Environmental Infrastructure Inquiry
Submission S143 - attachment 1
Received 28/09/2020

Attention: Hon. Lily D’Ambrosio
Minister for Energy, Environment and Climate Change
Monday February 18th, 2019
SUBJECT:
We recommend that a substantial increase in staff with biodiversity and ecology
expertise to DELWP and on-ground staff to Parks Victoria is needed to minimise the
effects of climate change on our biodiversity and forests.
Dear Minister D’Ambrosio,
A serious shortfall of staffing currently exists in Parks Victoria of Rangers and Field Service
Officers, and in DELWP - including the Arthur Rylah Institute - of ecologists and biodiversity
specialists.
This is not a sound risk management approach by the government given the challenges of
climate change already present and further impacts predicted by the scientific community in
coming years. It will not enable the achievement of the two targets of the government’s
biodiversity policy: to engage/connect the community more with nature; and to protect
vulnerable and threatened species (‘Protecting Victoria’s Environment – Biodiversity 2037’).
We note that the next State of the Environment Report by the independent Victorian
Commissioner for the Environment is due to be released soon. We also note that since its
inception in 2003, the five yearly reports have all recorded continuing declines in native
plant and animal species.
At the recent G20 meeting in Davos, Switzerland, world–renowned naturalist David
Attenborough warned politicians and world leaders that natural ecosystems are at risk of
collapse due to the challenge of climate change and that more urgent action is needed.
We wish to discuss issues facing Bendigo given the above, and pose some recommendations
following for Bendigo and the state:
Bendigo’s unique needs for staffing within Parks Victoria
• The geography of Bendigo, with its circle of state, regional and national parks
creates an extensive urban/forest interface, with a high level of public interaction,
creating numerous and unregulated avenues of access. This places extra demands on
staffing for public oversight and general management.
• Further, currently there is no provision for weekend staffing, yet weekends are a
high forest usage period.
• There is minimal signage due to funding shortfalls, to alert the community that they
are walking, jogging, cycling, etc. within state, regional or national parks.
• Nor is there any signage to direct the public as to the behaviour required to protect
nature, while undertaking their recreation activities.

•

•

Rubbish in Bendigo’s forests is a most serious problem. This includes very toxic hard
rubbish containing asbestos, for which the local Parks Victoria team must employ
professional specialists to remove. This rubbish dumping demonstrates both a lack
of community connectedness to nature, and the lack of a presence of on-ground
staff.
The need for rehabilitation and deconstruction of illegal Mountain Trail Bike (MTB)
trails.
Two successful programs have been undertaken with Parks Victoria staff in
conjunction with local community groups to rehabilitate sections of illegally created
MTB trails in the Diamond Hill Regional Park and One Tree Hill Regional Park,
consisting of around one kilometre respectively. This is a very successful
agency/community endeavour, but much more is needed; it has been estimated that
there are 100 kms of illegally created MTB trails in Bendigo’s forests, often in areas
which threatened species inhabit. These extensive trails diminish the forests’
biodiversity and the amenity of the forests for other community user groups.

DELWP funding shortfall in Bendigo
• Of ecologists & biodiversity specialists for declining and threatened species.
Bendigo no longer has a biodiversity unit charged with these tasks. There are
currently very restricted staffing levels in this domain, which is not sound
government management given the extra challenges of longer, hotter summer
periods and the erratic rainfall patterns of our changed climate.
• Insufficient Compliance officers to monitor appropriate forest use
• The move to project funding or short term funding produces poor project planning,
duplication, mistakes repeated, lower corporate knowledge, and undermines interdepartmental and inter-organisational working relationships. Monitoring and
evaluation, crucial to active adaptive management and continuous improvement,
are the first to suffer.
• Locally we know very little about species trajectories, responses to interventions, or
relevant priorities because there is no funding. Shifting focus to non-specialist
volunteer input is not the answer.
Local roadside vegetation management has also suffered. Much work was done and
skills, knowledge and experience developed. Due to staff losses, all the benefits have
now been lost.
Continuity of relationship for the community with department staff is impossible.
The community disengages because they must initiate contact and knowledge of the
particular issue or activity again. This discourages the community’s willingness to
connect with nature.
• The Land for Wildlife (LFW) program involves 5000 people state-wide.
Significantly, the Bendigo office coordinates intra-state LFW Agreements with NSW
and SA. This program has survived on minimal funding for 10 years, with current
funding less than $5000 annually. Yet the 38-year-old LFW program corresponds
with both goals of the state biodiversity policy: connecting the community to nature
and protection of declining and threatened species.

Statewide issues:
• Shortages of ecologists across all departments
DELWP, including its Forest Fire Management division, Parks Victoria and the CMAs
employ very few qualified ecologists. Without scientific expertise, often these
departments need to outsource capacity from costly consultants and without proper
follow up scrutiny.
• Native Vegetation Removal (NVR) NVR controls were downgraded under the
previous Liberal/National state government. DELWP now largely or entirely relies on
the use of inadequately developed modelled maps that designate high/medium/low
vegetation status – which are highly inconsistent and inadequate to what occurs on
the ground.
• NVR offsets Offset requirements for NVR may be required by the responsible
Authority (Councils – City of Greater Bendigo) and the Referral Authority (DELWP).
However, we are aware that many of the offsets are not being adequately
monitored, managed and implemented by the authorities. This inadequacy is
allowing native vegetation to be removed at a significant rate without proper
offsetting, creating a net loss. This situation is compounded by a staffing shortfall.
All these state-wide issues impact Bendigo’s declining biodiversity.
Recommendations for Bendigo:
• Increase the number of Field Service Officers and Rangers in the Bendigo office of
Parks Victoria;
• Upgrade the two-year contract of the Bendigo-based Parks Victoria Community
Engagement Ranger to a long-term position, and increase the number of these
Rangers to two in each district, as is needed;
• Provide funding for Bendigo Box Ironbark forest community education programs including pamphlets, talks, public information series, events, etc.;
• Increase funding of the Bendigo-based Land for Wildlife office;
• Reintroduce a Bendigo-based DELWP Biodiversity Unit, to employ long-term project
officers to monitor and manage declining and threatened species;
• Employ more Bendigo-based DELWP Compliance Officers to monitor illegal MTB
usage and general inappropriate forest use; and
• Make the Wellsford Forest a National Park in accordance with the City of Bendigo
Council’s unanimous vote. This will create a biodiversity refuge and a Bendigo heatsink. NOTE: Currently VEAC is currently considering dividing the Wellsford forest into
three different forest categories, each allowing different forest uses. Located
adjacent to each other, this will be impossible to police; such a recommendation
condemns the entire forest to the lowest status.
Statewide Recommendations:
• Employ more ecologists in all aspects of DELWP, Parks Victoria and the CMAs and
imbed these in regional areas and at all levels of decision making processes;
• Forest Fire Management All planned burns and fire planning/management be
developed by ecologists;
• Increase DELWP biodiversity staff levels to enable on-ground truthing for the
mandatory pre- and post- biodiversity planned burn assessments;
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Increase DELWP staffing to enable on ground truthing for Native Vegetation
Removal Controls (NVR);
Strengthen DELWP’s Section 69 Agreement concerning offsets.
This provides the opportunity for community partnership involvement with DELWP,
and for partnerships between local councils and DELWP.
The Section Agreement 69 could also be transferred to the planning division of local
councils, perhaps involving self-reporting;
Investigate the opportunity for partnerships between DELWP/local councils, and
DELWP/community groups, to monitor and manage offsets;
Introduce 10c container deposit state legislation on all recyclables – as has been in
operation successfully in S.A. for over 40 years, where no rubbish is seen on rail
sides, roadsides, in creeks and rivers or forests.
This will save millions in wasted staff hours and department funding, plus provide
fundraising opportunities for schools and community service groups, as in S.A; and
Re-introduce a compulsory EIS process for Vic Roads. There is no other agency or
business in Victoria which operates without this requirement. Roadside corridors are
vital where native vegetation has been depleted, including their crucial function as
wildlife corridors for diminishing native fauna. Removal of indigenous trees and its
impact on regional salinity is also not considered by Vic Roads.

Yours sincerely,
Gill Rosier, President, Friends of Crusoe Reservoir & No. 7 Park;
Kerrie Norris, Secretary, Friends of Crusoe Reservoir & No. 7 Park;
Dr. Jenny Shield, Convenor, Bendigo District Environment Council Inc;
Brenton Rittburger, Secretary, Bendigo Family Nature Club;
Karen Thomas, member, Bendigo Field Naturalists Inc;
John Lindner, member, Bendigo Bushwalking and Outdoor Club Inc; and
Wendy Radford, Coordinator, Biodiversity Action Group, Bendigo Sustainability Group.

