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into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
August 2020
This submission is being made by Marine Care Ricketts Point Inc (www.marinecare.org.au and
https://www.facebook.com/MarineCareRickettsPoint/), in association with:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Beaumaris Conservation Society Inc (https://www.bcs.asn.au/)
Black Rock & Sandringham Conservation Association Inc (http://www.ppcc.org.au/m7.htm)
Brighton Residents for Urban Protection
Elsternwick Park Association (https://www.elsternwickpark.org/home)
Friends of Balcombe Park
Friends of Native Wildlife Inc (https://www.bayfonw.org.au/)
Protectors of Public Lands Inc (https://www.onlymelbourne.com.au/protectors-of-publiclands-victoria-inc; https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Community/Protectors-ofPublic-Lands-Victoria-826936314152364/) and
Sandringham Foreshore Association (https://sandringhamforeshore.tumblr.com/).

In this submission we, the above organisations, outline the issues as we see them, firstly in terms of
the global threat of climate change. We then discuss issues specifically driving ecosystem decline in
Victoria and Melbourne and, finally, we illustrate our perspective with the issues at a local level, in
our own sphere of knowledge. Our recommendations for action are outlined at the start, following
a summary overview of the issue.
Summary
In making this submission, we believe it is important to note that, in ecological terms, all things are
connected – what happens on the land impacts the sea; changes in the sea impact the land.
This submission argues that the consequences of climate change and very rapid population growth
have the greatest detrimental impact to our ecosystem and on destruction of habitat. Population
growth, product and resource consumption and global warming are linked in a collective global and
environmental impact1. According to the Global Population and Environment Program at the nonprofit Sierra Club, “As developing countries’ contribution to global emissions grows, population size
and growth rates will become significant factors in magnifying the impacts of global warming”2.
In short, there are no ecological decline problems that will not be exacerbated by large population
growth. In considering ecosystem decline in Victoria and how to address the significant rate of
decline we are now experiencing, exceptionally high population growth and climate change must be
given central focus.
Despite the horrendous consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on lives and livelihoods in Victoria,
the pandemic has created a unique opportunity for Victoria to act on the social and economic
problems created by over-reliance on population-driven economic growth and the impact of
population growth on climate health.

1

Does population growth impact climate change? Scientific American, 29 July 2009
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/population-growth-climate-change/
2
ibid
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Indeed, as the pandemic has all but stopped migration to Australia and Victoria for the foreseeable
future, Victoria now has the opportunity to tackle the fundamental drivers of climate change and
ecological decline at the same time as repositioning our economy to a high-end, circular economy.
We are currently at a convergence of crises. We can, and must, rebuild Victoria better. This means
moving towards a circular economy that is restorative and regenerative by design. As we shift from
the response to the recovery phase of this pandemic crisis, we must aim for a zero-carbon and zerowaste world.

Recommendations
We agree with and support the big picture policy recommendations of the Victorian National Parks
Association on planning, funding and management of parks and sanctuaries to preserve and expand
Victoria’s natural habitat and terrestrial and marine ecosystems. For the purposes of brevity, this
submission does not repeat these recommendations and we would like to have recorded that we
strongly support the VNPA submission and its recommendations to this inquiry.
We recommend:
1. that this Enquiry notes that we strongly support the state-wide big picture VNPA submission
and its recommendations to this inquiry, including in relation to marine parks and rescinding the
Victorian Government’s ban on further creation of marine parks.
2. that in relation to combating climate change, we ask the Victorian government to:
a. declare an ecological and climate emergency
b. demonstrate a strong commitment to renewable energies, by bringing forward the target of
40 per cent of energy coming from renewable sources (currently set for 2025) and set
realistic, but swift targets to catch up to the ACT’s goal of 100 per cent 3 and net-zero carbon
emissions by 2050
c. take bolder action on climate change at a policy level, such as preventing the opening of
more coal mines
d. be proactive in reducing the release of greenhouse gases, such as prohibiting the AGL Liquid
Natural Gas (LNG) Import Terminal Facility in Westernport Bay based on its contribution to
climate threat (as well as its direct ecological threats), and
e. reduce the impact of plastic on the Victorian environment by placing a ban on plastic straws
and plastic takeaway containers.
3. that the Victorian Government develop and enact policies for a sustainable Victorian population
for the health and wellbeing of all species, including humans, that:
a. recognise that economic growth driven by large population growth is not a sustainable
economic model for quality of life for current and future generations, or the health of the
ecosystem, and aim for a circular economy based on sustainable population growth that
delivers quality of life and retention and restoration of the natural environment as an
important contributor to physical and mental health
b. prioritise the development of new and emerging “smart” industries that can add strong
economic value, build and diversify the Victorian economy and reduce over-reliance on
construction and housing in response to high population growth as the basis of economic
growth
3

https://environmentvictoria.org.au/2016/06/15/andrews-government-delivers-major-boost-victorias-cleanenergy-industry/
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c. adopt sustainable approaches to urban living to better protect the environment, including:
o prioritising recycling, reusing and reducing, to limit everyone’s energy footprint
o prioritising efficiently-designed multi-use over single use sporting facilities, so that
natural habitats can be protected from development in urban areas
o ensuring the protection of national parks and sanctuaries from over-development and
over-use, and
o requiring new housing and building developments to meet stricter environmental
impact, energy-use and passive and sustainable building requirements
d. ban smoking in national parks as has been done in Queensland and New South Wales, given
the burning for first time ever of the Binna Burra rainforest was due to a cigarette butt, and
e. re-insert and expand reporting on effects of population growth into the annual Victorian
State of the Environment Report, which has been omitted since 2008.
4. Based on our local experience of the Bayside Council area as a microcosm of the bigger picture,
we recommend:
a. the Victorian Government re-examine current definitions of Crown land and provide greater
protection for all levels of Crown land from ‘development’ and buildings, and especially on
the Port Phillip Bay foreshore
b. the Victorian Government reduce pressure on local Councils to use Crown and open public
land, including the fragile foreshore, for buildings and facilities to help raise Council revenue
or off-set Council costs
c. sporting groups be required and supported to co-share efficiently-designed facilities with
other sporting groups, rather than significantly increasing their overall size as part of new
and rebuilds, which results in further takeover of green and open space
d. councils be required and encouraged to undertake indigenous and native flora protection
and development of linked-up wildlife corridors, including through preservation of
established tree canopy and linking with other Council areas where possible
e. all Councils be required and encouraged to develop an Urban Forest Strategy, based on the
City of Melbourne Strategy
f. policies on open space lighting (at both State and Council levels) be reviewed to take into
greater consideration the damaging impact artificial light from all sources has on both
animals and vegetation. For example, the Bayside City Council Open Space Lighting Policy4
which is meant to provide some protection for nature, excludes many open space areas,
both council and privately managed, which limits its protective intent
g. the Victorian Government require Councils to raise penalties to significant levels that ensure
deterrence for environmental destruction, such as removal of established trees on private
property by developers or damage to street trees as part of their construction of new
developments
h. penalties for poaching and illegal fishing be raised to very significant levels to ensure
deterrence
i. new technology such as drones be employed to track and prosecute environmental offences
such as illegal fishing, destruction of habitat and dog walking, horse training etc. on
shorebird breeding areas
j. significantly increase funding for Parks Victoria to ensure its staff are a regular presence in
land and marine national parks to protect parks, and to educate about the environment; and

4

Bayside City Council: Bayside Open Space Lighting Policy, 29 July 2008
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k. significantly increase funding to Victorian Fisheries authority to be able to respond to alerts
on poaching and illegal fishing and to be a visible presence in the community and on the
water, and to increase their use of new technology such as drones for quick response to
illegal fishing alerts.

Key drivers of ecological decline
Climate change – a global problem with devastating local impacts
Year-on-year, record-breaking higher temperatures and depleted rainfall5 have created increasingly
longer and hotter fires seasons that are driving rapid habitat destruction and species extinction. It is
estimated that Australia’s catastrophic 2019-20 bushfires killed or displaced nearly three billion
animals: 143 million mammals, 2.46 billion reptiles, 180 million birds and 51 million frogs.6 Twentyone per cent of Australia’s forests perished. Almost 13 million hectares of land were burned across
New South Wales and the ACT, in Victoria 1.4 million hectares were destroyed.7 Insurance claims
directly related to the bushfires were valued at $1.9 billion as of January 2020.8
In Victoria, unique habitats, including East Gippsland’s ancient rainforests and old growth eucalypt
forests were destroyed, further impacting threatened species9. Estimates suggest 212 rare or
threatened plant and animal species lost at least 50% of their habitat.10 This will result in further
extinction as wildlife try to survive in less habitat.
Warming of the oceans due to rising global average temperatures is melting the polar ice caps and
raising sea levels. Coastal ecosystems affected by sea level rise include beaches, coral reefs,
estuaries and wetlands.11
The 2015 Paris Climate Agreement, to which Australia is a signatory, specifies that global warming
must be limited to below 1.5o C above pre-industrial levels to avert climate catastrophe .12 Reducing
and stopping the use of fossil fuels and developing low-emission energy generations are key to
achieving these aims, and this is recognised by many major Australian businesses. Forty-eight
finance and industry corporations have called for the government to invest in clean energy and
sustainable development goals to help the economy recover from the pandemic.13 Businesses are
ready to embrace smarter, more equitable and climate-friendly economic policies. Many large
corporations understand the economic imperatives and their economic risks, and are leading well
ahead of government on these imperatives:
•
•

in August 2020 BHP Billiton announced plans to sell all its thermal coal mines and has
committed to net zero carbon emissions by 2050
the National Farmers Federation membership has voted to adopt an economy-wide policy of
net-zero carbon emissions by 2050, and

5

In the line of fire, Nature Climate Change 10, 169 (2020)
World Wide Fund for Nature: Australia’s 2019-20 Bushfires: The wildlife toll August 2020
7
Statista.com/statistics/1089996/Australia-total-area-burned-by-bushfires-by-state/
8
ibid
9
https://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/home/biodiversity-bushfire-response-and-recovery
10
https://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/home/biodiversity-bushfire-response-and-recovery
6

11
12
13

www.csiro.au/en/Research/OandA/Areas/Oceans-and-climate/Sea-level-rise-planning
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement

PM urged to plan “green” recovery: The Age Monday 10 August 2020
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•

Suncorp has determined to cease investment in, financing or insuring any new oil or gas
ventures.14

Some investors are recognising the competitive and financial advantage of low carbon emission and
smart technology. Here are some examples.
•
•

•
•

Whyalla Steelworks plans to become the "world's largest carbon-neutral steel producer by
2030".15
the Tomago Aluminium Smelter plans to convert Australia’s largest smelter to the
production of low carbon aluminium with a flexible operational model to help the firming of
a reliable supply of electricity in the grid regardless of the solar and wind conditions.16
Pilbara 15 GW Green Hydrogen plans focus on encouraging local industry and the “green”
hydrogen domestic and export market,17 and
the Northern Territory 10 GW solar farm, Sun Cable’s plan to help power Singapore with
solar energy via a cable.18

Unsustainable population growth – a driver of ecosystem decline at a state level
Victoria’s population has been growing at a rate far greater than previously predicted. After the
publication of the 2016 census, the population of Victoria was found to be approximately 100,000
more than previously reported by the ABS. In 2016 the Victorian Government projected the state’s
population to reach 10.1 million by 2051. In 2019 the state’s population was projected to reach 10.6
million by 2051 and 11.2 million by 2056. This represents record population growth for Victoria.19
Population Growth and lower living standards
As well as contributing to global warming by adding to the carbon footprint, Australia’s very high
population growth has other detrimental impacts:
•

•

14
15

Australia’s very high migration levels, the main strategy for population growth, have been a
significant factor in the housing affordability crisis and have pushed governments to
implement medium and high-density housing strategies to accommodate more young
families and to drive down housing costs. So far, however, these strategies have achieved
neither of these objectives. Housing costs remain out of reach for many young people and
the escalating cost of housing has led to extensive high-rise apartment development.
Evidence shows very few of these are occupied by couples or singles with children, and
medium density housing options remain out of financial reach.20
Despite the promise of economic growth delivering increased quality of life, 27 years of
economic growth has seen large numbers of individuals and households experiencing a fall

Peter Hartcher, The Age 22/08/2020: A drain on the nation’s energy
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-06-10/sanjeev-gupta-announces-cost-cutting-whyalla-steelworks/12338398

16

https://ieefa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/IEEFA_Why-Aluminium-Smelters-are-a-Critical-Component-inAustralian-Decarbonisation_June-2020.pdf
17
https://reneweconomy.com.au/pilbara-green-hydrogen-project-grows-to-15gw-wind-and-solar-97972/
18
https://www.pv-magazine-australia.com/2019/06/19/western-australian-mines-to-be-powered-with-solar-wind-andbattery/
19

Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning: Victoria in Future 2019
B. Birrell & E. Healy: Immigration and the housing affordability crisis in Sydney and Melbourne, Australian
Population Research Institute, July 2018
20
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•

•

in income in the five years from 2011 – 2016, and a widening inequality gap between the
rich and the poor.21
Australia’s 28 years of unbroken GDP growth (until recently due to the pandemic) is partly
due to high population growth and associated production of goods and services, and
commodities as the leader in exports. Our economy is now reliant on ever-increasing
population growth and depends on commodity exports, at the same time as delivering low
wage growth, low productivity22 and increasing inequality.
Despite having the fourteenth largest economy in the world,23 Australia ranks in the lower
third (93rd of 130 countries) in terms of economic complexity, i.e. the ability to produce a
diversity of exported products and to export sophisticated and unique products. Japan,
Switzerland and South Korea sit at the top of the ranking.24

Economic complexity is not tied to population growth, but to relatively stable or population decline
economies. Based on United Nations population data and projections:
•
•
•

Japan’s annual population growth rate began declining in 1973 and reached negative growth
in 2009
South Korea’s annual population growth rate began declining from 3.4 per cent 1958 and is
0.09 per cent in 2020, and
Switzerland’s annual population growth rate in 2020 was 0.74 per cent and is predicted to
decline to 0.25 per cent by 2049.25

“..the more we add to the population, the more we have to divert our accumulation of scarce
physical capital – housing, business equipment and public infrastructure of roads, public transport,
schools, hospitals and 100 other things – from “capital deepening”, so as to improve our productivity,
to “capital widening”, so as to stop our average productivity actually worsening”.26
Population growth, economic disparity
Net Overseas Migration has driven over 60 per cent of Victoria’s record population growth in recent
years.27 While population growth creates work, it is mainly in construction of additional
infrastructure: schools, hospitals, roads and transport, extra houses, and so on, which, in fact,
actually creates significantly higher costs for government and diseconomies of scale28 and has led to
people being worse off:
“Despite 28 years of uninterrupted economic growth, future generations of Australians face being
worse off due to increasing household debt, cost-of-living pressures, rising wealth inequality, climate
change impacts and environmental degradation”.29
21

ibid
B. Birrell and D. McCloskey, Australia’s ‘jobs and growth’ strategy: pathway to a low productivity economy,
November 2019
23
www.austrade.gov.au/International/Invest/Why-Australia/robust-economy
22

24
25

www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/12/countries-ranked-by-their-economic-complexity
www.macrotrends.net

26

Gittens, R: Using migration to boost growth isn’t a smart idea, The Age 11 September 2017
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning: Research Matters, Issue 90, June 2020
28
Betts, K: Demographic ageing: time-bomb or breakthrough? Australian Population Research Institute, March
2020
29
Cameron, A, Metternicht, G and Wiedmann, T: We modelled 4 scenarios for Australia’s future. Economic
growth alone can’t deliver the goods, The Conversation 19 November 2019, https://theconversation.com/wemodelled-4-scenarios-for-australias-future-economic-growth-alone-cant-deliver-the-goods-126823
27
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Under modelling by the University of New South Wales, a “sustainability transition” model of slower
population growth and higher taxes on consumption, income, profits and trade was seen to be more
likely to deliver more prosperous, fairer and greener outcomes on a range of economic and
environmental measures than models reliant on high population growth.30
In 2020, migration to Australia has effectively stopped due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In April 2020,
arrivals to Australia under all visa categories fell by 95 per cent.31 While the duration of the
pandemic is uncertain, as are its longer-term impacts on population change, the economic impacts
are already substantial and profound. Longer term, under the current Australian and Victorian
economic models, the decreases in population growth through reductions in migration from
overseas will likely lead to lower economic growth.32
However, along with climate change and the devastating 2019-20 summer bushfires, the pandemic
is challenging economies that are too reliant on significant population growth and unsustainable
consumption of natural resources. A sustainable population policy is required to address the impacts
of climate change and the pandemic and to develop Victoria’s economy as a circular economy and
one more robust and resilient to global crises – as a more sophisticated, richer and complex
economy modelled on those of Japan, South Korea, Northern Europe and Scandinavian countries and to ensure we deliver on global emission targets and arrest ecological decline.
Ecosystem decline in Victoria and Melbourne
In 1945, Australia had a population of seven million people. In 2000, its population grew to 18
million. In 2020 it is over 25 million people. Therefore, while it took 55 years to add 11 million people
to the year 2000, it has taken just 20 years to add the next seven million people.
“Victoria’s population growth is the fastest of all states and territories at 2.1 per cent, higher than
the national growth of 1.5 per cent, in the year ended June 2019”.33
Over the 180 years of European settlement in Victoria, extensive clearing of native vegetation has
removed, changed or fragmented habitats. Human activity and natural events such as fire, drought
and flood have continued to change the state’s ecology. Such change affects the interactions within
ecological communities and can reduce their diversity and threaten the survival of many native
species. Because of our rapid population growth in the last 20 years, the human activity component
has increased a great deal.
One significant example of this is the continuing and unsustainable logging of native forests, which is
increasing the severity and risk of bushfire, and likely had a significant effect on Australia’s 20192020 summer fires. Scientific research has demonstrated that logging of old growth trees leaves
significant debris which increases the fuel load. Removal of large trees opens the forest to wind and
sunlight, making the forest drier. Drier forests of young saplings become very flammable.34
Unlike other action needed to halt global warming, land management and logging of Victoria’s native
forests are under the direct control of the Victorian Government.

30

ibid
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning: op cit
32
ibid
33
Hurley, S: Seashore snapshot Park Watch VPNA NO 281 June 2020 pages 24-25
34
Lindenmayer D, Kooyman R, Taylor C, Ward M & Watson, J: Recent Australian wildfires made worse by
logging and associated forest management, Nature Ecology & Evolution 4, 898 -900 (2020)
31
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Population growth has also increased pollution of our marine and estuarine habitats. They are
affected by run-off from urban, agricultural and industrial areas that carries herbicides, pesticides,
fertilisers, sewage, oil, industrial effluent, sediments and plastics into the water.
Marine litter is defined by the 2009 United Nations Environment Program and is a threat to marine
life and impacts on the food chain. Every month volunteers around Victoria. Largely under the
umbrella of Beach Patrol Australia, remove ever increasing amounts of plastic rubbish and cigarette
butts from our suburbs, parks and beaches. Much of this washes out into the marine environment
from the storm water drains, but the increasing number of people living nearby or visiting
compounds the issue. The Clean Bay Blueprint project of the Port Phillip Ecocentre has estimated
approximately 1.4 billion litter items reach Port Phillip Bay each year from the surface of the Yarra
and Maribyrnong Rivers. Seventy-nine per cent of this (1.1 billion) is microplastics35.
Victoria must acknowledge the great costs to its environment and its ecosystems as a result of its
rapid population growth this century. Peter Druker’s old but true adage “what gets measured gets
managed” is a key point here. Previous reports of the Victorian State of the Environment (e.g. 2008)
had a specific section on population impacts, which has been dropped from subsequent reports. This
not only makes it difficult for environmental agencies to measure the effects of increasing
population on the Victorian ecosystem, it leaves out consideration of population impacts, a major
contributor, in the formulation of adaptation and mitigation strategies addressing ecological decline.
The 2018 State of the Environment Indicator Report Card and Scientific Assessments show alarming
trends in climate projections and species decline in Victoria. In terms of biodiversity, across 35
species status indicators covering habitat, native vegetation and species including fish, water birds,
vertebrates and invertebrates, 21 rated poor, 7 rated fair and none rated as good. In terms of
trends, only one area (private land conservation) was seen to be improving, only 7 were steady, 18
were declining and 9 are unknown.36
The report also includes a community awareness indicator that shows that the Victorian community
has good awareness of climate change, but community awareness of adaptation to climate change is
unknown. This indicates great opportunity for the Victorian Government to leverage this awareness
and engage the Victorian community in action to address climate change and its impacts.
Melbourne
Melbourne has a population of over 5 million people. It is responsible for the majority of Victoria’s
economic activity and growth. Based on the current population growth rate of Melbourne, it will hit
the 6 million mark in 2025, the same year as Sydney will. It had, until COVID-19 hit, the most rapidly
increasing population of any Australian city, and was due to overtake Sydney’s population to be
Australia's largest city by 2026.37
The Victorian economy’s reliance on very high population growth to drive economic growth has led
to a range of urban environmental problems and destruction of green environmental spaces
including:

35

https://www.ecocentre.com/cleanbayblueprint

36

Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Victoria: State of the Environment 2018 Summary Report pp 26-33
https://mccrindle.com.au/insights/blog/melbourne-at-5-million/

37
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•
•

•
•

•

the expansion of the urban footprint into previously designated “green wedge” areas of
outer Melbourne with attendant impact on threatened species38
the need to invest in large-scale construction of freeways and other expensive
infrastructure, such as new hospitals and schools, diverting funding and resources from
other productive areas of investment and growth for future generations
overuse of urban green space, leading to further degradation of already compromised
environments for urban wildlife and marine species
reduced quality of life for residents in the Melbourne metropolitan area, caused by
overcrowding on public transport, traffic congestion, high cost of housing and increasing
competition for the reduced green space available for recreation in urban areas, and
increased dense population in Melbourne and loss of established trees and open space in
private dwellings has significantly contributed to heat ‘hot spot’ build-up (affecting
significantly the capacity of whole micro-ecosystems to survive, as well as human health)
and loss of established tree canopy (and therefore significant loss of microhabitat).
Melbourne City Council is leading the way by establishing an Urban Forest Strategy as one of
only 3 flagship strategies nominated to build its 2016 Resilience Strategy. The Melbourne
City Council Urban Forest Strategy is the stand-out example of an excellent urban forest
strategy39.

Our submission is based largely on the effects of Melbourne’s rapidly increasingly population on the
ecosystem, as this is the area in which we have most direct experience daily. Overpopulation is a
serious threat to ecosystem health due to the detrimental effects of light pollution, infrastructure
encroachment on green wedges and the clearing of green canopy to make way for higher density
housing. The scale of disturbances caused by human activities, especially where several threatening
processes exist in an area, may be too great to allow habitats to recover, so that species and
ecological communities continue to decline.
Adverse effects of night light on native flora and fauna
Natural darkness has conservation value in the same way as clean water, air and soil and should be
protected through good quality lighting design. However, anthropogenic light pollution is increasing
rapidly within rapidly expanding urban areas around the world, causing a raft of ecological issues
including species loss.40
Friends of Native Wildlife supported one of many studies demonstrating the adverse effects of
lighting on the numbers of species of microbats in native coastal habitat.41
Artificial light at night can have a negative impact on ecosystems by causing:
• physiological damage to retinal cells, affecting vision in the eyes of humans and animals
• disruption to circadian cycles in vegetation, humans and animals, and
• changes in animal feeding, orientation and migratory behaviour.42

38

https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/About-Us/News-Media-Publications/News-Media/Population-explosion-threat-toMelbournes-Green-Wedges
39
City of Melbourne, Urban Forest Strategy: making a great city greener 2012-2032
40

http://www.darksky.org/resources/public-outreach-materials/
Linley, G.D.: The impacts of artificial lighting on bats along native coastal vegetation, Australian Mammalogy
http://dx.doi.org/10.1071/AM15047
42
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/2eb379de-931b-4547-8bccf96c73065f54/files/national-light-pollution-guidelines-wildlife.pdf
41
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The plethora of scientific research to demonstrate these points includes:
• Streetlights increase mortality of bats by making them more likely to be caught by predators
and hit by vehicles.43
• The commuting behaviour of threatened bat species has been shown to be negatively
affected by artificial light pollution.44
• Insects can be drawn to light sources and instantly killed. As they are a key food source of
many birds and other animals, this has ripple effects higher up the food chain.
• Sea turtles and migrating birds that are typically guided by moonlight become confused by
artificial light, get lost on their journey and die.45
• There is evidence of marine ecosystems being adversely affected by artificial light, with
fewer marine creatures being willing to make homes in brightly lit areas, except for oceanic
pests, like barnacles, which have been found to be more likely to reside in brightly lit
areas.46
Green wedges and canopy
Overpopulation is not only a serious cause of light pollution. It is also a major cause of constant
infrastructure encroachment on green wedges and grasslands in Melbourne, and the clearing of
green canopy to make way for medium and high-density housing.
Clearing of native vegetation fragments habitats and isolates populations of plants and animals.
Small habitat remnants cannot support populations for long periods and are more susceptible to
threats and loss of biodiversity following local disturbances, especially if there are no suitable
habitats nearby from which the animals and plants can recolonise. Conservation reserves, isolated
from each other by large areas of disturbed or cleared land, often cannot ensure the long-term
survival of species and ecological communities and need to be linked by native vegetation ‘corridors’
so that animals can move between them.
By reducing energy demand, trees and vegetation decrease the production of associated air
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.47 Vegetation also has a key role to play in contributing to
the overall temperature regulation of cities. Informed selection and strategic placement of trees and
green infrastructure can reduce the UHI and cool the air by between 2 ºC and 8 ºC, reducing heatrelated stress and premature human deaths during high-temperature events.48 While the
horrendous Black Friday 2009 bushfires in Victoria killed many people, more people died in the four
heatwave days preceding the fires from heat-related events.49
Large canopy trees, which both provide habitat and reduce heat build-up, are rapidly declining in
Bayside. Bayside Council’s tree canopy cover analysis shows that Beaumaris had the highest canopy
cover of any Bayside suburb at 29.7 per cent. The latest data from 2017 shows a decrease in

43

Rydell, J. (1991). Seasonal use of illuminated areas by foraging northern bats Eptesicus nilssoni. Holarctic
Ecology 14, 203–207
44

Stone, E. L., Jones, G and Harris S: Street Lighting Disturbs Commuting Bats Current Biology 19, 1123–1127,
July 14, 2009 School of Biological Sciences, University of Bristol
45
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/article/light-pollution/
46
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/light-pollution-is-messing-ocean-ecosystems-180955142/
47

https://www.epa.gov/heatislands/using-trees-and-vegetation-reduce-heat-islands

48

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259889679_Air_temperature_regulation_by_urban_trees_and_green_infrast
ructure
49

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/downloads/Committee_reports/SCFPA_Report08Heatwa
ve.pdf
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Beaumaris canopy of almost 3 per cent, at 26.8.50 (Please note these very poor results of a suburban
municipality when even the high population density Melbourne City Council presently has a 22 per
cent tree coverage and aims for increasing canopy cover to 40 per cent by 2040.)51 It can take twenty
years for a tree to grow to a size that will assist effectively in mitigating the urban heat island
effect.52
It has been reported that almost 2000 hectares of established green canopy has been cleared from
Melbourne suburbs because of high-density housing development, in just five years.53 This issue is
compounded by the fact that we are expected to lose up to 35 per cent of Melbourne’s trees due to
climate change in the next 20 years.54 Moreover, environmentally significant green wedges are
threatened to be further reduced in future from increasing development pressure around
Melbourne to make way for Victoria’s growing population.55 This issue is compounded by the fact
that we are expected to lose up to 35 per cent of Melbourne’s trees due to climate change in the
next 20 years.56
Local Issues – Crown land, foreshore and green space
At the local government level, growth pressures and rate-capping policies on local councils are
leading to policies and practices that are degrading habitats, open space areas and locations whose
fragile ecosystems require increased protections.
These, along with many more people living in medium and high rise developments, leads to demand
for inappropriate developments on the foreshore, such as the proposed redevelopment of the
Brighton Life Saving Club, which includes adding large additional facilities for café and function
rooms; or where particular interest groups, such as organised sporting groups and dogs groups
attempt to expand their use of any open areas.
We are not experts in the complex issue of Crown land; however, we understand that Crown land
has various levels of protection, from a 1-4 rating level. Different areas are managed by different
government agencies, such as DELWP or Parks Victoria or local Councils, for ‘public enjoyment and
leisure’. This very loose definition seems to have been arrived at many years ago.
The result is that much Crown land has very low levels of protection for open green space.
We understand informally from some Council officers that they have been told by Victorian
Government agencies that Councils must be more ‘entrepreneurial’ in raising money. One result is
Councils focussing on Crown land to build coffee houses and commercial activities based on the very
loose definition of ‘public enjoyment and leisure’ as the use for Crown land.
Some DEWLP officers have said informally that they need to look at Crown and natural land being
opened up more for people to access – but it appears that this may be being interpreted as meaning
50
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https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/SiteCollectionDocuments/urban-forest-strategy.pdf
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to create buildings, facilities and other structures that destroy natural habitat, wildlife corridors and
local ecosystems. This resultant degradation of natural areas leaves them as seen to have lesser
conservation value, and liable to further development.
Many smaller conservation areas are being degraded by being ‘over loved’. Despite the Ricketts
Point Marine Sanctuary being a Marine Sanctuary, it constantly has dogs running over the protected
rock shelves, chasing the bird life that rests there. People also regularly take marine life and shells
from the beach and the rock shelves, despite the Sanctuary being a protected ‘no take’ zone.
Poaching and illegal fishing incursions into the Marine Sanctuary are a regular occurrence.

Population growth has also increased pollution of our marine and estuarine habitats. They are
affected by run-off from urban, agricultural and industrial areas. This can carry herbicides,
pesticides, fertilisers, sewage, oil, industrial effluent, sediments and plastics into the water.
We believe these are the results of unsustainable population pressures on ever-decreasing open
land available in Melbourne, e.g. greater pressure from sports groups wanting to expand their
formal built and field facilities (it appears in some circumstances government money available to
make sports facilities more open to female members can also result in unnecessary expansion of the
whole footprint of sports buildings) because there are no back yards for children to play in and
families do not have their own garden space to enjoy a natural environment anymore; dog group
alliances want to take up more natural spaces – again because they don’t have space for their dogs
in back gardens; and sports facilities are not prepared to share space with dog owners.

12
12 of 15

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 433

We provide the following specific examples in the Bayside Council area. We understand there are
similar examples in LGAs all over Melbourne.
1. Margaret’s Tree – A 100 year-old 5-metre-tall, 12-metre-wide iconic indigenous leptospermum
laevigatum tree, “Tree 46”, at Beaumaris is to be cut down by Bayside Council, despite
significant protest, so that Bayside Council can significantly expand a sports pavilion to provide
not only change facilities for women and girls, but also significantly expanded function facilities.
While no detailed drawings have been provided, an engineer has estimated that the roof area of
the building will expand from 385 sq. metres to 670 sq. metres – nearly double the space of the
current building. Further land will be taken up for expanded car parking facilities. An appeal to
VCAT is now likely.

Margaret’s tree
2. Ricketts Point Teahouse Renovations: The lessee of the Ricketts Point Teahouse, which is a
Bayside Council building and sits on Crown land on the foreshore of the Ricketts Point Marine
Sanctuary at Beaumaris, has been provided an additional 25 year lease with liquor hours
extended from the previous 5pm to 11.30pm at night, seven nights a week, on the basis that the
lessee pays for renovations to the Council building. No tender for this arrangement was required
for this prime, monopoly location.
The foreshore has been restored and replanted over many years with indigenous shrubs, grasses
and trees by volunteers. Protests about the effects on flora and fauna were rejected by the local
Councillor (and later by the full Council) on the basis that ‘there are no residents there’. In fact,
there are many residents there – native flora and fauna. It’s simply that there are no voters
there.
The lessee has requested extra lighting be provided along pathways from the Teahouse to the
carpark at night for patrons and has also subsequently put in a further request for live music.
Noise and light at night are destructive to native species, including seabirds, but no account has
been taken of this, because of the low level of protection afforded this type of Crown land, and
Council’s desire to have works paid for by someone else and, presumably, some extra rent
(although these details remain undisclosed to the public).
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Ricketts Point January 1936

May 2020 - volunteers have rehabilitated
the environment

3. Brighton Life Saving Club redevelopment: Local residents have been fighting this proposed
large redevelopment, including coffee shop and conference facilities, since at least 2016, based
on the inappropriately large size, addition of commercial facilities, and lack of parking for such
an expanded development. Large amounts of natural foreshore are likely to be taken up for
additional carparking. Protesters have previously taken their case to VCAT and are now taking it
to the Supreme Court.

Summary
We have described above the pressures that bring about the poor environmental results that we are
getting. This is making people sad for what they are losing. It is taking up enormous amounts of time
and energy of people and volunteer groups (who are largely unpaid) who could be engaged
otherwise in the improvement of our suburbs, our city and our state. For example, many groups
trawl through Council agendas (which come out only a week before the actual issue is decided by
Council) to see what is on the agenda and to try to analyse whether these will have a significant
impact on the local environment. They then have to find the time to explain and lobby about
effects. As things stand, in expending energy in opposing forces that degrade our natural
environment, all we can achieve, at best, is to save what is left.
The environment is our most important asset and needs to be given first priority. This is what we
hand down to the next generation. They will not effusively thank us for infrastructure sitting in an
environmental desert.

14
14 of 15

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 433

Appendix A: The story of Margaret’s Tree

15
15 of 15

