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Ecosystem decline across south-western Victoria
Joint submission to the Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria, by the committees of the Beyond
Bolac Catchment Action Group and the Upper Hopkins Land Management Group

This submission addresses the broad decline of remnant ecosystems across the plains of the Upper
Hopkins, Fiery and Salt Creek catchments in south-western Victoria. Our landcare groups have
operated in this region for many years. Our members have first-hand experience of some of the
significant ecological changes that have occurred here, in some cases personal observation spanning
more than seventy years. Most members are farmers and graziers.
Australia has one of the highest extinction rates on the planet (Foley, 2020). In our region there has
been an acceleration in ecosystem decline across the plains over the last two decades. A significant
proportion of land within these catchments consists of the unique Victorian volcanic plains. Within
this region vulnerable ecosystems include ephemeral wetlands, native grasslands, watershed
corridors, and rocky outcrops. These fragmented areas contain the majority of remnant native
vegetation and wildlife in this landscape. Recent damage to these ecosystems has resulted in a
significant detrimental impact to the remaining rare and endangered species that rely on these
diminishing habitat communities.
More than 90 per cent of the land in our catchments is privately owned and is used for agriculture
(Victorian Land Use Information System, 2015). The ecosystem declines here are due in large part to
human decisions and actions, especially from those involving the intensification of broadacre
agriculture. These actions include inappropriate land use (e.g. cropping of wetlands and overgrazing
and deforestation of riparian corridors) and deliberate habitat destruction (e.g. the spraying of
knockdown herbicide on roadsides from road to boundary fence, or by the use of excavators to
remove rocky barriers).
Our vulnerable and diminishing ecosystems, and the endangered species that depend on them, are
already covered by listings and protections at the Commonwealth, State, and local government
levels. Despite this, environmental protection laws and statements are effectively meaningless, and
have not halted or even slowed the rate of overall ecoystem decline in this region.
Acknowledgement is made here of the individuals and organisations, both local and further afield,
who work hard to improve the integrity of these natural areas. However, these incentive based
efforts are far outweighed by the lack of any effective restrictive controls on ‘business as usual’
farming in sensitive areas.
The Victorian FFG Act has a stated purpose to
‘...promote the conservation of Victoria’s native flora and fauna...’ and for the
‘...management of potentially threatening processes.’ (FFG Act 1988, page 1).
Most agricultural businesses would be unaware that the FFG exists, and if they did, would find it
difficult to identify applicable areas or species where this would apply to their farm. For those who
are aware of the FFG, the lack of enforcement is a worse protective measure than if it didn’t exist. A
lack of enforcement incentivises accelerated development to occur before possible restrictions are
implemented at some unknown later date.
Local governments in this district have planning provisions that include environmental significance
overlays. In most cases these areas are neither monitored, protected, nor even properly signposted
to match the mapped areas.
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Western district wetlands
Our ephemeral wetlands were listed in 2012 under the Commonwealth EPBC act as being critically
endangered communities (EPBC, 2012). The title of this listing is Seasonal Herbaceous Wetlands
(Freshwater) of the Temperate Lowland Plains.
A high proportion of these wetlands survived intact during the first 150 years of European
settlement. Studies have shown an abundant species diversity able to co-exist under
thedomesticated stock grazing regime (Casanova and Powling, 2014). Temporary wetlands were
(and are) important to First Peoples as a source of food, water and cultural objects (birthing trees,
rocky outcrops) (Gardner et al., 2015). They are still biologically and culturally important as areas of
native vegetation and wildlife habitat in an otherwise agricultural landscape (Casanova and Powling,
2014). They can provide grazing for livestock and fire retardation and still retain their biological
values).
However, this situation changed dramatically following a large scale switch to broadacre cropping in
the late 1990s. Modern machinery and agronomic techniques have now enabled wetlands to be
cropped, with devastating consequences for a large number of wetlands (Casanova and Casanova,
2016). Wetland destruction has continued since that time without impediment. Worse is that, to
date the federal status does not show any made or adopted recovery plan, nor has any threat
abatement plan been identified.
Natural Temperate Grassland and rock outcrops of the Victorian Volcanic Plain
Our remnant native grasslands were listed twelve years ago in 2008 as critically endangered under
the Commonwealth EPBC act, under the listing Natural Temperate Grassland of the Victorian
Volcanic Plain (EPBC, 2008). To date there is no adopted or made recovery plan, and no threat
abatement plan. Areas at greatest risk in our catchments are along roadsides. A specific non-human
vector that is contributing to the decline of native grasslands here is from the encroachment of grass
weed species. Over the last decade, and especially in the last three years, there has been an increase
in the incidence of ploughing and knockdown herbicide use on these areas. Rocky banks and
outcrops in this landscape are areas with temperate grassland vegetation. Rocky outcrops are
recognised as being critical habitats (Fitzsimons and Michael, 2017) and provide microhabitat niches.
The incidence of rock removal by heavy machinery is increasing.
Perennial watershed corridors
A network of perennial creeks and rivers spread across the catchments of the Upper Hopkins, Fiery
and Salt creeks. Most importantly these systems provide freshwater across the landscape. They also
create pathways of movement for native fauna and are important systems supporting native flora.
These aquatic systems are diversity hotspots but have been critically overlooked regarding modern
biodiversity inventories, water withdrawals, and viability assessments pertaining to a changing
climate.
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The way forward
Farmers are largely focussed on trying to make a living. There are many solutions to preserving
remnant ecosystems in an agricultural landscape without impeding agricultural productivity. These
include existing local incentive programs and landcare projects, and by the introduction of successful
models from overseas, such as the European Union’s Natura 2000 program
(https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/index en.htm).
A government commitment to preserving biodiversity has to be backed up by action. This includes
enforcement of laws, and compensation to farmers where their activities are limited to achieve a
whole of community benefit. A starting point would be to underwrite council rate reductions for
land in agricultural areas that is covered by biodiversity protection legislation.
The preservation of the remaining areas of native ecosystems on the volcanic plains is a priority that
will be of benefit to all Victorians. For indigenous peoples, these areas represent an important
physical link to their heritage and culture. For all of us, these areas have the potential to enrich our
lives (Bratman et al. 2019), both directly and by contributing to our sense of what it means to be
Australian. There is a large scope for eco-tourism, especially in the near to medium term as covid-19
restrictions place limits on long distance travel. We will all be the poorer if these ecosystems
continue to be degraded.
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