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I have been involved in wildlife rescue for as long as I can remember, but over the past 18 years I
have focused my efforts on looking after our native waterbirds in Victoria. Since 2010 I have
concentrated my time predominantly in Geelong and the surrounding region. Spending 4-5 months
of each year in the same areas has given me a unique perspective on changes to the bird numbers
year on year, changes to their wetland habitat, and observations on what has led to these changes. I
have watched the impacts of human development polluting the environment and destroying
waterbird habitat. The effects of climate change and the exploitation (hunting) of our native
waterbirds has had devastating consequences for our native waterbird species in the absence of
adequate laws to protect them. I welcome this opportunity to make a submission to 'The Inquiry into
Ecosystem Decline in Victoria' by addressing the first four terms of reference for the inquiry.

Eighteen years ago, standing in a wetland as the sun came up I would watch thousands of ducks fly
overhead. There would be a background of sounds that varied from the whistle of a wood duck to
the honk of a mountain duck, punctuated by the soft rustle of many wings catching the wind. Now,
in 2020, there are many similar mornings where I stand in a wetland at sunrise; the difference is that
it's now not unusual to only see two ducks for the whole morning. There are a number of reasons for
this change, but at the heart of all of them are the changes that humans have wrought upon our
environment and the impact that this has had on our wildlife and ecosystems.
Habitat Loss and Pollution
Where there was once water, surrounded by grass, reeds and land, there are now rows of roofs,
piles of dirt that will be used to build sporting ovals, and a McDonald's sign visible from the middle of
a wetland. Where there was once clear water, there is now algae, oil slicks from boats and a type of
sea lice that clings to everything. And where there were once birds, now there are only a few. In
Geelong, there has been extensive housing developments over the last 10 years, in particular around
the Armstrong Creek region. According to the City of Geelong website, this development is expected
to house over 22,000 residents by 2026. Inadequate planning years ago, despite warnings of the
consequences, has led to the run-off from these houses entering the local Connewarre wetlands.
These are RAMSAR listed wetlands of international importance, which are now experiencing issues
with salinity, pollution and the subsequent reduction in bird numbers. These changes to the delicate
balance of a wetland ecosystem have resulted in the overgrowth of some species of reeds and the
reduction of others. In some areas, the encroachment of cultivated fields used for animal agriculture
requires grasses for feed to be planted by humans, these spread to nearby wetlands and become the
dominant, invasive species at the expense of others, competing with native grasses that provide
food for some bird species such as wood ducks.

These agricultural areas also often use pesticides, depleting insect numbers and again removing a
food source for ducks, and many other bird species. Years of research culminated in a shocking
article published in US 'Science' magazine in 2019 (article link included on this site
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/bring-birds-back) which quantified the drop in bird numbers
since 1970 as over 3 billion and citing human interventions such as pesticide use, destruction of
habitat and climate change as being as being the leading cause. Local studies by Birdlife Australia
show similar trends in decreasing bird numbers.
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Habitat Loss and Pollution: Solutions

There need to be more extensive environmental impact studies conducted, including local and
stakeholder involvement, before developments can begin, especially large-scale developments.
There needs to be legislative protection for the environment and wildlife that requires ongoing
monitoring of the area, and if negative changes occur, then development must stop until the
problem is addressed. Allowing development to continue unchecked, then attempting to begin
discussions to consider fixing the issue years down the track is too late. How much irreversible
damage has occurred in the mean time?
Climate Change
A larger issue is the effects of climate change on our environment and native wildlife. This issue is
widespread, and therefore solutions aren't simple, but the effects are devastating to observe. With
increasing frequency we hear alternating tales of droughts, followed by floods; we hear of the
'hottest day since...' and 'the coldest day since...' Relative to this inquiry is the vision of standing in
what was a wetland full of water months ago and is now dry, cracked earth. Whilst wetlands are
ephemeral and there are varying periods of wet and drying that occur naturally, over my 18 years of
observations, the periods of dryness have increased significantly and some wetlands that used to be
wet year round, now also experience long times of dryness. Our climate is getting hotter and our
wetlands and other land are getting drier. This has particular impact on waterbirds such as ducks,
who will only breed if conditions are favourable for bringing up young and in times of drought they
will actually refrain, resulting in further lowering the numbers of birds.

Climate Change: Solutions

Whilst I don't know to what degree we can reverse the damage humans have already done through
affecting climate change, the development of stronger laws to protect our environment and lessen
harmful greenhouse gas production could go a long way towards preventing further damage to our
wetlands and impacting our bird populations. If there were a shift in thinking, if decisions were made
through a filter of 'do no harm' first and foremost and other considerations came second, then there
would be a greater focus on preventing future climate related harm. Practically speaking, targets
need to be set for reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, with all sources being considered and
creative solutions being considered. The impacts of animal agriculture need to be addressed from all
angles, not just the production of gasses by livestock, but the impact of removing carbonsequestering trees and vegetation to create fields for these animals, there need to be incentives for
the planting of trees in agricultural areas, and penalties for removing them. There need to be laws
that hold individuals and corporations responsible for the negative environmental impacts of their
actions. Current legislation does not do enough to protect the future of our environment, nor to
hold to account those who damage it.
Over Exploitation (Hunting)
In Victoria, we not only have the issue of depleted bird numbers caused by the human actions of
habitat destruction and climate change, but we also have the added negative impact on waterbird
numbers caused by the exploitation of our native species for hunting. Despite the annual Australian
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aerial waterbird survey demonstrating the ever increasing lessening numbers of birds, the hunting
season is allowed to continue. Despite environmental conditions such as drought creating stress on
bird numbers as they stop breeding, the hunting season is allowed to continue. Despite the vast
sums of money thrown at regulators to try to enforce laws that are supposed to protect our native
waterbirds and prevent the inappropriate killing of birds, every year there are regular incidents of
excessive numbers of birds being killed, including many threatened and/or endangered species like
the freckled duck. At a time when we need to focus on protecting our environment and our wildlife,
allowing people to destroy our native wildlife for entertainment is not appropriate.
Over Exploitation (Hunting) : Solutions

The first step is to ban the recreational killing of wildlife, who are an important part of our diverse
ecosystem. The next step is to allocate funding to bird breeding programs, to both Government and
citizen science programs that work to rehabilitate our wetland environments and to implement
better laws protecting wildlife from harm, with harsher penalties for those who don't comply.

Additionally, our wetlands are an underutilised resource. There is increased interest in eco-tourism
opportunities and there are many possibilities for creating income for local communities, without
creating a harmful carbon footprint. A RAMSAR listed wetland that is a thriving habitat for birds
rather than a silent one is a tremendous draw card not just for avid bird watchers, but for the many
people who wish to spend more time enjoying nature-based activities and the great outdoors.

This inquiry into biodiversity and environment presents a unique opportunity for Victoria to review
and acknowledge the impact that humans have had on our ecosystems and to make changes before
it’s too late. We need to change our focus from money, economics and greed and instead look
towards the future. The changes we have wrought are apparent, green areas are receding, or
sandwiched between developments, wildlife numbers – especially birds- are receding and the
impact of climate change is seen in many areas. With the creating of more environmentally focused
laws we have the ability to make a difference for our wildlife, and our future generations. We need
to have laws that stop inappropriate development and create strong safeguards as well as ongoing
checks and balances for the surrounding areas. We need programs to assess and quantify the effects
of climate change and a plan with strong emission lowering targets to combat it. We need to stop
killing our wildlife and instead work to protect it. And through better education and programs in
schools, we need to foster a next generation who will work hard within this framework we’re
currently creating to minimise the negative impact of humans on biodiversity and to work on
restoring and protecting our ecosystems and wildlife.
Thank you for providing the opportunity to submit my observations, experiences and ideas to this
inquiry.

Natalie Kopas
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