LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 946

The Committee Manager
Standing Committee on Environment and Planning
Parliament House, Spring Street
EAST MELBOURNE VIC 3002
Re: OzFish Unlimited submission to the inquiry into ecosystem decline
Dear Committee Secretary,
OzFish Unlimited welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Environment and Planning
Committee’s inquiry into Victoria’s Ecosystem decline.
Executive Summary:
• Over the past two hundred years, we have seen a devasting decline in the health of our aquatic
systems nationally. The impacts from the unmitigated loss of these aquatic habitats and
Victoria’s subsequent biodiversity are significant and have had environmental, economic and
social consequences.
• The continued loss of Victoria’s aquatic biodiversity and the related cost directly impacts our
community’s mental health, hope and connection to place whilst also potentially severing First
Peoples connection to country.
• Current legislation and bureaucratic processes hinder efforts to restore Victoria’s aquatic
ecosystems and subsequent biodiversity.
• Funding opportunities for restoration and community conservation efforts are generally highly
competitive and consistently oversubscribed, projects remaining unfunded or shelved due to
the time, effort and costs to develop projects with a relatively small chance of success.
• A greater understanding of restoration principles and approaches amongst policymakers and
government departments could help to streamline consent processes, and the adoption of a more
common-sense approach toward permitting requirements and consultation within governing
bodies would help to increase restoration efforts.
• Establishment of a Restoration Expert Panel to support and advise changes to legislation that
recognise ecosystem restoration that follow internationally adopted ecosystem restoration
principles as allowed/permitted will dramatically reduce costs and time in undertaking
restoration and lead to significant improvements in the condition of Victoria’s ecosystems.
• Restoration efforts internationally have shown strong economic benefit and employment
opportunities for local communities both directly and indirectly. Habitat restoration efforts in
the United States have shown creation of up to fifteen jobs per million-dollar expenditure, with
labour intensive restoration supporting up to thirty jobs per million-dollar expenditure and
substantial economic and environmental flow on benefits.
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About OzFish Unlimited
OzFish Unlimited’s objective is to assist the millions of Australian recreational fishers to take control
of the health of their rivers, lakes and estuaries, and shore up the future of the sport they love. OzFish
Unlimited does this by partnering with fishers and the broader community to invest time, knowledge
and money into the protection and restoration of our waterways, counteracting decades of degradation.
OzFish Unlimited empowers recreational fishers to improve fish habitat. It’s an innovative approach to
drive real and lasting change, harnessing the collective power of recreational fishers to undertake fish
habitat protection and restoration in Australia’s rivers, lakes and estuaries. We make local fishing
grounds healthier, vibrant and more productive, share habitat protection and restoration knowledge, and
provide events, resources, education and research that supports fishing groups to achieve local
outcomes. We have completed over 150 projects nationwide and over 20 in Victoria. These projects are
starting to restore the more than a century of habitat loss and degradation. But in all instances, at the
cost of both time and money we have been required to apply for numerous approvals and permits as if
we were degrading the environment and not restoring it.
Responses to inquiry Terms of Reference:
(a) 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;
Biodiversity relies on the strong foundation of a healthy habitat. Over the past two hundred years, we
have seen a devasting decline in the health of our aquatic systems nationally. In Victoria, our fish
habitats have been heavily impacted by farming, urban development and industry. Along our coasts,
thousands of hectares of seagrass meadows such as those in Corner Inlet have been lost1, critical nursery
habitat for many species of fish that first peoples may have hunted, that are still sought after by the
fishers of today. The shellfish reefs of our spectacular bays and estuaries have been exhausted, the
oysters that once worked as ecosystem engineers, a keystone of building biodiversity, lost2. In our inland
waterways, historical snag removal, the dragging of important woody structure from these systems, has
destroyed homes and habitat for our native fish3. In recent times, aquatic stressors including our recent
devastating bushfires and the post-fire flood events washing ash and debris into rivers have caused the
perfect storm, severely impacting many of our already struggling waterways and Victoria’s native fish
populations that inhabit them.
The impacts from the unmitigated loss of these aquatic habitats and Victoria’s subsequent biodiversity
are significant and have had environmental, economic and social consequences. We have provided a
snapshot of the potential impacts on people and Victoria’s aquatic biodiversity if these lost and degraded
habitats are not restored:
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Environmental
As many species on land require complex forests and diverse bushland for habitat, these structural
complexities are also integral under the water for healthy fish populations, and species diversity in our
waterways4. The loss of habitat, both instream and within catchments, has had direct and indirect effects
on fishery productivity through bank erosion, sediment input and food availability, impacting across
the broader aquatic food webs5. In our coastal waters, areas of lost seagrass meadows, kelp forests,
mangroves and shellfish reefs are starkly less than their original extents and subsequent declines in
species diversity and abundance have ensured fish populations have been lost to future generations
without our intervention and assistance6.
Economic
Healthy ecosystems and pristine environments have an innate attraction to society, to “get away from
it all” and “back to nature”. These wild places are, in general, accessed through rural communities,
bringing spending and tourism to small business and regional economies. This is particularly evident
regarding recreational fishing, with destination waterways visited due to their expected ecosystem
health and subsequent biodiversity. The continued degradation of these waterways, both coastal and
inland, will see these travellers choose alternate wild places to access, explore and spend. Additionally,
Victoria’s coastal fish habitats provide shoreline and asset defence from storm events, which are
forecasted to increase in frequency and intensity as climate change impacts our coastal environments7.
Social
Society relies on nature for recreation and general wellbeing and whilst this is becoming more
understood in the scientific community, it is intrinsic to anyone who has visited any of Victoria’s natural
assets. For fishers, wetting a line is not only recreational but has shown to provide significant mental
health benefits and a contact point to nature8. The continued loss of Victoria’s biodiversity and the
related cost directly impacts our community’s mental health, hope and connection to place, potentially
even more prominent in Victoria’s first peoples, a loss of habitats and associated biodiversity severing
their connection to country. Building environmental stewardship in our community is vital to any
response to Victoria’s biodiversity decline, and community on-ground and in-water restoration action
is the perfect way to develop this.
(b) the adequacy of the legislative framework protecting Victoria’s environment, including
grasslands, forests and the marine and coastal environment, and native species;
Although there are well defined ecological restoration principles used globally for a range of
ecosystems, such as riparian vegetation and shellfish reefs,9,10 often current legislation and bureaucratic
processes hinder efforts to restore those ecosystems and subsequent biodiversity that such legislation
was put in place to protect. Groups such as OzFish and other non-government organisations are
restricted by the convoluted application processes, the complexity of outdated legislation and
consequent requirements to undertake restoration works. We see the revision of legislation to support
restoration, a better understanding of restoration needs within agencies, and the formation of an
Ecosystem Restoration expert panel to help design and support such actions would help to maximise
future restoration impact.
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(c) the adequacy and effectiveness of government programs and funding protecting and restoring
Victoria’s ecosystems;
Funding opportunities for restoration and community conservation efforts are generally highly
competitive and consistently oversubscribed, with many fantastic ideas and actionable projects
remaining unfunded or shelved with groups disenchanted due to the time, effort and costs to develop
projects with a relatively small chance of success. With increased funding opportunities for restoration
at the community level, direct effects of habitat action will not only positively impact local
environments but also community well-being and the community’s connection to country.
(d) 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;
In the first instance a greater understanding of restoration principles and approaches amongst
policymakers and government departments could help to streamline consent processes, and rather than
the highly risk-averse stance, the adoption of a more common-sense approach toward permitting
requirements and consultation within governing bodies would help to increase restoration efforts.
Example of this may include scaling of the level of permitting and consultation relevant to the extent
of projects undertaken. From our experience, it appears subtidal restoration efforts are treated with
similar framework to terrestrial asset building projects. A primary example of this is during the
application for a community driven, small scale sub-tidal (>3m water depth) restoration works to restore
low-profile shellfish reef areas, site visits were requested by departments during the application review
process. Theoretically, to enable this, at the least would require the charter of an in-Survey vessel,
incurring additional costs, for no beneficial view of the site other than the water surface. At most, if we
were to require department representatives to go to site specifically, (i.e. SCUBA dive) then the
requirements include SCUBA certification, pre-trip risk assessments, charter vessels, sufficient staff
with correct training and additional significant cost taken by the applying organisation. This is
unrealistic and would not provide any additional information/benefit to the outcome of the project,
when baseline survey imagery can be provided.
Secondly with support and advice from an Expert Panel changes to legislation to recognise ecosystem
restoration as allowed/permitted activities subject to Plans that follow internationally adopted
ecosystem restoration principles9 will dramatically reduce costs and time in undertaking restoration and
lead to significant improvements in the condition of Victoria’s ecosystems.
(e) opportunities to restore Victoria’s environment while upholding First Peoples’ connection to
country, and increasing and diversifying employment opportunities in Victoria; and
First Peoples were the first to manage our waterways and the first to enjoy their bounty. Their
connection to waterways flows deep and there are many future opportunities for restoration to be driven
by first peoples in Victoria. Nationally, river re-snagging and habitat remediation engage plant
nurseries, earthmoving contractors, engineers and labourers, providing diverse employment
opportunities.
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Additionally, in our experience, community-driven restoration has also provided new community
focused employment opportunities, such as co-ordinator roles through our River Repair Bus program
in NSW (due shortly to start in Mildura), managing volunteers undertaking tree planting, clean up and
engagement in local waterways.
Education programs focused on stewardship development coupled with on-ground community
restoration programs, enable an informed, educated stewardship approach, where the community
understands the impact and threats on their local area and the localised actions, they can take to mitigate
historic losses and current and future climate change impacts.
Restoration efforts internationally have shown strong economic benefit and employment opportunities
for local communities both directly and indirectly. Habitat restoration efforts in the United States have
shown creation of up to fifteen jobs per million-dollar expenditure, with labour intensive restoration
supporting up to thirty jobs per million-dollar expenditure and substantial economic and environmental
flow on benefits.11
Conclusion/Recommendations:
To turn the tide on Victoria’s biodiversity recovery, particularly in our aquatic systems, a strong
foundation of healthy fish habitat is critical. There are five recommendations below that we believe
help support the reversal of ecosystem decline in Victoria, particularly of our aquatic systems:
Recommendation 1:
Establishment of a Restoration Expert Panel composed of restoration practitioners, scientists,
government departments and other stakeholders to support and advise changes to legislation that
recognise ecosystem restoration efforts that follow internationally adopted ecosystem restoration
principles as allowed/permitted activities will dramatically reduce costs and time in undertaking
restoration and lead to significant improvements in the condition of Victoria’s ecosystems.
Recommendation 2:
Establishing increased collaborative training and knowledge sharing between restoration practitioners
and department managers, to develop a better understanding of restoration needs and approaches within
agencies and an understanding by practitioners of department requirements will help to streamline
permitting processes and miscommunication.
Recommendation 3:
Increased funding opportunities for restoration at the community level, where direct effects of habitat
action will not only positively impact local environments but also community well-being and the
community’s connection to country.
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Recommendation 4:
Education programs focused on stewardship development coupled with on-ground community
restoration programs to provide an informed and educated stewardship approach.
Recommendation 5:
Recreational fishers’ role as environmental stewards could be better utilised and understood. With
800,000+ recreational fishers in Victoria directly benefitting from our diverse aquatic ecosystems, there
is an army of volunteers capable of assisting to help halt the biodiversity decline.
OzFish Unlimited thanks the committee for considering our submission, and we would welcome the
opportunity to present the inquiry with further evidence should it be required.

Yours sincerely

Craig Copeland
Chief Executive Officer
OzFish Unlimited

