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1. The Holden Proving Ground (HPG)
Earlier this year, GMH announced that it was pulling out of Australia. This meant that the Proving
Ground would be sold. The HPG site covers 877 hectares, roughly 100kms south east of Melbourne,
just off the Bass Highway, in Bass Coast Shire. It was opened in 1957. To ensure security, the site
has 18 kilometres of fencing and consequently has been undisturbed for the past sixty years. The
site is unique in providing a variety of ecosystems and high quality habitat for rare and endangered
flora and fauna and is the last significant remnant coastal forest in the Western Port region.
General access to the HPG has been impossible for most of this time and very few people had any
idea of its environmental, cultural and habitat values. Nevertheless, a coalition of environmental
and community groups, stakeholders and concerned individuals, including me, has been fighting
hard to raise awareness of the value of this site and to ensure its protection. Time has been of the
essence as we knew a sale was imminent. Initially, we hoped to convince the State Government to
purchase the site and we developed a range of arguments and proposals to promote the potential
benefits to the State. In the middle of the pandemic, that was always going to be a stretch but we
spread the word to existing environmental groups, academics, the Botanic Gardens and a variety of
media. We lobbied the Bass Coast Shire Council, the local member and other parliamentarians
representing neighbouring electorates or with relevant portfolios.
We stressed the potential benefits to all Victorians, especially the Western Port, Bass Coast and
South Gippsland regions. We thought, or hoped, that we had made a compelling case but lobbying
parliamentarians proved not really worthwhile as local members simply re-directed emails to our
local member. Ministers did the same, re-directing all correspondence to the Environment Minister.
The Federal Member for this area simply sent a standard ‘thank you for contacting me’ email with
mainly pandemic information. We continued to work effectively with Bass Coast Shire Council,
which recognises the value of the site.
The whole HPG site is zoned Farming, with only basic bushfire overlays, so it lacks any real
environmental protection. We were concerned that a new buyer would clear or develop the site in
ways which would be inappropriate, at best, or destructive, at worst. Our fears were confirmed
when we discovered that the area around the site and small parts within the fence, were longestablished sand mining leases. There are a number of quarries and mines close by. We were
devastated to discover that the State government was running the State Extractive Resources Area
(SERA) pilot project, which included this area, to investigate opening up some of those leases to
provide resources for the post-covid economic recovery of Melbourne. Even worse, part of the SERA
project was to canvass changes to the existing conditions and regulations to prioritise the needs of
the extractive industry over the environment. The rights of Councils, community groups and
concerned individuals to be consulted and have their concerns addressed would be drastically
curtailed or removed entirely.
Fortunately, submissions were being accepted on the SERA project and we argued that the HPG and
surrounding remnant coastal forest should be excluded, as mining would cause irreparable damage
and would be environmental vandalism. Submissions have closed and it is uncertain when any
decisions will be made. The State Minister for the Environment, who we asked to protect the HPG, is
also the Minister for Planning, the portfolio managing the SERA project. Whilst I hope these
competing imperatives can be reconciled, I fear I know which portfolio will be the priority.
While grappling with the SERA project, we discovered that a working sand mine in the Grantville
area contained a section of magnificent, healthy grass trees close to its boundary. They were burnt
in the Grantville bushfire in early 2019 and then flowered magnificently the next season. Some of
them are hundreds of years old. Apparently, healthy populations are now rare or endangered in
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Victoria. Sadly, they are within the mining lease, which will be extended into their habitat in autumn
next year. There are plans to relocate at least some of these precious survivors in an attempt to
minimise the destruction (a form of ‘off-setting’). Experts advise that this is highly unlikely to be
successful as these plants do not transplant well. Even if some did survive, the ‘plantation’ could not
possibly replace the current, complex, intact ecosystems in any meaningful way. The Council and
local activists are in discussion with responsible parties to try and find some kind of solution or
compromise. Under the existing regulatory system there is no requirement for the lease-holder to
have any discussions or to undertake any protective or restorative action. No body, including
Council, has any power to protect these grass trees or anything else within a mining lease.

2. AGL Gas Import Jetty and Pipeline
The proposal by AGL to moor a regasification plant at Crib Point and build a 55 kilometre gas pipeline
to Pakenham, is only the latest in a seemingly endless series of plans and projects trying to
industrialise Western Port in one way or another. An early example was the plan to put a nuclear
plant on French Island. There have been many proposals since and the local community has had to
work tirelessly for decades to fight each one and protect a significant and fragile eco-system from
irreparable damage. There are good reasons why Western Port is a recognised Ramsar wetland
habitat and is included in the UNESCO designated Biosphere – one of only a handful in Australia.
Western Port is a complex, interconnected, estuarine system, inextricably linked with its hinterland.
It is arguably Victoria’s most important blue wedge. Its encompassing coastlines have already
endured many assaults and development. When the Koo Wee Rup swamp was drained, many of the
local water courses were straightened and turned into drains which increased inflows and erosion.
The vegetation around the shoreline has been cleared for agricultural and quarrying purposes, which
has also had impacts on water flows. The sea-grass meadows have been plundered almost to
extinction and shipped to Melbourne. The mangroves, which are the southernmost in the country
and very efficient at carbon sequestration, are also significantly reduced and can no longer protect
low-lying shorelines from storm surges, leading to greater and faster erosion of beaches and land.
There has been significant loss of vital habitats for local and migratory wildlife and consequent loss
of biodiversity.
Submissions on the Environmental Effects Statement (EES) for this Project have recently closed and
public hearings will be held later in the year. As someone who lives on the shores of Western Port
and knows just how fragile it is, I made a personal submission, feeling that I had to do something to
help protect this beautiful and unique place for future generations. The Prime Minister is on record
as supporting a ‘gas-led recovery’ from the pandemic and he has been urged to underwrite major
gas projects, which suggests I might have wasted my time. However, there has been a recent surge
in opposing views from business and industry leaders, banks, medical specialists, economists,
academics and others, joining with ecologists, environmentalists and concerned citizens. The social
contract for this industry seems to be eroding fast, which gives me a little hope, if the Federal
Government is listening.
This proposal is also an example of some of the broad issues involved in the decline of eco-systems
and biodiversity, loss of habitats and reduction in populations of threatened and endangered
species. The project’s EES is detailed, complex and difficult for a non-expert to understand and spot
errors, omissions and potential consequences. It is based on theoretical modelling which supports
emphatic statements and yet which is hedged with subtle caveats. Modelling alone cannot
accurately predict the real world complexities of this eco-system or how the proposed project
would, or could, affect it. Any disturbances to the balance of the system, however small, are likely to
be extensive, destructive and potentially catastrophic to some part of the system. Monitoring
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processes may not pick up problematic changes, or not until they are entrenched. Even if adverse
impacts are discovered quickly, there is no guarantee that effective remedies will be available,
feasible or economically viable. Humans have a poor record in our attempts to ‘fix’ the problems we
have created by failing to understand the complexity and interconnectedness of natural systems.
Two examples of what I have called ‘emphatic statements’ are shown below:
1. ‘Water temperature and chlorine associated with discharged seawater from the FSRU would
not impact mangroves, saltmarsh, seagrasses and subtidal reefs, or fauna such as water birds
that use these habitats’. (my emphasis).
I find it impossible to believe that there could be no impact from huge quantities of warm or cold
chlorinated water being continually discharged from the facility into the shallow waters of Western
Port.
2. ‘The studies found the Project’s operation would be unlikely to significantly impact terrestrial
or freshwater flora and fauna values. Mitigation measures and monitoring during operation
would reduce the potential for minor impacts and enable a response to any unforeseen
impacts. (my emphases)’.
This sounds reassuring but the statement is significantly weakened by the words in bold. Concerns
have also been expressed about the effect of lighting on the migration of young shearwaters; the
disturbance to feeding times for water birds which may mean they are not healthy enough to
successfully migrate; the destruction of small marine organisms, (including fish eggs and larvae)
which would have a devastating impact on Western Port food chains. There are numerous other
concerns because everything in this ecosystem is connected with everything else in ways too
numerous to map and control.
These are but two examples of issues currently facing this small corner of Victoria. Others include
rapid coastal erosion particularly in Jam Jerrup, Kilcunda, Cowes and Inverloch; loss of mangroves
and seagrass in Western Port; fragmented remnant vegetation and loss of habitats; and pressure
from increased development. From my perspective as an individual citizen with no power and little
influence on the outcomes, my only avenue is to write submissions such as this and hope someone
will read them and work towards improving the situation.
On a brighter note, in October 2019, the State Government declared Bass Coast Shire as a Distinctive
Area and Landscape, under the Planning and Environment Act 1987, offering increased
protection to our coastal environment. In theory, this is a wonderful initiative but it may not
necessarily help protect the HPG site, the DAL does not include Crib Point and the other issues above
require action at national level. Sadly, the DAL protections will not necessarily prevent the State
Government from expanding sand mines within the DAL area. The Government giveth and taketh
away …

Inquiry Terms of Reference
To inquire into:
A. the extent of the decline of Victoria’s biodiversity and the likely impact on people, particularly First

Peoples, and ecosystems, if more is not done to address this, including consideration of climate change
impacts.

The extent and impacts of the decline in Victoria’s ecosystems and biodiversity have been well
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documented for decades in a variety of research and reports. The situation is bad and rapidly
worsening. We know that the primary causes are clearance for agricultural purposes and
development, particularly mining and housing. Adding in climate change and we are looking at
a devastated future I would not want to live in.
The needs of extractive industries and agriculture must be balanced alongside the needs of the
environment. At the moment, environmental needs are rarely given equal consideration. It is
now time for the environment to be the first priority in any decision making via considered,
consultative, coordinated and transparent planning processes.
B. the adequacy of the legislative framework protecting Victoria’s environment, including grasslands,
forests and the marine and coastal environment and native species.

The current legislative framework protecting Victoria’s environment is clearly inadequate. The
State Government’s failure to establish the Western Grassland Reserve is evidence of the
framework’s ineffectiveness. Graeme Samuel’s recently released interim report on the
statutory review warned national laws were “not fit to address current or future environmental
challenges”, including climate breakdown and the extinction crisis. The interim report
recommended the establishment of an independent regulator, quickly ruled out by the Federal
Government, which has introduced the Streamlining Environmental Approvals Bill into
Parliament. The name of the Bill speaks volumes. Responsibilities for assessment, approval and
management of major projects with environmental impacts will be devolved to the States. The
Environment Minister argues changes are needed to speed up project approvals to boost the
economy and the new regime would not reduce environmental standards. The States generate
much of their revenue from stamp duty on land sales – developments which involve clearance
and destruction of eco-systems and habitats, thereby contributing to climate change which
intensifies further destruction of eco-systems and habitats. It is unclear how this Bill can
possibly maintain existing inadequate standards, still less the likelihood of stronger, more
effective environmental protections. This legislation, which is likely to be passed, would result
in clear conflicts of interest, without obvious solutions or safeguards.
Current State legislation does not focus on environmental outcomes; does not include proper
means of enforcement; allows opaque and potentially conflicted decision making by the
Minister with no recourse to review; and provides poor resourcing of Departments responsible
for decision making, monitoring, compliance and enforcement. Legislation is also heavily
weighted towards approvals. Under existing rules, a major project would only be stopped if it
could be shown that it was going to destroy the last remaining habitat and cause the extinction
of a species. This enables us to nibble away at ecosystems and species until they collapse.
C. the adequacy and effectiveness of government programs and funding protecting and restoring
Victoria’s ecosystems;

There is plenty of evidence that current government programs and funding are, generally,
failing to protect and restore Victoria’s ecosystems. Initiatives such as the Distinctive Areas and
Landscape program, is a step in the right direction because it covers large areas in holistic ways.
However, the community is effectively powerless to prevent destructive developments,
especially if supported by the government. If Councils refuse planning permission, developers
with deep pockets invariably go to VCAT and, almost invariably, win their case. Neither
Councils nor concerned community members have the resources to continually contest such
cases so the result is a constant erosion of local planning processes and priorities.
Major developments often involve the use of offsetting, paying to plant vegetation elsewhere
to ‘replace’ what has been destroyed. This practice fails to understand the complexity and
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uniqueness of ecosystems—that habitats are not interchangeable units, like a currency.
Replacing mature trees with saplings or digging up mature grass trees to re-plant somewhere
else is not protecting ecosystems or habitats. Allowing developers to bulldoze healthy remnant
ecosystems in Melbourne’s growth corridors and then pay a levy to purchase other ecosystems elsewhere is simply smoke and mirrors disguising the actual losses.
In the case of the Western Grasslands Reserve, purchase funding was totally inadequate from
the outset and covering the shortfall relied on developers making offset payments for damage
or destruction elsewhere to fund the purchase of land for the reserves. The auditor-general
reported that only 10% of the necessary land had been purchased by the government since
2012. The Age has reported that developers were charged a range of levies, including,
‘$113,441, if a hectare of “native vegetation” is cleared, $10,005, if a hectare of the critically
endangered golden sun moth’s habitat is cleared and $7846, if a hectare of the endangered
growling grass frog’s habitat is cleared.’
How these figures were arrived at is not known but they are a stark indication of the monetary
value placed on these irreplaceable threatened habitats.
D. legislative, policy, program, governance and funding solutions to facilitate ecosystem and species
protection, restoration and recovery in Victoria, in the context of climate change impacts;

People and our actions are the main drivers of accelerated levels of climate change. Climate
change is at the root of the environmental problems we are facing: extended drought, earlier
and fiercer fires, loss of water security, eco-system and species collapse and extinctions from
habitat destruction. Much of the damage was done by previous generations but we have
known of these dangers for at least sixty years and have taken very little action. We continue
to do very little, ignoring the evidence which is accumulating, unwilling to adapt and adopt
innovative solutions as they arise, arguing about details and demonstrating little sense of
urgency or responsibility.
I cannot offer any specific ideas on ‘legislative, policy, program, governance and funding
solutions’ as I have no expertise in these areas. However, as an ordinary citizen who generally
feels powerless in the face of government, big business, multi-nationals and powerful lobby
groups, I would like to see a commitment to genuine, accessible and open community
consultation and a right to genuine participation in decision making, enshrined in legislation.
There should be mandatory disclosure of, and easy access to, all relevant information and data.
Sufficient time should be allowed to assess all the material, provide feedback and request
further information if required. There should be a clear review and appeal process. All projects
should be monitored to ensure compliance and a strong regulatory body should exist to
enforce decisions. Coordination needs to be improved to minimise avoidable conflicts of
interest where one part of government is working against another.
Victoria’s environment ‘belongs’ to all of us and, as citizens, we have a right to be involved in all
decisions that affect the use and health of our environment. If Victoria had a strong, effective
legislative framework, with integrity, perhaps people like me could relax a little, knowing that a
rigorous, enforceable system, with protection of the environment at its heart, was in place.

E.

opportunities to restore Victoria’s environment while upholding First Peoples’ connection to country,
and increasing and diversifying employment opportunities in Victoria;
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Victoria needs to improve communication and consultation with First People’s communities, be
willing to address their concerns and amend proposals accordingly. As a migrant to Australia, I
do not feel qualified to make any further comments on behalf of First Peoples except to
acknowledge that our original inhabitants lived in harmony with their environment for
millennia, used it responsibly and understood that looking after the land, sea and waterways
was also looking after the people. They understood that humans are simply one element in the
natural world. We may now be the most numerous mammal species on earth but we are not
necessarily the most important, just one life-form among many. We may not have the same
connection to Country as indigenous people but many of us love and respect this land and
recognise that we are part of Nature not apart from it.

SUMMARY
The solutions to all of the Inquiry’s questions are in our hands. Unless the human race is able and
willing to make some major changes to the ways we think, the things we do, the systems we
construct, the demands we make on the planet, the values we express, the ways we deal with
conflict and diversity within our species and how we treat other life forms which share the world,
then our future and that of our descendants, is looking very bleak.
Humans are a creative species. We should be able to re-imagine our way through this existential
crisis. We need to remember that everything is connected. Systems are complex in ways we still do
not understand fully but we know that a change in one part of any system will have repercussions
elsewhere in that system. Mother Nature always seeks to maintain balance and equilibrium. We
disturb that balance at our peril, risking possibly devastating consequences. We need to re-discover
some humility. We know a great deal about our world but we do NOT know or understand
everything and should not act as if we do.
It is past time for our environment to become the first priority of decision makers rather than being
relegated behind the needs of the economy, vested interests or ambitious politicians. Someone
once said, ‘without the environment, we don’t have an economy’. Without the environment, we
don’t have anything worth having, not even life itself. Instead of making false choices between the
environment or the economy or development, instead of thinking in terms of ‘either/or’, could we
reframe our thinking and consider ‘both … and’? When we talk of someone ‘battling’ with cancer, it
implies a particular way of thinking. If we say someone is ‘dancing’ with cancer, how could that
change our thinking? With good will and a willingness to seek out creative responses there is some
hope that it is still possible to preserve and protect our natural environment and all who live in it.
But, we are running out of time! And we really are all in this together!
I commend the Committee for undertaking this Inquiry on behalf of Parliament and trust that its
report and recommendations will be accepted and appropriate actions taken.
Anne Heath Mennell,

You may think that I’m a dreamer, but I’m not the only one …
John Lennon
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