LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submissi
39

Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988

Scientific Advisory Committee
c/- 2/8 Nicholson St. (PO Box 500), East Melbourne 3002
FLORA & FAUNA
GUARANTEE

The Committee Manager
Standing Committee on Environment and Planning
Parliament House, Spring Street
EAST MELBOURNE VIC 3002

Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) response to
Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria

Dear Committee Manager,
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Parliamentary Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria.
On behalf of the Victorian Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC), I provide a response (Attachment 1).
We hope you find this information of value and look forward to being kept advised on the progress and outcomes of the Inquiry.
Should you have any queries on our submission feel free to contact the SAC via the Executive Officer

Yours sincerely

Prof Emeritus Barbara Evans
Convenor
FFG Act Scientific Advisory Committee
26/08/2020

c/o- Biodiversity Division
DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENT, LAND, WATER & PLANNING
2/8 Nicholson St., EAST MELBOURNE VICTORIA 3002
TELEPHONE: (03) 9412 4189 Email: SAC.secretariat@delwp.vic.gov.au
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The Scientific Advisory Committee, Victoria
The Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) is an independent committee of scientists that provides the Victorian
Minister for Energy, Environment and Climate Change with advice on matters relating to listing threatened species
and ecological communities and listing potentially threatening processes (PTP). The Committee also provides advice
to the minister on any other conservation matters.
The Committee comprises some of the most authoritative scientific minds in Australia and is Victoria’s independent
scientific voice on threatened species matters. This is reflected in the acceptance by successive environment
Ministers since 1988 of over 800 recommendations by the Committee.
The establishment of the SAC is provided for under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. All members are
knowledgeable and experienced in flora or fauna conservation or ecology and come from government, education or
private sector backgrounds. With the support of an Executive Officer, the SAC meets formally on a regular basis to
consider nominations for listing and provide timely advice on conservation and biodiversity matters to the Minister.
The SAC is not directly involved in the management of threatened species; however, the public can raise
conservation issues with the Committee who may then advise the minister should any specific management actions
have a negative impact on Victoria’s flora, fauna and their habitats.

Submission to the Senate Enquiry into Biodiversity Decline
It would be possible to write a book documenting, describing and explaining biodiversity decline; however, with the
expectation that many submissions concerning individual ecosystems and species will be presented to the Senate
Enquiry, the SAC has confined its submission to matters related to its role in the implementation of the FFG Act.
In summary
• Over the last 200 years Victoria’s biodiversity has declined (in number of species and distribution of diverse
ecosystems). There has been homogenisation of the landscape in relation to human use (e.g. urbanisation,
farming, forestry).
• Most of the Potentially Threatening Processes that have been listed under the FFG Act continue to endanger
species, and cause biodiversity decline.
• Changes to Commonwealth legislation could provide an opportunity for Victoria to improve its own
biodiversity-related legislation.
• Funding is currently insufficient, in relation to the development of responses to biodiversity decline.
• We have an opportunity to change the way we, as humans, relate to the environment, to be less exploitative
and more nurturing.

The extent of the decline of Victoria’s biodiversity
More than 17,000 species of animals (vertebrates and invertebrates) and 10,000 species of plants, algae and fungi
are recognised as occurring in Victoria (VBA https://vba.dse.vic.gov.au/). The number is approximate, and an
underestimate, because the total number of species in some groups (e.g. algae, fungi, Invertebrates) remains poorly
known.
c/o- Biodiversity Division
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Victoria’s biodiversity is not made up merely of species and communities. The diversity of relationships among those
species and communities, the genetic variation among populations, and the diversity of biological processes that
maintain soil, water and air quality should also be included.
The Fauna and Flora Guarantee Act aims to conserve all of Victoria’s native plants and animals. It does this through
listing of species, communities and potential threatening processes. Listing is required to result in actions that can
assist species and communities to persist, and to reduce the impact of threatening processes. Of all the known
species that exist in Victoria the SAC has recommended listing of 661 species of plants or animals as vulnerable,
near-threatened, endangered, critically endangered or extinct since implementation of the act (VBA
https://vba.dse.vic.gov.au/). The thresholds for listing are specific and stringent. For example, a species or
community can decline significantly, but if it has parts or populations that are protected and those are unlikely to
face extinction, it doesn’t meet the criteria for listing. Similarly, a species has to be absent and undetected for 40
years or more before it meets the criteria for extinction.
The Act does not aim to halt decline in biodiversity, or in populations overall, as the major criterion for listing is risk
of extinction, rather than decline per se. Consequently, although there is evidence of decline for many species,
relatively few of Victoria’s fauna, flora or communities have been listed.
An alternative approach to listing individual species that have been brought to the attention of the SAC, would be to
place all species on a list, from which they can be removed if they are unlikely to decline.

The existing and potential impacts on ecosystems
The SAC has recommended the listing of 44 Potentially Threatening Processes (PTP) since 1988. These can be
grouped into categories (Table 1) in relation to their origin or effects. Two categories are outstanding: unintended
consequences of utilisation of natural resources and introduction of exotic animals. Human utilisation of water, land,
forest and sea resources and the importation of species for human use (horses, rabbits, deer, cattle, bees, goats,
blackberries, pasture grasses) are the most consequential of threatening processes. Despite the listing of processes
and the requirement for these to have action statements, only 14 of the 44 PTPs currently have action statements
(https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/conserving-threatened-species/action-statements). For those PTPs for which
Action Statements are available, remedial actions have been identified, and can be put into policy and implemented
(e.g. some actions from the ‘Alteration to the natural flow regimes of rivers and streams Action Statement’ are in
place state-wide), but for PTPs for which Action Statements are not currently available it is not known if remedial
action is occurring, or how it might be directed. The listed PTPs (whether they have Action Statements or not) are
still acting on Victoria’s biodiversity, and in some cases, accelerating biodiversity loss.

The adequacy of the legislative framework protecting the environment
The FFG Act (1988) was created to conserve species and communities, rather than to prevent decline. Once a
species, community or PTP is listed, the aim would be to implement recovery or mitigation, so that species and
communities are no longer at risk of extinction. This should result in de-listing. Relatively few species, communities
or PTPs have been removed from the list. Since 1988 only 3 species (Eusthenia nothofagi, Spathula tryssa and
Eragrostis trachycarpa) and only one PTP (i.e. the use of lead shot in cartridges for the hunting of waterfowl) have
been de-listed.
In general, the species were removed after comprehensive surveys indicated that populations were protected or
more widespread than previously thought (e.g. Doeg and Reed 1995), rather than that the implementation of
actions removed the risk of extinction. The PTP that was removed had a very defined cause and solution. For most of
the listed species further surveys support the listing, and for most of the PTPs solutions are neither easy to define or
implement.
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Peoples lived, e.g. the nurturing and caring relationship with country, can be used as an example in how to move
forward. We believe the following references relate to the current inquiry and may be useful in your work (Langton
& Rhea (2005), Nursey-Bray & Hill (2010), Lynch et al. (2010) and Ens et al. (2015)).
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management: Review and insight from Australia. Biological Conservation 181: 133-149.
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Appendix A: Listed Potential Threatening Processes for the State of Victoria.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

Alteration to the natural flow regimes of rivers and streams.
Alteration to the natural temperature regimes of rivers and streams.
Collection of native orchids.
Degradation and loss of habitats caused by feral Horses (Equus caballus).
Degradation of native riparian vegetation along Victorian rivers and streams.
Habitat fragmentation as a threatening process for fauna in Victoria.
High frequency fire resulting in disruption of life cycle processes in plants and animals and loss of vegetation
structure and composition.
Human activity which results in artificially elevated or epidemic levels of Myrtle Wilt within Nothofagusdominated Cool
Temperate Rainforest.
Inappropriate fire regimes causing disruption to sustainable ecosystem processes and resultant loss of
biodiversity.
Incidental catch (or bycatch) of seabirds during longline fishing operations.
Increase in sediment input into Victorian rivers and streams due to human activities.
Infection of amphibians with Chytrid Fungus, resulting in chytridiomycosis.
Input of organotins to Victorian marine and estuarine waters.
Input of petroleum and related products into Victorian marine and estuarine environments.
Input of toxic substances into Victorian rivers and streams.
Introduction and spread of Spartina to Victorian estuarine environments.
Introduction of live fish into waters outside their natural range within a Victorian river catchment after 1770.
Invasion of native vegetation by Blackberry Rubus fruticosus L. agg.
Invasion of native vegetation by ‘environmental weeds’.
Invasion of native vegetation communities by Tall Wheat-grass Lophopyrum ponticum.
Loss of biodiversity as a result of the spread of Coast Wattle (Acacia longifolia subsp. sophorae) and Sallow
Wattle (Acacia longifolia subsp. longifolia) into areas outside its natural range.
Loss of biodiversity in native ant populations and potential ecosystem integrity following invasion by
Argentine Ants
(Linepithema humile)
Loss of coarse woody debris from Victorian native forests and woodlands.
Loss of hollow-bearing trees from Victorian native forests.
Loss of terrestrial climatic habitat caused by anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases.
Predation of native wildlife by the cat, Felis catus.
Predation of native wildlife by the introduced Red Fox Vulpes vulpes.
Prevention of passage of aquatic biota as a result of the presence of instream structures.
Reduction in biodiversity of native vegetation by Sambar (Cervus unicolor).
Reduction in biodiversity resulting from Noisy Miner (Manorina melanocephala) populations in Victoria.
Reduction in biomass and biodiversity of native vegetation through grazing by the Rabbit Oryctolagus
cuniculus.
Removal of wood debris from Victorian streams.
Soil and vegetation disturbance resulting from marble mining.
Soil degradation and reduction of biodiversity through browsing and competition by feral goats (Capra
hircus)
Soil erosion and vegetation damage and disturbance in the alpine regions of Victoria caused by cattle
grazing.
Spread of Pittosporum undulatum in areas outside its natural distribution.
The discharge of human-generated marine debris into Victorian marine or estuarine waters.
The introduction and spread of the Large Earth Bumblebee Bombus terrestris into Victorian terrestrial
environments.
The introduction of exotic organisms into Victorian marine waters.
The spread of Phytophthora cinnamomi from infected sites into parks and reserves, including roadsides,
under the control of a state or local government authority.
6 of
57

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submissi
39

41. Threats to native flora and fauna arising from the use by the feral honeybee Apis mellifera of nesting hollows
and floral
resources.
42. Use of Phytophthora-infected gravel in construction of roads, bridges and reservoirs.
43. Wetland loss and degradation as a result of change in water regime, dredging, draining, filling and grazing.
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