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Bellarine Landcare Group submission
to the Environment and Planning Inquiry into Ecosystems Decline

Terms of Reference of the Inquiry
1. The extent of the decline of Victoria’s biodiversity and the likely impact on people and
ecosystems.
2. The adequacy of the legislative framework protecting Victoria’s environment and ecosystems,
particularly in the context of climate change impacts.
3. The adequacy and effectiveness of government programs.
4. Opportunities to restore the environment while upholding First Peoples’ connection to Country.
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SUMMARY
The Bellarine Peninsula provides, in a limited area, a large diversity of natural environments and
ecosystems. The latter have experienced extensive degradation over the last 150 years. They face
continued threats, particularly from urban sprawl, pest and weed invasion and careless or ignorant
use of land and water. Protection and restoration of ecosystems is being done by individuals, some
government agencies and community groups. The Bellarine Landcare Group has considerable
experience and success in this. Reasons for our success are discussed and ways to build on this
success are explored.
Legislative framework needs to become much less discretionary. There should be certainty and
consistency in implementation, with adequate resources for education and enforcement. Statutory
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planning, in particular, should be much stronger, and high priority given to environmental protection.
New urban development should be confined to defined settlement boundaries and include
consideration of both cumulative, and off site impacts. Local governments must be required to give
highest priority in any proposed planning amendment, to conserving native ecosystems. Off-site
impacts must be taken into consideration in this matter. There must be mechanisms to ensure
conservation covenants are enforced. Rate and taxation benefits can be provided as recognition of
the value of protected ecosystems. If any property has public monies granted to protect or restore
native vegetation on it, destroying the works funded by subsequent owners or managers should be
prohibited.
Government programs need to provide more adequate funding and use funding models that match
the complexity and time-frames of ecosystems. Funding of paid facilitators, community educators
and leadership training should be high priorities. Mechanisms to increase community involvement,
sustain regeneration effort and gain wider community understanding of ecosystem care are
proposed.
Learning from First People plays an important part in recovery and good management of our native
ecosystems. Traditional owners of Victoria’s land and waters are keen to provide knowledge and
many people want to learn. The key is to provide much better funding for traditional owners to
share their knowledge and provide leadership in land stewardship. Other ways to improve
involvement of First People is best learnt through setting up process to ensure they are consulted
and included in decision making as a matter of course.
1 INTRODUCTION
This submission addresses the terms of reference of the Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline by the
Environment and Planning Committee (EPC). We use the Bellarine Peninsula, east of Geelong,
to illustrate trends and options that are relevant statewide. The Bellarine Landcare Group (BLG)
is presented as a case study of approaches and programs that have had considerable success in
reducing and reversing ecosystem decline, and which have the potential to achieve much more.
We invited BLG members to provide evidence and comments relevant to the terms of reference
of the Inquiry. The results have been used to inform this submission.
1.1 The nature of ecosystems
Ecosystems are highly complex, dynamic, interactive, and multi-dimensional systems. An impact
on one part of the ecological system can have diverse consequences for other parts of the
system. For example, with aquatic ecosystems, water in streams, wetlands, and aquifers are
interconnected, and depend on inputs from flows over land to replenish them. Overland flows
contribute nutrients and sediments, as well as water. Time frames and connectivity, as well as
total disturbance are important.i Consequently, laws, policies and programs to halt or reverse
ecosystem decline, need to be integrated and over time frames that are relevant to ecosystems.
1.2 Values of ecosystems to humans
Native ecosystems provide many ‘Ecosystems services’ to humans. These include:
• Pollination. native invertebrates and larger species, such as possums and bats, play
important roles in pollination.
• Control of pests: birds, bats, beneficial insects other native fauna prey on pests.
• Shelter: woodland ecosystems provide excellent shelter for stock and crops, as well as
hosting species that control pests and provide pollination. Moderation of wind speeds can
also be used to reduce the speed of grass fires.
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• Soil health and plant nutrition: Soils are complex, living, breathing ecosystems and form the
basis of all life. Soil macro and micro fauna, plant roots and fungi play critical parts in
forming desirable soil structure, recycling nutrients and breaking down toxins.
• Prevention of soil degradation: caused through soil compaction, salinity & wind erosion.
• Fish and bird breeding: wetlands, estuaries and bays are important fish and bird breeding
nurseries.
• Water purification: aquatic ecosystems take up nutrients, trap sediments and break down
toxins.
• Chemical reservoirs: native species have potential to provide pharmaceuticals, and other
useful chemicals.
• Food, fibre and fuel: native plants are increasingly being recognised as sources of food and
fibre by mainstream Australians.
• Soil carbon & climate change mitigation - carbon sequestration via seasonal wetlands, farm
dams, and saltmarshes, healthy soils, pastures, trees & vegetation cover.
• Mental and spiritual health: humans are not purely material creatures. Our mental health
depends on interaction with nature. During the COVID-19 pandemic much has been said
of the stress experienced by people who have been shut away from nature, and the
benefits of nature to people suffering emotional painii.

2 THE BELARINE PENINSULA
2.1 Natural character
The Bellarine Peninsula prepresents, in a relatively small area, a diversity of soils, land forms
and ecosystems. There are remnants of former woodlands, coastal shrub lands, salt marshes
and numerous wetlands and lakes. Swan Bay, the Bellarine lakes, and the Barwon Estuary &
Lake Connewarre are important fish and bird nurseries. Their Ramsar listed wetlands provide
refuges for internationally significant migratory birds and important blue carbon sequestration.
The land hosts a number of endangered species and ecosystems.
These diverse ecosystems are found on both private and public land, in designated nature
reserves and land where their protection is highly uncertain. The popularity of the Peninsula for
recreation and as a tourism destination introduces threats additional to farming and urban land
use. Appendix 1 gives a more detailed description of the Peninsula’s ecosystems, as they were
before the arrival of Europeans, and as fragmented remnants now.
2.2 Aboriginal land management and philosophy
The Peninsula, as first seen by Europeans, was an occupied and managed land. The Bengalat
balug clan of the Wadawurrung nation lived on the Bellarine Peninsula and shaped its vegetation
with sophisticated management practices. Their spiritual unity with the land allowed them to live
sustainably here for more than 40,000 years.
Low-intensity fire and gentle cultivation were their key management tools. As the women dug for
native yams – Murrnong (Microseris lanceolata), and the roots and tubers of lilies and orchids,
they loosened the soil and stimulated new growth of these food plants. By 1840 the Peninsula
was turned into sheep runs. Sheep developed a taste for Murnong roots, (and) their hard hooves
trampled the diverse native grasslands: Aboriginal women were no-longer able to feed their
families with once abundant Murrnong.
2.2 Evidence of decline, and recovery, of Bellarine Peninsula Ecosystems
By a mere hundred years of European settlement on the Bellarine Peninsula, timber cutting,
western farming practices, the trampling of cloven hoofs, and draining of wetlands had led to
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grossly degraded land and resulted in the loss of most native biodiversity. Only islands of natural
ecosystems and degraded wetlands remained.
By the mid-1900s rabbits had so added to land degradation that formerly well vegetated streams
and coast had degenerated to massive erosion gullies.
Only around five per cent of native vegetation (that that was) present prior to pre-European
settlement remains today. These remnants of the original vegetation are fragmented and
modified by past and current European land management, weed invasion, loss of fauna species
and absence of Aboriginal management practices such as burning. Some remnants have faired
better as they were burnt routinely by the local CFA. Regulatory changes and risk management
in recent history has seen these areas decline in diversity. Urban expansion is accelerating this
loss.
There has been some improvement in the last fifty years, largely due to intensive efforts by
landholders and volunteers, including BLG (see Appendix 2 for an example). Progressive
landholders are well aware of the benefits of native ecosystems; we are finding an increasing
eagerness from landholders to learn about and contribute to ecosystem recovery.
2.3 Causes of decline
At its broadest level, we see human greed and ignorance as the greatest threats to ecosystems.
Western consumer philosophy tends to a view everything as a resource, to be exploited. Many
people also honestly have little understanding of their impacts on ecosystemsiii. These drive the
key, interacting causes of ecosystem loss - direct destruction, invasive species, pollution, over
use, and climate change.
Balancing this, we have found a desire by many in our community to care for our natural
biodiversity. Commitment and action comes with knowledge, confidence that there is
something positive that we can do, and recognition of our efforts.
BLG members identified the following specific threats, all evident on the Bellarine Peninsula:
• Urban sprawl, and insufficient protection of the countryside in surrounding peri-urban areas
- the most often identified threat.
• Changed hydrology – increased runoff, as a result of converting woodlands to pasture;
urban developments and roads, and deliberate modifications of wetlands.
• Pollution – litter, chemicals from roads, farms and urban areas, and septic tanks.
• Industrial-scale farming, with large machinery leading to vegetation clearing and mono
cropping.
• Trampling and vehicle traffic, damaging plants, and causing soil compaction.
• Introduced pests (rabbits, foxes, unrestrained cats and dogs, birds, fish and other aquatic
species) and weeds (including pasture species in the wrong place).
• Changed fire regimes. Aboriginal ‘fire-stick farming’ has been replaced by hazard reduction
burns, accidental fires and wildfiresiv..
3 THE BELLARINE LANDCARE GROUP
3.1 Membership and purpose
The Bellarine Landcare Group was formed in 1994. It has a membership of 250 members,
including a team of 50 volunteers who support the propagation of indigenous plants at our
Nursery, a partnership with the Bellarine Secondary College in Drysdale.
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Its stated purpose is:
To promote biodiversity and the sustainable use of the land and water resources to create
a healthy and natural environment across the Bellarine Peninsula.
Membership is increasing and it is taking on new initiatives and engaging more volunteers in these
activities
3.2 Activities and successes
3.2.1 Wide commitment
We recognise that many remnants of our natural ecosystems occur on private land, so effective
reversal of ecosystem decline must occur on private, as well public land. Our members promote
some excellent on-farm schemes, such as the Environmental Best Management Practice
Program, Land for Wildlife and Trust or Nature v. Many of the growing number of small (periurban) landholders in our region are inexperienced land managers, but are keen to protect and
restore native vegetation. BLG helps to educate, empower and assist these new landholders.
3.2.1 Broad ranging activities
Activities undertaken by BLG over the last five years include:
•

Planting indigenous species predominately on private land, but also public land.

•

Improving corridors and connectivity of native vegetation, beside streams, roads, within
farms and along the very popular Bellarine Rail Trail. A “weeding and walking” group
demonstrates how much can be achieved with small, but sustained resources – a
committed team of elderly volunteers. People who take ownership and use their
knowledge to extend our work, we have evidence that the weeding work continues
throughout the week

•

Establishing and managing the Mannerim Memorial Indigenous Garden.

•

‘Koala Country’ – a partnered between landholders, volunteers, schools and youth
groups doing planting and direct seeding to provide koala habitat.

•

Pest animal and weed management, particularly rabbit and gorse control.

•

School and community education – more of this below.

•

Advocacy - for a healthy Bellarine and wider natural environments, including lobbying
for the control of pest plants and animals, expansion of reserves, restoring streams
that flow into the Ramsar wetlands, and environmental policy development.

•

Providing a community network where people enjoy each other’s company and
companionship, exercise and feel like they make a meaningful contribution to the
environment.

3.2.3 BLG Facilitator
In 2011, BLG secured funding for a professional facilitator. Since then, we have been able to
retain our facilitator through the State Government’s Victorian Landcare Facilitator Program. We
benefit greatly from the huge contribution that our facilitator makes to our volunteer-based group.
She organises on-ground projects, community engagement, public events, planting days,
information session and workshops. She spends considerable time in seeking funding and inkind support for our work. She increases our capacity by building relationships and networks.
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3.2.4 Indigenous plant nursery.
The Bellarine Secondary College and Bellarine Landcare Group Indigenous Plant Nursery is a
collaboration between BLG and the Bellarine Secondary College. The college provides the site
for the nursery while BLG volunteers assist the school with maintenance of its outdoor teaching
facilities.
In 2020 the nursery provided over 51,000 indigenous plants for revegetation on private properties
and throughout the Bellarine Peninsula – e.g. to VicRoads, Greening Australia and Bellarine
Bayside, Parks Victoria and many local golf courses. Its more than 50 nursery volunteers are
ambassadors for native biodiversity. Knowledgeable and keen managers have played a large
part in this success. The nursery, because it is not-for-profit, can focus on local species and
genetics. Staff and volunteers can take time to talk with customers, providing advice and the
vignettes of interesting information, like symbiotic relationships between local plants and insects,
weed suppression and fire retardants
The success of the nursery has meant we now employ 2 staff at a total of 35 hrs per week, (from 15
hours in 2017). We have seen several volunteers build confidence and knowledge so that they have
left us for the paid workforce.

3.2.5 Working with the wider community
Like other Landcare groups, we are nimble in responding to shifting community needs and
obtaining resources. We have high standing with farmers, land managers and other landholders.
An important feature of BLG is that its members include full-time farmers, small block holders,
town residents, young, middle-aged and elderly people, people with diverse backgrounds and
education, but common delight in our work. A result is that BLG is an effective facilitator of
collaboration between various community groups and landholders. We have long-standing links
with the Bellarine Catchment Network, Trust for Nature, the Geelong Field Naturalists, the
Geelong Conservation Council, the City of Greater Geelong, The Corangamite Catchment
Management Authority, the Bellarine Secondary College, and many other groups. Some links
involve collaboration, consultation, advice and education. Others extend to on-ground work, and
sharing equipment. We provide the local focus and knowledge so that together we build our
capacity and add value to projects. (is this repetitive)
The BLG is seeking ways to widen our partnership with the Wadawurrung people. We recognise
the importance of cultural burning to restoration of grassland and other Bellarine ecosystems,
and to remove the risk of major wildfires, but we need the Traditional Owners of this land to teach
us how to use fire correctly. At present we are advocating for better funding to support their
involvement in this important cultural work.
3.2.6 Educating and enthusing the community
BLG is filling a void in community education which was done once by the State Department of
Agriculture, and the Soil Conservation Authority. We organise workshops and classes – e.g. on
safe chemical use, plant identification, and pest and weed control. We provide(s) ‘walks and talks’
for schools, a monthly newsletter to more than 500 people, and have leading conservation and farm
management experts as speakers at our monthly meetings. We have strong relationships with local
schools and TAFE. We provide them with real life experience in horticulture, agriculture,
conservation land management.
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3.2.7 Financing BLG’s work
BLG depends heavily on small grants from a plethora of sources. Commonly these assist, rather
than cover the costs of projects and programs. Keen landholders and volunteers take up the
slack to ensure the work is done. The process of seeking grant funding is time-consuming and
arduous. Funds are provided for short periods, even though most work needs to be sustained for
much longer. The main value of this funding approach is that it allows local people to identify
important actions to be taken and obtain some support to start them. Better, and more efficient
ways, can be found to do this.
In 2019 funding was obtained from a range of sources to protect remnant trees, produce new
editions of our Bellarine Flora booklets, undertake protection work for Swan Bay, do regeneration
planting on the Drysdale Landfill site, erect interpretation signs along the Bellarine Rail Trail,
rabbit and gorse control, and many more projects.
Total operating expenses in 2019 were- $157,582, a very modest sum for the results achieved.
The large contribution of volunteers made this possible.
3.3 Key factors in BLC’s success
3.3.1 Tapping community resources
Collectively the BLG, with other community conservation groups in the region, have decades of
professional and on-ground experience. Members have deep commitment to nature
conservation, sustainability and great enthusiasm for joint efforts. BLG’s policy of welcoming
members from all walks of life gives it strength.
3.3.2 Leadership
BLG’s presidents, other committee members, and paid staff understand the difference between
being leaders and being a boss. They share decision-making and work, enable everyone to do
what they can, respect their contributions, and support each other as friends and colleagues.
Their enthusiasm is contagious.
3.3.3 Professional facilitator
The value of a paid facilitator is described above. It would be impractical for volunteers alone to
achieve as much as has been done by BLG without her.
3.3.4 The Indigenous Plant Nursery
Major benefits of a not-for-profit nursery have also been described above. The nursery provides
a focal point for BLG members to meet, work and learn. The wider Bellarine community identify
BLG with its nursery and, through that, learns what else BLG does. Skilled management,
coordination and training of the nursery’s volunteer workforce again reflect good leadership. It
also benefits from connection with the Gordon TAFE.
3.3.5 Education and Linkages
BLG is frequently invited to work with other community groups, be involved in consultation on
conservation matters and take part in education. Its workshops and field days are well attended.
This is a case of success breeding success. Funds, leadership and our excellent professional
staff, ensure that we work effectively with like-minded people in the community and that more
people understand the nature and importance of our ecosystems. We engage with a diversity of
ages and backgrounds from primary & secondary schools to TAFES, universities & older people.
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3.3.6 Funding and in-kind support
The various sources of funds that support our staff and different projects, though modest, are
essential to BLG’s work. So is in-kind support from other groups and the Bellarine Secondary
College. The last is particularly valuable because it is on-going – program-based, rather than
supporting a limited project only.
3.4 Constraints on Success
While the BLG has achieved a good deal, we are constrained in what we can do.
The dominant funding model is particularly limiting. Another significant problem is that good work
done by one land owner or manager can be undone by a new manager or owner, or by a land
use change. It is disheartening and wasteful where change of land ownership and urban sprawl
leads to clearing of native vegetation that BLG has been instrumental in protecting or restoring.
Destruction of vegetation on public land, which has also received BLG’s care – roadside, rail-trail,
and lakeside - is also discouraging. These are discussed in following sections in terms of the
Inquiry’s Terms of Reference 2-4. Local illustrations are given in Appendices 3 and 4.
4 TERM OF REFERENCE 2 - The adequacy of the legislative framework protecting Victoria’s
environment and ecosystems, particularly in the context of climate change impacts.
4.1 Need for stronger regulation and enforcement
The legislative framework protecting Victoria’s environment and ecosystems is too discretionary,
and much too often not implemented. Laws and regulations need to be framed in such a way
that they will be enforced by responsible agencies. Most businesses, while frustrated by arduous
and long-winded processes, welcome certaintyvi.
Breaches of environmental statutes need to be sufficient to deter illegal activity. There also
needs to be sufficient resources to ensure enforcement. It should not be left to understaffed
agencies or community groups to see that policies, laws and regulations are implemented
4.2 The Flora and Fauna Guarantee, and the Planning and Environment Acts
The Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (Vic.) was a useful starting point to protect our
environment and its listed species, but the Planning and Environment Act 1987 (Vic.) left it
impotent. Implementation of the Planning and Environment Act overwhelmingly favours
developers; even when tested at VCAT, two thirds of decisions have been made in favour of
developers. It remains to be seen if the recent Flora and Fauna Guarantee Amendment Act
2019 (Vic.) achieves better results.
4.3 Statutory planning and local government
Statutory planning provisions are implemented by local government. Decisions by local
government should conform with their own environmental policies and State and (f)Federal
environmental statutes. However, with some municipalities, and certainly the CoGG, local
government gives highest priority to residential development, and only cosmetic consideration is
given to environmental values. This applies in the Bellarine Peninsula, even where recent
developments have been outside draft settlement boundaries. An example given frequently by
BLG members is the recently developed housing estate separated by only a narrow road from
the Ocean Grove Nature Reserve. Community groups have invested a great deal of time and
effort into improving this remnant of earlier ecosystems. The Reserve now has no buffer of rural
land to protect it and already there are pressures to ‘tidy up’ the Reserve (remove ground story
8

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 453

habitat) to reduce the fire risk, and to widen the road at the expense of the Reserve. See
Appendix 5 for a further example.
If the recent declaration of the Peninsula as a Distinctive Area and Landscape is to achieve
anything, the Statement of Planning Policy that follows must provide more than vague directions
to ‘have consideration of’ environmental values’. It must have clear directives to retain and
restore ecosystems. If development of the Peninsula continues on its present trajectory, all the
commitment of community groups will be unable to prevent much of it becoming another
desolate, homogenous suburb, dependent on polluting cars.
CoGG considers each development proposal in isolation, or, even worse, as a precedent for
subsequent developments. It is the cumulative impacts of new urban developments that need to
be considered, and this should be mandated.
There should be clear, legally binding rules that prevent the amending or over-riding of planning
provisions where these will clearly cause loss of ecosystems. Before any areas outside
designated settlement areas can be permitted, local government should be required(s) to
demonstrate that any need for more homes cannot be met within existing settlements. In the
unlikely case that this is so, off-site impacts of any proposed development should be taken into
account – such as fragmentation of ecosystems, increased and polluted runoff (inevitable where
hard surfaces replace soil and deep rooted plants), litter, predation by domestic animals,
demands for wider access roads and fire management, and greater recreational use of nearby
natural areas. Wherever new housing is developed, there should be requirement to incorporate
native vegetation, provide corridors for wildlife and turn runoff into a resource in appropriate
wetland landscapes (See Appendices 5). This should apply to rural residential subdivisions as
well as urban developmentsvii.
Secure covenants: with private land, it has been the hope of owners that covenants, specifically
Trust for Nature (TFN) covenants, attached to a title will protect ecosystems into the future. This
has not proved to be assured (See Appendices 3). There need to be changes that make it much
more difficult to overturn covenants. Local government should have an unequivocal duty to
enforce covenants, including management to meet the objectives of the covenantviii. There
should be adequate inspection and enforcement to ensure they are obeyed. The landholder who
instituted the covenant should have right of appeal against any application to overturn a
conservation.
BLG and funding grants for revegetation often played a part in restoring native vegetation on
private land. It is important that these efforts and public funds are not squandered. If grant
monies have been used to restore vegetation, any person who destroys this vegetation should
be required to refund the money. Another action that would encourage respect for conservation
covenants is to reduce property rates where they are present; e.g. exclude the covenanted area
from the ratable area. Most municipalities offer this, but it should be Statewide, and involve an
automatic process.
4.4 The EPBC Act
While the EPBC Act is outside the control of the Victorian Parliament, it has particular importance
for the Bellarine Peninsula, because of our Ramsar wetlands, habitats for internationally
significant migratory birds, and listed threatened species. Victoria can bring pressure to bear on
the Federal government to make this Act more effective. The recent review of the Act concluded
that administration of the Act is poor and it is failing in its purpose.
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4.5 Offsets
Net gain offset provisions, defined in the EPBC Act, have no place on the Bellarine Peninsula.
Net gain offsets are only for 10 years. There are no appropriate places to develop ‘like for like’
habitats on the Peninsula when native vegetation is destroyed. More generally, off-sets are a
flawed tool; when habitats are destroyed, animals in them are killed or left to starve. The
complex web of species, old and young plant, microorganism, and regenerative processes are
lost. New plantings do not recreate these; restoring ecosystems is difficult and takes a long time,
if it can be done at all.
5 TERM OF RFERENCE 3 - The adequacy and effectiveness of government programs.
5.1 A Better funding model
The dominance of ‘Project based’ funding is flawed. Resources need to be based on programs
designed to achieve conservation objectives. The long-term nature of ecosystem protection and
restoration is undermined by the government’s failure to fund long term programs and invest in
ongoing work.
As mentioned earlier, there is a place for community groups to put forward project proposals that
taps their intimate knowledge of their own location. At another level, it is for governments to
decide on broad policies and programs. It should then make sure that there are sufficient funds
to carry out these programs and that funds flow for long enough to carry programs through to
successful completion. This is particularly relevant to providing funding for Landcare facilitators.
A further challenge to the effectiveness of funding by government grants is the time that needs to
be committed to applying for them. Sometimes, despite meeting clear criteria and undertaking
the arduous application process, BLG’s applications have not been successful. This is a waste
of time and inhibits good planning. Some recent grants, which were initiated with a simple
expression of interest, provide a more efficient process. Expressions of Interest were short listed
and invitations to apply for grant were invited. A grant application was completed with fair
confidence that the grant would be successful. This is much more efficient. The value of the
final grant application is as much to refine the plans for the project as to obtain funds.
5.2 Collaboration and communication
Effective collaboration and communication between community groups and various agencies is
extremely valuable, but it does take time and effort. It can be hard for government employees to
find the time for this. They need to have time allocated for collaboration in their job descriptions.
Management of public land can be piecemeal and contradictory. Mechanisms are needed to
ensure integrated management that protects ecosystems and other values. This is
demonstrated by an unfortunate event where native vegetation that had been restored and
managed by BLG volunteers was destroyed on the Bellarine Rail Trail (see Appendix 4). A
coordination process to ensure prior communication between the various groups interested in
management of the Rail Trail could have prevented this.
5.3 Increasing community action and commitment
Involving community members in conservation is good for the people involved as well as our
ecosystems. Landcare is excellent at encouraging natural community leaders and sharing
community wisdom. Providing leadership training to those who are apt at leadership will allow
them to do even better and would help other conservation groups.
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5.4 Education and facilitation
The importance of educating the wider community has been identified in earlier sections. A great
deal of damage is done through ignorance. Knowledge brings commitment and enthusiasm.
This is particularly easy to see in the delight school children take in our BLG’s school activities. It
would be good to expand programs of school and community education. Resources to
undertake more of the type of community education that BLG provides would add to the
increasing environmental concern in the community and show people the positive things that
they can do. The hundreds of interactions at our Nursery raise awareness about local rare and
near extinct species, our rich cultural heritage and ecosystem decline.
5.5 New knowledge – monitoring and research.
BLG and some other conservation groups (particularly the Geelong Field Naturalists and Water
Watch) undertake monitoring of ecosystems and restoration work. We are fortunate to have links
with academic institutions to support us in this. Such citizen science provides substantial
information and is often maintained over lengthy periods – the appropriate time frame for
ecological studies. Programs to link this type of data collection with a research institution would
ensure that the most is gained from community monitoring. Experienced researchers can help to
design monitoring programs, analyse data and disseminate the knowledge gained. This requires
that the research institutes are encouraged to provide such support and have tenured staff to do
their part.
6 Term of Reference 4 - Opportunities to restore the environment while upholding First Peoples’
connection to Country.
There is plenty of interest in the wider community to learn from our First People. Our Landcare
community is keen to learn more about Indigenous methods of caring for country, cool burning,
mosaic burning, how native species can reduce the fire fuel load and reduce the risk of wild
fires, and Indigenous uses of plants. But the local indigenous people are tragically under
resourced. It would be valuable to invest in training Wadawurrung educators, so they can be
working on the land with landholders and supporting land restoration efforts and knowledge
exchange.
The most important action is to fund our Traditional Owners adequately so that they can
respond positively to every community request for community education about Country. At
present they are limited to fee for services contributions. With their wisdom it can become OUR
country, and we will care for it as we should.
For more advice on this Term of Reference, the best people to ask are the Wadawurrung
people themselves. With increased resources we could use our knowledge to assist First
Peoples rebuild their connection to country.
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Nature Kit, the Victorian Government/s vegetation mapping, found at
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APPENDICES
A1. Natural values of the Bellarine Peninsula
Before the arrival of European settlers, the Bellarine’s hills and valleys were clothed with
grassy woodlands and shrub lands. Remnant patches of earlier ecosystems remain on
private property and in reserves. Many of the original fauna species, particularly
mammals, are now locally extinct.
On low-lying damp land, hardy plants were found, such as Moonah (Melaleuca
lanceolate) and White Mangroves (Avecinnia marina). Twelve types of salt marsh
vegetation occupy saline marshes.
There were numerous wetlands, some permanent and others ephemeral, from hypersaline to fresh-water, each with a rich suite of plants and animals suited to its particular
environment. These wetlands remain, although they have been modified by changes in
hydrology and deliberate works. They are fed by the Barwon River, smaller streams, and
water moving overland and through aquifers. Groundwater also supports terrestrial
species, such as the River Red Gums. Estuarine ecosystems are found in the mouth of
Barwon River.
Among the wetlands are internationally recognised Ramsar wetlands - the Connewarre
Lake System and Swan Bay Wetlands. These provide refuge for internationally important
migratory birds. The Peninsula is home to a number of endangered species and
ecosystems, including the critically endangered Orange-bellied Parrot (Neophema
chrysogaster), the Growling Grass Frog (Litoria raniformis).
To the south, the Peninsula is bounded by Bass Straight, and hardy dune vegetation. To
the north and east, the more sheltered waters of Port Phillip and, in particular, Swan Bay,
provide fish breeding grounds, salt marshes and shrublands over heathy understories.
There are a number of reserves (e.g. Edward’s Point, The Basin, and Ocean Grove
Nature Reserve) that aim to protect remnants of ecosystems. Old trees, scattered across
the hinterland, provide essential breeding places and shelter for birds, possums, and
other fauna.

A2.Reversing loss caused by erosion
By the mid-1950s aerial photos show a denuded Bellarine Peninsula, with water-gouged
creek lines and coast. In 1951, Geoff Henderson purchased a degraded farm on Swan
Bay. The heads of the gullies on the property were moving at up to 50 metres a year and
carrying the eroded soil into Swan Bay. Geoff, in partnership with the then Soil
Conservation Authority, came up with engineering solutions and rabbit control to convert
erosion gullies on his property to productive land.
Following Geoff Henderson’s lead, and control of rabbits by Myxomatosis, much was
achieved in reversing the scourge of erosion. Many gullies are now well vegetated
through concerted revegetation efforts and have stabilised. With others, there is more
work to be done. Deep erosion gullies can still be seen along the coast and cutting
inland. For the present they are largely stabilized by the growth of new vegetation and
moderation of rabbit numbers. Increased drainage from urban development poses a risk
of reactivating erosion in some of these gullies.
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decades since the Rail Trail pathway was established within the rail corridor, the Rail Trail
has become popular for outdoor recreation and enjoyment of the natural environment.
DELWP and CoGG found the vegetation removal was not in accordance with an
‘Exemption to Clear Native Vegetation’ issued to the Steam Train Preservation Society,
nor was it done by a qualified contractor with appropriate equipment, knowledge or care
to minimise soil disturbance. It apparently was done purely in the perceived interest of
the commercial charter train operator. Management of the Rail corridor needs to change,
to include all interested parties and protect native vegetation. Stakeholders include Vic
Track, DELWP, CoGG, recreational users, Bellarine Catchment Network, Landcare, and
neighbouring landholders, as well as the STPS. New management should include a
qualified biodiversity manager. Most immediately, DELWP should revoke the Railway’s
‘Exemption to Clear Native Vegetation’ and require remediation to restore the damaged
and cleared vegetation and soil.

Before and after illegal clearing of Rail Trail vegetation

A5 Impacts of urban development on a small catchment
Three urban developments are currently in the planning stage for the small catchment of
the upper Fresh Water Lake System, an ephemeral wetland that feeds Lake Victoria, a
part of the Lake Connewarre Ramsar complex. These developments will inevitably lead to
an increase in volume and pollution of storm water runoff. This will rise in water levels in
Freshwater Lake, drowning current vegetation. Proposals to manage this increased
runoff only provide limited on-site capture of water and some drainage to a point below
the developments. Runoff from that point will flow into the internationally important Lake
Victoria, altering is hydrology and ecology. Modelling to guide solutions to this increased
runoff is questionable, at best. For example, small rainwater tanks are to be provided for
each home to reduce runoff. Water collected is to be used for toilet flushing. Modelling
appears to depend on average rainfalls and toilet use. In heavy rainfall events one is
forced to conclude that the modellers believe home owners will flush their toilets with
great frequency to prevent tanks from running over. It appears that CoGG and the
developers do not (or choose not) to understand that a model is not reality – it is a
simplification of the real world, and is no better than the assumptions and data built into it.
Yet, on such uncertain modelling, and with no account taken of cumulative, or off-site
ecological impacts, the developments are poised to go ahead.
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