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TO:
Environment and Planning Committee
Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
My name is Ben Druitt. I’m 42.
I was born and raised in Port Fairy, Southwest
Victoria - prime agricultural land. A lifelong surfer.
A software guy. A father. I’ve recently been
involved in a successful environmental campaign
called Fight For The Bight, which saw yet another
Big Oil company cancel their plans to exploit the
unique and biodiverse environment of the Great
Australian Bight.
There aren’t too many native forests down this way - like, none. Rows of old grey Cyprus
trees lining paddocks containing beef and dairy cows. My area of Victoria has experienced
some of the most extreme rates of land clearing in Victoria’s 169 year history. But I have
experienced walking through native forests before. The smell of the air. The calming of the
spirit. The unquestionable beauty. The sound of Bellbirds. The cool moist air. I’ve also
walked through our Western District paddocks which are pockmarked with cow pats and
hoof prints. Not the same.
If you want a job here, it’s not going
to be ecotourism, unless you want to
head out to sea on a boat.
The ocean is my forest.
As yet another southwesterly front
rips across the Victorian coastline I
stand on the rocks, eyes closed,
facing the wind and breathing deeply.
The clean coast air is restorative and
I feel lucky to have spent much of my
life in and around a relatively clean and healthy ocean environment. Lots of people don’t
have a connection with the natural world and I believe that feeds a dangerous disconnect
between humans and the world around them.
Having also spent time living in the cities both inside and outside of Australia, I have seen
the stark difference between natural and urban ecosystems; healthy and interconnected vs
broken and dysfunctional.
Economic growth. Standard of living. Free markets. Competition. Short term politics. All have
been catchcries of an industrial revolution which have seen humans change the face of the
planet. Oceans too big to pollute. Forests too valuable to leave standing. Cheap toilet paper.
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Infinite growth on a finite planet. Yet, as the human population pushes past 8 billion, the
myth of this paradigm is apparent to those who want to see.
2020 has been one of the record books. So far.
While new extremes in weather have been felt across the globe, Australia experienced its
worst bushfire season on record. Increased levels of air pollution filled our cities and spilled
off the eastern side of Australia as far as New Zealand. Melbourne was seen as a global
leader in toxic air quality for multiple weeks, pushing aside the usual suspects from India and
China. Adults and children were advised to stay indoors. That was unusual at the start of
2020.

“Why is the ocean burning?”
asks my 6-year old daughter.
186,000 square km of bushland burnt - 2.5% of
Australia’s remaining forests. 1000 year-old
forests of Tasmania drifting across the Bass
Strait on summer trade winds.
Then came COVID-19. Now we are getting used
to being shut inside. The question is: are we
shutting ourselves in or is Nature shutting us
out?
Ebola, HIV, SARS, COVID-19. There is strong
evidence suggesting that Zoonotic diseases are
closely linked with deforestation and
environmental degradation as humans encroach
upon Nature. The message is clear. If we don’t
find a way to balance our existence in the world
a balance will be struck without us.
Nature. Most use this word to describe something they go out and see on weekends.
Something separate from them, that they probably should care more about. Something that
can be exploited to raise the global standard of living, perhaps?
But Nature is not out there somewhere beyond the city limits. Nature is not somewhere
outside the front door that can be shut out when convenient. Nature is not an infinite source
of economic growth. Nature is actually...nature, with a small n.
We are nature. Everything we have built and all that we have come from. It is one thing.
When we talk about looking after nature we are really talking about looking after ourselves.
Looking after nature should feel like a selfish act. Perhaps, then, we’d be more inclined to do
it?
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To know that we are still clearing native forests for single use products is astounding. To
know that foreign owned Australian Paper sends most of their contracted Victorian harvest
overseas as wood chips beggars belief. To know that a tiny fraction of our native hardwood
forests remain and we are still logging them is almost unbelievable. But I have seen it.
Let’s talk dollars: Global GDP sits at around $100 Trillion per annum. Conservative
estimates put ‘eco services’ performed by nature at around $40 Trillion per annum
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3339477/), but if we knew how to value
these ‘eco-services’ properly it would be a lot more. Probably priceless. That’s what’s at
stake in terms of dollars; if that’s the sort of comparison that’s useful.
Let’s talk jobs: There are around 700 jobs attached to the harvesting (don’t call it
management) of Victoria’s native forests. There are 230,000 tourism jobs in Victoria. The
proposed Great Forest National Park and Emerald Link conservation economy would
generate an order of magnitude more local jobs than the 700 who rely on the unsustainable
native forest logging industry in Victoria. In perpetuity.
At current rates our Highlands will be cleared within 5 years, if the fires don’t get them first.
By delaying an orderly transition to eco-tourism jobs for the 700 our Government amplifies
the pain for these families and our environment writ large. The time to act is long past and
our Government appears to be asleep at the wheel. The Victorian state government’s
commitment to a 2030 industry transition must be brought forward as a matter of urgency.
VicForest logging coupes have no place in our remaining stands of native forests which have
recently been devastated by the 2020 bushfires, exacerbated by climate change. Our native
forests are a perpetual asset for public good and for the health of our waterways, native
species and Victorian environment. Their value is, in fact, priceless.
It’s no secret that the health of many global ecosystems are past their tipping points. And
even if we did everything in our power to conserve, preserve and restore our native
wildernesses, it won’t not be enough. But we must try.
Conservation of biodiversity starts with conservation of habitat. We need an independent
State watchdog (akin to the EPA) to protect our remaining native forests against any further
extractive industry or development. We also need to increase the role of First People’s land
management practices as a matter of public safety.
These two actions will underpin the beginning of what is going to be a very long and difficult
road back to a thriving natural environment for future generations of Victorians.
For nature,

Ben Druitt
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