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This submission has been made on behalf of all the members of the Christmas Hills
Landcare Group. A draft was circulated to all members for comment, with no member
indicating that it did not reflect their views. The situation in the Christmas Hills district is
expected to be reflective of other peri-urban locations and solutions that may be
provided by local community action, if those involved receive appropriate backing.

Summary
The Christmas Hills Landcare Group and its members have been caring for natural
ecosystems on private land in Christmas Hills for fourteen years. In that time, and
despite our efforts to counter it, we have witnessed a decline in the extent and health of
our local ecosystems. We believe that Landcare groups and the networks they form,
can play a key role in addressing this decline, with an emphasis on collaborative, crosstenure (public, private and Traditional) planning, coordination and delivery of actions
that not only directly address the issues on the ground, but simultaneously build a
culture of custodianship for the shared land in our collective care. The existing
legislation, and the scale and duration of current government programs and investment,
are woefully inadequate, leaving the ongoing decline in our ecosystems to continue
almost unabated.

The Christmas Hills Landcare Group
The Christmas Hills Landcare Group (CHLG) is made up of private landholders who
own land in Christmas Hills, 35km north east of Melbourne. Christmas Hills lies within
the Nillumbik Green Wedge and is blessed with extensive tracts of forested land on both
public and private land. The Watsons Creek, a tributary of the Yarra River, courses
through the area and together with the forests and woodlands support a rich diversity of
flora and fauna, including several threatened species. Examples of threatened fauna
include Powerful Owl (EPBC1 and FFG2-listed), Brush-tailed Phascogale, Eastern Bentwing Bat and Barking Owl (FFG-listed), and Common Dunnart, Eastern Pygmy Possum,
Nankeen Night Heron, Lace Monitor and Southern Toadlet all recognised as threatened
(DSE 2013). Examples of threatened flora include Round-leaf Pomaderris, and Rosella
Spider Orchid (EPBC and FFG-listed) and the Wine-lipped Spider Orchid is also
recognised as threatened (DEPI 2014). In Victoria, for species listed under either the
EPBC Act 1999 or FFG Act 1988, it is a legal requirement for both local government
and state departments to meet the demands of these Acts.
The CHLG has a current membership of 45 households, and, since its inception in
2006, has been delivering projects and events designed to help landholders learn about
and manage the natural environment and natural resources in their care.
1

Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999

2

Victorian Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988
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CHLG programs and relationships
The vast majority of funding received by the CHLG is through successful applications to
government and philanthropic grant programs.
We have a long running program of providing landholders with motion-sensing cameras
to detect fauna living on their properties. This has helped reveal the richness of
biodiversity in Christmas Hills, as well as the prevalence of pest animals, and
strengthened the connection between landholders and our local natural environment.
The CHLG has also developed a relationship with the Wurundjeri people, Traditional
Owners of Christmas Hills, working for mutual benefit to develop our members
understanding of Indigenous culture and practices, and enable Wurundjeri people to be
on country and practice their culture.
The CHLG is also a founding member of the Nillumbik Landcare Network (NLN) which
is comprised of the eleven Landcare groups that operate in the Nillumbik municipality.
The NLN grew out of the Nillumbik Natural Environment Working Group that formed in
response to the 2009 bushfires and focused on environmental recovery after the fires.
Working with other Landcare Groups in the NLN, and with public land management
agencies operating in Nillumbik, the CHLG has contributed to the development of a
strategic plan for the Nillumbik area - ‘Caring for our rural landscape’ (2019) – that we
believe provides a shared vision and road map for collaboration in managing the land
and natural environment for our area. (copy attached with this submission)
(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;
Locally there is clear evidence of decline in the extent of our native vegetation that
supports our local biodiversity. This is through direct clearing and also degradation, from
the impacts of pests, weeds and fragmentation of ecosystems.
Data from Nillumbik Shire Council (NSC 2014) quantifies the extent of this loss:
Permit status

Approved
Exempt
Not approved/no
permit issued
Road reserve permit status
unknown
Total

Native
vegetation
removal (ha)
2007 – 2009
82.26
5.81
68.83

Native
vegetation
removal (ha)
2009 – 2012
14.3
5.0
28.1

Native
vegetation
removal (ha)
2012-2015
3.116
0.036
27.698

Totals

N/A

1.6

n/a

1.6

49

30.85

236.75

156.9
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(Area of approved and non-approved native vegetation removal in Nillumbik between 2007 and 2015 )
These data can be broken down by suburb with the following figures representing total
native vegetation losses for Christmas Hills:
• 2007-2009 - 25.6 ha (16.3% of Nillumbik total)
• 2009-2012 - 5.6 ha (11.4% of Nillumbik total)
• 2012-2015 - 0.572 ha (1.9% of Nillumbik total)
Unpublished data for 2015 to 2020 shows vegetation clearing in Nillumbik continued.
Irrespective of whether it was cleared illegally or under an approved permit, incremental
clearing of remnant vegetation is irreversible, and so-called ‘offsets’ do not replace the
ecosystem functions performed by the lost vegetation.
In Christmas Hills we observe the spread of environmental weeds and pest animals and
invest a lot of our time, effort and grant monies in trying to manage their impact.
Significant environmental weeds alter the structure and diversity of our native
vegetation, and in doing so degrade their ecosystem functions. Some of the highly
invasive species that the CHLG has been targeting locally include: Sweet Pittosporum,
Cootamundra Wattle, Sallow Wattle, Blackberry, Boneseed, Cape Broom, Spanish
Heath, Bridal Creeper and Sweet Vernal Grass.
Introduced predators, particularly the Red Fox and feral Cat, have a direct impact on
populations of many of our smaller fauna species.
Pest animals such as deer and rabbits place a high level of grazing pressure on our
native vegetation. The absence of top predators (most notably dingoes and quolls) that
once were part of our local ecosystems may also be contributing to high levels of
grazing pressure from native animals such as kangaroos, wallabies and wombats.
An illustration of this grazing pressure can be seen in the following image showing
either side of a herbivore exclusion fence erected on a CHLG project site where an
ecological burn was conducted as party of treatment for an out-of-balance native plant,
Burgan (Kunzea leptospermoides) that was dominating the site. Both upper and
understorey species are regenerating strongly where they have been relieved of
intensive grazing pressure (left side of fence) compared to the same species without
that relief.
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This also illustrates the value of citizen research for both generating new knowledge
and education – something that needs more, and long-term support (see also Terms of
Reference part ‘e’)
Loss of Aboriginal land management practices has also contributed to ecosystem
decline. The CHLG has been working with Wurundjeri people to help the restore their
knowledge and skills of traditional burning practices. We have provided them with
access to private land upon which to practice, and established demonstration sites to
illustrate the response of the vegetation and biodiversity to these burning practices.
Through Wurundjeri eyes, our native vegetation is seen as ‘sick country’, largely due to
the long absence of Aboriginal burning practices. In much of Christmas Hills this is
illustrated through the high levels of leaf litter and low levels of grassy understorey, in an
ecosystem defined by its grassy understorey – the Ecological Vegetation Class known
as Grassy Dry Forest. (Ecological Vegetation Class Benchmarks of the HighlandsSouthern Fall Bioregion - DELWP)
Another contributing factor to ecosystem decline is that many people, including those
within organisations charged with protecting the environment, hold a relatively simplistic
view of what comprises a natural ecosystem – essentially trees and shrubs.
Ecosystems are much more than this. They include all vegetation (the understorey, the
species diversity, the dead trees and fallen timber, the leaf litter, the fungi and mosses),
animals including humans, microorganisms, soil, rocks, water, air, climate and all the
interactions between these.
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All components of an ecosystem matter but many are under-valued and overlooked,
leading to actions that degrade ecosystems. It is also widely assumed that a lost
ecosystem can be replaced by replanting vegetation – this is not true, even the best
quality revegetation is a poor and limited replica of, and cannot provide the same
services to the same extent as, a naturally developed ecosystem.
This can be seen in situations where keepers (some, not all) of hard-hoofed stock will
point to the trees they have retained as evidence of protecting the environment, whilst
the understorey beneath them has been trampled and over-grazed causing irreparable
damage to the overall ecosystem, and ultimate decline of the trees that suffer from lack
of their accompanying understorey and pest-devouring fauna.
(b) the adequacy of the legislative framework protecting Victoria’s environment,
including grasslands, forests and the marine and coastal environment, and native
species;
Planning provisions don’t give high enough protection of native vegetation and
biodiversity – they have too many ‘get out’ clauses that are all too often exploited, and
penalties for breaches are so inadequate they do not act as a deterrent. When the
political masters overseeing those provisions hold values that are short in terms of
vision, and dominated by economic interests, then weak rules are too easily exploited.
It is of the utmost importance, if further degradation and loss of ecosystems is to
be prevented, that legislative instruments become stronger, and free of discretion
to avoid their implementation.
For example we fought (unsuccessfully) to have Nillumbik Council prepare a Green
Wedge Management Plan that actually aligns with state policy and community
sentiment.
We watch well-reasoned recommendations made by their officers overturned by
Nillumbik councillors, apparently on a whim, or possibly for vested interests, that favour
residential development over protection of the natural environment.
We have challenge Melbourne Water’s approach to selling of large areas of land in
Christmas Hills that they no longer need – despite all the regional, State and Federal
policies and directions with which they are meant to align, the approach appears to be
seeking an outcome to enable increased residential development, driven by maximising
their dollar return rather than adhering to policy.
An increase in residential development in Christmas Hills can only exacerbate the
decline in ecosystem extent and condition already occurring, bringing with it more
houses, driveways, septic tanks, service connections, gardens, lights, fences, pets, and
so forth that in turn fragment, degrade and disturb the existing natural ecosystems and
the diversity of flora and fauna they support.
These examples are evidence of a desire amongst responsible agencies to increase
residential development locally at the expense of the natural environment, despite the
area being within a green wedge. Short term financial gain for long term destruction of
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the very ecosystems for which the area is valued and which attract potential residents
and visitors.
It is also illustrative of the inadequacy of the legislative framework if we, as a volunteerbased community organisation, are left to try and hold larger, powerful organisations to
account under policies they should be following as their legal obligation. It is David v
Goliath – volunteers doing the work the laws and lawkeepers should be doing.
It is too early to know if the updated The Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act will be
effective in its aim to conserve all of Victoria's native plants and animals. Almost
certainly however, if it is to be effective, adequate monitoring, inspection and strong
sanctions will need to be imposed on organisations and individuals who break this law.
And the recent review of the Federal Government’s EPBC Act has clearly demonstrated
its inability to do what it was established to do, due to political influence, poor
administration, inadequate resourcing, and blatant lack of will to enforce the law.

(c) the adequacy and effectiveness of government programs and funding
protecting and restoring Victoria’s ecosystems;
Our ecosystems are a form of green infrastructure providing essential ecosystem
services such as nutrient and water cycling, oxygen supply and carbon dioxide storage,
food and fibre provision, waste disposal, pest control and pollination, mental wellbeing,
and so much more.
Biodiversity—comprising animals, plants and microorganisms, their genetic variation
and their organisation into populations that assemble into ecosystems—is fundamental
to the health of ecosystems and the provision of ecosystem services. Changes in and
the loss of biodiversity directly influences the capacity of an ecosystem to produce and
supply essential services, and can affect the long term ability of ecological, economic
and social systems to adapt and respond to global pressures.
A healthy ecosystem is one that is intact in its physical, chemical, and biological
components and their interrelationships, such that it is resilient to withstand change and
stressors. It is a system that is not experiencing the abnormal growth or decline of
native species, the concentration of persistent contaminants, or drastic anthropogenic
changes to its landscape or ecological processes.
However, our green infrastructure, as evidenced by relative investment by government
and private interests, is seen as insignificant and unimportant when compared to
transport, education and health infrastructure. Yet, all other human interests depend on
healthy ecosystems.
The range of government programs and funding currently directed towards halting and
reversing ecosystem decline in Victoria is woefully inadequate, in terms of the depth
and scale of the programs, the amount of investment, and their duration and security.
Most grant programs available to Landcare groups have to be applied for annually and
are very competitive – the amount sought for many excellent projects far exceeds the
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available funding – so funding streams are not reliable. Nor are they of a duration that
matches the work needed – much more than months or a single year.
Funding levels from such grant programs are way too low and prevent Landcare and
other community groups from tackling the more ambitious, larger scale, long term
projects that are needed to reverse the declines in ecosystem health and biodiversity.
Of course, Landcare is only one vehicle for addressing ecosystem decline and must not
be seen as a cheap service provider, Federal, State and local governments, and private
enterprise, all need to make significant contributions themselves.

(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;
First and foremost, natural ecosystems and the services they provide need to be given
high status and priority. This needs courage and leadership from governments in
particular, to do what is right, logical and supported by evidence, and to resist the
challenges from self-interest and for short-term gain.
The natural environment, biodiversity and ecosystem health need to be given first
priority in decision-making, and not be treated as an afterthought, or nuisance.
Visioning, strategy and resourcing for ecosystem management all needs to take an
inclusive and collaborative, large-scale, long-term view, well beyond political
timeframes.
One effective solution is to provide long-term, sustained and extensive support and
investment in Landcare – support to ensure that:
• Landcare groups are capable, competent and well-run organisations that still
operate independently
• provide financial and other resources which allow groups to deliver well-planned,
large-scale, long-term projects
• Build a culture of caring for the land and environment within their local
communities, and that
• Lead to sustainable and positive action and outcomes on the ground.
Private land managers should receive adequate payment where their land is used and
managed to maintain ecosystems and deliver ecosystem services for public good. This
will reduce the temptation to make short term financial gains to the detriment of nature
and raise the status of biodiversity protection.
Community and landholder education needs to be supported and expanded.
Specifically, there should be provision of education and support for landowners keeping
hard-hoofed stock (cattle, sheep, horses) to develop their land management skills and
commitment to keeping their land, soils and stock healthy. There should be a particular
emphasis on keeping stocking rates within the carrying capacity of their land.
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(e) opportunities to restore Victoria’s environment while upholding First Peoples’
connection to country, and increasing and diversifying employment opportunities
in Victoria;
Two key opportunities to engage Indigenous people in restoring Victoria’s environment:
• Support to enable more Traditional Owners to re-acquire, practice and apply on a
large scale, traditional burning practices in natural and degraded ecosystems
• Support to enable more Indigenous people to develop knowledge and skills to
establish self-sustaining, small-scale agricultural enterprises based on the
productions of traditional foods, medicines and fibres
Traditional Aboriginal burning practices, undertaken for thousands of years, have been
keeping our ecosystems healthy for all that time. With European settlement these
burning practices largely stopped. Our ecosytems have been in decline as a result of
this, as well as from other pressures. The traditional knowledge and skills around
cultural burning have almost been retained by only a very few people. Training for
Indigenous Victorians to regain their cultural burning knowledge and skills will help them
to renew connections to Country, and they can then be employed to plan and supervise
burning in accordance with traditional practices to start to restore health to unhealthy
ecosystems.
The recently released Australian Bushfire and Climate Plan3 offers similar
recommendations, and although they are more directed at the Federal Government,
they are equally relevant at the State and local levels:
More specifically, there needs to be expansion of and investment in Indigenous fire
management and existing fire and land management workforces, and adequate budgets
for forest and national parks agencies to:
a) Develop an Indigenous-led National Cultural Fire Strategy focused on
empowering Indigenous-led fire knowledge and practice to support Indigenous
Communities with climate change, bushfire and natural disaster resilience. This
should occur alongside immediate and long-term resourcing of Indigenous-led
cultural fire and land management programs delivered on private and public
tenure at landscape scales all year round
b) Include more Aboriginal knowledge-holders capable of leading and educating
communities and agencies about cultural burning practices
c) Build a year-round, full-time workforce who are specialists in risk reduction
through landscape management measures, enabling more consideration of right
fire, right time for that country. This could be based around existing agencies
such as National Parks and Wildlife
d) Educate fire and land management agency workforces around climate change
impacts, new and emerging risks The Federal Government should coordinate the
3

Mullins, G., Bradshaw, S., and Pearce, A. (2020) Australian Bushfire and Climate Plan: Final report of the National
Bushfire and Climate Summit 2020, Emergency Leaders for Climate Action and the Climate Council of Australia Ltd.
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development of an Indigenous-led National Cultural Fire Strategy focused on
empowering and expanding Indigenous-led fire knowledge and practice and
supporting Indigenous communities with climate change, bushfire and disaster
resilience
The State Government should negotiate with the Federal Government to coordinate the
development of an Indigenous-led National Cultural Fire Strategy focused on
empowering and expanding Indigenous-led fire knowledge and practice and supporting
Indigenous communities with climate change, bushfire and disaster resilience.
In Christmas Hills, much of our cleared land is relatively low quality for typical grazing
and cropping forms of agriculture. It is steep and has poor soils that are highly erodible.
However, an interest in ‘Bush Foods’ and other uses of native species is growing. There
is potential to make use of traditional Aboriginal agricultural practices on this land to
produce more foods, fibres and medicines from native species – perhaps kangaroos for
meat and hides, native grasses for grain, native yams, lilies and orchids for starchy
tubers. (Environment and Natural Resources Committee, 2000)
Involving indigenous Victorians in the investigation and testing of agricultural products
and practices based on native species and pre-European practices offer potential to
identify agriculture of the future more suited to the cleared land in Christmas Hills and
elsewhere in Victoria. Supporting indigenous Victorians with training in traditional
agricultural skills and practices and providing them with land to apply these skills, has
the potential to enable the First People to again live off the land, in a contemporary
world.

References
Department of Environment and Primary Industries (DEPI) (2014), Advisory List of Rare
or Threatened Flora in Victoria.
Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE) (2013), Advisory List of
Threatened Vertebrate Fauna in Victoria
Environment and Natural Resources Committee (2000), Utilisation of Native Flora and
Fauna, Joint Advisory Committee, Victorian Parliament, Natural Resources and
Environment, Melbourne
Nillumbik Shire Council (NSC) (2014) State of the Environment Report

Page 9

