of Barmah National Park, will be resolved outside the River Red Gum Parks planning
process. Small areas around Barmah currently covered in Barmah State Park and Barmah State
Forest Management Plan (DCE 1992) or Mid Murray Forest Plan and Ulupna Island, Barmah
Forest Management Plan 1993 will now be coved by this plan.

Plan evaluation
Many strategies in this plan will be implemented as part of the day-to-day management of
parks and reserves, and reported and recorded through annual reviews of district and regional
operations plans. For example, the costs of, and areas treated by activities such as weed
control are recorded. It is important to track the progress of park management programs
beyond completing activities and the success of the action, such as reporting that an area is no
longer infested with a weed. It is also important to track progress towards achieving the goals
for the parks, such as the improvement in the extent of a native vegetation community or the
condition of habitat for a threatened species. The strategies to achieve the goals are identified
in chapters 4 to 9. Reporting on the implementation and success of the strategies will
demonstrate if the goals for the River Red Gum Parks have been realised.
There is an assumption that management actions to tackle threats lead to an improvement in
values, such as the health of River Red Gum forests. However, long-term monitoring of specific
values is required to determine whether this assumption is valid (chapter 9).
Careful analysis is required to determine the cause of changes in values and uses; whether
they can be attributed to park management or other effects. Given the timeframe of many
ecological processes, the measurement of values is commonly undertaken over five to ten
years or more, and data is compared with earlier assessments. The evaluation of management
effectiveness uses information collected in monitoring programs to inform future
management.
Long-term monitoring of specific values is costly. Where possible, Parks Victoria will work
collaboratively with other agencies and research organisations to use data from existing
monitoring programs that assist with the evaluation of this plan. Alternatives, such as
community-based volunteer programs, may be more cost-effective and may also help to
develop and share important knowledge and skills.
The following measures relate to the desired outcomes for the parks as a whole, rather than
for specific strategies listed throughout this draft plan. They will generally be reported through
the State of the Parks program and in Parks Victoria’s annual reports. These measures are
expected to be refined and, subject to available funding, further measures may be identified as
more information becomes available and techniques improve.
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Key measures for park goals
Cultural heritage management
The park goals recognise and respect peoples’ connection to cultural heritage and to protect
places of significance. The plan aims to involve Traditional Owners and community groups and
to capture the condition of state and nationally significant places across all parks and reserves.

Water management
The goals are to maintain water-dependent ecosystems and improve ecosystem resilience,
particularly in the face of climate change. Measures include:
• Trends in waterway and floodplain values — all parks and reserves
 Trends in ecological character — Ramsar sites
 Trends in meeting hydrological water requirements — all water-dependent parks and
reserves
 Trends in measures of aquatic health. such as macro-invertebrate communities — all
waterway assets

Management of the natural environment
The goals for the natural environment are to maintain and improve the diversity and condition
of ecosystems and habitats and populations of communities and species. Measures include:
• Trend in tree recruitment and canopy health — key parks and reserves
 Trend in richness and cover of understorey vegetation species — all parks and reserves
 Trend in diversity and extent of wetland and aquatic vegetation species — all parks and
reserves
 Trend in abundance and distribution of native fish species — all parks and reserves
 Frequency and scale of successful waterbird breeding events, particularly for colony-nesting
species and threatened species — Ramsar sites and key wetlands
 Trend in the abundance and distribution of native frog species — all parks and reserves
• Distribution and status of key threats to ecosystems, including fox predation; new, existing
and aquatic weed invasion; and grazing pressure
• Trends in populations of key nationally and state threatened species, such as Regent Parrot,
Murray Cod, Silver Perch, Inland Carpet Python, Giant Bullfrog, Broad-shelled Turtle,
Slender Love-grass, Billabong Daisy and Hairy Darling-pea — key parks and reserves
• Trends in the abundance of species important to Traditional Owners, such as native fish,
freshwater mussels, waterbirds and turtles — key parks and reserves
• Changes in ecosystem resilience, including trends in the proportion of ecosystems within
desired tolerable fire intervals and trends in the proportion of ecosystems within desirable
range of growth stages — all parks and reserves
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Community partnerships
The goals aim to strengthen people’s connections and increase community stewardship.
Measures include:
• Level of Traditional Owners involvement in park management — all parks and reserves
• Level of volunteers and community group participation — all parks and reserves.

Visitors and tourism
The goals include maintaining a range of inspiring visitor experiences while protecting the
environment. Measures include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

8

Number of visits to parks — key parks and reserves
Level of visitor satisfaction — key parks and reserves
Condition of visitor facilities — all parks and key reserves
The extent and condition of the road and track network — all parks and reserves
Trend in walking track condition — all parks and reserves
Level of participation in education and interpretation programs — key parks and reserves
Level of participation in licensed tour operator tours — key parks and reserves.
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Lagoon,
Lower Goulburn National Park

1.2 Traditional Owners
The Ngintait, Njeri Njeri, Latje Latje, Wadi Wadi, Wamba Wamba, Tati Tati, Wergaia, Yulupna,
Barapa Barapa, Yorta Yorta, Waywurru, Dudoroa, Bangerang and Taungurung are the First
Peoples of the rivers and plains of the River Red Gum Parks. These Traditional Owners and
Registered Aboriginal Parties are recognised as primary guardians, keepers and knowledgeholders of Aboriginal cultural heritage for various parts of the planning area.
The powers and responsibilities of Registered Aboriginal Parties include evaluating Cultural
Heritage Management Plans and approving or refusing them, enforcing compliance with the
protection of Aboriginal cultural heritage, and making recommendations in relation to the
sensitivity of information on the Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Register.
The Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation (YYNAC) is the Registered Aboriginal Party over
an area south of the Murray River, ranging from Cohuna in the west to beyond Wangaratta in
the east and south almost to Euroa. This area includes many of the River Red Gum Parks,
including Gunbower National Park, Lower Goulburn National Park, Shepparton Regional Park,
Warby–Ovens National Park and a large section of the proposed Murray River Park. The
Nation’s Whole of Country Plan 2012–2017 (YYNAC 2012) reflects the aspirations and
directions for Country, including natural resource management. A cooperative management
agreement established in 2004 facilitates greater cooperation between Yorta Yorta people and
the State Government in the management of their Country. This agreement applies to
designated areas of Crown land in Yorta Yorta Country, including Lower Goulburn National
Park, Gemmill Swamp Wildlife Reserve, Loch Garry State Game Reserve and part of the
proposed Murray River Park.
An application by the Barapa Barapa Nation Aboriginal Corporation for registration covering
parts of the River Red Gum Parks was not upheld by the Aboriginal Tribunal in 2011.
The First Peoples of the Millewa–Mallee Aboriginal Corporation and the Taungurung Aboriginal
Corporation have lodged Registered Aboriginal Party applications covering land in the planning
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area. These applications have yet to be considered by the Victorian Aboriginal Heritage
Council.
Where there is no Registered Aboriginal Party, Parks Victoria is required to consult with
Aboriginal Victoria in relation to works in parks and reserves. In 2010, a Traditional Owner
Land Management Agreement was established between the State Government and Yorta
Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation under the Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010 (Vic.),
and a Traditional Owner Land Management Board was established for the joint management
of Barmah National Park. This park will be covered by a separate joint management plan to be
prepared by the Yorta Yorta Traditional Owner Land Management Board. Joint management of
the national park does not affect existing access and uses, which will continue to be managed
under the National Parks Act. It is anticipated that joint management may be granted for other
River Red Gum Parks in the future as part of possible Traditional Owner Land Management
Agreements. However, a future treaty could provide for different management arrangements
with the Traditional Owners (See box: How might a treaty influence parks management?).

Aspirations of managing Country with Traditional Owners
• That Traditional Owners’ connections to Country are recognised, respected and
supported.
• That Traditional Owners apply their traditional land management practices on their
Country, and that the health of the Country is restored, culturally and
environmentally.
• That Traditional Owners and Parks Victoria grow together, sharing knowledge and
skills as partners, working together to meet present and future challenges of climate
change and sustainable management of fire and water, and healing the legacy of
inappropriate land and water management practices of the past.
• That Traditional Owners collaborate as leaders and are involved at all levels of
management about all aspects of Country and heritage to improve management and
prevent harm being done to cultural values.
• That Traditional Owners have the capacity, training and resources to manage Country
and to engage effectively with government, other stakeholders and the community.
• That there is a strong reconnection of Traditional Owners with Country and a genuine
recognition of this connection within the whole community.
• That Traditional Owners develop businesses and equitable partnerships aimed at
creating sustainable economic services to community and visitors, including owning
and managing their own facilities on Country.
• That the River Red Gum rivers and plains are owned by the Traditional Owners and
managed as parks and reserves for all Australians.
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Drop-in community
consultation, River Red Gum Parks

1.3 Community input
This draft management plan for the River Red Gum Parks is informed in part by the final
recommendations of the River Red Gum Forests Investigation (VEAC 2008), during which
extensive public consultation occurred. It also draws separately on information and views
provided by a wide range of groups and individuals during the period for discussions and
submissions relating to this draft plan. Traditional Owners were consulted individually, or
collectively through organisations such as Aboriginal corporations and the Murray Lower
Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations (MLDRIN).
Parks Victoria Rangers discussed park management issues with park visitors during the
summer 2015–16 period. Comprehensive community information was made available in
February 2016, and generated considerable comment. Community Open House drop-in
sessions were conducted in Mildura, Robinvale, Swan Hill, Kerang, Echuca, Shepparton,
Wangaratta, Corowa and Melbourne in April 2016. These sessions provided a range of
opportunities for participants to express their views and find out more about management of
the planning area. They included themed stations, where participants could talk directly with
Parks Victoria and agency staff, a community survey, a graffiti wall and a draft vision board.
The drop-in sessions were attended by 166 members of the community. The key issues raised
included:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

litter management
camping, visitation and camp fires
domestic firewood collection
passive multi-use recreation — walking and cycling
staff and resources
environmental watering and flood management

domestic livestock grazing
educational activities
• meaningful engagement initiatives
• track access and maintenance.
River Red Gum Parks Draft Management Plan
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How might a treaty influence park management?
The Victorian Government is committed to advancing self-determination for Aboriginal
people across Victoria. Regional and statewide forums were held in 2016 to help define
the agenda for self-determination. The idea of a treaty between the Victorian Aboriginal
community and the Victorian Government was supported, and an Aboriginal Treaty
Interim Working Group was established to provide advice on the process and timing for
a treaty, and guidance on community engagement, and to examine options for a
permanent Victorian Aboriginal representative body. An interim report from the
Working Group was presented in December 2016.
The scope of a treaty has not yet been defined. Some of the possibilities include
addressing recognition and reconciliation, self-government and sovereignty, land and
resources, and the relationship between Aboriginal people and the State Government.
Some of these possibilities are detailed in a Treaty Fact Sheet, available from Aboriginal
Victoria’s website. One of the first steps is to determine how Aboriginal people would
like to be represented in any treaty negotiations; this is the current focus of
consultations. The government’s position is that only the Victorian Aboriginal
community can decide who should represent the community or negotiate a treaty on
the community’s behalf. A Representative Structures Fact Sheet, also available from
Aboriginal Victoria’s website, describes some options for consideration.
A treaty between Victorian Aboriginal people and the Victorian Government would be
framed within the constitutional powers of the government. A treaty would take into
account any existing arrangements such as those established under the Traditional
Owner Settlement Act, which provides an alternative framework for recognition of the
rights of Traditional Owners. Agreements under this Act are negotiated directly between
the government and Traditional Owner groups, and recognise Traditional Owners’
relationships to the land, waters and natural resources.
Agreements are in place with five Traditional Owner groups across Victoria: Yorta Yorta,
Gunaikurnai, Dja Dja Wurrung, Gunditjmara and Wotjobaluk. Several other Traditional
Owner groups are presently in negotiation with the State Government to establish
recognition and settlement agreements that may include Traditional Owner Land
Management Agreements, which could expand the number of parks and reserves under
joint management.
The most likely consequence of a treaty is a greater role for Aboriginal people in
planning, managing and decision-making for the parks within their traditional Country.
Joint management is already possible under the Traditional Owner Settlement Act.
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Satellite view of the planning area
in the 2011 flooding season

1.4 The parks and their regional context
The River Red Gum Parks include more than 215 000 ha of land in ten existing national parks
and other parks, and 100 other areas that are reserved, or are intended to be reserved, under
the Crown Land (Reserves) Act or Wildlife Act (figure 1.1, appendix 1). The parks and reserves
lie mainly along the Murray River between the South Australian border and Lake Hume, a
distance of more than 600 km.

Land tenure
Land tenure determines the primary objectives for management. Areas of land reserved under
the National Parks Act, including national parks and state parks, are managed primarily for:
•
•
•
•
•

preservation and protection of the natural condition of the parks and their environment
flora
fauna
features of scenic, archaeological, ecological, geological, historic or other scientific interest
protection of water resources and maintenance of water quality.

Subject to these purposes, parks are for use by the public for enjoyment, recreation and
education, with appropriate research activities are also provided for under the Act.
River Red Gum areas reserved under the Crown Land (Reserves) Act will be managed primarily
for:
• preservation of areas of ecological significance
• conservation of areas of natural interest or beauty, or of scientific, historic or
archaeological interest
• preservation of species of native plants
• propagation or management of wildlife or the preservation of wildlife habitat
• public recreation, including areas for camping.
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River Red Gum areas reserved under the Wildlife Act will be managed primarily for protecting
and conserving wildlife.

Regional context
Large sections of State forest adjoining some River Red Gum Parks are managed by the
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) for a variety of purposes,
including timber production, flora and fauna conservation, water catchment and water supply
protection, landscape protection, archaeological and historic values protection, recreation and
education.
Many of the River Red Gum Parks also border other public land, including water storages, and
have an extensive interface with neighbouring freehold land used for various purposes,
including agriculture, townships and tourism. Much of the planning area has absolute frontage
on the south bank of the Murray River, which is the boundary between Victoria and New
South Wales. The waters of the river are subject to Acts and regulations administered by the
State of New South Wales.
The portion of Murray–Sunset National Park included in the planning area adjoins Neds
Corner, a former cattle grazing property that is now owned and managed for nature
conservation by Trust for Nature.
The parks are within ten local government areas: the rural cities of Mildura, Swan Hill and
Wangaratta; the shires of Gannawarra, Loddon, Campaspe, Moira and Indigo; and the cities of
Greater Shepparton and Wodonga. They are within a short distance of many rural centres,
including Mildura, Robinvale, Swan Hill, Kerang, Cohuna, Echuca, Cobram, Shepparton,
Yarrawonga, Wangaratta and Wodonga in Victoria, and Wentworth, Balranald, Deniliquin,
Moama and Albury in New South Wales.
Parks make a significant state and regional economic contribution through ecosystem services,
such as water, and through tourism, employment and other uses. Tourism is the secondlargest employment sector in the region, contributing an estimated $1.9 billion to the local
economy and employing about 18 400 people (DEDJTR 2015).
The River Red Gum Parks are influenced by the activities of the Mallee, North Central,
Goulburn Broken and North East CMAs. CMAs are responsible for the integrated planning and
coordination of land, water, and biodiversity management. Regional catchment strategies
ensure the protection and sustainable use of land, vegetation and water resources within
regions covered by the planning area.
The River Red Gum Parks are also influenced by adjoining land uses, and have been shaped by
a range of past uses.
A regional thematic framework developed by Context (2014) has been adapted for this plan to
the Victorian Framework of Historic Themes to highlight the historical themes that have
helped shape the distinctive landscapes of the River Red Gum Parks (chapter 4).
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Common Nardoo
(Marsilea drummondii)

1.5 Significance of the River Red Gum Parks
Red Gum forests of south-eastern Australia are among the most iconic landscapes in Australia.
They are recognised for their cultural significance to Aboriginal people, their ecological
importance (especially as habitat for birds and other animals), and their role in regulating the
flow of water on the floodplain of the Murray River. They are also strongly valued for the
opportunities they provide for recreational activities such as camping and water-based
activities such as fishing.
Hattah–Kulkyne National Park was reserved in 1960 and is the oldest national park in the
region. Murray–Sunset National Park was reserved in 1991 and Leaghur State Park in 1992.
Gunbower, Lower Goulburn and Warby–Ovens national parks were established in 2010. Kings
Billabong Park was established as a Wildlife Reserve in 1999 and was further classified as a
Nature Conservation Reserve in 2001.
Twenty nature conservation reserves in the planning area are assigned to Category 1a (Strict
Nature Reserve) in the IUCN’s List of National Parks and Protected Areas (appendix 1).
Category 1a areas are managed mainly for science. Murray–Sunset, Hattah–Kulkyne,
Gunbower, Lower Goulburn and Warby–Ovens National Parks, Leaghur State Park, Gadsen
Bend Park, Kings Billabong Park and Nyah–Vinifera Park are assigned to Category II (National
Park). Category II areas are managed primarily for ecosystem conservation and recreation.
Murray–Kulkyne Park is assigned to Category III (Natural Monument). Category III areas are
managed for the conservation of particular natural features. Twenty-six state game reserves
reserved under the Crown Land (Reserves) Act are assigned to Category VI and managed under
the Wildlife Act, which provides for hunting and the preservation of wildlife habitat. Current
IUCN categories for other reserves in the planning area are shown in appendix 1.
Hattah–Kulkyne National Park and Murray–Kulkyne Park were declared a biosphere reserve in
1981 under UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere program. This program aims to reconcile nature
conservation with sustainable use.
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Three sites within the planning area are listed under the Ramsar Convention for their
international importance as habitat for migratory birds (section 6.1):
• Kerang Wetlands (9419 ha), consisting of Hird Swamp and Stevenson Swamp wildlife
reserves and parts of Kerang Regional Park and the Kerang, Johnson Swamp, Cemetery
Forest, Little Lake Charm, Cullens Lake and Koorangie wildlife reserves within the planning
area, and water supply reserves
• Gunbower Forest (9330 ha), consisting of Gunbower National Park, Spence Bridge
Education Area, part of Murray River Park (proposed) within the planning area and other
Crown land, including all of Gunbower State Forest, and private land
• Hattah–Kulkyne Lakes (955 ha), consisting of 12 of the 18 lakes in Hattah–Kulkyne National
Park.
Gunbower Island, Hattah Lakes, Kings Billabong, Lake Little Charm, Lake Kelly, Stevenson
Swamp and the Lower Goulburn River Floodplain are considered nationally important
wetlands (DOE 2016).

Natural values
The River Red Gum Parks are critically important for the conservation of a diverse range of
flora and fauna. Many of Victoria’s rare and threatened species are found in the River Red
Gum Parks. These include many migratory bird species that depend on the specialised wetland
ecosystems throughout the River Red Gum Parks.
A key feature is the extent of the River Red Gum forests and the diversity of the other
vegetation communities, from the Box–Ironbark forests of the eastern hills to the permanent
freshwater wetlands of the floodplain and saline wetlands of the far north-west.
Two key natural ecosystems are recognised in the planning area: Dry Forests and Woodlands;
and Inland Waters and Wetlands. These are further classified into ten sub-ecosystems, one of
which (Riverine Forest and Woodland) is the dominant sub-ecosystem of the planning area
(table 6.1).
The planning area, as part of the Murray–Darling Basin, has geomorphology of national
significance (section 6.2). Hattah Lakes are the largest overflow lake system of national
geological significance on the Murray River. The Ovens River Heritage River remains the only
substantial, essentially unregulated Victorian tributary of the Murray River. The broad area of
River Red Gum forest contains four other geological sites of national significance and 16 sites
that are important at a state level (VEAC 2008). Some of these sites are on private freehold
land or on public land that is not in the planning area.
The proposed Murray River Park forms one of the major links in a chain of forest along the
Murray River that extends for a distance of more than 600 km. The park will provide for
improved management, enhancing habitat connectivity for the Red Gum forests along the
river.

Cultural heritage significance
Aboriginal occupation of the Murray River Basin extends back about 50 000 years. Ancestral
burial sites, ceremonial sites, scar trees, shell middens and other features and sites all attest to
this ancient occupation. The Traditional Owners of land in the River Red Gum Parks have a rich
16
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culture that is embodied in Country, which includes the land, water, environment, languages,
oral histories, practices and stories. Traditional learning and teaching is still practised and this
heritage continues for Aboriginal people today and can be shared with all Australians. Many
Aboriginal place names have survived, and many more can be found on early maps of the area
(for example, Hiscocks 1874).
Many significant areas and places in the planning area are associated with the early European
exploration and settlement of the area, as well as later river transport, irrigation agriculture
and other activities.

Recreation and nature-based tourism benefits
The River Red Gum Parks offer unique settings and year-round opportunities for outdoor
adventure, commonly themed around the rivers and wetlands. The parks play an important
role in creating a healthy environment that helps to fulfil people’s cultural, physical and
spiritual needs. They are a favourite year-round destination for people seeking remote
recreational experiences, particularly during holiday periods.
A wide variety of recreation activities are undertaken, ranging from camping, boating and
fishing to game hunting and road touring. Roads and tracks passing through River Red Gum
Parks form a major part of the River Red Gum Drive, one of Victoria’s iconic four wheel drive
adventures. Local tour operators offer a variety of guided or organised recreation activities in
the planning area. Duck hunting is also a popular activity in some of the parks and reserves
during open seasons.
The River Red Gum Parks also have social value because of their special significance to a
particular community or group. Many communities around the planning area have strong
historical links to river transport, irrigation agriculture, grazing and forestry, or long
associations with the parks through visitor activities.

Ecosystem services and economic benefits
Ecosystem services are the tangible benefits that people receive from nature. The ecosystem
services derived from the parks include:
• provisioning services, such as the supply of clean water
• regulating services, such as flood and drought regulation and maintaining liveable climates
• supporting services, such as air and water purification, nutrient cycling, absorbing and
storing carbon and preventing soil erosion
• cultural services, such as the fulfilment of spiritual, educational and recreation needs
• biodiversity services, such the vast gene pool as a resource for research i nto medical,
industrial and agricultural and other applications.
The extensive wetlands and stream systems in the planning area provide quality water that is
vital for agricultural, industrial and domestic use, as well as for maintaining the ecological
integrity of the ecosystems.
The River Red Gum Parks also support the local and wider economy. They make a significant
contribution to recreation expenditure (DPI 2014) and provide indirect economic benefits to
the businesses that support those industries. They also provide direct employment in park
management and operation. In addition, parks provide savings in health services through
improved community health and wellbeing from participation in recreation activities in parks.
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View from Warepil Lookout,
Hattah–Kulkyne National Park
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2 Vision
The vision describes the intended outcome of management and the future state
of the River Red Gum Parks.
Northern Victoria’s River Red Gum Parks include a diverse range of species and ecosystems on
the floodplains and banks of the Murray, Ovens and Goulburn rivers, extending to the granitic
hills and peaks of the Warby Ranges.
The Traditional Owners have lived on and managed these areas for thousands of years and
continue to be involved in all aspects of land, water and visitor management; this Country is an
integral part of their lives and communities. Cultural heritage is recognised, respected and
protected. There are also strong connections to the River Red Gum Parks through the history
of settlement, grazing and timber cutting. The community continues to be connected to and
shape the landscape.
Water flowing in the rivers, across the floodplains and through the lakes and wetlands is key to
the health of flood-dependent River Red Gum ecosystems. Environmental flows, restored and
delivered in cooperation with catchment management authorities, Traditional Owners and
other partners, maintain and improve the health of the parks, and the vegetation communities
and fauna they support.
The Red Gum forests, woodlands, wetlands and waterways are recovering from decades of
insufficient flooding and severe stress. The health of the ecosystems and communities is
improved, with populations of threatened, flood-dependent and other species maintained and
made more resilient to climate change. Targeted, effective and integrated programs and
collaborative partnerships are reducing the impacts from feral animals, weeds and other
threats. Scientific and Traditional Owner knowledge and involvement is improving
environmental and fire management.
The rivers and parks continue to draw people looking for a bush camping experience where
they can fish and relax beside the rivers and lakes or enjoy the Warby Ranges and other off river areas. Many return year after year, with successive generations building deeper
connections to the rivers and parks. Local communities value the economic benefits from
visitors exploring their special areas.
Awareness of the parks’ values is growing through education, information and community
involvement, increasing the community’s connection and enjoyment and building deeper
respect for the parks. Healthy Parks Healthy People programs contribute to the overall
wellbeing of the community. Visitors come to learn about the area’s wealth of cultural valu es,
especially learning about Aboriginal life and cultural practices from Traditional Owners.
Our understanding of the parks and reserves is growing as scientific and traditional knowledge
is gathered and used to improve park management.
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Goulburn River,
Shepparton Regional Park

101 of 238

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 428

3 Zoning
Management reflects the unique landscape of the parks through consistent
reservation, regulation and zoning.
Park management zoning is used to define areas of the River Red Gum Parks where different
management priorities apply. Overlays have also been developed to provide additional
management direction for particular requirements or activities. In the River Red Gum Parks,
the reference area zones and heritage river overlays are established by legislation and dictate
the scope of the management plan. These and other zones and overlays and their
management purposes are outlined below and shown in maps 2–13. Chapter 7 sets out the
activities to be permitted in each park or reserve.
Many other areas have additional protection through legislative means, such as species and
communities listed under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (Vic.) and special water
supply catchment areas declared under Schedule Five of the Catchment and Land Protection
Act 1994 (Vic.). These have not been mapped or zoned, but will be managed in accordance
with the relevant legislation and regulations.
A number of small localised areas are managed for permitted uses, such as pipelines,
powerlines, telecommunication towers, apiculture sites and park depots. These areas are
managed in accordance with licences, leases and other legislative means.

3.1 Zones
Conservation Zone
• Areas of high conservation value defined through conservation action planning (Parks
Victoria 2017a), including sensitive ecological communities, habitat for threatened and rare
species and other important environmental attributes, where a very strong management
emphasis is on protection of the environment.
Recreation and nature-based tourism are permitted subject to close management to minimise
the impact on park and reserve values and natural processes. They usually involve low-key,
dispersed recreation with basic facilities.

Conservation and Recreation Zone
• Areas where the management emphasis is on protecting environmental and cultural values
while allowing for low-impact recreation.
Dispersed recreation and nature-based tourism activities are encouraged. The level of
activities and the small-scale recreation facilities provided do not have a significant impact on
natural processes.
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Heywood Lake Wildlife Reserve

3.2 Overlays
Overlays are used to define areas where specified activities or values require special
management. There are two overlays in the River Red Gum Parks.
Visitor Experience Area (VEA) overlays apply to areas that are popular for a range of specific
visitor activities, from remote hiking and camping to highly developed areas catering for large
numbers of visitors. They provide a management focus for ensuring that the visitor experience
can continue without damaging underlying environmental and cultural values. These are a
priority for visitor management programs and actions to protect their unique settings which
support a range of defined visitor experiences. (table 7.1 and maps 2–13).
Heritage Rivers are proclaimed under Schedule One of the Heritage Rivers Act 1992 (Vic.) and
are managed to protect their significant nature conservation, recreation, scenic and cultural
heritage values, to maintain or improve water quality, and to retain unimpeded river corridors
without any new water diversions. The heritage river overlays in the River Red Gum Parks are
parts of Goulburn River Heritage River in Lower Goulburn National Park, Shepparton Regional
Park and Arcadia Streamside Reserve, and Ovens River Heritage River in Warby–Ovens
National Park (maps 8, 9, 12, 13).
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Canoe scar tree, River Red Gum Parks
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4 Caring for Culture
The Traditional Owners have lived on and managed these areas for thousands
of years and continue to be involved in all aspects of land, water and visitor
management; this Country is an integral part of their lives and communities.
Cultural heritage is recognised, respected and protected. There are also strong
connections to the River Red Gum Parks through the history of settlement,
grazing and timber cutting. The community continues to be connected to and
shape the landscape.
The River Red Gum Parks have a long and rich cultural history, extending over at least
50 000 years. A strong connection and respect for Country, which included sustainable use of
the native flora and fauna, augmented where necessary by land management activities such as
‘fire stick farming’, is a fundamental aspect of Aboriginal culture that has shaped the landscape
and its biodiversity. The resources along the Murray and its tributaries also attracted and
sustained post-colonial settlement, which began less than 200 years ago. This introduced
agriculture, timber harvesting, stock grazing, water extraction, river trade and tourism, each
leaving their own legacy upon the landscape.
The result is a complex cultural landscape that provides a range of insights into the past and
the connections between people and the land. For many visitors, cultural heritage is a key
experience of the River Red Gum Parks. Aboriginal cultural heritage has the potential to be the
richest experience.

4.1 Aboriginal heritage
Aboriginal people have lived continuously on the plains of the Murray–Darling Basin for tens of
thousands of years. The Murray River landscape is believed to have been the most populated
area occupied by Aboriginal people in Australia before the arrival of Europeans, because of the
rich resources of the river and surrounding areas (TRC 2013).
Water has been a constant theme in Aboriginal life in the Murray River valley. The resources of
the river and the surrounding floodplains were critical for sustaining populations d uring
periods of flood and drought. Long-term patterns of Aboriginal occupation and use reflect the
changing landscape and its resources over thousands of years.
Constructed earthen mounds formed islands during floods, providing bases for camps and
fishing expeditions and the production of canoes, nets, spears and traps for fishing and
hunting. Yorta Yorta man Neil Morris (cited in Context 2014) recounted that:
“The rich resources of the area provided plentiful sources of materials to satiate the needs of
all facets of life — food, to shelter, recreational, to medicinal and ceremonial … The forest was
our home, playground, and tabernacle.”
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An early settler, Edward Morey, noted that Aboriginal people lived mainly on fish, and that the
forest country swarmed with kangaroos, wallabies, pademelons and other small game. The
lakes and lagoons provided fish, crabs, mussels and waterfowl (Morey 1907, cited in
Bonhomme 1990).
The dispossession of Aboriginal people after the arrival of Europeans is well documented
(VEAC 2006). Aboriginal artist Tommy McRae, who lived near Lake Moodemere in the late
1800s, produced many illustrations of traditional life, and depicted early European and
Chinese settlers. Although much knowledge was lost in this period, a large amount of oral
history and tradition has survived. Aboriginal people continue to use and harvest the natural
resources of the forests and waters and these connections to land, places and cultural
knowledge are passed on to new generations with the responsibility to care for Country.
Many landscape features such as rivers, wetlands, lakes and hills as well as particular plants
and animals, are culturally significant as totemic features and are a fundamental part of
Aboriginal heritage and culture. Many of these traditions and protocols are still observed
(VEAC 2006; Atkinson & Berryman 1983).
The Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006 (Vic.) recognises the protection of Aboriginal cultural
heritage as an integral part of land management, and recognises Traditional Owners as the
primary guardians of their heritage. Recent amendments to the Act also recognise and protect
intangible heritage (that is, any knowledge or expression of Aboriginal tradition that is not
already widely known to the public), enabling Traditional Owners to decide whether and how
their traditional knowledge is used and for what purpose. Stories, language and memories
continue to link Aboriginal people to the parks.
Physical evidence of Aboriginal heritage includes hundreds of places and objects across the
River Red Gum Parks that are listed in the Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Register, and many
more are still to be identified and recorded. Aboriginal heritage places represent aspects of
Aboriginal history, culture and life from the distant past through to the present day.
Across the River Red Gum Parks, the river frontages, dunes, sand hills, lunettes, forests and
other areas contain ancestral burial sites, kitchen mounds and hearths, scar trees, axe-grinding
and tool-making areas, fish traps and other stone structures, and scattered artefacts.
Other important cultural places include campsites and settlements, work places, ceremonial
areas, sites of conflict, pastoral stations, missions, and sites linked to protest, selfdetermination and cultural learning. For example, Hattah–Kulkyne National Park and Bumbang
Island Historic Area are two of the many areas dense with recorded Aboriginal places
(Edmonds 1994). The area known as The Flats in Shepparton Regional Park is particularly
significant because of its connection with the Cummeragunja walk-off in 1939 and the return
of many Yorta Yorta people to Country; it has the largest known artefact scatter in the River
Red Gum Parks.
Only a small percentage of the planning area has been surveyed, and there is little doubt that
much more evidence of Aboriginal culture will be recorded in the future. These places and
objects, together with stories, memories and language, continue to link Aboriginal people with
the River Red Gum Parks. Traditional Owner access to the land and resources is important to
enable these connections to continue.
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Physical elements of Aboriginal heritage may be disturbed or destroyed by natural processes ,
such as rain, riverbank erosion, fire and flooding, as well as by rabbits and regeneration of
River Red Gum trees.
Visitors can disturb sites by camping, digging trenches and fire pits, digging stairs in riverbanks,
and burying toilet waste, particularly on river frontages associated with Aboriginal mounds and
middens. Some access tracks, camping areas and other facilities are causing unacceptable
damage to Aboriginal places and will be closed, moved, realigned or resurfaced and
rehabilitated to prevent further damage.
Illegal activities and deliberate vandalism can expose or damage heritage places. Illegal offtrack driving and trail bike riding may result in significant damage, particularly to Aboriginal
ancestral remains on sand hills, dunes and burial mounds. Illegal firewood collection can
destroy scarred trees.
Authorised uses such as timber harvesting, stock grazing, prospecting and fossicking, gravel
and soil extraction, water regulation, and the construction of telecommunications and other
public infrastructure can cause significant harm to a wide range of Aboriginal heritage values,
particularly because of the scale and extent of vegetation and ground disturbances from such
activities. Parties undertaking these activities are required to undertake due diligence to
ensure they comply with the Aboriginal Heritage Act.
Activities such as ecological and fuel-reduction burns, the construction and maintenance of
roads, tracks, park infrastructure and assets, pest management works, soil ripping, tree
planting, the establishment of firewood collection areas, vegetation removal, Aboriginal
heritage conservation works, and a wide range of other park management activities could
cause significant harm to Aboriginal heritage. Parks Victoria and other responsible agencies
must undertake due diligence to protect Aboriginal heritage and comply with the Aboriginal
Heritage Act. This is a requirement even in areas with previously disturbed footprints and
activity.
It is an offence under the Aboriginal Heritage Act to injure, damage, deface, desecrate, destroy
or otherwise harm Aboriginal cultural heritage unless acting in accordance with a cultural
Heritage Permit, an approved Cultural Heritage Management Plan, an Aboriginal Cultural
Heritage Land Management Agreement or in certain other restricted circumstances, such as
essential activities for declared emergencies including bushfire suppression. These plans or
permits must be in place before activities involving disturbance or potential harm to Aboriginal
cultural heritage can occur.
A Cultural Heritage Management Plan must be prepared when high-impact activities are
planned in an area of cultural heritage sensitivity, as defined by the Aboriginal Heritage
Regulations 2007, and planning permits, licences and work authorities cannot be issued until
the plan is approved. A Cultural Heritage Permit is required to undertake research on an
Aboriginal place.
Recent work by the Murray–Darling Basin Authority and Murray Lower Darling Rivers
Indigenous Nations has shown that the ecological health of the landscape generally reflects
the cultural health of a landscape, with sites assessed as being in good cultural health also
being classified as in good ecological health. Conversely, sites that were assessed as having
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Aboriginal burials and ancestral remains
Aboriginal burials are extremely significant to Traditional Owners and represent a direct
link to their ancestors and Country. The River Red Gum Parks and reserves are very
significant areas for the protection of Aboriginal ancestral remains. Aboriginal burials are
particularly common and widespread in areas in north-western Victoria.
Aboriginal burials occur in many places and landforms. The most common burial places
are on sandy lunettes and beside water (including prior streams and wate rways), sand
dunes near beaches, Aboriginal mounds, middens and bushland. Burials may also be
marked by, or found in, trees or in rock shelters. Fragments of bones may be found
exposed in eroding riverbanks, dry and sandy places, and areas where ground
disturbance has occurred.
Ancestral remains that have been exposed in eroded landforms can appear as a group
of bone fragments, possibly including teeth. Ancestral remains may also be complete
bones or a complete skeleton of an individual person. Aboriginal people were often
buried with important social, spiritual, ceremonial and cultural items, such as stone
tools, ochre, shells or, in recent history, coins and clay pipes; these items are to be
treated with the same respect as the remains themselves. Ancient Aboriginal cemeteries
may be small, or they may be spread over vast landscapes and contain many thousands
of burials. Massacre sites from pre- and post-colonial conflict may also occur. It is of great
importance that Aboriginal ancestral remains are left undisturbed.
Due to the extensive scale and distribution of ancestral remains in many parts of the
landscape, only a fraction have been recorded and registered; this represents a
significant challenge for management. Parks Victoria must take great care and diligence
when undertaking any management activity in this highly sensitive cultural landscape
and must consider how to minimise the risk of disturbance to known and unknown sites.
Protecting Aboriginal ancestral remains and burials on Country is challenging given the
effects of climate change, erosion, human interference and animal disturbance from
introduced species and burrowing pests, such as rabbits. Threats include damage from
illegal off-track use of four wheel drives and motorcycles. Many of the parks are also
recovering from a legacy of past land use, vegetation clearing, the creation of roads and
tracks, rabbit warren ripping, fencing, ploughing, quarrying and other past disturbances.
In the past, Aboriginal ancestral remains were stolen from their burial sites by people
who considered themselves to be ‘collectors’ and researchers. Aboriginal people in
Victoria and across Australia are working tirelessly with museums, universities and
government organisations to ensure that the remains of their ancestors are returned to
Country for burial in a respectful and culturally appropriate manner. The process of
repatriation can be long and have a huge emotional toll for all involved.
Parks Victoria works in partnership with Traditional Owners to return Aboriginal
ancestral remains to Country on land managed by Parks Victoria to ensure their ongoing
management and protection. Conservation of disturbed ancestral remains and sites may
also involve a range of on-ground works and practical techniques to stabilise and
rehabilitate impacted sites. It is critical that individuals participating in highly sensitive
responsibilities are supported to ensure their cultural, spiritual, emotional and mental
wellbeing and safety.
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Masters Landing,
Gunbower National Park

4.2 Post-colonial settlement heritage
The first colonial incursions into the planning area took place in 1824, when Hamilton Hume
and William Hovell passed through on their journey from Sydney to the southern coast.
Thomas Mitchell’s glowing accounts of the lands he traversed in 1836 drew the first wave of
drovers and squatters to the area, first around the Wodonga area and then gradually farther
westward. Pastoral stations were established, homesteads were built, and lands were fenced
to retain stock, starting a process of enormous change across the whole landscape.
The period marked significant changes to Aboriginal populations that resulted from introduced
diseases, conflicts, displacement and attempted assimilation of Aboriginal people. Aboriginal
artist Tommy McRae lived near Lake Moodemere in the late 1800s and illustrated aspects of
traditional Aboriginal life and depictions of early European and Chinese settlers.
In less than 200 years, an Aboriginal cultural landscape became overlaid by towns, settlements
and rural industries. Sheep and cattle were grazed in the woodlands and grasslands, and even
in stony country. Timber-cutters and sawmillers harvested timber from the forests, creating
local industries and workforces. Public land management initially focused on utilising natural
resources, until a growing appreciation of nature and an increasing demand for recreation
opportunities led to the creation of today’s River Red Gum Parks network (Context 2014).
The post-colonial settlement history of these parks encompasses a wide range of themes:
squatting, settlement, bushranging, grazing, agriculture, forestry, river transport, recreation,
irrigation and, more recently, tourism (table 4.1). Historic places (dating from the time of the
first colonial arrivals to the present) are managed to conserve their cultural values in
accordance with the Heritage Act 1995 (Vic.), and the Burra Charter (Australia ICOMOS 2013).
The locations and details of historic places are held in Parks Victoria’s Asset Information
System to help protect the places in the event of proposed works, fire suppression or other
activities in the area. The Victorian Heritage Database (HCV 2016) includes the Victorian
Heritage Register, which lists the State's most significant places and objects and provides
public access to information about historic places in the planning area. Relatively little work
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Reedy Lagoon regulator,
Spence Bridge Education Area
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5 Water for Country
Water flowing in the rivers, across the floodplains and through the lakes and
wetlands is key to the health of flood-dependent River Red Gum ecosystems.
Environmental flows, restored and delivered in cooperation with catchment
management authorities, Traditional Owners and other partners, maintain and
improve the health of the parks, and the vegetation communities and fauna they
support.

5.1 Waterway and water management
The Murray River is the main waterway in an immense region, the Murray–Darling Basin,
through which thousands of interconnected creeks and rivers flow. Most parks and reserves in
the planning area have frontage to the Murray, Ovens or Goulburn rivers or their tributaries.
Water is significant in the landscape and the key driver of the inland waters and wetlands
natural ecosystem. The Red Gum forests and wetlands (section 6.1) largely depend on flooding
for regeneration and the water they need to survive and maintain their ecological functions. A
number of large rivers (including the Ovens, Goulburn, Campaspe and Loddon rivers) flow
through the landscape, feeding into the Murray River and influencing the inundation patterns
of the adjoining floodplains.
Parks and reserves along rivers, wetlands and the associated floodplains support a large array
of native flora and fauna. The floodplains are important in the movement of sediment and
nutrients and are a significant interface between aquatic and terrestrial systems. Healthy rivers
are fundamental to environmental, social and economic futures, providing ecosystem services,
such as aquatic habitat, water availability and connectivity opportunities for natural
ecosystems, and a rich landscape for tourism and recreational opportunities.
Waterways are a historical and ongoing source of food, fibre and medicine, and important
places to camp, hunt, fish, swim and connect with traditional cultures and stories, to ensure
that they are passed on to future generations (DEPI 2013). The rivers and waterways are
pathways that link different First Nations and move people across the landscape. Access to
water is vital for the wellbeing of Aboriginal people and their ability to care for Country.
Riverbanks were often places of initiation and birthing, and remain as places to connect to
traditions through ceremonies, and wetlands provide a range of rich food resources.
Traditional Aboriginal culture revolved around relationships to the land and water which hold
physical, social, environmental, spiritual and cultural significance (chapter 4). Most Aboriginal
cultural heritage sites are within 100 m of a waterbody.

Past waterway management
The flow and flooding regimes of most of the waterways in the planning area have been
greatly altered since European settlement. The Snowy Mountains Scheme and major dams,
such as Dartmouth, Hume and Eildon, have reduced the frequency, extent and duration of
winter and spring flooding on many of the floodplains.
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demand patterns, resulting in lower winter and higher summer flows than would have
occurred under natural conditions.
This is most pronounced in the Goulburn River, the second-largest tributary to the Murray
River and a key driver of flooding within the Lower Goulburn National Park and downstream
sites such as Gunbower National Park. In less regulated systems, such as the Ovens River, flow
is influenced by the extraction of water for stock and domestic purposes, reducing summer
flows that are needed to maintain water quality and refuge areas for aquatic animals such as
fish and platypus.
Levees constructed to protect towns and farms from flooding further affect the movement of
water across the floodplain. An extensive network of levees exists within the River Red Gum
Parks. These levees pose challenges for future management, particularly around the potential
environmental impacts of levee maintenance activities.
Climate change is expected to cause further stress to waterways and floodplain ecosystems
(section 6.1). These may include increased frequency of ‘blackwater’ and blue-green algae
events, stream ‘cease to flow’ events and smaller less frequent flooding in wetlands. Targeted
works to improve the condition of priority waterways (such as the provision of environmental
water, restoration of riparian vegetation, invasive animal and weed control, in-stream works to
improve refugial habitat) are expected to reduce the severity of climate change impacts on
aquatic communities, but they may be inadequate to maintain condition under worst-case
future climate scenarios (North East CMA 2016).
The Murray–Darling Basin Plan has a large influence on the management of water in the
planning area and aims to drive changes in many aspects, affecting water recovery, land use,
irrigation efficiency and environmental water management. The River Red Gum Parks fall
within the southern area of the Murray–Darling Basin. In response to declining environmental
health across the basin, the Basin Plan was developed under the Water Act 2007 (Cwlth) to
ensure sustainable use of the Basin water resources, setting a water recovery target of 2750
gigalitres for environmental use.
The plan sets overarching objectives for the health of the basin and complements the aims of
this plan. The high level Basin Plan objectives are to:
• protect and restore water-dependent ecosystems of the Murray–Darling Basin
• protect and restore the ecosystem functions of water-dependent ecosystems
• ensure that water-dependent ecosystems are resilient to climate change and other risks
and threats
• ensure watering is coordinated between managers of planned environment water, owners
and managers of environmental assets, and holders of held environmental water.
The Victorian Floodplain Management Strategy (DELWP 2016b) sets out the state’s policies for
managing flood risk and clarifies processes for determining ownership and accountability.
Importantly, the strategy clarifies the institutional arrangements for managing urban and rural
flood mitigation infrastructure and the role of Parks Victoria within this framework.
There are four catchment management authorities in the planning area: North East, Goulburn
Broken, North Central and Mallee. The CMAs have each developed a regional catchment
strategy for 2013–19. As the waterway managers, CMAs give specific directions for waterway
management in regional waterway strategies and develop environmental water plans, in
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consultation with local communities. They outline potential environmental watering actions
for the coming year in the seasonal watering plan, which is released annually by 30 June. The
result is a defined volume of water set aside for environmental watering, with CMAs to
monitor and report on environmental outcomes. Storage managers (water corporations)
deliver water on behalf of users, including CMAs and environmental water holders. Figure 5.1
outlines water management responsibilities.
CMAs also work with communities and program partners to identify social, cultural and
economic benefits in each region as secondary benefits of environmental water. As a program
partner, Parks Victoria contributes to environmental water planning and delivery for public
land, facilitating the delivery of environmental water, structural works and waterway
restoration measures. They provide advice in the development of environmental water
management plans and the seasonal watering plans, and in the identification of associated
risks. Environment water management plans are developed for rivers, part of rivers and
wetlands, for example, the Ovens River Environmental Water Management Plan (tributary of
the Murray), Kings Billabong Environmental Water Management Plan (floodplain wetland) and
Lake Cullen Environmental Water Management Plan (wetland).

Environmental water management
The importance of restoring flows in water-dependent systems is recognised by the
community, stakeholders, Traditional Owners and governments. Environmental water holders
commit environmental water to different rivers and wetlands. They work together to ensure
the coordinated delivery of water available under different environmental entitlements, and
often have to prioritise allocations between large regions.
The Victorian Environmental Water Holder (VEWH) was established in July 2011 as the
independent statutory body responsible for holding and managing environmental water
entitlements on behalf of the state. It administers the ongoing collaborative management of
water available under environmental entitlements, which are used to improve the health of
Victoria’s rivers and wetlands and the native plants and animals that depend on them, through
regulation of the river systems.
Environmental water is water that is specifically set aside in storages (such as dams and
reservoirs) to improve the health and protect the environmental values of waterways,
wetlands and floodplains (known as environmental entitlements 1). An environmental
entitlement is a legal right to access a share of water available at a particular location and is
subject to certain rules and conditions, similar to those entitlements held by others users such
as irrigators. The rules and conditions of each environmental entitlement determine how
much water is available from year to year, and can be determined based on a specified share
of inflows, how much water is flowing in a river or other define d rules. Environmental water
entitlements, including those held in trust for The Living Murray program, are allocated
annually, depending on entitlement rules, seasonal conditions (including rainfall and runoff in
the catchments) and the water available in storages.

1

In Vi ctoria, envi ronmental entitlements have been created l argely through i nvestment i n water-savi ngs projects,
s uch a s improvi ng the efficiency of i rrigation delivery s ystems. Some of the savi ngs from this project are then
converted into environmental water entitlements.
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Using the state and regional strategies as a basis, CMAs and the VEWH undertake detailed
planning for environmental water at both the long-term and annual scales. This includes the
development of site-specific environmental water management plans by the CMAs and a
statewide annual seasonal watering plan by VEWH, as outlined in figure 5.1. Collectively, these
plans provide detailed objectives for environmental water management across the River Red
Gum planning area and set out a range of actions, including complementary works needed to
mitigate risks and manage threats to achieving the objectives (such as pest plant and animal
control).
Despite river regulation and climate change, floods like those in 2010–12 and 2016 will
continue to occur in the planning area, although with less extent, depth, and duration than in
the past. While critical to ecosystem health, floods can cause water quality issues, erosion,
damage to riparian vegetation, loss of in-stream habitat and the spread of invasive species.

Figure 5.1: Water management responsibilities (VEWH 2016).
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Floods can also adversely affect park management activities and visitor access. Major floods
can cause damage to bridges, fences, visitor facilities and roads. Flooded areas of parks and
reserves may have to be closed, limiting access for visitors to campsites and day visitor areas.
Floods in 2011 and 2016 significantly affected visitor access to the planning area for several
months. Environmental watering can also necessitate closing inundated areas of parks and
reserves, thereby restricting visitor access. Both the impacts and the benefits of environmental
watering need to be considered in the development of environmental watering plans, and
affected communities and user groups must be consulted to identify opportunities to minimise
impacts, where possible.

Improving water delivery
The use of infrastructure to divert water from river onto floodplains can allow priority
environmental assets to be watered more efficiently than if delivered through over-bank
flows. Such projects have demonstrated that equivalent, or better, environmental outcomes
can be achieved on the ground with a lower volume of held environmental water than would
otherwise be required. Two significant projects occurring within the planning area are The
Living Murray project, and the Sustainable Diversion Limits program.
Collectively these projects allow large areas of floodplain within the River Red Gum Parks to be
inundated using environmental water, and provide a key response to managing the threat of
changed flow regimes in this landscape.
The Living Murray Initiative is one of Australia’s most significant river restoration programs.
The program is delivered by six partner governments as outlined in the 2004 Murray–Darling
Basin Intergovernmental Agreement and focuses on maintaining the health of six icon sites,
chosen for their international significance, high ecological and economic value s, and cultural
and heritage importance to Aboriginal people. Water recovered through this program is set
aside for use at the icon sites, and additional funding was provided for the construction of
works and measures to deliver water to the sites (see box: Hattah Lakes floodplain
restoration).
An additional nine Victorian works and measures projects are proposed under the Sustainable
Diversion Limits program. Funding for these projects is provided through the Basin Plan , and
the works must be constructed and operational by June 2025. Locations for potential works
include Gunbower, Hattah–Kulkyne and Murray–Sunset national parks (for example, Wallpolla
Island and Lindsay Island in Murray–Sunset National Park)
Other existing programs to restore connectivity between rivers and floodplains include the Sea
to Hume Dam program, which installed fishways on ten weirs and barrages from the mouth of
the Murray River in South Australia to the Hume Dam in its upstream reaches, opening up over
200 km of river for fish movement.
The Murray–Darling Basin Authority’s Constraints Management Strategy 2013 to 2024 aims to
identify mechanisms to deliver over-bank environmental flows to meet the ecological
objectives set out in the Basin Plan. The strategy identifies seven key focus areas for
addressing barriers (constraints measures) to delivering higher flows in the Murray–Darling
Basin (MDBA 2014).
As a program partner, Parks Victoria contributes to environmental water planning for the
parks and reserves, facilitates the delivery of environmental water, and delivers
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Hattah Lakes floodplain restoration
Hattah Lakes are located on the banks of the Murray River in north-west Victoria; they are an
extensive complex of approximately 13 000 ha of lakes and floodplain in the Hattah–Kulkyne National
Park. Twelve of the lakes are listed as internationally important wetlands and require regular flooding.
The lakes and surrounding floodplain contain 10 different vegetation communities and 115 significant
flora species. The area supports at least 308 different native fauna species, of which 57 are considered
threatened in Victoria or nationally. The lakes are of great importance to the Traditional Owners, and
over 1000 Aboriginal cultural sites have been recorded.
Hattah Lakes have been degraded by changed flow regimes in the Murray River and by water
extraction. Over decades, tree health declined across the floodplain, the diversity and abundance of
wetland flora reduced, and there was less habitat for waterbirds, fish, frogs and turtles. Environmental
watering was recognised as a key tool to address this declining trend.
The Hattah Lakes are recognised as an icon site under The Living Murray program. Projects competed
in 2014 included:



lowering high points in Chalka Creek to increase the frequency of natural inflows
constructing a permanent pumping station to top up natural floods and fill the lakes during long
dry periods
 constructing a regulator that allows water to be delivered to Lake Kramen, a large episodic lake
some distance from the rest of the lakes
 constructing a series of regulators and stop banks that can control ponding in the lakes and allow
water to be pumped to Red Gum and Black Box at higher elevations ( MDBA 2012).
Collectively, these works allow watering of approximately 6000 hectares of the Hattah Lakes system,
mimicking the flooding that typically occurs when the Murray River flows at 100 000 ML/day. The
pump station makes it possible to achieve this same outcome at ri ver flows of approximately 5000 to
10 000 ML/day, allowing water to be used more efficiently and reducing the economic impact of water
recovery on basin communities.
A new project is being investigated through the Sustainable Diversion Limits program to bu ild on the
achievements of The Living Murray program and deliver water to other areas of the floodplain. The
long-term approach is outlined in the Hattah Lakes Environmental Water Management Plan, which
provides the framework for an adaptive ‘learning by doing’ approach. Annual monitoring measures
progress toward the achievement of ecological objectives for the icon site and helps manage specific
risks around watering activities. The initial results show a positive response from both native plants
and animals.

The recently completed
permanent pumping
station
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The cycle of river flooding has cultural as well as
environmental significance for Traditional Owners

5.2 Traditional Owners and their connections to water
Traditional Owners wish to have the provision of cultural flows recognised as water
entitlements. This may lead to further changes in how water is managed across the River Red
Gum Parks, as knowledge of the relationship between cultural flow requirements and
environmental water requirements continues to grow.
Aboriginal peoples’ sovereign rights over traditional lands and water are supported by a
number of instruments, including the United Nations Declaration on the 2007 Rights of
Indigenous Peoples, 2003 Indigenous Peoples Kyoto Water Declaration, and the 2008 Garma
International Indigenous Water Declaration. The National Water Initiative, agreed in 2004 by
the Council of Australian Governments, is the national blueprint for water reform. It requires
state governments to take into account the possible existence of native title rights to water
and requires plans to allocate water to native title holders. The state governments must
ensure that Australia’s First Peoples are able to access water, and that their cultural (social,
spiritual and customary) objectives are incorporated into planning (such as in the Victorian
Traditional Owner Water Policy Framework (FVTOC 2014).
The 2007 MLDRIN Echuca Declaration noted that water must be supplied in adequate quantity
and quality to improve Traditional Owners’ spiritual, cultural, natural, environmental, social
and economic conditions. Cultural flows are recognised in the 2012 Murray–Darling Basin Plan
developed under the Commonwealth Water Act. Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous
Nations are working with the Commonwealth and the states to ensure culturally appropriate
water flows.
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proposed Murray River Park
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6 Caring for Country
The Red Gum forests, woodlands, wetlands and waterways are recovering from
decades of insufficient flooding and severe stress. The health of the ecosystems and
communities is improved, with populations of threatened, flood-dependent and
other species maintained and made more resilient to climate change. Targeted,
effective and integrated programs and collaborative partnerships are reducing the
impacts from feral animals, weeds and other threats. Scientific and Traditional
Owner knowledge and involvement is improving environmental and fire
management.

6.1 Healthy ecosystems
The River Red Gum Parks are extremely important for the conservation of a diverse range of
species, communities, habitats and ecosystems. More than 1500 native vascular plant species —
about 30 per cent of the Victorian total — and more than 500 native vertebrate animal species
are found in the planning area, as well as thousands of species of lesser known organisms such as
mosses, invertebrates and fungi.
The wetlands, rivers and floodplains are critical seasonal habitat for many birds, including 36
species protected by international treaties. The parks include three of Victoria’s 11 wetlands listed
under the Ramsar Convention as internationally significant as waterfowl habitat.
The parks are strongholds for a large number of rare animals and plants, such as the Trout Cod,
Superb Parrot, White-bellied Sea-Eagle, Squirrel Glider, Carpet Python, Mueller Daisy, River
Swamp Wallaby Grass and Swamp Buttercup. About one-fifth of the 1500 native plant species and
one-quarter of the native vertebrate animal species are threatened with extinction (VEAC 2006). A
large number of existing and potential threats to the ecol ogical integrity of the parks’ ecosystems
present particular challenges for the management of the parks.
The planning area encompasses parts of three of Australia’s 85 IBRA (Interim Biogeographical
Regionalisation of Australia) regions and seven of Victoria’s 28 bioregions (DOE 2016, DELWP
2016a), and includes 128 ecological vegetation classes (EVCs).
The parks protect land that is culturally important to the Traditional Owners for the whole of the
environment, including nature and heritage as well as material and spiritual elements. Many plant
and animal species are particularly important culturally and for food and medicine.
Many of the River Red Gum Parks ecosystems and their plant and animal communities are
severely stressed and in decline as a result changing patterns of water and use. If insufficient
flooding continues there will be further deterioration of the expanse and condition of forests and
wetlands, which are already in poor condition. This will have long-term impacts on the
ecosystems, weakening resilience to the future impacts of climate change.
Park managers face a high degree of complexity and considerable uncertainty in managing the
natural environment, particularly in the face of climate change. Broad management goals for the
ecosystems in the River Red Gum Parks are to maintain and improve their ecological character,
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values and using a risk-to-values based approach to determine key threats (table 6.5) and
strategies that address conservation priorities to achieve ecosystem conservation goals.
Many areas are still recovering from past uses, such as logging and stock grazing, following their
transfer from state forest or other categories of public land to the parks and reserves system.
Drought and flood events in the last 20 years have affected large areas of the parks. Changed
flooding regimes are leading to dense Red Gum sapling invasion into treeless wetlands, sandbanks
and riverbank visitor areas. A range of management strategies to manage the overabundant
saplings, including ecological thinning, are being investigated (chapter 9). Table 6.5 summarises
the key threats to the ecosystems and natural values. Other concerning threats to the parks’
ecosystems and biodiversity include fragmentation of habitat; soil erosion caused by introduced
animals; impacts from recreation, including camping and campfires and illegal activities such as
off-road driving, rubbish dumping and firewood removal (section 7.3); and, disturbance to
catchments (chapter 5). Climate change is likely to exacerbate many of these threats and could
fundamentally change the parameters for the survival of communities and species. While many
aspects of the ecological condition of the riverine and Box–Ironbark forests of the River Red Gum
Parks are reasonably well understood, there are knowledge gaps that need to be filled to help
improve their adaptive management (chapter 9).

Priorities for environmental management
There are seven priorities for environmental management. Together, the priorities give the best
mix of threat treatments to achieve multiple goals across all or most of the River Red Gum natural
ecosystems. These priorities aim to halt the decline and build resilience, and will inform decisions
about resource allocation to achieve the best outcomes for the parks at the scale required with
the available resources:
1. Improving natural flows and delivering environmental water, to improve the health
of wetlands and other water-dependent ecosystems, by managing inappropriate
timing frequency, duration, depth and extent of water inundation in regulated areas
(see chapter 5 Water for Country)
2. Maintaining appropriate fire regimes (see section 6.3 Fire management)
3. Reducing total grazing pressure (from rabbits, kangaroos, goats, pigs, deer, and
wandering and feral stock)
4. Reducing aquatic pest impacts
5. Improving terrestrial predator control (foxes and cats)
6. Reducing weed invasion and impacts
7. Partnering to integrate programs and address key knowledge gaps (see section 8.2
Working with Traditional Owners and chapter 9 Understanding Country).
Priority areas are conservation zones, Ramsar sites and areas with populations of rare or
threatened species and communities. Priorities for specific parks are listed below and in appendix
2. In addition, areas within defined visitor experience areas are a priority for managing the
impacts of visitor uses and illegal activities, particularly where VEAs occur within conservation
zones (maps 2–13).

River Red Gum Parks Draft Management Plan
138 of 238

57

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 428

The Murray Cod
The Murray Cod, Maccullochella peelii peelii, is the iconic fish of the Murray–Darling river
system. Its Aboriginal names include Goodoo and Pondi. It is the largest Australian
freshwater fish: individuals over one metre long are sometimes caught by recreational
anglers, and there are historical newspaper reports of fish more than 1.8 metres long and
weighing over 100 kg. However, most fish are well under a metre long and weigh less than
20 kg.
Although it ranges throughout the Murray–Darling system, the Murray Cod is most
common in the Murray River and its Victorian tributaries. It is a predatory fish, feeding on
other fish, molluscs, freshwater turtles, and small birds, mammals and reptiles, as well as
macroinvertebrates. Adult fish are sedentary for long periods but may make extended
excursions of 200 km or more. Eggs undergo a 12-day critical development period during
which they are highly susceptible to elevated salinity levels (over 340 mg/L).
The Murray Cod was very common in the Murray–Darling system before the arrival of
Europeans. Because of its size and edibility, it was a prized catch, along with Trout Cod and
other native fish. The collapse of the Murray Cod fishery is one of the earliest, least known
and most dramatic examples of poor natural resource management in Australia’s history
(VEAC 2006). It is estimated that between 40 000 and 150 000 kg of Murray Cod had been
taken from the Murray by commercial fishers by the late 19th century. By 1928, around
1300 commercial fishers were operating on the river, but by the 1930s catches had
declined to the point where the fishery was not viable, prompting government
commissions of inquiry.
Stocks may have recovered over the next two decades, but between 1955 and 1980
numbers declined significantly, probably because of widespread river regulation for
irrigation, de-snagging, and the loss of riparian vegetation. In Victoria and New South
Wales, the legal catch size for Murray Cod is a ‘slot’ length limit from 55 to 75 cm, with a
bag limit of two in lakes and one in rivers. The slot limit aims to increase the survival of
more large fish, increasing spawning, and recruitment, as well as allowing more small fish
to mature to a reasonable size, creating a more natural age class distribution. A closed
season applies in the planning area from 1 September to 30 November, inclusive, covering
most of the breeding season.
The Murray Cod is listed as critically endangered by the IUCN and as vulnerable under the
Commonwealth’s Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1990.
Artificial restocking may give a false impression of a healthy population size, but the
current population is estimated to be only about 10 per cent of the pre-European
population. Threats include predation of juvenile fish by the introduced Redfin ( Perca
fluvialis), sudden large releases of cold, deoxygenated water from storage dams, posthooking mortality of larger photographed fish, and the accidental introduction of diseases.
Regulators affect their habitat and favour Carp. More than one-third of fish stranded
behind regulators were found to suffer from ulcers, lesions or parasites, compared with
none in an unregulated stream.
A recovery plan for Murray Cod was developed in 2010 with the aim of restoring selfsustaining populations throughout the Murray–Darling system. A target of 60 per cent of
pre-European numbers by 2060 was set in the plan. Research into the ecology and biology
of the species is also being undertaken. Current projects include establishing fish pathways
from Lake Hume to the sea, which will provide data on the impact of free passage on
population numbers.
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Billabong in the proposed
Murray River Park

6.2 Landscape and geological features
The landscapes of the planning area have long been recognised as valuable and requiring
protection. The River Red Gum Parks form a characteristic feature in the predominantly flat
landscape within the broad Northern Riverine Plain, presenting an often sinuous line of dense tree
cover snaking across the landscape with the rivers. From the far west along the River Murray in
Murray–Sunset National Park, the riverine plain extends to the western and eastern uplands of
the Great Dividing Range. It can be divided into major alluvial terrace and floodplain-filled troughs
of the Goulburn and Murray rivers, a plain crossed by paleo-channels and modern rivers such as
the Loddon, and the uplands in the east (VEAC 2006).
The Warby Range is the major landscape feature between the Great Divide and the vast inland
plain, particularly for travellers passing on the Hume Freeway. The peaks of Warby Range increase
in height from north to south: Mount Killawarra (300 m), Mount Warby (480 m) and Mount
Glenrowan (514 m). Warby–Ovens National Park provides spectacular views of surrounding and
distant countryside (ECC 2001), including some of the best views of the Victorian alpine country
and the Ovens, King and Murray river valleys.
Immediately visible across the flat agricultural plains that surround them, a mosaic of forest types
reveal the true variety of the River Red Gum forests and the subtle nuances of the landscape with
all its myriad features (Context 2014 vol. 2). Across this landscape is a concentration of lake and
lunette systems, such as the iconic Hattah and Kerang lakes.
Three landscape assessment studies by DELWP in 2015 for the Lower Murray, Central Murray and
Goulburn Murray, and Upper Murray identified many landscapes and views within the planning
area as visually significant, including:
• Chowilla Floodplains and Lindsay, Mulcra and Wallpolla islands; Murray–Sunset National Park
and Hattah–Kulkyne National Park; Gunbower National Park; part of the Murray River corridor
in proposed Murray River Park (state significance)
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• Kings Billabong Park (and Red Cliffs in particular); Kerang Lakes; Leaghur State Park; Lower
Goulburn National Park; Kanyapella Basin (Kanyapella WR); Warby–Ovens National Park
(regional significance).
The flat or gently undulating landscapes are significant to different people for different reasons.
Individuals and groups have special and long-standing associations with landscapes and places. The
National Trust has also listed sites within the planning area for their landscape value. The cultural
importance that landscape features hold for Traditional Owners is increasingly being recognised
(chapter 4). Many features of thousands of years of occupation and management of Country can still
be found within these diverse landscapes. The meanders of the Murray River are well developed and
relatively unaltered by European settlement (VEAC 2006). Human influences are evident, however,
particularly in the surrounding contrasting landscapes (Context 2014).
The underlying geology of the landscape consists of both sedimentary and volcanic rocks
subsequently overlain by alluvium sediments. The predominantly flat floodplain dominates the
character of the River Red Gum Parks with the exception of the low, granitic hills of the Warby
Range, which run parallel to the Ovens River. A study of sites of geological or geomorphological
significance commissioned by VEAC identified many previously undocumented sites relating to
river and floodplain geomorphology (VEAC 2008). Most of the sites of high significance are
included in the River Red Gum Parks. The most significant sites include:
• Lindsay Island floodplains, consisting of scroll plains, an anabranch and channels (n ationally
significant): Murray–Sunset National Park
• Hattah Lakes (nationally significant): Hattah–Kulkyne National Park
• Olney Bore Eocene to Miocene type section (state significance)
• Wallpolla Island and Creek anabranch and floodplain (state significance): Murray–Sunset
National Park
• Kanyapella paleo-lake (state significance): Kanyapella area
• junctions of the Murray with the Ovens and Goulburn rivers (regional and state significance)
• Lake Moodemere.
Other significant features include seasonal waterfalls, such as Pine Gully and Briens Gorge
(Warby–Ovens National Park), the crescent-shaped lunettes (dunes) fringing lakes and meander
belts of rivers, such as at Lake Wallawalla (Murray–Sunset National Park). Some of only a few in
Victoria, lunettes contain a record of past water levels and climates, and many are important
cultural sites and may contain Aboriginal artefacts or burials. Lunettes are prone to wind and
water erosion following disturbance, and these dunes attract illegal off-road driving and riding,
which have devastating impacts on Aboriginal heritage sites.
Landscape values can be affected by inappropriate activities and development, particularly river
and wetland views, and by bushfires, storm damage and erosion. Erosion of the River Murray
banks, evident in many areas, is exacerbated by altered flooding regimes and wash from water
and jet skiing and boating activates (sections 6.1 and 7.1). Geological features can be affected by
erosion, invasive species including Red Gum saplings and vegetation loss. These threats are
expected to be exacerbated by climate change, intensive and inappropriate recreation, and other
activities. Significant features may be exposed in road or track cuttings, where they are prone to
unintentional damage during maintenance works. Public access to some river and other areas
may need to be changed and restricted to protect significant features (chapter 8). Collecting rocks
and fossils is not permitted in parks and many reserves.
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Climate change
“Preserving biodiversity ‘as is’ may have been feasible in a stationary climate (one that is
variable but not changing), but this will not be possible with the widespread, pervasive and
large ecological changes anticipated under significant levels of climate change. This makes
the impacts of climate change quite unlike other threats to biodiversity.”
—Dunlop et al. (2013)
All regions of Victoria are facing challenges from a changing climate. Both the Victorian and
Commonwealth governments recognise the serious threats posed by climate change.
Evidence of slow-onset changes has been mounting for several decades, and extreme
weather events are intensifying. The most concerning of these are heatwaves and
subsequent bushfires, heavy precipitation and more frequent severe weather. Climate
change is increasing bushfire risk and lengthening the average fire season in V ictoria.
Projections indicate that Victoria is likely to have up to 70 per cent more Severe, Extreme
and Code Red days by 2050 (DELWP 2015c). Expected increases in average temperature,
with more very hot days, reduced average rainfall and fewer rainfall days (with heavier
rainfall), may lead to very large changes in the intensity of extreme events. Storms and fires
over the past decade have already led to changes in the management of parks and
surrounding public land in Victoria. Management interventions that were once periodic
have become part of ongoing operations. Park closures are becoming increasingly necessary
during extreme events. Park facilities are being affected, particularly roads, walking tracks
and visitor facilities in bushfire-prone areas, and coastal infrastructure.
A statewide risk assessment highlighted five key risks for parks and reserves in Victoria
(Parks Victoria 2010a):
• increased bushfire with fire regime changes, increasing emergency management
demands, asset loss and tourism disruption
• increased flood and storm impacts, increasing emergency management demands, asset
loss and tourism disruption
• hotter, drier conditions for recreation
• increased and generalised ecosystem stress with new weeds and pests, changes in
species’ geographic range, and altered flowering seasons
• increased financial and economic costs, and impacts on organisational effectiveness.
Inland Waters and Wetlands and Dry Forests and Woodlands are two of four Victorian
natural ecosystems most at risk from the effects of climate change. Inland waters and
wetlands are already stressed because of declining water quality and increasing salinity.The
loss of ephemeral waterways and wetlands would increase the pressure on aquatic and
amphibious species and communities, and a decline in the quality and volume of Ramsar
wetlands would change the ecological character of these areas and render them less
habitable for migratory birds.
Other expected consequences of climate change, with a medium to high risk, are
acidification of soils, increased eutrophication with associated algal blooms, reduced flows
and standing water levels, increased pressure from illegal fishing, increased peak flows and
flooding, and increased aridity and availability of vegetation across the landscape, and
reduced catchment yields and maintenance of upstream diversions.
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River Red Gum and Black Box stands have suffered a significant decline in condition because
of a lack of water, caused by combination of below-average rainfall and continuing
regulation and water extraction (MDBC 2003, Cunningham et al. 2009).
A hotter and drier climate and increased fire risk may affect the abundance and distribution
of woodland bird species, which are already undergoing a major decline in that ecosystem.
Climate change is likely to alter the attributes and availability of habitats, and magnify loss
of habitat, such as hollow-bearing trees, and existing threats, including fragmentation and
spread of invasive species (DELWP 2015c).
With a changing climate, many existing environmental weeds and pests may move into
areas from which they are currently excluded, and invasions by new pest species may
increase. Control of invasive species is costly and difficult, particularly of highly
reproductive species and in remote areas; however, this will become increasingly
important.
A decrease in water availability may also increase tourism and recreation pressure in parks
and reserves where water levels and flows remain relatively high. Access may be easier,
and seasonal road closures might be shorter. On the other hand, higher inland
temperatures and fire risk may encourage people to avoid the River Red Gum Parks in
favour of coastal or mountain destinations.

Black Box woodland,
Leaghur State Park
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Bushfire suppression in
River Red Gum forest

6.3 Fire management
Fire is a natural process in most Australian ecosystems, and south-eastern Australia is one of the
most fire-prone areas in the world. The frequency, timing and extent of fire from lightning strikes,
as well as Aboriginal burning practices over 50 000 years, have shaped the ecology of many
species and vegetation communities. In this landscape, the dry forest and woodlands of the
foothills are well adapted to, and tolerant of, appropriate fire regimes. However, the River Red
Gum riverine forests and wetlands across the floodplains depend largely on flooding for
regeneration, and are in fact considered to be sensitive to fire.
DELWP is responsible for managing bushfire risk on Victoria’s public land in accordance with the
Code of Practice for Bushfire Management on Public Land (DSE 2012). Fire management focuses
on working with the community as a priority to deliver an integrated fire management program
across public and private land. Parks Victoria is a partner agency to DELWP, supporting them to
deliver the fire management program across all the areas of strategic fire management; from
planning strategic fire management programs, to preparing for and responding to bushfires, to
working on recovery from the impacts of bushfires and fire management activities. The National
Parks Act also requires that appropriate measures are taken to protect parks from impacts of fire.
DELWP plans and delivers a fuel management program, supported by Parks Victoria, across seven
bushfire risk landscapes across Victoria, of which two — Alpine and North East (Warby–Ovens
National Park) and Mallee and Murray Goulburn (most of the planning area) — cover the planning
area (DELWP 2015b, c).
DELWP uses a strategic risk-based approach to bushfire management planning. Bushfire modelling
is used to quantify the risk bushfires pose to human life and property and ecological and other
values across the landscape. Appropriate fire management differs across the l andscape depending
on risk mitigation needs and the habitat and growth stage needs of native flora and fauna.
Strategic fire management aims to integrate risk mitigation strategies with ecological and cultural
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management to manage all fire in the landscape, reducing the risk of bushfire affecting life and
property assets, and achieving environmental and cultural outcomes.
In preparing for bushfire emergencies, Parks Victoria works with DELWP, communities and
Traditional Owners to ensure parks and reserves are adequately prepared for bushfires. Across
the planning area, Parks Victoria develops and contributes to various plans and planning
processes, including the fire operations planning processes. These schedule locations of fuel
management programs that reduce fuel levels (including planned burning and mechanical fuel
treatments such as slashing and mowing, and maintenance of fire breaks), maintain fire access
road and track networks, employ project firefighters, and undertake compliance, educational and
interpretive activities to inform the community about fire risks.
Parks Victoria staff have important roles in maintaining rapid response capabilities and responding
to bushfire emergencies with surveillance, ground patrols, fire-suppression vehicles, supporting
incident management teams, and closing parks for public safety.
In bushfire-affected areas, Parks Victoria works with partner agencies to support recovery of
regional communities, identify priorities for re-establishing access to public land in a timely and
safe manner, and support the long-term recovery of natural and cultural values. Rehabilitation of
suppression works (such as control lines), and the repair or reconstruction of damaged facilities,
commence as soon as practicable after the bushfire.
Parks Victoria works with DELWP to better understand the best places to manage fuel and
improve management of areas that contain fire-sensitive threatened species and communities
(DELWP 2015b, c), and to develop tools that guide environmental and culturally sensitive
implementation of planned burning and suppression tactics in sensitive areas.
Both cultural and high-value ecological sites are key considerations in managing fire in the
landscape:
• The River Red Gum landscape has thousands of Aboriginal cultural sites and values, including
ceremonial gathering places, shell middens, ancestral burial sites, scar trees and artefact
scatters, and probably many more yet to be found.
• Targeted planned ecological burning may be a tool for reducing the encroachment of River Red
Gums into grasslands, and controlling or eliminating invasive plants such as Giant Rush,
especially when conducted immediately before flooding so that plants germinating from the
soil seed bank would not survive.
While there has been extensive research into the effects of fire on some species , such as Grasstrees (Curtis 1996, 1998, 2001, 2003) and Spur-wing Wattle (Keenan 2001), increasing knowledge
of the effects of fire, and research into fire behaviour, ecological fire management and Traditional
Owner knowledge, will help guide future fire management (DELWP 2013).
River Red Gum riverine forests and wetlands (section 6.1) depend largely on flooding rather than
fire for regeneration, and are considered to be sensitive to fire. River Red Gum trees are at risk
from detrimental ecological impacts as a result of too-frequent fire. and recover slowly after fire.
While they are particularly sensitive to high-intensity fire, even a low-intensity fire can kill
seedlings and young trees. Large old trees and trees with hollows, which have a high ecological
value, may be vulnerable to fire because hollows and cavities allow fire to penetrate these trees,
leading to their collapse. Logs and other coarse woody material, which also provide valuable

River Red Gum Parks Draft Management Plan
152 of 238

71

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 428

habitat for invertebrates, reptiles, birds and small mammals, and influence water flows across the
landscape, are also susceptible to fire.
The planning area’s history includes the long-term use of fire by Aboriginal people. It is believed
that regular low-intensity burning occurred throughout the floodplain forests and that highintensity bushfires were probably uncommon prior to settlement (VEAC 2006). Traditional burning
for ceremonial occasions, hunting and managing food resources was frequent but small in scale,
leading to a mosaic of burnt and unburnt areas. Before European settlement, this fire patchiness
would have been complemented by seasonal flooding of drainage lines and depressions.
The timing of burning would have been influenced by floods, which would rule out spring and
summer burning in most years. However, there is no doubt that the grassy understorey in River
Red Gum and Black Box woodland along the Murray River was burnt, as we re dry reed beds in
some areas, although the frequency and severity of these fires is unknown. The burning of grassy
understoreys encouraged a flush of grass growth that attracted game species, and the burning of
reed beds, probably in patches or strips, encouraged the growth of edible tubers and young reed
stems suitable for weaving (Leslie 1995).
Only five per cent of this forest type has been subject to fire in the last 30 years, and most recent
bushfires have burnt less than 5 ha (Eyles 2004, cited in VEAC 2006). Most bushfires are a result of
human activities (approximately 70 per cent) particularly escaped campfires; a small proportion
are ignited naturally by lightning from storms (approximately 10 per cent). Fire records indicate
that small fires in the River Red Gum forests are not uncommon, but it is unusual for these to
grow into large intense bushfires — due to quick detection, relatively easy access and
suppression, and because these forests are a patchwork of wetter and drier areas with generally
low fuel loads that do not burn as readily as other eucalypt forests. Fires in River Red Gum forests
are generally carried by fine fuels in the grassy ground layer. However, while generally slowmoving, they can burn for a long time at very high temperatures, due to large logs in some places
(DELWP 2015c).
While the dry forests and woodlands communities, including Box–Ironbark forests, are relatively
fire-tolerant, much of these areas in Warby–Ovens National Park and Leaghur State Park are long
undisturbed by fire. The proximity to agricultural land and the rugged nature of the hills means
that the risk from fast-moving grass fires and more intense bushfires during summer can be very
high. Bushfires occurred in Warby–Ovens National Park in 1961–62 (250 ha in the vicinity of
Taminick Gap), 1989 (950 ha around Mt Warby), 1991 (250 ha in the Killawarra section), and 2014
(a large area on the western side of the park). The Cypress Pine–Buloke community in particular is
fire-sensitive and limited in extent; it only occurs in smaller patches, which makes protection from
bushfire difficult.
Fire in the mallee ecosystems of much of Murray–Sunset and Hattah –Kulkyne national parks
(outside the floodplains) is addressed in the Mallee and Murray Goulburn Strategic Bushfire plan
and will be included in the Mallee Parks Management Plan.
Changes in carbon content in sediment cores suggest that the transition from Aboriginal
occupation to European agriculture and forestry in the region may have profoundly changed fire
regimes (Kenyon and Rutherfurd 1999). Changes to the fire and flooding regimes over the last 200
years are likely to have altered the structure of many vegetation communities. Flooding is now
much less frequent and less regular because of river flow regulation, so that the forest floor is
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Campsite on the Murray River
near Cobram
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7 People on Country
The rivers and parks continue to draw people looking for a bush camping
experience where they can fish and relax beside the rivers and lakes or enjoy
the Warby Ranges and other off-river areas. Many return year after year, with
successive generations building deeper connections to the rivers and parks.
Local communities value the economic benefits from visitors exploring their
special areas.

7.1 Visitor experience
The parks and reserves attract large numbers of visitors each year. The broad patterns and
management of recreational use have been established by past policies, plans and practice.
The rivers are a key attraction for visitors to the area, and one of the most popular activities is
camping along the Murray, Goulburn and Ovens rivers. Many of the camping areas in the
parks, particularly along the major rivers, have been established through unplanned,
incremental use over many decades. Camping in these areas is more or less unregulated, and
campers can choose their own campsite within a general area along the river. This has led to
damage to the environment and cultural sites as campers spread into new areas. To limit this
expansion, this draft plan designates some ‘camping areas’ within which visitors can select a
campsite. The overall camping experience will be unchanged, with campers choosing a site as
they have in the past; the major difference is that the extent of the overall camping area will
be restricted.
The planning area also offers a range of other experiences in popular areas such as Hattah
Lakes, Warby Ranges and Kerang Lakes. These are described in more detail in the information
about visitor experience areas in table 7.1.
A number of other issues have been raised in relation to existing camping and unregulated
visitation along the river frontage, particularly waste management, campfires, access and
visitor information. Many of the camping areas are on floodplains, and there is a high potential
for waste to pollute the river or watertable, especially in areas subject to flooding. Campers
are encouraged to bring portable toilets, but this has led to problems with the disposal of
toilet waste.
Visitors are required to ‘carry in, carry out’ their waste (see box : Waste management in the
River Red Gum Parks). However, litter and waste from campers and other visitors, as well as
domestic rubbish dumping, is prevalent in parks and reserves, and also in nearby towns. This
requires constant attention during high-visitation periods from both Parks Victoria and local
councils, who work in partnership to manage the issue.
Access to many camping areas has developed ad hoc over time. The generally open nature of
River Red Gum forests has allowed visitors to develop ad hoc tracks, leading to track braiding,
damage to vegetation, increased soil compaction and erosion, and impacts to cultural heritage
values and sites. It also makes access difficult, particularly for two wheel drive vehicles.
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Canoeing tour,
Kings Billabong Park

7.2 Access and visitor facilities
The road and track network is maintained for public and management access, including
emergency response. Tracks are maintained to minimise their impact on park values, and may
be closed at short notice to protect park values or for visitor safety. Track standard varies
across the planning area and seasonally. Tracks are generally dry-weather-only two wheel
drive; that is, only trafficable by two wheel drive vehicles in dry conditions and impassable by
two wheel drive vehicles when wet; they may be trafficable by four wheel drive vehicles all
year. Many tracks become impassable when wet, even for four wheel drive vehicles. Some
tracks are two wheel drive and trafficable all year. Many tracks are subject to inundation
during flood and may be closed during floods and require repair once floodwaters have
receded. Tracks will also vary in their ability to carry larger vehicles, caravans and trailers.
Management vehicle only tracks are used for essential management and emergency response.
They are closed to public vehicles but open to walkers; some are available for horse riding and
cycling.
The road and track network in many areas, particularly along the Murray River, has developed
ad hoc over many years. As a consequence, there are some tracks that are not required for
management, have limited value for management or recreation, or pose a risk to natural or
cultural values due to poor siting or construction.
The River Red Gum Drive, one of Victoria’s six Icon four wheel drive routes, links the areas of
the proposed Murray River Park, Gunbower National Park and Gunbower State Forest with
River Red Gum areas outside the planning area, including Barmah National Park in Victoria and
Koondrook and Perricoota state forests and Murray Valley National Park in New South Wales.
The Discover Murray River Trail passes through the planning area along its route from Cooma
in New South Wales to Lake Alexandrina in South Australia.
Visitor sites include camping and day visit areas where visitors can experience the natural and
cultural heritage of the Parks. Most visitors are seeking a self-reliant experience, although
some visitors prefer more accessible camping with a wider range of facilities. Road signs
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Camping
River flats within the parks are a popular setting for camping and provide a low -cost holiday
option for many people. Camping along the Murray River has increased in popularity in recent
years, with visitors congregating on the many river bends, beaches and sandbars that provide
good access for boating, fishing and water-based activities. Many visitors return to the same
location and stay for extended periods, developing strong connections with those places.
Camping in many areas is highly seasonal, with exceptionally busy periods during summer and
Easter but lower numbers of campers at other times.
VEAC (2008) described the most popular form of camping as ‘camping along the river frontage
accessible by vehicle, at a site of one’s choosing, and where there are generally no toilets,
drinking water or fireplaces’. Maintaining this camping experience within the planning area
was identified by VEAC as important. This included the ability to camp with dogs. However,
with increasing usage, maintaining the quality of this experience is becoming more challenging,
particularly during peak periods and in popular areas. A number of environmental, cultural and
social impacts are also occurring.
Camping, particularly on river bends, has denuded habitat over extensive areas and is affecting
Aboriginal sites and cultural values in some areas. Campers seeking privacy, such as sites
screened by vegetation, are causing incremental expansion of camping areas, which will, if not
appropriately managed, cause further substantial impacts over time. Some campers
commandeer areas for extended periods, including setting up unoccupied camps days or
weeks before peak periods in order to exclude other campers, leading to complaints about
equity of access.
In some areas, particularly near major towns and rural cities, itinerant workers, such as fruit
pickers, and homeless people camp in the parks for extended periods. In some cases , this
poses security and safety concerns for park visitors and staff as well as creating issues for
nearby residents and communities.
Many camping areas are subject to flooding, which can damage infrastructure and pose a risk
to public safety. Dense regrowth after flooding can also affect campsites and access tracks.
There is increasing use of and opportunities to provide for camper vans (also known as motor
homes and RVs). The Campervan and Motorhome Club of Australia created an initiative where
towns could be promoted as ‘RV-friendly’ if they offered a number of services, such as suitable
parking and access to potable water and sewage dump points; there are a number of ‘RVfriendly towns’ along the Murray River. RV users often seek free camping sites such as
roadside areas and free camping areas in parks, some of which are susceptible to being
damaged as they are not suitable for larger camper vans. However, there are opportunities to
improve accessibility for RVs in some locations.
Dogs are permitted in the proposed Murray River Park, historic areas and reserves and
regional parks, where they must be on lead and under effective control at all times. Dogs are
not permitted in national and state parks or nature conservation reserves, including flora and
fauna reserves. Dogs are not permitted in wildlife reserves. Dogs are permitted in designated
areas of some state game reserves, and the use of gun dogs is permitted during duck hunting
season.
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New and emerging sports and activities
A range of other sports and activities, such as geocaching, take place on public land, and others
may emerge in the future. Provided they can be undertaken without adversely affecting park
values or creating a risk or disturbance to other visitors, they are generally acceptable.
Launching and landing remotely piloted aircraft (drones) is prohibited in parks managed under
the National Parks Act, and in many other parks.
Where an activity starts to affect values through increased popularity or poor practices, Parks
Victoria will manage the activity and seek to liaise with organisations representing participants.
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Canoeing and kayaking are
popular tourist activities in the
River Red Gum Parks

Shepparton Regional Park

7.4 Tourism
‘While Victoria’s nature-based tourism industry is thriving, it is also highly vulnerable to the
future impacts of environmental degradation and climate change. Parks and tourism must be
managed to ensure that environmentally sensitive visitation rates are maintained so that parks
aren’t receiving too many visitors in sensitive areas.’ (DELWP 2015a).
The Murray Regional Tourism Board (MRTB 2013) identified the following experiences as being
most likely to generate additional visits to the region:
•
•
•
•

escaping into the natural world
history and heritage products
adventure trails along the Murray River
touring routes along the length of the river.

Murray River Adventure Trail
The Murray Region Tourism Destination Management Plan (MRTB 2012) identified the
potential for developing a multi-day adventure trail catering for walking, cycling,
canoeing and boating, extending from Lake Hume to Wentworth, called the Murray
River Adventure Trail.
The proposal is for a river-based trail along 1390 km of the Murray River, with
supporting infrastructure such as canoe launching and landing areas and camping
facilities, and a walking and cycling trail of about 1040 km alongside the river, including
around 310 km of new trails.
The proposed Murray River Adventure Trail has the potential to be a world-renowned
trail. Because much of the cycling and walking trail and infrastructure would be within
River Red Gum Parks, the development would require close cooperation between Parks
Victoria, the Murray Region Tourism Board, Traditional Owners and local government.
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The community has expressed a preference to retain the parks’ undeveloped character,
although there are some expectations for high-quality facilities (River Red Gum Community
Engagement Panel 2008). This plan aims to manage the parks sustainably, maintaining the
existing experiences and complementing the services and experiences available on other land
in the region, including major towns.
There is an expectation that numbers of overnight and day visitors to the region will continue
to increase (DEDJTR 2016a). Given the ageing infrastructure, active management is required.
Management of visitor activities and experiences are prioritised within the visitor experience
areas, which are described in section 7.1. Nearby towns offer a wide range of accommodation
options and services that support park visits.
The Murray Regional Tourism Strategic Plan 2015–2020 (MRTB undated) covers the Murray
River valley section of the planning area and notes that the current tourism strengths are
caravanning and camping, golf, history and heritage, adventure and water sports and food and
wine. Visitation was predominantly domestic, with over five million domestic visitors
compared to 53 000 international visitors. The Murray Region Tourism Destination
Management Plan (MRTB 2012) notes that ‘the natural attributes of the region, although
significant, are not prominent in the tourism market’. As a consequence, the experiences that
are considered to have the greatest potential for growth are nature tourism, touring routes
and history and heritage — experiences that the parks and reserves of the Murray Valley are
integral to.
Key opportunities identified by the tourism board include:
• improved access to the river, including boating facilities, fishing platforms and canoe landings
• trails along the rivers and connecting towns, such as the Murray Valley Trail Touring Route
and Murray River Adventure Trail (see box: Murray River Adventure Trail)
• improved camping and visitor facilities, such as defined camping and day visitor areas
• interpretation of Aboriginal values through Traditional Owners.
Warby–Ovens National Park falls within Tourism North East’s area. Victoria’s High Country
Destination Management Plan 2013–2023 (Tourism North East 2016) discusses tourism in this
area. The Warby Ranges and Ovens River are not noted as major tourism attractions, as much
of the emphasis is on the high country and the upper Ovens and Kiewa river valleys.
A 2013 study into Traditional Owners and tourism along the Murray River valley commissioned
by Parks Victoria noted that the tourism hubs with the greatest potential were Echuca, which
can serve as a base for exploring Barmah and Gunbower National Parks as well as Murray
Valley National Park in New South Wales, and Mildura, as a base for exploring Hattah–Kulkyne
National Park, Kings Billabong Park and Merbein Common (TRC 2013). Mildura is already a
starting point for Aboriginal heritage–based tours to Mungo National Park in New South
Wales, around 120 km to the north-east, as well as offering potential for tours into Victoria’s
Mallee region. The study made a number of recommendations, which are supported in this
plan.
The Victorian Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and Resource ( DEDJTR)
undertakes research and provides policy guidance on tourism, events and the visitor economy.
It works closely with Visit Victoria and the tourism industry to develop tourism within Victoria,
including identifying tourism opportunities across the state.
124

People on Country
205 of 238

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 428

Dousing an unattended campfire,
Murray River Park

7.5 Risks and safety
Parks Victoria undertakes risk mitigation works throughout the parks estate, ensuring buildings
and facilities are maintained to the required standards. Lookouts, boat ramps, picnic facilities,
toilets and other public infrastructure need to be assessed to determine whether they comply
with safety standards. Those that do not must be upgraded, replaced, withdrawn from public
use or demolished. Licences may also be required for some currently unlicensed infrastructure.
River recreation offers inherent risks — strong currents, floods, submerged objects, shallow
water, swimming, diving and rope swings — which can all lead to injury. River Red Gums are
prone to dropping limbs and this poses a risk to campers and other visitors. Visitors need to be
aware of these potential risks and be responsible for their own actions. Parks Victoria provides
pre-visit and on-site information to increase visitors’ awareness of these risks and promote
safe behaviour.
A number of mosquito-borne viruses, such as Ross River Virus and Barmah Forest Virus, are
found in the study area. The State Government has developed a Framework for Mosquito
Management (DSE 2004) to ensure an integrated approach between government agencies,
including Parks Victoria, and local councils is implemented where mosquito numbers pose a
health risk.
There are a number of other biological hazards that present themselves in the planning area.
One of particular note is blue-green algal blooms. Blue-green algae occur naturally in many
waters but under certain conditions can increase in number creating an ‘algal bloom’. Waters
containing a bloom pose a risk to humans and stock.
Parks Victoria is a support agency for bushfire, search and rescue , road incidents and
biohazard response, and a control agency for waterway pollution. Parks Victoria is responsible
for response to flood rehabilitation, such as clearing and restoration of roads and other assets
in parks. Emergency management plans are prepared for all parks across the state. These plans
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Apiary site,
Hattah–Kulkyne National Park

7.6 Authorised uses
Many areas of the River Red Gum Parks are important for a range of public uses, including
grazing, forestry, firewood collection, apiculture, energy transmission, communications, mining
and water supply (table 7.5). Authorisation and management of these private and public uses
is undertaken in accordance with applicable legislation.
Initial approvals for most proposed uses by third parties within parks and reserves are required
under the Planning and Environment Act 1987 (Vic.). Unless specifically exempted, such
proposals require consent from the land manager as a prerequisite to applying for a planning
permit from the relevant municipal council.
Some uses will also require a Cultural Heritage Management Plan in accordance with the
Aboriginal Heritage Regulations 2007, and may trigger additional approvals under other
legislation.

Grazing
In 2015, the Victorian Government legislated that cattle grazing will not occur in River Red
Gum Parks established under the National Parks Act. Licensed grazing has been phased out of
all River Red Gum national parks and reserves, but grazing will continue in the proposed
Murray River Park until such time as the park is created. The future of grazing will be
determined at that time. The National Parks Act permits some livestock movement through
Murray–Sunset, Lower Goulburn and Warby–Ovens national parks. This enables livestock to be
moved to freehold land surrounded by or adjoining the parks which is not otherwise easily
accessible. A few licensed unused road reserves will continue to be available for the
movement and grazing of stock, except where access may be required for another use in the
future.
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Apiculture
Many areas of the planning area are important for the production of honey. The Victorian
Government recognises the importance of the honeybee industry and supports beekeeping on
public land except within 0.8 km of the boundary of a reference area, wilderness park or
wilderness zone. However, the principles of ‘avoid, minimise and offset’ for native vegetation
removal apply to proposals for new sites. Any person is able to apply for an apiary licence on
any public land except in reference areas, wilderness zones or wilderness park. Applications for
new sites may be denied where there are clear conflicts with significant park values. However,
the government’s policy for apiculture on public land (DEPI 2014), which describes how
apiculture is to be managed, indicates that there are no known negative impacts of
beekeeping on biodiversity values. Bee site proposals rarely require a planning permit, but
new sites with native vegetation impacts may not be exempt.
Feral honeybees can pose a threat to native fauna through competition for nesting hollows
and nectar. Threats to native flora and fauna arising from the use by the feral honeybee Apis
mellifera of nesting hollows and floral resources is listed as a threatening process under the
Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act.

Earth resources
Parks and reserves within the plan area have traditionally been commercially utilised for
materials such gravel, stone and salt, and minerals such as gypsum and mineral sands. VEAC
recommended that most existing operations continue under prior arrangements.
New extractive and mining proposals may be licensed in parks and reserves other than those
established under the National Parks Act, subject to an assessment of impacts on biodiversity
and social values. Such proposals are exempt from a planning permit, but do require a licence
from DEDJR as well as consent under the Mineral Resources (Sustainable Development) Act.
VEAC recommended that public land should not be cleared for new extractive operations
where similar resources occur on private land.
Gravel and stone extraction for park management purposes occurs occasionally within the
planning area. These sites are rehabilitated when no longer required.

Firewood and timber resources
The provision of domestic firewood from the River Red Gum Parks is not sustainable in the
long term, with supplies estimated to be exhausted in the coming years, apart from near
Robinvale. Commercial harvesting has ceased in all state forest other than Gunbower State
Forest. Domestic firewood collection may only be permitted subject to the designation of
firewood collection areas in the proposed Murray River Park and Shepparton Regional Park,
and in designated areas of the River Red Gum forests outside the planning area during
designated firewood collection seasons in autumn and spring, provided there is sufficient
firewood available. The areas where firewood can be collected will be identified and published
each season. The amount of firewood made available is based on prescriptions to maintain the
ecological integrity of the River Red Gum forest environment. Domestic firewood collection
outside the designated areas and seasons will not be permitted.
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Wharf building, Koondrook Historic Area

Public and private infrastructure
Public utilities such as power lines, roads, communications towers, irrigation channels, weir
infrastructure, water regulators, boat ramps and levee banks, and private assets including
pumps, pipelines and private jetties, exist throughout the planning area. Access to the western
section of Fosters Swamp in Kerang Regional Park may be restricted to allow use by Lower
Murray Water as an outfall for tertiary sewage and drainage. These are managed to minimise
the impact on biodiversity and social values.
Proposals for new public utilities and private assets will be considered only if they cannot be
located outside the River Red Gum Parks, as per VEAC recommendations. Most new
infrastructure will require a planning permit, as well as an authorising licence.
Koondrook Historic Area includes a number of significant sites, such as Arbuthnot Mill (which is
still operational) and a residence and gardens that are still in use. These occupations will
continue to be allowed, provided they are sympathetic to the reserve’s purpose of protecting
the area’s historic and cultural values.
The Defence Forces, State Emergency Service, Victoria Police and other groups occasionally
use the planning area for training purposes. Education is also an important use, through
schools or specialist education providers.
The parks are also subject to a range of other uses, such as scientific research, cycling races,
canoeing events, commercial tours, and commercial filming and photography. The majority of
these uses require a permit from Parks Victoria, but some may require additional permission
under local council planning schemes. Large public events can raise issues relating to things
like litter management and emergency access.
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Celebrating NAIDOC Week
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8 Engaging with Country
Awareness of the parks’ values is growing through education, information and
community involvement, increasing the community’s connection and
enjoyment and building deeper respect for the parks. Healthy Parks Healthy
People programs contribute to the overall wellbeing of the community. Visitors
come to learn about the area’s wealth of cultural values, especially learning
about Aboriginal life and cultural practices from Traditional Owners.

8.1 Information, interpretation and education
Education and interpretation are powerful and effective tools for connecting people with
parks. By promoting an appreciation and understanding of nature and culture , these
communication tools contribute to a positive visitor experience. Both are also critical park
management tools that help visitors understand the values of parks and the benefits of
management actions and conservation messages more broadly. Education and interpretation
also inform visitors about appropriate behaviour (particularly in relation to litter, vehicle use
and campfires) in order to protect park values and ensure that all visitors have the chance to
enjoy their time in the parks.
Parks Victoria aims to ensure that authentic and enjoyable learning experiences are available
to a wide range of park visitors and local community members.
Visitor centres, park offices, and local townships provide visitors with information about the
parks through park visitor guides and brochures, such as touring and activity guides. Visitor
information and maps are also included on information boards at popular visitor sites. Parks
Victoria also maintains up-to-date online information (www.parkweb.vic.gov.au) and a freecall telephone information service (13 1963) to help visitors plan their trip. Signs on access
roads help to orientate visitors.
Park rangers are an important face of the organisation and irreplaceable in delivering some
aspects of education and interpretation authentically, through informal interactions as part of
their duties or through structured programs such as the Junior Ranger program or formal
tours. Innovative digital experiences, such as mobile apps, podcasts and videos that support
self-guided exploration and discovery of parks, augment the visitor experience.
Parks Victoria recognises that building the capacity of people to interpret parks is critical to
effective education and interpretation. Partnerships with Traditional Owners, peak bodies,
recreation groups, tour operators, schools, outdoor education providers, friends groups,
community groups and volunteers is an important part of delivering education and
interpretation programs and services.
Schools visit the parks for field trips, outdoor education, camping, and adventure activities.
Outdoor education offers opportunities for students to develop positive rel ationships with the
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Sharing Traditional Owner knowledge

8.2 Working with Traditional Owners and the community
There are significant opportunities to recognise and integrate Traditional Owners’ cultural and
traditional knowledge into park management. Parks Victoria recognises the mutual benefits of
working with Traditional Owners and incorporating their knowledge and advice into park
management. Traditional Owners and Parks Victoria have established, and continue to
strengthen, their working relationships; they share knowledge and develop approaches to
build capacity and resources.
Parks Victoria is also committed to working with communities to improve the health of parks
as well as the health of communities. The Healthy Parks Healthy People approach is based on
research that shows that there are many health and wellbeing benefits to spending more time
in a natural environment. Parks Victoria welcomes and encourages people of all abilities,
cultures and ages to work with Parks Victoria through sharing knowledge, volunteering and
partnerships. Opportunities for communities and groups, such as people from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds, people with disabilities, older people and young people, to
become involved in parks are encouraged. With diverse people come diverse ideas for solving
some of the more difficult aspects of park management.
Many people have strong connections to places in the parks that contribute to a personal,
family or community sense of identity, often through their involvement in recreational
activities. These people can hold a deep knowledge of the parks, built up over generations.
Their diverse backgrounds and experience bring unique perspectives and knowledge about the
parks. Many have land management skills and detailed knowledge of an area’s geography,
climate, ecology and history, and how the parks are used. Understanding and sharing this
knowledge can provide a valuable asset for park management. There are benefits for all in
recognising and respecting the significant social associations and enduring cultural connections
that the whole community has with the parks. There are increasing opportunities for people to
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9 Understanding Country
Our understanding of the parks and reserves is growing as scientific and
traditional knowledge is gathered and used to improve park management.
Research is critical for filling gaps in knowledge about many aspects of the River Red Gum
Parks. Continual monitoring is an essential part of Parks Victoria’s adaptive management
systems. Modern land management is based on the best available science, and insights gained
from monitoring programs are used to evaluate, adapt and improve management. Innovation
in exploring ways to enhance management effectiveness needs to be encouraged.

9.1 Research, monitoring and program evaluation
Research and monitoring and evaluation of program effectiveness are essential components of
park management, providing objective evidence to support decision-making and informing
how and when intervention is required. Research can be fundamental (to improve basic
knowledge), applied (targeted to specific objectives) or opportunistic (taking advantage of
convenient or unusual conditions). Research for park management includes botany, zoology,
ecology, cultural heritage, recreation and social sciences.
DELWP maintains statewide inventory databases for flora, fauna and ve getation, and species
records are also available through the Atlas of Living Australia, but there is also a need for
systematic, long-term monitoring of biodiversity in Victoria (Bennett et al. 2007). Parks Victoria
has a collaborative research program with leading universities and research institutions
through its Research Partners Program. Research partners, DELWP and catchment
management authorities also undertake research and monitoring on issues such as water
quality, threatened species and fire effects. Other research institutions and individual
researchers, especially postgraduate students, conduct research from time to time in parks
and reserves. The role of ecological thinning is under investigation, and its future use as a
management tool will be informed by the results.
Although climate modelling by CSIRO has provided a clear idea of the likely changes in the
climate of the Murray Basin (CSIRO & BOM 2015), we know little about the consequences of
this change on critical ecological factors, such as water availability for flooding regimes, fire
behaviour, and the impacts on threatened species. Further targeted research is therefore
needed to support park planning and management for climate change.
Parks Victoria adopts an adaptive management approach to park management. This requires
that outcomes of programs can be readily monitored and evaluated to gauge success. Based
on the evaluation, management is adjusted to improve outcomes.
An essential part of ecological management is gathering data on the health or condition of
particular conservation assets. The ecological condition of the Riverine Forests and Box–
Ironbark Forests sub-ecosystems is reasonably well understood, but assessments are not
comprehensive for other sub-ecosystems such as Saline Wetlands, Freshwater Wetlands and
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Near Lindsay Island
Murray–Sunset National Park
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Black – see map x
Green – Conservation Zone
Brown – Conservation and Recreation Zone
Blue – Education Zone
# proposed park to include River Murray Reserve,
adjoining areas of state forest, existing regional
parks at Wodonga, Yarrawonga, Cobram,
Tocumwal and Echuca, Lake Moodemere LR, Red
Cliffs SR, Murray River K16 SSR, Major Mitchell
Lagoon HA, public land water frontages, and
other small areas of public land.
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Key to reserve names
BR Bushland Reserve
EA
Education Area
FFR Flora and Fauna Reserve
HA Historic Area
HR Historic Reserve
LR
Lake Reserve
NCR Nature Conservation Reserve
SGR State Game Reserve
SR
Scenic Reserve
SSR Streamside Reserve
WR Wildlife Reserve

Key to hunting
Hunting not permitted except:
(a) game hunting permitted during the open
season. Pest animal hunting permitted
(b) game hunting permitted during the open
season. Pest animal hunting not permitted.
* regulations pending. ** hunting not permitted
Key to IUCN categories
Ia: Strict Nature Reserve: Protected areas that are strictly set aside to protect biodiversity and also possibly
geological/geomorphological features, where human visitation, use and impacts are strictly controlled and
limited to ensure protection of the conservation values. Such protected areas can serve as indispensable
reference areas for scientific research and monitoring.
Ib: Wilderness Area: Protected areas that are usually large unmodified or slightly modified areas, retaining
their natural character and influence, without permanent or significant human habitation, which are
protected and managed so as to preserve their natural condition.
II: National Park: Large natural or near natural areas set aside to protect large-scale ecological processes,
along with the complement of species and ecosystems characteristic of the area, which also provide a
foundation for environmentally and culturally compatible spiritual, scientific, educational, recreational and
visitor opportunities.
III: Natural Monument or Feature: Protected areas set aside to protect a specific natural monument, which
can be a landform, sea mount, submarine cavern, geological feature such as a cave or even a living feature
such as an ancient grove. They are generally quite small protected areas and often have high visitor value.
IV: Habitat/Species Management Area: Protected areas aiming to protect particular species or habitats and
management reflects this priority. Many category IV protected areas will need regular, active interventions
to address the requirements of particular species or to maintain habitats, but this is not a requirement of
the category.
V: Protected Landscape/Seascape: A protected area where the interaction of people and nature over time
has produced an area of distinct character with significant ecological, biological, cultural and scenic value:
and where safeguarding the integrity of this interaction is vital to protecting and sustaining the area and its
associated nature conservation and other values.
VI: Protected area with sustainable use of natural resources: Protected areas that conserve ecosystems
and habitats, together wi th associated cultural values and traditional natural resource management
systems. They are generally large, with most of the area in a natural condition, where a proportion is under
sustainable natural resource management and where low-level non-industrial use of natural resources
compatible with nature conservation is seen as one of the main aims of the area.
Source: IUCN (2016).
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