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Overview
Victoria is home to some of the world’s most diverse landscapes and seascapes from deserts, to grasslands,
tall forests, alpine environments, rainforests, coasts, waterways and marine habitats. These environments
support unique plants and animals - a number of which are found nowhere else in the world - and provide
enormous economic, social and health benefits for our community.
Unfortunately, Victoria’s biodiversity and natural ecosystems are in decline. More than half of the state’s
native vegetation has been cleared since European settlement and nearly a third of Victoria’s terrestrial
plants, birds, reptiles, amphibians and mammals, along with numerous invertebrates and ecological
communities, are considered threatened with extinction. Many native species are at an increasing risk of
extinction from a range of pressures, including the impacts of climate change. The ongoing decline of our
biodiversity impacts the health, wellbeing and prosperity of all Victorians. It will impact on Traditional Owners’
and Aboriginal Victorian’s rights and interests, including their rights to culture and identity and to maintain
their spiritual, material and economic relationship with the land and its natural resources.
In response to this, in 2017 the Victorian Government released Protecting Victoria’s Environment –
Biodiversity 2037, our 20-year plan to stop the decline of our native plants and animals and improve our
natural environment. Coupled with its release, the Victorian Government committed $86.3 million over four
years and a further $20 million per year ongoing to implement the plan. This represented the greatest ever
single investment in biodiversity conservation by a Victorian government. More recently, the Victorian
Government allocated $17.5 million in January 2020 to assist impacted threatened species and their habitats
to recover from Victoria’s devastating 2019/20 bushfires. The Victorian Government also announced
$900,000 for biodiversity bushfire recovery grants in June 2020 to support fire-affected private landholders
and local communities with restoring habitat in their local areas. And more recently, a further $5 million was
announced in late August 2020, to continue priority actions to protect fire-affected threatened species and
their habitats from weeds and pest animals .The Australian Government has allocated approximately $3.5
million to biodiversity bushfire recovery in Victoria.
Despite this significant investment, more needs to be done to halt Victoria’s biodiversity decline and achieve
the ambitious targets set out in Biodiversity 2037. The plan recognises that this will require more effective coinvestment from a range of sources including government, non-government, philanthropic and business
sectors along with the increased support of the Victorian community. To provide the best chance for our
biodiversity persisting and thriving and to leave a legacy for future generations that includes the full suite of
amazing species and habitats that exist today, we need to significantly increase and better target our
collective efforts.
Across the state, through volunteers and community groups, non-government organisations and private
landholders, there is increasing effort going into conserving biodiversity. A survey conducted in 2019 found
134,244 people in more than 2,000 groups, undertook more than 1.5 million hours of environmental
volunteer work, with a combined economic contribution of $50.7 million. Victorians Volunteering for Nature
released by the Victorian Government in 2018, sets a new direction for the environmental volunteer sector to
ensure that this effort is harnessed, supported and able to expand to help achieve the goals and targets of
Biodiversity 2037.
To further support this, we need to draw on our wealth of science and knowledge, including Traditional
Owner knowledge, make it more accessible and provide clearer direction and foster greater collaboration
across sectors, so actions at the right scale can be better coordinated and directed to achieve the best
biodiversity outcomes for the effort.
Victoria has an effective legislative framework coupled with regulatory settings and standards that together,
provide a good safety net for Victoria’s biodiversity. Recent regulatory renewal has meant that new and
emerging issues are effectively considered in planning and decision making. The new Marine and Coastal
Act 2018 provides an integrated and coordinated approach to planning and protecting Victoria's beautiful and
biodiverse marine and coastal environment, in consideration of climate change. The commencement of the
Flora and Fauna Guarantee (Amendment) Act 2019 has ensured that at risk species and their habitats, are
afforded greater protection under law. The declaration of feral cats as an established pest animal under the
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Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994 on specified Crown land in Victoria in 2018, was a landmark for the
protection of threatened species at risk of predation.
The 2017 review of Victoria’s native vegetation regulations provided greater protection for endangered
vegetation types and key habitat features such as large old trees and sensitive wetlands under Victoria’s
planning laws. Despite this, recently released Land Cover time series data that provides valuable insights
into land cover changes across the state over time, including impacts on native vegetation from changing
land use, shows that endangered native grasslands continue to be lost– largely through conversion to
cropping and urbanisation. Native vegetation across Victoria also continues to decline at a rate of 4000
habitat hectares per year. This is largely due to the ongoing loss of quality of native vegetation on private
land from entitled uses such as grazing, and unmanaged threats such as the spread of environmental
weeds.
Victoria has a well-established system of formal parks and reserves and informal reserves within State
forests that are critical to achieving biodiversity outcomes. Over the past 5 years, more than $1 billion has
been invested to ensure Parks Victoria is able to effectively manage 4.1 million hectares of Victoria’s most
special and precious environments. This includes efforts to protect Victoria’s fragile alpine environments from
feral herbivores including horses and deer, and landscape scale control of foxes in East Gippsland to benefit
threatened ground dwelling mammals such as the Long-footed Potoroo and Southern Brown Bandicoot.
However, despite this investment, the longer-term outlook for many threatened species and habitats that rely
on Victoria’s approximately 8 million hectare public land estate for their conservation is poor. Achieving better
protection of these values will require biodiversity conservation being given greater consideration in
decisions involving competing public land uses as well as increased, better targeted and coordinated
investment to manage key threats within a tenure-blind ecosystem-based framework. Victoria’s recently
amended Flora and Fauna Guarantee (Amendment) Act 2019 contains an obligation or duty on public
authorities and ministers to consider potential biodiversity impacts when exercising their functions. This
reflects the Victorian Government’s commitment to embed biodiversity considerations in government
decision-making as set out in Biodiversity 2037.
Over 70% of Victoria is private land and much of this has been cleared of native vegetation for other land
uses. Victoria’s Trust for Nature has secured over 100,000 hectares of habitat on private land over the last
45 years, including 1,380 covenants protecting more than 62,000 hectares and a further 40 properties which
have been converted to conservation reserves, covering more than 35,000 hectares. There is more that can
be done. We need more whole system programs that drive ecosystem restoration on private land. We need
to take advantage of new environmental and commodity markets underpinned by appropriate regulation that
drive behaviour change and actions on private land and deliver biodiversity protection and economic benefits
to Victoria.
Victoria’s commitment to climate change action, enshrined in the Climate Change Act 2017, recognises that
planning for a single predicted future will not serve the environment, nor Victorian communities. Emission
scenarios and climate models are a useful starting point when making decisions about adaptation. However,
due to the significant uncertainty surrounding the nature of the impacts that will result from projected climatic
changes, their timing, and how human and natural systems will respond, prospects for reducing these large
uncertainties remain limited. Policy and planning must account for the possibility of many futures and strive
for transformational change.
Biodiversity and climate change adaptation must become a fundamental consideration in design and
implementation of government programs to set Victorians up for a prosperous future. We must be prepared
to take greater risks and learn from our failures as well as our successes. The past is no longer necessarily
the most appropriate reference point for the future, so we must innovate and look to novel and untried
actions to help our biodiversity persist through climate change.
We need to use a combination of all the tools at our disposal, as well as generating innovative new
approaches, to halt and reverse ecosystem decline and improve wellbeing for all Victorians.
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1. Introduction
On 30 October 2019, the Victorian Legislative Council agreed the Environment and Planning Committee
inquire into, consider and report, within 12 months, on the decline of Victoria’s ecosystems and measures to
restore habitats and populations of threatened and endangered species. On 12 June 2020, the Committee
Manager, Environment and Planning Committee, Parliament of Victoria invited the Secretary DELWP to
make a submission to the inquiry. Due to disruptions caused by COVID-19, submissions are due by 31
August 2020. The reporting date for this inquiry has been extended to 30 April 2021.
The terms of reference are broad and intersect with all aspects of land and resource use and investment,
biodiversity – particularly threatened species, social impacts, interests of Traditional Owners, employment
opportunities and the future impacts of climate change. The parameters for the inquiry include but are not
limited to:
 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;
 the adequacy of the legislative framework protecting Victoria’s environment, including
grasslands, forests and the marine and coastal environment, and native species;
 the adequacy and effectiveness of government programs and funding protecting and
restoring Victoria’s ecosystems;
 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;
 opportunities to restore Victoria’s environment while upholding First Peoples’ connection to
Country, and increasing and diversifying employment opportunities in Victoria; and
 any other related matters.
DELWP is committed to creating a liveable, inclusive and sustainable Victoria with thriving natural
environments - where the community is at the centre of everything we do. DELWP works in partnership with
government departments, agencies and stakeholders to protect and preserve Victoria’s richly diverse, unique
and precious natural environment.
In April 2017, the new Government policy Protecting Victoria’s Environment – Biodiversity 2037 (Biodiversity
2037) was introduced. This is Victoria’s 20-year plan to stop the decline of our native plants and animals and
improve our natural environment. Biodiversity 2037 provides a vision for biodiversity where ‘Victoria’s
biodiversity is healthy, valued and actively cared for’. This is supported by two overarching goals – Victorians
value nature, and Victoria's natural environment is healthy. Biodiversity 2037 is underpinned by groundbreaking science to guide actions that for the first time allows us to get upstream of the problem of Victoria's
biodiversity decline.
DELWP has compiled this submission on behalf of the Victorian Government. Working groups contributed
from across government departments and environment portfolio agencies to develop a joint response to the
terms of reference.
This Victorian Government submission focuses on:


the current biodiversity policy, regulation and implementation that aims to halt, and reverse
ecosystem decline and respond to the impacts of climate change;



opportunities for and approaches to coordinating government, agency, non-government and
philanthropic investment and actions to achieve better outcomes for the environment and the
community; and



the commitment to Aboriginal self-determination and joint management and being guided by
Traditional Owners and Aboriginal Victorians on measures to connect with and heal Country.
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2. Ecosystem decline and social impacts
In 2019, the United Nations released the Global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services
of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES 2019).
This report found:


1 million species are facing extinction (25% of plant and animal groups);



The main drivers are changes in land and sea use, direct exploitation, climate change,
pollution and invasive species;



Global sustainability goals will not be met; and



Nature can only be restored through transformative change.

Victoria’s natural environment has been under sustained pressure for nearly two centuries since European
colonisation. In Victoria eighteen species of mammal, two birds, one snake, three freshwater fish, six
invertebrates and 51 plants have become extinct since European settlement. Victoria is the most intensively
settled and cleared state in Australia, with over 50 per cent of the state’s native vegetation cleared. Some
natural ecosystems, including lowland grasslands, have sustained greater than 90 per cent loss. Recent
Land Cover time series data released by DELWP, shows that native grasslands continue to decline in extent,
due largely to conversion to cropping and urbanisation
(https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/biodiversity/Victorias-Land-Cover-Time-Series).
Invasive species pose significant threats to biodiversity loss across the state. More recently, climate change
has brought new and challenging threats to our natural ecosystems and native species.
Victoria’s biodiversity is in continuing decline. Between one quarter and one third of all of Victoria’s terrestrial
plants, birds, reptiles, amphibians and mammals, along with numerous invertebrates and ecological
communities, are considered threatened with extinction (DELWP 2017a). The severe 2019/2020 bushfire
season which resulted in over 1,500,000 hectares of habitat in Victoria being burnt, highlights the importance
of protecting Victoria’s biodiversity. The current level of remedial effort is not sufficient to halt these losses
and efforts need to be more effectively targeted to achieve better outcomes for biodiversity.
Victoria’s marine and estuarine ecosystems are under significant pressure from catchment-based impacts
such as urban development which lead to excessive nutrients, sediments and litter entering these
ecosystems. Overfishing can put pressure on keystone species and climate change impacts of increased
water temperature and acidification are exacerbating these issues. There have been widespread declines of
kelp, saltmarsh, mangroves and seagrasses, and overabundant native species such as urchin, are
profoundly altering the structure of algal communities and reducing the productivity of some marine
ecosystems.
Victoria’s key biodiversity policy Protecting Victoria’s Environment – Biodiversity 2037 (Biodiversity 2037)
(DELWP 2017a) is Victoria’s far-sighted and far-reaching response to these issues. Release of the strategy
in 2017 was underpinned by the greatest-ever single investment in biodiversity by a Victorian Government of
$86.3 million over four years and $20 million ongoing, to achieve a significant uplift in the state’s biodiversity.
There is widespread acknowledgement that the long-term health of the economy – and, by extension, the
welfare of the community – is inextricably linked to the health of the environment. Biodiversity 2037 describes
the enormous benefits to our economy and to society provided by ecosystems and biodiversity. These
include:


underpinning the health and wellbeing of every Victorian;



providing Traditional Owners and Aboriginal Victorians the opportunity to practice their
culture and exercise their fundamental rights;



providing life-sustaining services; and



underpinning the resilience of key sectors of the economy through natural capital and
ecosystem services.
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Despite this, biodiversity has been historically under-valued and is largely not accounted for in the economy,
and the full environmental cost is rarely factored into investment and business decisions (DELWP 2017a).
For example, science informing the Port Phillip Bay Environmental Management Plan found that Port Phillip
Bay plays a critical role in the processing of nutrients from Melbourne’s Western Treatment Plant and inputs
via the Yarra River and other drains, saving the Victorian community around $11 billion per annum (DELWP
2016).
Victoria’s population is predicted to reach 11.2 million by 2056, with 9 million people expected to live in the
Melbourne and metropolitan region (DELWP 2019a). Urbanisation places increased pressure on biodiversity
values in these locations. Coastal areas are under increasing pressure from development, visitors and the
impacts of climate change (such as flooding, storm surges and coastal erosion), which degrade the
landscape, environment and heritage values. Ecosystem decline and biodiversity loss will negatively impact
all Victorians by reducing liveability and health outcomes and damaging key Victorian industries such as
tourism and agriculture. Research indicates that ecosystem decline is happening internationally in terrestrial,
freshwater and marine environments and that this negatively affects human wellbeing (Pecl et al. 2017).
These impacts can be felt financially and culturally and through human physical and mental health impacts,
through loss of connection to a healthy environment.

Victorian community
Victorians are passionate about the environment. A key goal of Biodiversity 2037 is having all Victorians
valuing nature. To achieve this goal, Biodiversity 2037 describes a range of actions including raising the
awareness of the natural environment in the community and creating opportunities for people to connect with
and protect nature, with the aim of enhancing people’s connection with nature, increasing the frequency with
which people act to protect the environment and therefore improving the future of Victoria’s unique
biodiversity. A survey conducted in 2019 of Victorian environmental volunteers found 134,244 people in
more than 2,000 groups, undertook more than 1.5 million hours of volunteer work, with a combined economic
contribution of $50.7 million (DELWP 2019b). DELWP and its partners are well placed to use a diverse range
of approaches to help connect people with nature. These approaches could include improving opportunities
to experience nature, addressing perceived barriers to connect, awareness raising and focussing on place
and the values of local natural areas.
The natural environment is Victoria’s biggest tourist attraction and regional economies depend on and
directly benefit from the quality of our environment. Each year in Victoria, over 100 million nature-based visits
occur (Parks Victoria and DELWP 2015). In 2017-18 over 730,000 tourists visited the Phillip Island Nature
Parks ‘Penguin Parade’ (PINP 2018). Tourism on Phillip Island was estimated to be worth $395 million to the
region’s economy (in direct and indirect Gross Regional Product), representing 34.7% of the region’s
economy. Tourism generated employment of approximately 4,300 people or 35% of the region’s employment
(direct and indirect jobs) (DJPR 2020).

Valuing Victoria’s parks (2015) found:
Tourism: $1.4 billion in spending per year associated with visits by tourists to Victoria’s parks, generating $1
billion gross value added to the state economy and 14,000 jobs.
Health benefits: visits to parks are estimated to save Victoria between $80 million and $200 million per year
from avoidance of disease, mortality and lost productivity.
Water purification: avoided costs estimated at $33 million per year in metropolitan areas and $50 million per
year in non-metropolitan areas.
Flood protection: $46 million per year from avoided infrastructure costs.
Coastal protection: $24 million-$56 million per year from avoided costs (e.g. from erosion and storms).
Carbon sequestration: Victoria’s terrestrial parks store at least 270 million tonnes of carbon. Marine parks
store at least 850,000 tonnes. In addition, Trust for Nature reserves and covenants are estimated to store a
further 12 million tonnes of carbon.
(Parks Victoria and DELWP 2015)
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Agricultural land in Victoria occupies around 56 per cent of the state, while areas classified as conservation
and natural environments occupy 22 per cent of the state. Agricultural industries rely on the health of the
environment and its ecosystem services. Private landholders play an important part in the management of
natural resources, including soil, water and native vegetation and undertake significant invasive species
control. Victoria's food and fibre exports were worth $14.2 billion in 2018–19. The agriculture and processed
food industries directly support 145,000 jobs, many of which are in regional Victoria. An additional 45,800
people work in agriculture support, aquaculture, and forestry and fisheries production or manufacturing
(https://agriculture.vic.gov.au).

Natural environments
Victoria has a legacy of loss, degradation and fragmentation of habitats that is evident across the state. The
effects of this legacy are continuing, creating more pressure on species and increasing their vulnerability to
other threats. Although the rate of land clearing has slowed since the introduction of Victoria’s native
vegetation clearing regulations in 1989, the quality and extent of native vegetation continues to shrink by
about 4000 habitat hectares1 each year (DELWP 2017a). This trajectory is largely the result of activities and
unmanaged threats that are outside the regulatory framework, such as the exempted removal of native
vegetation from fence lines and roadsides (resulting in loss of extent of native vegetation) together with
insufficient management of threats, such as introduced weeds and pest herbivores or inappropriate fire
regimes (resulting in loss of quality).
The fragmentation of habitats further exacerbates threatening processes, for example weed invasion, and
reduces the viability of many threatened species populations. Species such as the Regent Honeyeater and
Swift Parrot, both of which are highly reliant on flowering in productive woodlands that have been extensively
cleared or modified since European colonisation, are examples of threatened species that have been highly
impacted by fragmentation, despite their mobility. Significant reductions in the abundance of a number of
iconic species, such as Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos, are further evidence of ecosystem decline. Ecosystem
services such as pollination by invertebrates, birds and mammals and soil turnover by small-medium sized
mammals have also been reduced.
Sensitive marine and estuarine communities are under threat from catchment-based impacts such as
sediment, nutrients and pollution, and physical damage from infrastructure and dredging.
Invasive species can be found in all terrestrial and aquatic environments in Victoria, with many expanding in
number and distribution across the state (DELWP 2017a). Invasive species damage the environment, impact
agricultural businesses, create public health and safety risks and reduce liveability, and their management is
critical to biodiversity, the economy and to community health and wellbeing. Invasive plants and animals cost
Victoria over $900 million a year in management and control programs (State Government of Victoria,
Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability 2008). The introduction and spread of new pests and
diseases continues to threaten Victoria’s biodiversity and require continual vigilance and response. For
example, the fungal plant disease, myrtle rust was first detected in Australia in 2010 and in Victoria in 2011
and infects a wide range of Australian native trees and shrubs. One study showed this disease is capable of
killing mature native trees within four years (Carnegie et al 2016).

Fire
Multiple large-scale fires across Victoria have resulted in an increasing proportion of habitat that has been
burnt multiple times since 2000. The 2019/20 bushfires in Victoria, were the third time within 20 years that
bushfires had burned more than 1 million hectares across Victoria in a single season
(https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/history-and-incidents/past-bushfires#navigation) and many areas have been
burnt two, three and four times since 2000. This has a significant impact on species’ habitat and can result in
regeneration failure for key obligate seeder species, such as Alpine Ash, that need long times (i.e. many
decades to hundreds of years) between canopy fires to regenerate.

1.

‘Habitat hectares’ is a method for assessing na ive vegetation, in terms of bo h quality and extent. Quality is assessed by scoring habitat attributes at a
site in comparison to a reference point (benchmark) for the relevant vegetation type - this provides a ‘habitat score’. The habitat score is multiplied by
he area of vegetation to determine the amount of habitat hectares. For example, 10 hectares with a habitat score of 60/100 is 6 habitat hectares.
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The Victorian Government’s 2015 Safer Together policy (https://www.safertogether.vic.gov.au) established a
new approach to reducing the risk of bushfire in Victoria and provided the Government response to the
Inspector-General of Emergency Management’s (IGEM) 2015 review of performance targets for bushfire fuel
management on public land. It states that the government accepts all IGEM's recommendations and
provides a pathway for how it intends to address them. It establishes DELWP’s risk-based approach to fuel
management and its 70 per cent residual risk target. It also highlights the need to manage the impact of fire
on wildlife and threatened species and to better understand the relationship between fire and sensitive
environments.
Planned burning and bushfires can impact the health of the environment in different ways. Many of Victoria’s
natural ecosystems are dependent on periodic fire for their persistence, however, fuel management is also
one of the key strategies used to reduce the risk of major bushfires. The need to undertake fuel management
to reduce bushfire risk, support economic development and invest in activities to redress, or compensate for,
climate change impacts, sometimes conflicts with the sustainable management of biodiversity, land and
water. The impact on biodiversity and natural ecosystems from fire is a combination of the total fire regime
and our management response. This includes: fuel management (including fuel reduction burning,
mechanical firebreaks, hazardous tree removal and a range of other approaches), its location, scale,
frequency and intensity; and the location, intensity and frequency of wildfire and our response to these
events.
Consideration of risk of major bushfires and their potential impact on biodiversity, including the impact of our
response, needs to be weighed up against the effectiveness of our applied management regime to reduce
this risk and its impact on biodiversity. Understanding and quantifying the net impact and risks to biodiversity
of “with / without management” is fundamental to transparent decision-making and determining trade-offs
across competing policy and land use objectives.

3. Climate change
Victoria is already experiencing the impacts of climate change. Average and extreme temperatures are
increasing, average rainfall is decreasing, and the frequency of below average rainfall years is increasing
across the state (BOM and CSIRO 2018).
A recent report by the International Panel on Climate Change identified the dire consequences for people,
economies and ecosystems which would result from global warming exceeding 1.5 °C above pre-industrial
levels. The World Economic Forum’s Global Risks Perceptions Survey 2018–19 revealed extreme weather
events, failure on climate change mitigation and adaptation and natural disasters are the three most likely
risks of significant concern. Businesses, government and industry need to fully embed climate-related risks
into their overall governance and risk management frameworks. Climate-related regulation and legislation
needs to be addressed for the future and sustainable insurance initiatives need to be initiated with a focus on
climate resilience.
Victoria’s Climate Change Act 2017 sets a target of net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 and
requires the establishment of five-yearly interim greenhouse gas emission reduction targets to support the
transition to net zero emissions. In the absence of a national plan for action that deals with Australia’s
substantial contribution to global carbon emissions, the Victorian Government has determined statewide
interim emissions reduction targets for 2021-2025 and 2026-2030. Government policies and programs to
achieve the emissions reduction targets will be specified in the first sector pledges planned for completion in
2020.
The Climate Change Act requires the Government to publish an annual greenhouse gas emissions inventory
report for Victoria. This provides a transparent account of sources and trends of Victoria’s greenhouse gas
emissions across all sectors of the economy, including electricity generation, transport, and industrial
processes sectors. This Act also requires the Government to publish a report at the end of each interim
target period which states whether the interim emissions reduction targets have been achieved and
assesses the implementation and effectiveness of the emissions reduction pledges.

10 of 38

OFFICIAL

8

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline
in Victoria
Submission 927

The Victorian Climate Science Report 2019 brings together the latest climate change science knowledge
gained from the Victorian Government’s ongoing investment in climate science.
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0029/442964/Victorias-Climate-Science-Report2019.pdf
The climate system is complex. Emission scenarios and climate models are the starting point when making
decisions about adaptation. There is significant uncertainty surrounding the nature of the impacts that will
result from projected climatic changes, their timing, and how human and natural systems will respond.
Prospects for reducing these large uncertainties remain limited. Policy capacity for dealing with the effects of
climate change involves confronting the inherent uncertainty that results from the combination of complexity
and time. Decisions made today affect our systems in the future, particularly their susceptibility to predicted
climate impacts and their capacity to respond. Action in the present is needed to avert harm in the future, but
it is counter-productive to plan for a single, predicted future. Decision-making must account for the possibility
of many ‘futures’ as well as respond to unfolding processes of change in the interim. This includes
responding to unpredictable events such disease outbreaks as well as increasing severity and frequencies of
bushfires across the state.
There are several strategies being developed to respond to the challenges presented by climate change.
Victoria’s Climate Change Adaptation Action Plan for the Natural Environment System, is one of the seven
system-level adaptation action plans being developed during 2020 and 2021 under the Climate Change Act
2017. These system-level adaptation action plans will respond to the priorities for adaptation outlined in the
Climate Change Act, including an assessment of the extent to which existing policy addresses these
priorities, and identifying actions to address key gaps. These plans will be complemented by six regional
climate change adaptation strategies that provide place-based, stakeholder-led analysis of climate change
adaptation issues. Victoria’s 10 Catchment Management Authorities (CMAs) have each developed regional
Natural Resource Management Plans for Climate Change Adaptation and are incorporating resilience
planning into the renewal of their Regional Catchment Strategies.
Climate change is increasing the pressure on Victoria’s marine and coastal environment by exacerbating
existing threats and introducing new ones. These include rising sea levels; increased frequency and severity
of storms and other extreme weather events; changes in ocean temperatures, currents and acidification; and
changes in the range, distribution and abundance of both introduced and native plants and animals.
Research by Phillip Island Nature Parks (PINP), focussing on flagship marine species, the Little Penguin and
Australian Fur Seal, shows a growing trend of climate-related risks that will impact the marine ecosystem and
will cause flow on impacts to economic industries in Bass Strait. The south-east coast of Australia is one of
five identified ocean hotspots on the planet where the average ocean surface temperature has risen by more
than 2 degrees Celsius (Wu et al. 2012). The population of Little Penguin has already declined by ~30% on
the outer limits of the Bass Strait due to an increase in ocean temperature (Birdlife International 2017).
Impacts of climate change on Australian fur seals include a modified food chain, heatwaves affecting the
breeding season and storm surge and sea-level rise reducing available breeding habitat.
Coastal settlements, suburbs and cities, including densely populated areas around Port Phillip Bay, are
increasingly exposed to sea level rise, wave energy increases and more severe storms causing coastal
inundation, more frequent flooding and erosion. Protection and restoration of coastal habitats such as
seagrasses, mangrove, saltmarsh, native dune grasses and melaleuca vegetation will be critical as
collectively these ecosystems reduce wave energy and provide various levels of coastal resilience. In parts
of Victoria these ecosystems have suffered large declines in extent and quality due to coastal development.
For example, over 50% of coastal wetlands have been lost to human development around Port Phillip Bay.
Marine-dependent industries such as fishing and tourism are affected by changing species distribution and
habitats. Productivity of agricultural land will be diminished due to saltwater intrusion, flooding and erosion.
Increased salinities and higher water temperatures in Port Phillip Bay are thought to have supported the
proliferation of native urchins, which have subsequently decimated local reefs, and impacted the associated
fish assemblages.
The impacts on our communities, environment and economy will become more severe unless we take
decisive action to prepare for change. Declines in biodiversity and corresponding declines in ecosystem
resilience will increase the complexity of managing public land. Current public land managers, particularly
voluntary committees of management, may not be equipped to respond to increasingly complex
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management requirements, as possible impacts to public access, amenity and recreational uses may mean
that meeting community expectations with regards to these becomes increasingly difficult.
The 2019/20 Victorian bushfires burnt approximately 1,500,000 hectares across Victoria. These bushfires
impacted threatened species and their unique habitats, including over 70% of the remaining Warm
Temperate Rainforest in Victoria. Warm Temperate Rainforest’s persistence is predicated on the absence of
fire over hundreds of years. Over 240 species had over 50% of their known statewide habitat burnt during
the 2019/20 bushfires, including 215 of Victoria’s rare or threatened species (DELWP 2020a), highlighting
the risk to Victoria’s biodiversity from the increased scale, frequency and intensity of bushfires under climate
change. In January 2020, while the fires were still burning out of control, the Victorian Government invested
$17.5 million under the Biodiversity Response and Recovery program, including to: extract and relocate or
captive house species under imminent threat of extinction; undertake urgent pest herbivore and predator
control in high priority locations; care for fire-affected wildlife; facilitate Traditional Owner reading and healing
of Country; and support the community through nature-led community recovery. The Victorian Government
also announced $900,000 for biodiversity bushfire recovery grants in June 2020 to support fire-affected
private landholders and local communities with restoring habitat in their local areas. And more recently, a
further $5 million was announced by the Victorian Government in late August 2020 to continue priority
actions to protect fire-impacted threatened species and their habitats from weeds and pest animals. This
investment contrasts to the Australian Government, which has allocated approximately $3.5 million to assist
with biodiversity recovery in Victoria following the 2019/20 bushfires.
Changes in seasonal weather patterns impact community activities, which parallel environmental and
ecological impacts. For example, reduced snowfall in alpine areas in winter impacts recreational skiing,
which has flow on effects for regional economies. The increasing frequency and duration of blue-green algal
blooms affect drinking, recreation and stock water. Tree decline, extreme weather events and prolonged
severe droughts have significant impacts on the economy, environment and liveability of the state.

4. First Nations People
Victorian Traditional Owners and Aboriginal people aspire to self-determination and greater involvement in
the management of their traditional lands (Country). Traditional Owners are the custodians of their traditional
lands and as such, assert it is both their right and their duty to maintain and restore the health and wellbeing
of Country, including its flora and fauna and other ecosystem values such as waterway health, riparian and
other landscapes. These obligations connect across communities and language groups, extending to
downstream communities, throughout catchments and over connected aquifer and groundwater systems.
Indeed, many Traditional Owner Groups equate the health and wellbeing of their people with that of Country
and see the two aspects as inextricably intertwined.
There is a strong alignment between place and water for Traditional Owners. For example, 95% of the
35,000 Aboriginal places and sites recorded on the Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Register occur within one
kilometre of a waterway or water body and 30% are within 100 metres. For tens of thousands of years,
Aboriginal people have been stewards of waterways, managing these sensitive ecological systems through
drought and flood. Traditional Owners have always had a cultural obligation to look after water and share it in
a pure state down the river complex and have done so using ceremony and the deep knowledge passed
down through the generations.
Exclusion from planning and decision-making for over 200 years has meant Traditional Owners and
Aboriginal Victorians have been separated from their land and cultural connection to water and have limited
access to the waterways that hold cultural significance. For example, Traditional Owners and Aboriginal
Victorians desiring to attain water rights for cultural and spiritual purposes are competing in a time where
water is scarcer, rules are more complex and the price more expensive. Currently, Traditional Owner and
Aboriginal Victorian groups own only 0.1% of water entitlements in Victoria. Victorian water entitlements have
been allocated to support urban and regional growth, irrigated agriculture and, more recently, the
environment. Whilst stakeholders representing these interests have had the opportunity over time to develop
their capabilities and understanding of the complexities of water management, Traditional Owners have not,
meaning they have little influence in this complex space. In addition, some Traditional Owner organisations
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are limited in their resourcing. This in turn inhibits their ability to properly engage in projects relating to
healing Country.

Ongoing decline in Victoria’s biodiversity such as impacts on the distribution, frequency and health of
traditional flora and fauna typically found on Country and the increased occurrence of new and exotic
species, will impact on Traditional Owners’ enjoyment of rights and interests, including to:


enjoy their distinctive culture and identity;



maintain their spiritual, material and economic relationship with the land and its natural resources;



access and remain on the land;



camp on the land;



use and enjoy the land;



take natural resources on, or depend on the land;



conduct cultural and spiritual activities on the land; and



protect places and areas of importance on the land.

Victoria is home to many sites of cultural and spiritual importance to Aboriginal people. Climate change
threatens to destroy important places through hotter temperatures, increased and more severe flooding, soil
erosion, drought and bushfire. In the north-west of the state, heat, soil erosion and winds are exposing
hundreds of traditional Aboriginal burial places. These places need protection and management that deals
with climate change impacts. The loss of Aboriginal places and the resulting loss of history, culture and
heritage would be detrimental to all Victorians.
Biodiversity 2037 recognises the fundamental connection between the rights and wellbeing of Traditional
Owners and Aboriginal Victorians and the health of the natural environment. Through Biodiversity 2037 the
Government committed to a range of initiatives aimed at supporting Traditional Owners and Aboriginal
Victorians to further their aspirations for Country and self-determination, under three broad priorities:


Engage with Traditional Owners to include Aboriginal values and traditional ecological
knowledge in biodiversity planning and management;



Support Aboriginal access to biodiversity for economic development; and



Build capacity to increase Aboriginal participation in biodiversity management

Implementation of Biodiversity 2037, in conjunction with subsequent government initiatives, has made
progress in these three areas. A particular focus has been around genuine engagement with Traditional
Owners around biodiversity and their aspirations for Country, joint planning including through Biodiversity
Response Planning and working together to bring traditional knowledge into broader biodiversity planning
and priority setting.

Self-determination
The Victorian Government acknowledges Aboriginal self‑determination is a human right as enshrined in the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and is committed to working towards a
future of equality, justice and strength. The Victorian Aboriginal Affairs Framework 2018-2023 (the VAAF)
(State Government of Victoria 2018) provides an ambitious and forward-looking agenda for Aboriginal affairs.
The VAAF has two key purposes:
1. It is the Victorian Government’s overarching framework for working with Aboriginal Victorians,
organisations and the wider community to drive action and improve outcomes.
2. It sets out whole of government self-determination enablers and principles and commits government
to significant structural and systemic transformation.
The VAAF includes goals, indicators and measures to guide and track government progress to achieve
positive outcomes for Aboriginal Victorians across six domains, including: opportunity and prosperity, justice
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and safety, and culture and country. The VAAF commits government to advancing Aboriginal selfdetermination and must enable self-determination through systemic and structural transformation.
The Victorian Government recognises that there are long-lasting, far-reaching and intergenerational
consequences of colonisation and dispossession. Colonisation involved establishing Victoria with the specific
intent of excluding Aboriginal people and their laws, cultures, customs and traditions.
DELWP has a vision to achieve a workplace that recognises and respects the cultural safety of Aboriginal
Victorians, as an underpinning principle of self-determination. In pursuit of this DELWP has committed to
developing and implementing:
1. Pupangarli Marnmarnepu 'Owning Our Future’ Aboriginal Self-Determination Reform Strategy 20202025;
2. DELWP’s Aboriginal Cultural Safety Framework;
3. DELWP’s Aboriginal Employment Plan;
4. Water Corporation Reconciliation Action Plans;
5. Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Fire Strategy;
6. Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Landscapes Strategy (in development).
Responding to the Government’s new Self-Determination Reform Framework, DELWP is developing a
strategy for transforming its systems and structures to support self-determination. DELWP is currently
working to support Traditional Owners’ capacity to actively pursue their natural resource interests. This
support includes:


23 Aboriginal Water Officer positions across Victoria to support Traditional Owners and Aboriginal
Victorians to have better involvement in the water sector.



Gunditj Mirring Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation’s Killara Kooyang Water Project. Funded
through the Aboriginal Water Program’s Economic Development Initiative, this project will pilot the
access and use of water for an aquaculture facility in the Budj Bim Cultural Landscape.



Partnership and Engagement Coordinators in 11 Traditional Owner Corporations to support
Traditional Owners to meaningfully participate in the Forest Reform process and support cultural
values assessments.



Liaison officers within Traditional Owner Corporations to help coordinate work with the Department in
managing the state’s natural resources.

5. Legislative framework
Victoria has a strong legislative foundation for the protection of species and native vegetation, regulation of
pollution and waste management, and the use of natural resources. The integration of policies across the
state is complex and often necessitates consideration of trade-offs between competing priorities.
The Victorian Parliament recently made amendments to the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (FFG Act),
aimed at improving the protections for listed threatened species. A comprehensive review of the Wildlife Act
1975 is currently underway to identify gaps and deficiencies in the legislation, and to ensure that the use,
keeping, trade, treatment and control of wildlife meets current community expectations.
The Planning and Environment Act 1987 (P&E Act) is Victoria’s primary tool for regulating and offsetting the
clearing of native vegetation on private land and by public authorities. The native vegetation regulations were
reviewed in 2017.
The Climate Change Act 2017 provides Victoria with a world-leading legislative foundation to address climate
change risks, maximise the opportunities that arise from decisive action and drive our transition to a climate
resilient community and economy with net zero emissions by 2050.
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Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988
The FFG Act is Victoria’s key legislation for the conservation of threatened species and communities and for
the management of potentially threatening processes. It places importance on prevention to ensure that
more species do not become threatened in the future. The FFG Act emphasises the importance of
cooperative approaches to biodiversity conservation and recognises that all government agencies and the
community need to participate in the conservation effort.
The FFG Act has been amended to provide a strengthened framework for the protection of Victoria’s
biodiversity. These amendments came into effect on 1 June 2020. The Flora and Fauna Guarantee
Amendment Act 2019 (FFG Amendment Act):


introduces principles to guide the implementation of the FFG Act, including consideration of the
rights and interests of Traditional Owners and the impacts of climate change;



requires consideration of biodiversity across government to ensure decisions and policies are made
with proper consideration of the potential impacts on biodiversity;



clarifies existing powers to determine critical habitat and improves protection by encouraging
cooperative management;



gives effect to a consistent national approach to assessing and listing threatened species using the
Common Assessment Method (CAM), which will reduce duplication of effort between jurisdictions
and facilitate the monitoring and reporting of species’ conservation status;



modernises the FFG Act’s enforcement framework including stronger penalties.

The recent amendments to the FFG Act also introduces a new principle that a decision, policy, program or
process must give proper consideration to the rights and interests of Traditional Owners, including:


through acknowledgement of cultural and spiritual connections to land, biodiversity and resources
through a relationship with Country;



through support for participation in decision-making, planning and the development of policies,
programs and processes; and



through facilitating access to biodiversity and providing opportunities for economic advancement.

Additionally, the FFG Amendment Act sets out a process for direct consultation with Traditional Owners in
areas that are the subject of a Recognition and Settlement Agreement (RSA) under the Traditional Owner
Settlement (TOS) Act 2010. Under s.28 of the Amended FFG Act, the Minister must consider whether a
proposed habitat conservation order will affect the rights of Traditional Owners to take and use certain
natural resources afforded to them through a Natural Resource Agreement under the TOS Act.

Marine and coastal legislation
In addition to the protection which the National Parks Act 1975 affords to specific parts of the coast and the
marine environment, the Marine and Coastal Act 2018 provides an integrated and coordinated approach to
planning and managing the whole of Victoria's marine and coastal environment by:


enabling protection of the marine and coastal environment and the ability to address the
long-term challenges of climate change, population growth and ageing coastal structures;
and



ensuring that all of government, Traditional Owners, industry and the community work
together to achieve the best outcomes for Victoria’s marine and coastal environment.

The Marine and Coastal Act establishes clear objectives and new guiding principles that specifically
recognise climate change and Traditional Owners. It establishes a Marine and Coastal Council to give
independent advice to the government. It enables the development of state-wide policy and strategy to
guide and deliver an integrated and coordinated whole of government approach, with a greater focus on the
marine environment, including a marine spatial planning framework. It requires a Marine and Coastal
Environment report to track the health of the marine and coastal environment over time and enables tools for
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integrated planning and management at regional and local scales and better management of coastal
erosion.
The Marine and Coastal Policy 2020, a statutory requirement of the Marine and Coastal Act, sets a vision for
a healthy, dynamic and biodiverse marine and coastal environment valued in its own right and that benefits
the Victorian community, now and in the future. The whole of government Policy:


Supports the consistent application of ecosystem-based management to enable marine and
coastal ecosystems to be functioning, resilient and valued by all Victorians, and to provide
goods and services now and in the future.



Enshrines the ongoing public ownership of marine and coastal Crown land for the benefit of
all Victorians.



Embeds climate change adaptation as a core component of all planning in the marine and
coastal environment and for the first time, explicitly states possible adaptation actions that
must be considered.



Enables climate resilient development, and prepares our environment, community and
economy for change.



Acknowledges the importance of use and development of the marine and coastal
environment to people, groups, communities, industries and the Victorian economy.



Provides direction for strong strategic planning for sustainable use, development and access
to the marine and coastal environment aimed at ensuring its continued health and
maintenance as a desirable place to visit, live and work.



Supports the coordination of marine and coastal land management to ensure that the
capacity and capability of managers can effectively meet current and future challenges.



Articulates that funding is a shared responsibility of all levels of government, beneficiaries
and users and encourages co-investment for asset renewal using a strategic, risk-based
approach that prioritises available funding.



Delivers Victoria’s first marine spatial planning framework for achieving integrated and
coordinated planning and management of the marine environment.

A Marine and Coastal Strategy will be developed in 2020-21. The Strategy will detail priority actions to
achieve the Policy’s directions on the ground and will be accompanied by an implementation and evaluation
plan.
The Fisheries Act 1988 provides for the sustainable management of marine, estuarine and freshwater
species.

Traditional Owners
Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010
The Victorian Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010 (TOS Act) provides for an out-of-court settlement of
native title. The TOS Act allows the Victorian Government to recognise Traditional Owners and certain rights
over Crown land. A settlement package can include:


A Recognition and Settlement Agreement (RSA) to recognise a Traditional Owner group and certain
Traditional Owner rights over Crown land;



A Land Agreement which provides for grants of land in freehold title for cultural or economic
purposes, or as Aboriginal title to be jointly managed in partnership with the state;



A Land Use Activity Agreement which allows Traditional Owners to comment on or consent to
certain activities on public land;



A Funding Agreement to enable Traditional Owner corporations to manage their obligations and
undertake economic development activities;
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A Natural Resource Agreement (NRA) to recognise Traditional Owners' rights to take and use
specific natural resources and provide input into the management of land and natural resources. An
NRA may also include a Preferential Procurement Strategy which supports Traditional Owners to
access Natural Resource Management (NRM) procurement opportunities and achieve employment
outcomes in NRM within the agreement area.

A Recognition and Settlement Agreement (RSA) recognises a Traditional Owner group’s associated rights
on public land in their Agreement area (Country), highlights a Traditional Owner group’s traditions and
culture, and acknowledges the history of their connection to Country. Traditional Owner Groups’ view the
return of responsibility for the management of their Country as highly beneficial from a social, emotional and
an economic perspective. Traditional Owners with RSAs have an expectation that they will be regarded as
equal partners and included from development through to implementation of DELWP natural resource
management (NRM) policies, initiatives and programs.
A number of studies demonstrate that Traditional Owner involvement in land management leads to improved
environmental outcomes, for example through:


substantially increased species knowledge and reduced threats arising from marine debris, floating
nets, feral animals, as well as addressing harvesting practices (Bessen Consulting Services 2009);



less intense wildfires, with positive outcomes for habitat, biodiversity and landscape health (Garnett
and Sithole 2007); and



improved knowledge of threatened species leading to better targeted and more effective
management interventions (Brown et. al. 2006).

Joint Management
Joint management is a key component of TOS Act settlement agreements. Joint management plans (JMP)
for Aboriginal title lands develop a shared vision for enhanced land management between Traditional
Owners and the Victorian Government and realise the shared aspiration and responsibility of Traditional
Owners and the State for a new approach to managing Country. This approach values Aboriginal culture,
knowledge and practice as the foundation underpinning the better management of parks and reserves for the
benefit of all Victorians.
Joint management has proved highly-valued by Traditional Owners for the management status it affords and
related outcomes that can be obtained. JMPs are in place between the State of Victoria and Gunaikurnai
Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation, Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation and Dja Dja Wurrung
Clans Aboriginal Corporation.
Under a JMP the Traditional Owner Land Management Board sets the strategy for the management of
Aboriginal Title lands which seeks to:


recognise and incorporate Traditional Owner knowledge and practices into the land’s management;



achieve better conservation and protection of natural and cultural values;



provide new tourism experiences and promote public appreciation of the cultural values of parks;



provide opportunities for Traditional Owners to be involved in the protection of their cultural sites and
heritage; and



provide employment opportunities for Traditional Owners to ‘work on Country’, e.g. through ranger
positions.

TOS Act agreements include funding that is designed to provide sustainable resourcing to a Traditional
Owner corporation. This enables corporations to employ staff (for example an NRM coordinator) and meet
the other business costs that arise as their Traditional Owner members exercise their rights and functions
under an TOS Act agreement, such as leading group consultation and education initiatives. These
agreements also include funding for the development of business enterprises and to participate in and
respond to State-led NRM projects and strategies.
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Traditional Owner groups that have not entered into to a TOS Act agreement must necessarily seek other
forms of recognition and ad hoc funding. This greatly inhibits those groups’ ability to exercise selfdetermination.

Protected area legislation
Victoria’s legislation (particularly the National Parks Act 1975, but also the Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978
and the Wildlife Act 1975) establishes a framework for a system of national parks and other protected areas
which aim to protect representative samples of the diverse natural environments occurring on Crown land in
Victoria (including marine and coastal Crown land) and that are managed for the primary purpose of
conservation. The system of protected areas is complemented by the informal reserve system established in
State forests. In addition, the Victorian Conservation Trust Act 1972 allows private landholders to enter into
permanent conservation covenants with Trust for Nature.
The Victoria Environmental Assessment Council (VEAC), established under the VEAC Act 2001, and its
predecessors has a role in assessing and making recommendations to guide the categorisation and
management of Victoria's public land to protect natural values and allow for recreation and other uses. When
VEAC identifies areas with significant natural values, it can recommend their inclusion in Victoria’s system of
protected areas.
In a recent state-wide assessment of public land, VEAC found much of Victoria’s current legislative
framework for public land – in particular, the Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978, Forests Act 1958 and Land
Act 1958 – is archaic, complex, and not sufficiently supportive of contemporary management of public land.
In response to VEAC’s recommendations, the government committed to developing a single, protected areas
Act within five years. Based on the National Parks Act, this will consolidate and rationalise legislation relating
to protected areas and better support the effective management of Victoria’s most valued Crown land. More
broadly, the government also committed to developing a new Public Land Act, which will better support
community use of public land, while ensuring public land values are protected for current and future
generations.

Forest and Fire Management
Forests Act 1958
The Forests Act provides for the management of State forests through the development of Forest
Management Plans, to maintain and improve State forests, and for licensed occupations including grazing
and taking away forest produce. The Forests Act also creates certain obligations with respect to fire
management activities within State forests, parks managed under the National Parks Act and protected
public land. Strategic Bushfire Management Plans specify activities to prevent and suppress fire, as required
under this Act.

Code of Practice for Bushfire Management on Public Land 2012
The Code of Practice for Bushfire Management on Public Land sets out two primary objectives:


to minimise the impact of major bushfires on human life, communities, essential and
community infrastructure, industries, the economy and the environment. Human life will be
afforded priority over all other considerations; and



to maintain or improve the resilience of natural ecosystems and their ability to deliver
services such as biodiversity, water, carbon storage and forest products.

The Code identifies the mechanism for achieving these objectives, which includes implementation of bushfire
management strategies, planning for and undertaking bushfire management actions and monitoring, and
evaluating and reporting on progress towards delivering outcomes. This entails consideration of a range of
physical characteristics, including the occupancy or extent of habitat for individual species.
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These strategies seek to maximise benefits and minimise risks of fire management actions, including
planned burning, for ecosystems and species, whilst also balancing outcomes across DELWP’s multiple
objectives for bushfire management.

Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004
The Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act (SFT Act) provides a framework for the sustainable management of
timber harvesting in State forests. The SFT Act contains three key components for the management of
Victoria’s forests:


the Sustainability Charter for Victoria’s State Forests, which sets the objectives for
sustainable forest management in Victoria;



Victoria’s State of the Forests report, which compiles monitoring data and assesses the
State’s performance in achieving objectives for sustainable forest management in Victoria;
and



the Allocation Order (AO), which provides for the sustainable allocation and harvesting and
sale; or harvesting or sale, of timber resources from State forests and sets conditions for
those activities.

Code of Practice for Timber Production 2014 (currently under review)
The purpose of the Timber Code is to provide direction to timber harvesting managers, harvesting entities
and operators to deliver sound environmental performance when planning for and conducting timber
harvesting activities in a way that:


permits an economically viable, internationally competitive, sustainable timber industry;



is compatible with the conservation of the wide range of environmental, social and cultural
values associated with forests;



provides for the ecologically sustainable management of native forests proposed for cyclical
timber harvesting operations; and



enhances public confidence in the management of timber production in Victoria’s forests and
plantations.

The Timber Code addresses the legal obligations that timber harvesting managers, harvesting entities and
operators must meet in addition to relevant law.
Regional Forest Agreements
The Victorian Regional Forest Agreements (RFAs) are agreements between the State and Commonwealth
Governments with the purpose of providing for the sustainable management and use of Victoria’s forests.
These agreements were modernised and extended in March 2020 with a number of amendments which
improve protections for Victoria’s forest biodiversity and threatened species.
These include:


reinforcing existing protections of rainforests and recognising the Victorian Government’s
commitment to protect all Old Growth forests from timber harvesting;



timebound commitments to protect threatened species including a threatened species risk
assessment and any necessary interim protections or priority management actions in place
by 1 October 2020 and permanent protections within 2 years;



identifying and reviewing priorities for research to fill critical knowledge gaps in relation to
protections and management actions and to improve understanding of new and emerging
threats to vulnerable species; and
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stronger checks and balances and adaptive management approaches through outcomebased reporting to inform five-yearly reviews, the ability to initiate Major Event Reviews, new
audit provisions for evaluation of RFA performance and identification of remedial actions.

The RFAs include Victorian Government commitments to partner with and support self-determination of
Traditional Owners in forest management. The RFAs now include a number of specific commitments that
recognise the rights and aspirations of Traditional Owners in relation to forest management. These include
commitments to:


appropriate management and protection of Aboriginal heritage including the maintenance of
Traditional Owner identified living natural and biocultural uses and values;



empower Traditional Owners to lead the application of Traditional Owner Knowledge in land
management practices and innovations, including tangible and intangible heritage and
identity; and



support delivery and implementation of key guiding documents including the Cultural
Landscapes Strategy.

The Major Event Review is a new RFA feature that enables assessment of the impacts of a Major Event,
such as the 2019-20 bushfires, and identification of remedial action. It will be informed by science, Traditional
Owner knowledge, public consultation and will be overseen by an independent panel.
Within the modernised RFAs, Victoria has committed to developing renewed strategic Forest Management
Plans (FMPs) by December 2023, which will have regard to the following: maintaining ecosystem health and
vitality; Traditional Owner Country Plans; a broad range of forest values and uses; the impacts of climate
change; community aspirations and objectives; bushfire threat and management; and water and soils. The
development of renewed FMPs will be guided by a new planning approach that reflects changes to
supporting legislation and policy, as well as contemporary community values, science, and planning
approaches. Moreover, the new planning approach will support partnerships with Traditional Owners to set
forest management priorities that enable the healing and management of Country.

Invasive species
The Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994 (CaLP Act) is the key legislative instrument that regulates the
control, importation into the state, keeping, movement, trade and release of noxious weeds and pest animals
in Victoria. In Victoria, the Invasive Plants and Animals Policy Framework (IPAPF), is the Victorian
Government’s biosecurity approach to managing existing and potential invasive species across the whole of
Victoria. It emphasises a risk-management approach to government involvement and investment to ensure
the State is well-positioned to meet future biosecurity challenges. The policy framework relates to both
private and public land thereby utilising legislation to its greatest effect by having a comprehensive whole of
government cross-tenure approach. The IPAPF is recognised in the Marine and Coastal Policy and
associated strategy as required under the Marine and Coastal Act 2018.
The effective management of invasive plants and animals on private land in Victoria relies on a partnership
approach that involves the private sector, community, local and state government. The Victorian
Government, primarily through the Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions (DJPR), invests in the
enforcement and compliance of the noxious weeds and pest animals provisions of the CaLP Act.
In 2018, feral cats were declared an established pest animal on specified Crown land in Victoria under the
CaLP Act. This landmark declaration will help to protect Victoria’s at-risk biodiversity and give threatened
species the best chance of survival. It applies to areas of Crown land managed by DELWP, Parks Victoria,
Phillip Island Nature Parks and the four Alpine Resort Management Boards.
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Water management
Water and catchment management in Victoria is guided by both Victorian and federal legislation and policy.
Relevant legislation for managing the state’s waterways includes the Water Act 1989 (Vic), the CaLP Act,
and the Commonwealth Water Act 2007, including the Basin Plan 2012.
The Victorian Water Act also provides an Environmental Water Reserve (EWR) – water set aside to meet
environmental needs. The Victorian Environmental Water Holder (VEWH) is a statutory entity responsible for
making decisions regarding environmental water entitlements.
Across Victoria 10 catchment management authorities (CMA) provide integrated planning and coordination
and delivery of programs for land, water and biodiversity management, in conjunction with other state
agencies and local communities.
The Victorian Water Act provides for the preparation of Regional Waterway Strategies (RWSs), which are a
single planning document for river, estuary and wetland management in each region and drive
implementation of the management approach outlined in the Victorian Waterway Management Strategy.
RWSs are developed by CMAs as waterway managers in partnership with regional communities, Traditional
Owners and other key stakeholders and outline regional goals and priority waterways, as well as the regional
work program to guide investment in waterway management.
The Victorian Waterway Management Strategy provides a detailed policy for managing Victoria's waterways.
It aims to maintain or improve the condition of our waterways so they can support environmental, social,
cultural and economic values that are important to communities. It provides direction for regional decisionmaking, investment and management issues for waterways, as well as the roles and responsibilities of
management agencies.
The Water and Catchment Legislation Amendment Act 2019 embeds Aboriginal cultural values into the
planning and operations of Victoria’s water resource managers. The Act establishes obligations on water
corporations, the CMAs and VEWH when carrying out their functions, to consider opportunities to provide for:


Aboriginal cultural values and recreational uses and values of waterways; and



the community’s social and recreational uses and values of waterways, in addition to
environmental and economic values of water and waterways— provided this can be done
consistently with their other obligations under the Water Act (e.g. delivery of water to rights
holders) and under other Acts (e.g. meeting requirements of the Safe Drinking Water Act
2003).

Statutory planning approvals
The Environment Effects Act 1978 (EE Act) provides for the assessment of proposed development projects
that are capable of having a significant effect on the environment (i.e. impact of a regional or state
significance). Environmental impact assessments are conducted through an Environment Effects Statement
(EES) under the EE Act, or via specific, targeted conditions (‘No EES conditions’), administered by the
Minister for Planning. The general objective of an EES is to provide for the transparent, integrated and timely
assessment of the environmental effects of projects, which in turn informs decision-making of such proposals
(under other legislation).
The ecological triggers for an EES include where the project may have a significant impact, at a regional or
state level on:


native vegetation, particularly where it is classified as an endangered Ecological Vegetation Class or
of very high conservation value;



matters listed under the FFG Act;



a significant proportion of known remaining habitat or population of a threatened species within
Victoria;



the ecological character of a wetland listed under the Ramsar Convention or in ‘A Directory of
Important Wetlands in Australia’; or



the health or biodiversity of freshwater, estuarine or marine ecosystems, over the long term.
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Under the EE Act the Minister for Planning can make an assessment that works are environmentally
unacceptable in light of likely biodiversity effects and existing policy. The EE Act provides for consideration of
ecological assets which otherwise have little legislative protection, for example non-threatened species and
communities, threatened species and communities listed under the FFG Act on privately-held land, nonnative vegetation which provides habitat for native species and the long-term health of aquatic ecosystems.
In addition, it allows for the consideration of cumulative impacts which are separate to the works and impacts
such as noise, light, surface water and groundwater impacts.
The detailed assessments and stakeholder consultation required for the EES process result in environmental
improvements to projects, in particular further reductions in proposed losses of native vegetation and
associated biodiversity impacts. This occurs for all projects during the preparation of the EES, well ahead of
the final assessment being issued under the Act by the Minister for Planning.

Compliance with environmental legislation
The Office of the Conservation Regulator was established in early 2019 and is designed to operate as an
effective, trusted, independent best-practice regulator of environmental legislation in Victoria. To achieve
these aims, the Conservation Regulator works with the established legislative framework to prioritise
regulatory activities which reduce and deter environmental harms, as defined by the legislation. To be
effective in protecting ecosystems and allowing sustainable access to and use of the environment and
biodiversity, there needs to be a robust framework that:


clearly identifies environmental harm;



provides proportionate, graduated responses to defined environmental harm;



provides responses to environmental harm that are restorative to the harm caused; and



establishes the independence of the regulator for the regulated entities.

Legislation established to protect the environment must also enshrine the precautionary principle in areas of
ambiguous or graduated environmental harm, to allow the Conservation Regulator to take action to protect
the natural environment and biodiversity for the future. With the appropriate legislative framework, the
Conservation Regulator’s regulatory approach can help ensure that natural and heritage values are
protected, and that the environment is equitably, safely and sustainably accessed.

Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999
The primary federal legislation for the protection of threatened species is the Commonwealth Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).
The EPBC Act governs matters of national environmental significance, including listed threatened species
and ecological communities, migratory species protected under international agreements, and Ramsar
wetland sites.
The second 10-yearly independent review of the EPBC Act (as required under the Act) commenced on 29
October 2019.
On 20 July 2020, the Independent Panel released its Interim Report. The Interim Report recognises that
“Australia’s natural environment and iconic places are in an overall state of decline and are under increasing
threat. The current environmental trajectory is unsustainable.”
The Interim Report outlines approximately 40 opportunities for improvement under the thematic areas of:


Increasing the protection of environment and iconic places;



Greater involvement of indigenous culture and heritage;



Greater focus on restoration;



Reducing legislative complexity;



Increasing efficiency in decision making;



Improving data, information and systems for decision making;
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Better monitoring, evaluation and reporting to demonstrate outcomes;



Improved compliance, enforcement and assurance; and



Enhancing public confidence and trust.

The overarching finding of the Interim Report is that “Australians care deeply about our iconic places and
unique environment. Protecting and conserving them for the benefit of current and future generations is
important for the nation”.
The Interim Report highlights the need for strong and effective national environmental laws and the important
role of the Commonwealth through legislation and investment to help safeguard Victoria’s (and other
jurisdictions’) natural environment – in particular matters of national environmental significance . The Interim
Report is further evidence that Australia has a significant challenge to not only stop the decline of our unique
and precious species but to improve their chances to survive and thrive.
The Independent Panel is due to complete its final report by 31 October 2020.

6. Government programs
This section lists some of the key government programs being delivered to arrest ecosystem decline in
Victoria. The release of Biodiversity 2037 was underpinned by the greatest-ever single investment in
biodiversity by a Victorian Government of $86.3 million over four years and $20 million ongoing, to make
progress on the ambitious 20-year targets in the plan and to help achieve a significant uplift in the state’s
biodiversity. Further efforts are required to reverse the extinction crisis and ensure Victoria’s rare and
threatened plants and animals can recover and thrive. Greater and more coordinated investment and more
effective targeting of effort is required to protect and recover threatened species and protect natural habitat,
with a focus on long-term monitoring, programs and outcomes.

Programs to reverse ecosystem decline
Legislative, policy, program, governance and funding solutions are all interconnected and required to
strengthen ecosystems and species protection, restoration and recovery within Victoria.

Working together for better outcomes
There are many valuable strategies and approaches that are underway that support collaborative planning
across government, non-government organisations and the community to guide cost-effective investment.
Investment into the following plans will enable Victoria’s ecosystems to have greater outcomes for people,
wildlife and the natural environment. Examples include:


Biodiversity Response Planning (BRP) is an area-based planning approach to biodiversity
conservation in Victoria; designed to strengthen alignment, collaboration and participation
between government agencies, Traditional Owners, non-government agencies and the
community. BRP aims to progressively deliver a collective area-based response to the statewide targets in Biodiversity 2037. BRP has already committed funding for on-ground
biodiversity action worth $33.67 million and $1.1 million for marine biodiversity outcomes
and BRP Phase 2 is focussed on identifying priorities for complementary actions and
potential projects to address gaps. Biodiversity 2037 sets out Victoria’s shift in conservation
planning and management towards considering whole ecosystems and landscapes (and the
multiple species that make them up), rather than focussing on a species by species
approach. DELWP supports this approach by taking a collaborative, landscape level
approach to biodiversity response planning that provides a mechanism for all stakeholders
within a landscape to work together to identify priority outcomes for biodiversity – including
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actions on private land. Additionally, DELWP’s Strategic Prospects Management Tool
identifies priority actions on public and private land that will best deliver on the healthy
natural environment goals and targets under Biodiversity 2037.


The Marine Environment Targeted Actions Program has invested $2.39 million from 2017/18
to 2021/22 in projects to restore marine and coastal ecosystems. This has included over
$500K to restore coastal wetlands in Port Phillip Bay, Western Port and Gippsland Lakes,
$700K towards restoration of shellfish reefs in Port Phillip Bay and nearly $800K in projects
to mitigate the impacts of overabundant native urchins to restore kelp and seagrass habitats.



Community-based environment groups play a significant role in contributing to the
management of threats and achievement of biodiversity outcomes on public and private
land. For example, the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater, one of Victoria’s faunal
emblems, has over 150 members. The group is very actively involved in restoration and
revegetation works in and around the birds’ natural habitat at Yellingbo Nature Conservation
Reserve, and in the supplementary feeding program to support the transition of captivereleased birds within the reserve. The success of the conservation program for this species
has been due to the combined commitment of the community, working in partnership with
government agencies. The population of Helmeted Honeyeaters reached as low as 50
animals in 1990 and is now estimated to be over 200. New areas of potential habitat are
currently being restored and protected through Victoria’s Faunal Emblems Program, which
has committed $3 million to protect this species and Leadbeater’s Possums.
(https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/conserving-threatened-species/threatenedspecies/faunal-emblems-program).



Victorian islands have been used to establish safe havens for biodiversity where threats
causing species decline on the mainland have been excluded. For example, Phillip Island
was declared fox-free in 2017 after a successful eradication campaign enabling the
establishment of the critically endangered Eastern Barred Bandicoot back to the wild in
Victoria. This program brings together public and private land managers, conservation
groups, zoos, government agencies and species experts. Neighbouring French Island has
recently seen the introduction of Eastern Barred Bandicoots to this fox-free island where
feral cats are also being targeted for control. Islands such as these also provide
opportunities for other introductions of at-risk species.



The Zoos Victoria Wildlife Conservation Masterplan 2019-2024 includes key actions to
protect and recover native species, protect biodiversity and habitat, connect people with
wildlife and nature, increase environmental education, citizen science programs, and foster
greater collaboration with Indigenous partners and communities.



As a result of the 2019-20 bushfires in Victoria, the Bushfire Biodiversity Response and
Recovery program includes actions funded by different levels of government, including $17.5
million from the Victorian Government and investment from other sources, including public
donations. DELWP is working closely with partner agencies, Traditional Owners, and nongovernment organisations to coordinate and support all actions to help the protection and
recovery of Victoria’s flora, fauna, and habitats impacted by the fires (DELWP 2020a).



Long term government investment on public and private land to manage pest plants and
animals, including rabbits, foxes, invasive weeds and emerging threats such as red fire ants,
is complemented by substantial investments, both financial and in-kind from private
landholders across the state and makes an important contribution to biodiversity protection.



“Target 1 Million” aims to increase recreational fishing in Victoria. The program includes
education programs and investment in native fisheries that encourage recreational fishers to
minimise impacts on freshwater and coastal environments.



Commercial fishing is a major contributor to entanglements. Phillip Island Nature Parks is
collaborating with the South East Trawl Fishing Industry Association to trial reduction of
plastic pollution from industry boats and reduce marine mammal entanglement by providing
onboard bins to vessels and investigating the industry’s waste strategy, funded through the
Victorian Government Biodiversity Response Planning program.
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DJPR is delivering programs that seek to achieve statewide eradication of some weeds that
have major effects on natural ecosystems such as hawkweeds, salvinia and Japanese
knotweed and invests $4.8 million per annum in a national program to eradicate the red
imported fire ant from Australia.



DJPR also deliver programs that seek to effectively detect entry and eradicate declared
high-risk invasive pest animals and in collaboration with DELWP and Crime Stoppers,
disrupt the illegal trade of exotic pest animals.

Getting involved in conservation


The Victorians Volunteering for Nature - Environmental Volunteering Plan aims to reduce
barriers to environmental volunteering in Victoria, and to encourage more Victorians to
connect with nature and act to protect and enhance the natural environment. Environmental
volunteering in Victoria has a long and rich history, from the grassroots Landcare movement
in the 1980s through to today’s diverse mix of volunteers dedicating time and effort to a
range of activities aimed at both connecting people with nature and improving the natural
environment. Grants programs are designed to both capture local community values but also
directed to deliver activities within priority locations to deliver biodiversity and natural
environment outcomes.
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0035/394883/VVfNEnvironmental-Volunteering-Plan_WEB.pdf



Trust for Nature’s skilled volunteers program offers professional ecologists and amateur
naturalists the opportunity to visit private landowners and provide advice on conservation
management, offering the chance to significantly improve private land biodiversity outcomes.



Citizen science provides opportunities for the community to participate and collaborate in
scientific research with the aim to increase scientific knowledge. Citizen science is growing
rapidly around the world and many projects are helping us learn more about biodiversity and
how we can better protect nature. The extraordinary advances in technology in recent years
have vastly increased the potential for people everywhere to collect, manage, share and
analyse data. This means interested people can easily join in and collect valid, accurate,
very useful information, and collaborate on scientific projects. Volunteers do not need to
have science backgrounds to participate as citizen scientists. Projects can be initiated and
planned by scientists, by citizens or both, in a co-created or co-designed approach. Current
Victorian projects cover a wide range of activities, including training and support and happen
in terrestrial, freshwater and marine environments.

Ecosystem-level improvements and private land conservation


Landcare began in Victoria in 1986 as a mechanism for enabling private land managers to
work together to improve biodiversity conservation on their properties, and in their
catchments and is a highly successful community-based volunteer movement. In Victoria
there are now around 600 Landcare groups and 64 Landcare networks, and more than 500
other community-based natural resource management groups. Victoria’s Landcare and other
environmental volunteer groups have around 60,000 members and involve an additional
45,000 volunteers who contribute their time and energy each year to help care for our
natural resources. (https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/landcare). Through the Victorian
Landcare Program, DELWP funds ten Regional Landcare Coordinator positions, based in
Catchment Management Authorities and a statewide Aboriginal Landcare Facilitator
position, as well as provides additional support for Landcare Facilitators across the state.
Victorian Landcare Grants are available for community-based natural resource management
groups to protect and restore the Victorian landscape.



The Victorian Government supports improving biodiversity outcomes on private land.
Biodiversity 2037 acknowledges the need to address the ongoing decline in the extent and
quality of native vegetation on private land and includes a target to permanently protect

25 of 38

OFFICIAL

23

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline
in Victoria
Submission 927

200,000 hectares of private land habitat by 2037. The primary mechanism for this is through
the establishment of conservation covenants registered on the title of private landholdings by
Trust for Nature via the Victorian Conservation Trust Act 1972. Investment in protecting and
restoring ecosystems on private land through covenants represents value-for-money
conservation as willing landowners become long-term protected area land managers.
Covenants can help leverage the management contributions of private landowners.


Trust for Nature has developed a tool to permanently protect landscapes for which
landholders are demonstrating sustainable land management practices. ‘Farm covenants’
allow farmers to account for their ecosystem services and demonstrate best practices and
increased profitability to the market.



A number of Local Government Authority programs, such as Biodiversity Biolinks and
Gardens for Wildlife, support local actions and greater community stewardship towards
ecosystem solutions.



The Good Neighbour Program: helping public land managers reduce the spread of weeds
and pests to private land.



The Land for Wildlife program that has been running in Victoria since the 1980s encourages
voluntary conservation efforts on both private and public land.



Regional Surface Transport has committed to planting 100,000 local indigenous trees across
Victoria by 2022 and has allocated 1% of all capital works project budgets to works or
activities that provide environmental benefits beyond legislative requirements. The funding
projects often engage community groups in the planning and/or delivery.

Public land


In November 2019, through the Victorian Forestry Plan, the Victorian Government announced the
gradual phaseout of all logging in native forests by 2030, with the immediate end to old growth
logging covering an area of over 96,000 hectares. This is estimated to reduce the amount of carbon
in the atmosphere by 1.71 million tonnes of carbon-dioxide-equivalent each year for 25 years. A
$120 million Native Forest Transition Package was committed to support Victoria’s forest industry to
move away from native timber. (https://www.vic.gov.au/victorian-forestry-plan)



The Roadside Weeds and Pests Program: assistance to regional councils to respond to weed and
pest threats on roadsides to prevent spread to private land.



The Weeds and Pests on Public Land Program: funds long term, landscape scale weed and pest
management focusing on protecting biodiversity from the threat of invasive species including long
running fox control programs such as the Grampians Ark and Southern Ark programs which have
been expanded from fox control to address the ever increasing pressure from feral cats.

Building new markets and investment models


The provision of incentives for private land conservation as a business model can lead to
shared investment in biodiversity outcomes and increase the overall outcomes for the
environment, for relatively low cost to government.



Use of innovative co-investment and blended finance proposals to support biodiversity
outcomes on private and public land including through emerging carbon markets, protected
habitat branding, voluntary biodiversity offsets and proposals that achieve protection of
endangered ecological communities as well as support sustainable farming.



Multiple benefit investments, such as carbon farming designed to achieve social, economic
and environmental outcomes. These create opportunities to generate additional, regular and
diverse income streams for farmers and other land managers, at the same time as providing
ecosystem benefits like healthier waterways, more habitat for threatened species, and more
resilient landscapes under climate change.
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Building our knowledge to better prioritise action


DELWP’s NaturePrint products and tools are designed to help support effective investment
and management decisions to deliver on the targets in Biodiversity 2037. Determining what
is needed to protect biodiversity is complex, with large amounts of information and multiple
needs to consider at the same time. NaturePrint decision-support products and tools provide
a view across multiple species across multiple locations and under multiple threats. They
help inform choices such as where to protect habitat, or what are the most beneficial actions
for threatened species. NaturePrint provides government, agencies and other users with
science-based guidance for decision making to benefit biodiversity, which has flow-on
benefits for the community. The products and tools are evidence-based, the inputs are
transparent and new ideas and data can be included as it becomes available.



During the bushfires of 2019/20, DELWPs biodiversity information products were used to
predict and analyse the impacts from the fires on threatened species and ecological
communities and identify urgent actions for protection, emergency response and recovery
(DELWP 2020a). Based on these analyses, critically endangered species that were under
imminent threat from the bushfires, such as Eastern Bristlebirds, or from environmental
impacts following the fires, such as freshwater aquatic species, were prioritised for
emergency extraction and protection until the risks were abated and the species could be
safely returned. High value biodiversity assets were targeted post-fire to reduce threats,
such as from introduced herbivores and predators to support recovery of at-risk native flora
and fauna and their habitats.



Improving species distribution models through survey and ground-truthing will continue. With
more information, more precise maps identifying the distribution of population strongholds
and critical habitats can be developed to support improved decision-making.



The development of a Marine Spatial Planning Framework for Victoria is a positive outcome
to protect and perpetuate the health of the marine system. The framework is knowledgebased, which requires an investment in marine system projects, including novel programs
and new solutions to old challenges. This will inspire collaboration within commercial and
environmental industries and ensure the marine values are protected and well managed for
future opportunities.



The Victorian Coastal Monitoring Program (VCMP) was initiated from the ‘Protection of
Victoria's Iconic Beaches and Coastline Program 2016-2020.There has since been
significant co-investment by universities, local government and citizen science volunteer
groups that has extended the project to 2022. The VCMP involves:
a. Monitoring of 15 priority open coast beach locations and selected shorelines of Western
Port Bay ($4 million from Victorian Sustainability Fund (SF) plus co-investment of $3.8
million from university partners);
b. Coastal wave monitoring and sea level rise modelling ($760,000 SF, plus co-investments
of $145,000 DELWP & $900,000 from university partners);
c. Monitoring of Port Phillip Bay beaches ($600,000 DELWP, $200,000 from the Port Phillip
Bay Fund and $250,000 university partners).



DELWP uses the Fire Analysis Module for Ecological Values (FAME) to model outcomes for
both flora and fauna under alternative fire management scenarios. FAME integrates existing
ecological data and models it in a single platform and helps to more effectively and
transparently consider ecological values when developing bushfire management strategies.
(https://www.ari.vic.gov.au/research/fire/fire-analysis-module-for-ecological-values-fame).



The Biodiversity Knowledge Acquisition grants program 2019, funded projects that directly
address critical knowledge gaps to support better decision-making and consequently
improved biodiversity outcomes in Victoria.
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Connection to nature in Urban Environments


Improving habitat connectivity for species in urban environments by encouraging “nature
strips” and wildlife gardens, will have the benefit of connecting the community to nature.



The Victorian Government and the City of Melbourne are committed to investing in green
infrastructure in urban environments. A joint initiative between DELWP and City of
Melbourne, each contributing $1.25 million will see a 1500m 2 green roof built on top of One
Treasury Place. The green roof will improve biodiversity, contribute to urban cooling, reduce
stormwater runoff, reduce energy consumption and costs by providing insulation for the
building, and showcase how green infrastructure can help cities adapt to climate change.
The green roof will act as a demonstration and research roof that other councils,
governments and industry can learn from. (https://delwp-internetm5.clients.squiz.net/planning-2018/policy-and-strategy/planning-for-melbourne/planmelbourne/cooling-greening-melbourne/green-our-rooftop).



The Peri-urban Weed Management Partnership Program supports Local Governments and
public land managers to manage weed threats in peri-urban Melbourne.

Water investment
Since 2005 significant investment has recovered over 1,000GL of water across Victoria for the environment
and critical ecosystems. Over the last four years, the Victorian Government has invested a record $222
million to improve the health of waterways and catchments and implement Victoria’s waterway and
catchment management framework, including Ramsar obligations. This is in addition to Australian
Government funds to implement Basin Plan in northern Victoria.
The Victorian Government also continues to invest in The Living Murray (TLM), a joint initiative with the
governments of Australia, New South Wales, South Australia and the Australian Capital Territory. Through a
$650 million investment, almost 500 GL of water has been recovered for use at six icon sites in NSW,
Victoria and SA. TLM has also funded the construction of water delivery infrastructure at most of these sites
to facilitate the use of this water, including an investment of over $60 million at Victoria’s four icon sites
(Barmah Forest, Gunbower Forest, Hattah Lakes and Lindsay-Wallpolla Islands). Approximately $5-6 million
is invested per year into Victoria across four icon sites. Community and Traditional Owner engagement is
intrinsically embedded in the program.
The program was initiated in 2004 in response to compelling evidence of a long-term serious decline in the
health of the Murray River system. Its primary goal is to achieve a healthy, working river for the benefit of all
Australians. To this end, it focuses on improving the health of six important ‘icon sites’ along the river by
increasing the flow of environmental water to benefit the plants, animals and communities that the river
supports. The 2018 Living Murray condition report (https://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/pubs/Iconsite-condition-the-living-murray-2-May-18.pdf) shows that the health of the southern Murray–Darling Basin
rivers, wetlands and floodplains are improving at these managed sites.
The Victorian Murray Floodplain Restoration Project (VMFRP) is being implemented as part of Victoria’s
obligations under the Murray Darling Basin Plan through nine discrete environmental works projects that aim
to return a more natural inundation regime across approximately 14,000 ha of high-ecological-value Murray
River floodplain. $29 million is being invested by the Australian Government in Stage 1 to develop business
cases for the 9 sites. A further investment of $291 million is planned to support completion of construction by
2024. Proposed works will allow environmental water to be diverted from the Murray River to water high
value wetlands and floodplains. This will mimic the impact of natural flood events and improve the condition
of vegetation communities and provide habitat for native fish, birds, frogs and turtles and work to restore the
floodplains, including in a drier future under climate change.
Through capital stimulus projects announced this year, the Victorian Government is also directly investing
$17 million into five projects that will improve river and wetland health and benefit native fish populations in
northern Victoria. This will occur through construction of fishways and fish exclusion screens on high value
rivers and construction of regulators to manage flows into priority wetland systems.
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Traditional Owners
The State’s funding of the implementation of the Gunaikurnai, Yorta Yorta and the Dja Dja Wurrung Joint
Management Plans (JMPs), demonstrates the high value the Victorian Government places on achieving selfdetermination – a key outcome of TOS Act agreements. These JMPs involve high levels of Traditional Owner
planning, engagement and participation in the management of Country to restore and improve ecosystem
values.
Traditional Owners have a strong expectation that the Victorian Government will fund the implementation of
their JMPs. This is because JMPs are the mechanism through which joint management is realised and
demonstrates the Victorian Government’s commitment to delivering on TOS Act agreements. At the time of
settlement, the State undertakes to provide block funding for the sustainable operations of the Traditional
Owner Land Management Board and the development of their joint management plan for Aboriginal title
lands. State funding for the implementation of an approved JMP is the subject of future negotiation between
the Traditional Owner and the State, once the scope and scale of the TO’s JMP has been approved by the
Minister for Energy, Environment and Climate Change.
The State’s block funding provided to the delegated land manager, typically Parks Victoria, for management
of conservation parks and reserves at a landscape scale has proven inadequate to support the significant
change management associated with JMP implementation with its focus on cultural values management, in
addition to ecosystem and public access values.
JMPs and the associated funding enables Traditional Owner groups to commence activities that provide
employment and revenue streams to support ongoing implementation. For example, commercial ventures
such as cultural tours have proved to be of high demand and lucrative in other joint management models in
Australia, such as Mossman Gorge (Qld), Kakadu and Uluru (NT) and have enabled Traditional Owners to
generate revenue from the jointly managed parks.
Current JMP funding in Victoria is securing employment outcomes and projects essential for successful
implementation. Key deliverables from the implementation of JMPs address three priority areas:


Traditional Owner capacity building;



managing Country; and



improving conservation park and reserve assets.

Managing Country includes: ensuring healthy plants and healthy harvesting; protecting threatened species;
restoring previously degraded Country; managing visitor activities to ensure they comply with park
regulations and allowed usage; and piloting cultural fire management practices.
The Victorian Aboriginal Water Program is a partnership between DELWP and Traditional Owners and
Aboriginal Victorians to manage our waterways and catchments across the state. Importantly, it is
reconnecting communities to water for cultural, economic, customary and spiritual purposes. The program is
responsible for the delivery of six Water for Victoria Actions:


Action 6.1: to recognise Aboriginal values and objectives of water.



Action 6.2: to include Aboriginal values and traditional ecological knowledge in water
planning.



Action 6.3: to support Aboriginal access to water for economic development. This commits
the Victorian Government to developing a Roadmap to support Aboriginal access to water
for economic development. Traditional Owners are eager to explore options to own water
and address the barriers to doing so. The focus of the roadmap is to explore water
ownership for a range of purposes – that is, ownership of water for economic, social, cultural
and environmental purposes.



Action 6.4: to build capacity to increase Aboriginal participation in water management.



Action 10.8: to increase Aboriginal inclusion in the water sector.



Action 10.9: to support economic development through Aboriginal participation.
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As part of this program, $5 million was allocated to fund projects for access to water economic development
and $4.9 million invested in partnership projects for Aboriginal values and uses. Since 2016, the Aboriginal
Water Program has funded:


23 full-time Aboriginal Water Officer (AWO) positions to take an active role in the
management of the state’s water resources. AWOs play a significant role in promoting
informed discussion to support Aboriginal values and uses through Victoria’s existing water
resource planning and management processes.



8 values and uses projects led by Traditional Owners to better define and document
Aboriginal values, uses, and aspirations of Victoria’s waterways and catchments. These
projects explore cultural mapping, seasonal watering plans, water management plans, and
research of cultural and environmental flows.



11 pilot projects to explore opportunities for Traditional Owners to access water for
economic development and to inform planning for future investment. The pilot projects have
been co-designed between Traditional Owners, the Federation of Victorian Traditional
Owner Corporations, Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations (MLDRIN) and the
Aboriginal Water Unit. These projects tested the feasibility of aquaculture, bush foods, native
plants, water-based education and cultural tourism across Victoria.

Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Landscapes Strategy (currently in development)
Written by Traditional Owners, the Victorian Cultural Landscapes Strategy will set out how Traditional
Owners can lead planning and management of Country in line with cultural obligations to care for Country,
and will serve a vitally important role in providing direction to the Victorian Government about how to enable
Traditional Owner self-determination in land management. DELWP, in partnership with Parks Victoria, is
committed to support the delivery of the strategy, due to be completed in 2020–21.
Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Fire Strategy
Cultural burning is a practice that can only be undertaken by Traditional Owners on Country. In May 2019,
Minister D’Ambrosio and Victorian Traditional Owner leaders launched the Victorian Traditional Owner
Cultural Fire Strategy (the Strategy). The Strategy was developed and authored by Victoria’s Traditional
Owners and supported by DELWP, Parks Victoria and the Country Fire Authority. The principles in the
Strategy establish how Forest Fire Management Victoria and other fire agencies will work with Traditional
Owners to restore cultural fire knowledge and practice in Victoria. It supports the use of fire to realise
culturally meaningful objectives and improve fire and biodiversity outcomes. DELWP has committed to
increase its collaboration and support of Traditional Owner groups across the state to re-introduce cultural
burning in line with the principles and strategic priorities set out in the Strategy. Funding includes:


12-month Partnership and Engagement positions within each Traditional Owner Corporation
to support a partnership approach to forest management; and



for Traditional Owners to undertake cultural values assessments to explore Aboriginal
cultural heritage values, customs, traditional practices and uses for Victoria’s forests.



Business Victoria provided funding through the Djakitjuk Djanga program to support
Aboriginal businesses and organisations looking to commercialise native plant production.
The program has among its objectives to contribute to Aboriginal self-determination and to
contribute to the development of an authentic Victorian native food and botanicals industry.
(https://business.gov.au/Grants-and-Programs/Djakitjuk-Djanga-Program-VIC)

Earth resources activities
The earth resources (mining, quarrying, petroleum and gas production) industries rely heavily on access to
both public and private land for their activities. These activities have the potential to impact significantly on
the environment and ecosystems in a number of ways, including clearing of vegetation, disturbance of fauna
and contamination of land and water. The recent Victorian Auditor-General’s Office (VAGO) Rehabilitating
Mines audit was critical of the rehabilitation outcomes being achieved by regulators (DJPR) and Crown land
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managers (DELWP). Earth Resources Regulation is committed to delivering the VAGO recommendations
and will build on actions it has already taken to protect the community and environment from the risks
associated with site rehabilitation, including financial risks. The regulator is working with operators and coregulators to overhaul the rehabilitation of sites, guided by the Regulatory Practice Strategy for the
Rehabilitation of Earth Resources Sites, which has a strategic goal of protecting the environment, amongst
others, from the potential adverse impacts of poor site rehabilitation.

7. Monitoring and evaluation
Understanding the difference we are making
Understanding the current status of biodiversity in the natural environment is complex. When measuring
progress in conserving biodiversity, there are typically very limited data about the current ‘health’ of natural
environments. Our perspective on native species is mostly a conservation status view based on historical
observations of habitat loss or reductions in populations, and future risks due to on-going threats.
Populations of native species are naturally subject to fluctuations, and recovery following disturbances or
management interventions is generally slow. Given this, simple snapshots of species’ occurrence do not
adequately describe the conservation situation.
Victoria’s Biodiversity 2037 adopted a medium-term prognosis measure - Change in Suitable Habitat (CSH).
This measure estimates the potential improvement in a species’ habitat at a location at a future time (e.g. 50
years), in response to the sustained management of threats. It considers the type & quality of habitat, as well
as other factors such as threats, genetic vigour and climate change. Biodiversity 2037 sets the ambitious
target to achieve:
“on average a 100% net positive CSH in 50 years for threatened species, with co-benefits for nonthreatened species”.
The most recent reporting across Victoria, based on available data on current management actions,
indicates that on average, only an 8.7% CSH could be achieved for threatened species over 50 years. This
suggests our efforts need to substantially increase and be targeted more effectively if we are to achieve the
Biodiversity 2037 target.
While investment is naturally focused on the more threatened species, and a number of them will benefit
more than the average, the great majority of all native species are also expected to receive some co-benefit
from interventions. DELWP currently coordinates a Biodiversity Response Planning process with
conservation partners and stakeholders across each region to increase investment and strategically align
conservation management to maximise progress towards the target.

Biodiversity 2037 Monitoring, Evaluation, Reporting and Improvements Framework
The Biodiversity 2037 Monitoring, Evaluation, Reporting and Improvements Framework: Version 2.0
(Biodiversity 2037 MERF) (DELWP 2019c) provides an overarching framework for the MER of biodiversity
related strategies, regulations and programs in Victoria. It assesses how effectively Biodiversity 2037 is
being put into action and our progress in achieving our goals, reports on performance and identifies
opportunities for improvement. Specifically it:


gives guidance to the biodiversity sector on the desired outcomes of Biodiversity 2037 and
the pathways to achieving them through our activities;



demonstrates accountability by monitoring progress in achieving the targets set out in
Biodiversity 2037;



evaluates the implementation of Biodiversity 2037 to ensure that the management of
Victoria’s environment is evidence-based, effective, efficient and has an on-going legacy;
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provides evidence in the short and long-term to demonstrate the level of investment needed
to stop and reverse biodiversity decline; and



embeds continuous improvement in Biodiversity 2037, biodiversity conservation and
management and the tools we use for modelling, mapping, making decisions and reporting.

Biodiversity 2037 will be refreshed every five years to respond to ideas and directions flagged through the
evaluation and review process and adapt the approach to account for new information, risks or significant
events.
Biodiversity 2037 emphasises that to deliver on the outcomes of the plan, there needs to be an increase in
targeted data collection for evidence-based decision-making of both management actions and actions to
increase Victorian’s connection to nature and encourage them to act for biodiversity. This includes
progressively filling critical knowledge gaps, through targeted research and data gathering and ensuring that
information is integrated across all environments (marine, waterway and terrestrial). This was reinforced in
the State of the Environment 2018 report, which noted that Victoria’s science and data capability is
diminished by a lack of coordination and a strategic approach to investing in the critical research that will
enable better, and timelier, decision making and policy interventions.
DELWP’s Biodiversity Knowledge Framework (DELWP 2020b) provides the approach to identifying and
prioritising knowledge gaps, uncertainties and research investment. To do this there needs to be a
consistent, quantifiable and systematic approach. There are a range of biodiversity knowledge improvement
approaches, each with strengths and weaknesses. The appropriate approach varies based on the questions
needing to be answered. For example:


Adaptive management studies are desirable because they can be designed to provide
feedback on specific treatments/outcomes, but due to the challenges of measuring change
in complex systems and discriminating between correlation and causation, poorly designed
or under-funded studies may provide limited insights.



Remote sensing provides repeatable overviews that can cost-effectively show trends in
natural resource features, but these are typically general rather than species-specific.



Long-term monitoring sites can detect gradual changes, but these may be slow and
expensive to identify, and depending on the number and layout of sites, typically do not
provide any insights to management effectiveness or specific/urgent conservation issues.



Broad scale citizen science projects (e.g. bird atlas) are good for engagement due to the
ease of observing and identifying species, but generally confirm things we already know
(e.g. movements due to seasons/climate variations; population crashes due to
droughts/fires; local extinctions due to loss of habitat) rather than improve our choices about
what to do next.

Marine and Coastal Knowledge Framework
DELWP is leading the development of the Marine and Coastal Knowledge Framework Project (MACKF)
which was first recommended to be adopted for Port Phillip and Western Port Bays by the Victorian
Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability in the State of the Bays Report 2016 and further
recommended to be extended across all marine waters the State of Environment Report 2018. The project
involves bringing all available information on Victoria’s marine and coastal biodiversity and environmental
processes into a central knowledge management system. This will be the first system within the State to
consolidate all marine research and dispersed data and improve access for decision makers (government
agencies, research institutes and the scientific community).
Developing the MACKF will ensure marine research and monitoring efforts are integrated and directed
towards sustainable management priorities, driven by policy. The framework will align with the Biodiversity
2037 MERF to


identify knowledge gaps,



reduce uncertainties,



consolidate data into one information system, and
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form the future evidence base for evaluating marine and coastal management interventions.

The Bushfire MER Framework
Forest Fire Management Victoria’s (FFMV) fuel management program is designed to meet the bushfire
management objectives. The Bushfire MER Framework (DELWP 2015) guides DELWP and partner
agencies to monitor, evaluate and report on the effectiveness of bushfire management on public land.
Effectiveness is measured against the primary objectives for bushfire management outlined in the Code of
Practice for Bushfire Management on Public Land (2012) described earlier in this document.
The Victorian Bushfire Monitoring Program includes monitoring fuel levels and ecosystem resilience and
allows DELWP to determine how effectively planned burning reduces fuel and evaluate progress in reducing
bushfire risk. DELWP measures and monitors the timing and number of fires in different vegetation types
using tolerable fire interval (TFI)2 and the ages of different vegetation types using growth stage structure.
Fuel reduction burning is minimised in areas that are below the minimum TFI because it can be detrimental
to ecosystem resilience. However, planned burning may be needed in some areas already below minimum
TFI to reduce bushfire risk to life, property or priority ecosystems. In 2018-19, there was an increase in the
amount of vegetation burnt below TFI across the state, with approximately 2% of the vegetation in Victoria
being burnt while below TFI, compared to <1% during the previous year. This increase was largely due to
recent bushfires that occurred in eastern Victoria, with Gippsland and Port Phillip Regions having a 5% and
3% increase, respectively, in the area burnt below TFI from bushfires. (https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/fuelmanagement-report-2018-19/statewide-achievements/bushfire-risk).

Water
Responsibility for monitoring, evaluation and reporting on the condition and management of Victoria’s water
catchments is shared across a range of agencies, including the Office of the Commissioner for
Environmental Sustainability, the Victorian Catchment Management Council, CMAs, DELWP and Parks
Victoria. These cover statewide catchment condition and environmental, management and output reporting.
A suite of management intervention monitoring programs has been established under the Victorian
Waterway Management Program. Monitoring efforts are underway across many of the state’s rivers and
wetlands to evaluate the effectiveness of common management activities. In many cases these programs
link to longer term surveillance monitoring efforts, including:


the Victorian Environmental Flows Monitoring and Assessment Program (VEFMAP) and the
Wetland Monitoring and Assessment Program (WetMAP), aimed at assessing the responses
of vegetation and animals to environmental water delivered to rivers and wetlands; and



the Riparian Monitoring Intervention Program (RIMP) and Wetland Monitoring Intervention
Program (WIMP), designed to evaluate the responses of vegetation to livestock exclusion
and weed management.

Programs are also underway to evaluate various management actions at Victoria’s Ramsar sites, and fish
responses to the addition of woody habitat in rivers.
(https://www.water.vic.gov.au/waterways-and-catchments/rivers-estuaries-and-waterways/monitoring).

2.

The minimum TFI is the minimum period between fires required to allow species within the area to reach reproductive maturity. This is set by the key
fire-response species, which take the longest time to reach maturity. These species are adversely affected when fires are too frequent.
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8. Policy gaps and opportunities
Climate change
Conservation decisions need to be viewed through a climate change lens. Conservation goals and targets
need to evolve as ecosystems change in response to a changing climate. Due to the unpredictability of the
impacts from climate change and the response of the environment to interventions, this will require various
approaches, including:


Continuing to protect the best of our remaining biodiversity by directly managing key threats such as
further loss of habitat, increasing invasive species, and loss of connectivity and ecosystem function.



Enhancing biodiversity by directly managing native species though actions such as:
a. Increasing habitat quality and extent, creating additional habitat areas and connections.
b. Reinforcing existing populations by increasing the amount of genetic diversity in a population
and giving it greater ability to adapt, or enhance its 'climate resilience' through the
introduction of new genetic material, such as translocation of individuals between
fragmented populations, to increase fitness, fertility and reproduction.
c.

Translocating species to previously unoccupied habitat more suited to climate change.

d. Managing the population levels of native species to create a more appropriate ecological
balance, such as through the reintroduction of apex predators that may also be important to
Traditional Owners.
e. Introducing genetic variants or new species from other suitable areas that can continue to
play important ecological roles under climate change.
f.

Rescuing critically endangered populations as an emergency response to catastrophic
events such as major bushfires or floods.



Maintaining individuals, seeds or tissues in intensively controlled settings such as zoos, botanic
gardens and aquariums.



Identifying where native or even non-native species are recolonising previously disturbed sites or are
substantially established in existing remnants and can provide suitable habitat for species of
conservation importance.



Promoting benefits for biodiversity that may be delivered in human-dominated and production
settings – for example, by using biodiversity friendly soil conservation practices, undertaking carbon
sequestration with native mixed-species plantings, or stocking waterways with native fish for
recreational fishing.

Illegal clearing and native vegetation regulation
Illegal clearing contributes to the decline of biodiversity on private land. Compliance with the Guidelines for
the removal, destruction or lopping of native vegetation is a requirement of all planning schemes in Victoria.
Responsible authorities (normally local governments) are required to ensure compliance with the relevant
planning scheme. DELWP is working with the Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions, and Local
Government Victoria to improve council capability to more effectively administer compliance and
enforcement of native vegetation regulations.
Public Land
Public land provides a range of benefits and uses to the Victorian community and protection of threatened
species and habitats are one of many objectives. In order to achieve a significant improvement in the outlook
for the many threatened species and habitats that depend on Victoria’s approximately 8 million hectare
public land estate for their persistence, biodiversity conservation must be given greater consideration in
decisions relating to competing public land uses and increased and better targeted and coordinated
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investment, to manage key threats within a tenure-blind ecosystem-based framework. Victoria’s recently
amended Flora and Fauna Guarantee (Amendment) Act 2019 contains an obligation or duty on public
authorities and ministers to consider potential biodiversity impacts when exercising their functions. This
reflects the Victorian Government’s commitment to embed biodiversity considerations in government
decision-making as set out in Biodiversity 2037.
Many areas of public land remain largely unregulated from a land management perspective due to
administrative barriers to formal reservation of many relevant government-accepted VEAC
recommendations. The compliance and enforcement provisions in the current Crown Land Acts are generally
outdated and inconsistent. There is an opportunity through the renewal of the public land legislation to
ensure all public land is subject to a more effective compliance and enforcement framework that will better
protect public land values, including biodiversity.

Traditional Owners
The current TOS Act legislation contains barriers that limit the ability to appoint Traditional Owners to directly
manage public land. Public land management functions on Aboriginal title land can be delegated to a
Traditional Owner Land Management Board (TOLMB), at the discretion of the Minister for Energy,
Environment and Climate Change, but cannot be delegated to a Traditional Owner Corporation. The existing
model is not designed to align with culturally appropriate planning and decision-making structures, protocols
and information needs. Therefore, the TOLMB can inadvertently inhibit the development of the strategic joint
management partnership between the Traditional Owner Corporation and the State, as there is an
underlying imbalance in 'power', preventing equality in the partnership. There is an opportunity to address
these barriers through the proposed modernisation of Victoria’s public land legislation.

Private land conservation
Currently there are limited tax and other financial incentives available to landholders entering into covenants
under the Victorian Conservation Trust Act 1972. Covenanted land is generally subject to municipal rates
and land tax. This poses a substantial disincentive to protect and conserve natural capital. In contrast
primary production land is exempt from land tax. An alternative approach may be to introduce greater
incentives for landowners to change land use and enter into covenants to protect biodiversity values on their
property.
Greater effort needs to be directed to the protection of native grasslands on private land through appropriate
use of regulations, incentives and information / education and working with Local Governments, the farming
sector, non-government organisations and the broader community on collaborative initiatives.
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10. Appendix
Primary legislation* to support the protection and management of Victoria’s natural environment.
Act
Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006
Alpine Resorts (Management) Act 1997
Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994
Climate Change Act 2017
Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978
Emergency Management Act 2013
Environment Protection Act 2017
Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988
Forests Act 1958
Land Act 1958
Marine and Coastal Act 2018
Melbourne Strategic Assessment (Environment Mitigation Levy) Act 2020
National Parks Act 1975
Parks Victoria Act 2018
Planning and Environment Act 1987
Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004
Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010
Victorian Conservation Trust Act 1972
Water Act 1989
Wildlife Act 1975

* Not a comprehensive list of legislation that intersects with biodiversity policy or impacts. The Victorian
General Order lists the legislation for which the Minister for Environment and Climate Change has
responsibility.
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