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Submission to the Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria (EPC Parliament of Victoria, August
2020)
I write this submission as an individual and as an ordinary person and volunteer of the local
environment society (Knox Environment Society). The views below are my own. However, in
preparing this submission I have read the preliminary submission made by the Victorian National
Parks Association (VNPA). I wish to support their views in general, as well as address two particular
points they raise: the pressure on peri-urban and outer metropolitan ecosystems caused by urban
development around Melbourne and the critical impact of pest animals and plants in Victoria’s
ecosystem decline and the extinction of threatened species.
The VNPA in its submission to this inquiry has stated that The Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act
1988 has been poorly implemented and lacks the force to oblige government authorities to protect
biodiversity. The VNPA point to a need to ensure “that public authorities are aware of their new duty
to consider biodiversity conservation and the objectives of the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988”.
To this I would add that State and local government authorities need to be much more active in
biodiversity conservation and rely less on the efforts of non-government environmental care groups
and volunteer organisations to implement and sustain biodiversity and wildlife protection measures.
Ecology and conservation experts and community environment groups do need to take a lead role in
informing protection programs and recovery plans, and in their practical implementation; but such
groups are already overstretched and lack adequate resources. Government authorities must take
more responsibility and be more active in leading biodiversity programs and ensuring they are
actually implemented, maintained, properly monitored and not undermined by other competing
objectives. Strengthening the State level legislation protecting native flora and fauna and designating
biodiversity as a priority in other legislative frameworks, can support state and local government
authorities to increase funding and resources for biodiversity protection programs and to maintain
these, not just on paper but ‘on the ground’.
Local councils in particular need to demonstrate their official commitment to improved
environmental outcomes with long term, lasting and comprehensive action. I draw to the
committee’s attention my local council of Knox in particular on this point.
Knox has a valiant but small biodiversity team who run excellent educative sessions and give
practical support for Knox residents through their Gardens for Wildlife initiative. However, their
efforts still seem to be relegated to the fringes of the council’s main objectives, activities and
resourcing. Despite having this dedicated biodiversity team and despite commitments to protect
biodiversity featuring in a range of council strategies, schemes and policy statements, designated
sites of biological significance in my area of Knox continue to be severely degraded through over
development. Inconsistencies in the local planning scheme and an unwillingness to uphold
environmental and biodiversity aims in the face of development targets has resulted in, for example,
multi-unit and townhouse developments proceeding in locations where a ‘bush suburban’
neighbourhood designation was supposed to preserve large blocks, substantial canopy tree coverage
and limit the building ‘footprint’ to low level single or dual occupancy. To mitigate this situation the
council tries to impose landscaping and revegetation requirements in these developments in an
attempt to maintain some viable local natural ecosystems and wild life corridors. However, these
revegetation efforts often fail and the requirements are not enforced with any rigour. Councils
seems to lack the will and sufficient resources to undertake enforcement and ensure compliance. In
official documentation councils like Knox may appear to be meeting their biodiversity objectives but
on the ground the biodiverse value of this area is rapidly diminishing.
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Much more resourcing is needed to support local council environmental enforcement programs and
biodiversity initiatives. The legislative framework from which the local planning schemes devolves
must give more weight to saving and restoring biodiversity and to environmental protections.
The VNPA submission to this inquiry also emphasises introduced pest animals and plants as ‘one of
the top contributors to ecosystem decline’ in Victoria. The VNPA calls for more effective legislation
and better funded pest control and for deer, in particular, to be declared a pest species. I fully
concur with this view and draw to the Committee’s attention the research undertaken by Alex
Maisey at La Trobe university and the work of the Sherbrooke Lyrebird Study Group. Alex was a
guest speaker in a research presentation offered by the Knox Council Biodiversity team and he spoke
to the disastrous impact feral animals are having on conserving lyrebird populations in Sherbrooke
forest and surrounds, noting the lyrebird habitat destruction being caused by an augmented deer
population as particularly grave. The destructive impacts of an increasing feral deer population is
being felt throughout Victoria. Neither government authorities nor the hunting associations have
managed the keep the deer population at levels where their environmental impact is negligible. The
protection currently given to deer as ‘game’ needs to be removed, legislation for their control need
to be strengthened and urgent control measures implemented by government authorities to arrest
the environmental damage caused by feral deer. Controlling pest animals and plants is vital to
reversing ecosystem decline in Victoria. Clearer legislation at the State level, better resourcing for
state and local authorities and more comprehensive integrated plans for pest reduction and control
are urgently needed to ensure government actions at all levels are sustained and effective against
pest species.
Dr Julie Burbidge (Melbourne, Victoria)
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