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Introduction
The terms of reference for this inquiry
consider the arrangements to secure
environmental infrastructure for a
growing population. It is interesting
and welcomed that the committee
is investigating the human aspect
of public land access — this is an
important, but often secondary or
tertiary concern in conversations
about the Victorian public land estate.
Sustainable land use is a three-legged
stool — environmental, social and
economic. In the push to protect
important natural values, the concerns
of users of public land, particularly
active users, are too often sidelined.
Recreational deer hunting delivers
“triple bottom line” beneﬁts to the
Victorian community and should be
enabled across the public land estate
where a good reason for exclusion does
not exist.
The administration of Victoria’s reserve
system is stuck in an antiquated
and, in the contemporary setting,
inappropriate paradigm where the
two broad focuses of legislation are
environmental (National Parks Act)
or economic (lands act) — the social
interests run a distant third.
As hunters with a deep interest in
wild deer our motivations are often
misunderstood, misinterpreted and
pigeonholed. The fact that using
ﬁrearms and killing is confronting and
challenging in modern society makes
it easier for people to do this with us.
Our place in the discussion is complex
and nuanced. In general terms we do
like deer, we like hunting them and we
want to see them well managed. When
hunters talk about well managed deer
herds that typically means having fewer
deer in the landscape. When densities

get low it can then mean being selective
about which deer remain — when deer
populations are at high levels the
imperative is simply fewer deer.
We are not the only people or
even the most important people in
the conversations about wild deer
in Australia, there are a range of
stakeholders, each with their own
interests, motivations, skills and
limitations. It is important to identify
the inherent limitations and biases
particularly because certain groups
have an ampliﬁed voice in these
conversations.
Academics can come to the
conversation with a learned tendency
to catastrophise. It would be easy
to dismiss this as mere rent seeking
(talking up damage and risks does
drive research funding) to do that
however would be to do the academic
community the same disservice which is
done to the hunting community.
Academics do see some real
damage and real threats as a result
of the presence of wild deer in the
environment; some of these can or
already have led to extinctions. There
is a political reality that the most
effective way to get action is to have
the community believe that it is indeed
“one minute to midnight” — tell people
that there is less than 25% of the
population of ‘species X’ left and they
will hit the proverbial snooze button,
tell them that there is less than 1%
left and you might, you just might get
some action. You can’t blame people
who live and breathe a narrow interest,
and care deeply for the ﬂora and fauna
they study for discarding context. What
is critical is that our politicians and the
bureaucracy who advise them are not

allowed to fall into the same trap.
When academia teams up with lobby
groups in obfuscation things take a
different turn — it ought to be a problem
for academia — they are loaning their
credibility and losing some of it in the
process. In the eyes of many of these
lobby groups the end absolutely justiﬁes
the means, they have no problem
misrepresenting research or legislation
or the realities on the ground as long as
it drives the attention (and the funding)
that they need. When you believe that
what you are doing is righteous, the
truth is, sadly, a minor casualty in pursuit
of your aims.
One of these groups is actually
advertising for someone now whose role
will be to lobby for a change of what
deer are called in Victoria - not for more
effective management, practical research
etc. but for an ideological “win”. It
would be laughable were it not destined
to simply further set back the cause of
deer management and of stakeholders
collaborating on common ground.
This is the point at which the media
often fails the public interest too, “black
vs white” issues make good copy,
checking easily debunkable claims and
diving into the nuance of issues tends
to be far less entertaining.
It really is on the policy makers to
help to ﬁnd the common ground
here. This can be done by setting the
terms on which the conversations will
be held and on which decisions will
be made, by (as much as possible)
rejecting ideology and by embracing
the complexity and the nuance of the
situation and rejecting the neat little
boxes that our interests presented to
them in.
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THE RESERVE
SYSTEM
By and large the uses to which Crown
land can be put and any limitations or
restrictions that apply to them are the
result of the legislation under which
they are managed. This legislative
framework creates a form of Crown land
estate hierarchy, reflecting the land’s
perceived public benefits.
The legislation that guides the
management and use of Crown land
has evolved over a long period. Initially,
the predecessor to the current Land
Act 1958 dealt with all Crown land
transactions. From there we saw the
introduction of specific legislation to
guide the management of reserves
and forests, resulting in the Crown
land (Reserves) Act 1978 and Forests
Act 1958 respectively. More recently,
legislation appropriate to the specific
management needs of conservation
areas (i.e. the National Parks Act 1975)
and alpine resorts (Alpine Resorts
Management Act 1997) was developed.
The result is a Crown land system that is

1

often interlinked and overlapping, with
some areas with similar characteristics
and management objectives being
managed under different legislation
and land managers such as Parks
Victoria (PV) having to manage land
under different legislation1.
The two dominant legislative regimes
managing the public land of interest
to the ADA are the National Parks Act
1975, which seeks to manage land
primarily for ecosystem, biodiversity,
cultural and historic values and
the Forests Act 1958 which has an
emphasis on timber harvesting. Of
the two, the Forests Act is the least
restrictive with regards to public access
for active recreation.
Other legislation in the mix includes
the Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978,
the Alpine Resorts Act 1997, the Land
Act 1958 and instruments such as
the Water Act 1989 and the Water
Industry Act 1994 which vests control

of areas of public land in various water
authorities (Melbourne Water, Goulburn
Murray Water).
While Victoria’s Crown lands can
be distinguished by status, this is
not necessarily an easy task ‘on the
ground’. Some areas are managed
under multiple legislation, and the
boundaries of areas can be very difficult
to define, with reference having to be
made to specific plans lodged at the
Central Plan Office in order for the
boundaries between (say) State Forest,
National Park and Alpine Resort to be
clearly understood. A person wishing
to undertake an activity in a broad area
within Victoria would have to go to
significant lengths to identify the status
of all Crown land within that area and
the boundaries between the various
categories. Practically, it is necessary to
rely on material that has been compiled
by a government department or public
or statutory authority, often over a
period of years, to assist.

Arnold G (2015). Crown Land Overview — Australian Deer Association. The Public Land Consultancy — Unpublished Client Report.
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GROWTH IN DEER HUNTING
An increase in deer numbers, an
increase in four-wheel drive vehicle
ownership2 and a growing cultural
awareness of the benefits of time in
nature and harvesting wild food3 have
all fueled a growth in the number of
Victorian’s taking up deer hunting over
the past twenty years.
Victorian Deer Hunter Licence numbers
have grown to over 40,000 today4, an
increase from 32,000 just four years ago
and around 8,000 in the mid 1990’s.
Figure: Game
Licence statistics —
historic (figures
as at June 30 each
year)5 .

The recreational harvest of deer in
Victoria has also increased markedly
in recent years. In 2018 recreational
hunters removed over 120,000 deer
in Victoria — most of them female and
most of them on public land6.

Figure: Estimates of total deer harvest (in thousands) from 2009 – 20187

 Webb J.C., Wilson C and Briggs. M. (2017). Automotive modal lock-in: a theoretical framework for the analysis of peak car and
beyond with special reference to Australia. Australasian Journal of Environmental Management.

2

 Fox D and Xu F. (2017). Evolutionary and socio-cultural influences on feelings and attitudes towards nature: a cross-cultural study.
Asia Pacific Journal of Tourism Research.

3

 Unattributed. (2019). Game Licence Statistics — Summary Report 2019. Game Management Authority of Victoria.

4

 Unattributed. (2019). Game Licence Statistics — Summary Report 2019. Game Management Authority of Victoria.

5

 Moloney P.D. and Powell Z. (2019). Estimates of the 2018 deer harvest in Victoria. Arthur Rylah Institute.

6

 Moloney P.D. and Powell Z. (2019). Estimates of the 2018 deer harvest in Victoria. Arthur Rylah Institute.

7

 Moloney P.D. and Powell Z. (2019). Estimates of the 2018 deer harvest in Victoria. Arthur Rylah Institute.

8
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Figure: Estimates of total deer harvest in 2018 by CMA region8.
Red circles indicate the nearest town to harvest locations, with
symbol size proportional to reported harvest.

POPULATION DEMOGRAPHICS
OF DEER HUNTERS
Whilst most of the recreational hunting
effort occurs in regional Victoria
(predominately in the East of the State),
most of the hunters live and work
in Metropolitan Melbourne. A large
concentration of deer hunters also occurs
in Eastern Victoria in areas like the Latrobe
Valley, Mansfield and Bairnsdale.

Figure: Deer Hunters by Local Government Area as at 30 June 20199.

 Unattributed. (2019). Game Licence Statistics — Summary Report 2019. Game Management Authority of Victoria.

9
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ECONOMIC BENEFITS
OF DEER HUNTING
The economic benefits of deer hunting
to the Victorian community are well
quantified. A Victorian Government
report published in 201410 outlined the
economic impacts in some detail. An
updated report was comp leted in 2020
but has yet to be published.
The report published in 2014 found
that the total expenditure for hunting
game animals was estimated to be
$282 million. When pest hunting by
game licence holders is included the
estimate is $417 million. 42% was on
off-trip expenditure items and 58%
on on-trip expenditure items. 40% of

expenditure occurred in metropolitan
local government areas (LGAs) and 60%
in regional Victoria.
Direct Gross State Product (GSP)
impact of game hunting by gamelicence holders in 2013 (including
game animal groups, deer, duck
and quail) was estimated to be
$118 million, with flow-on effects
of $177 million, giving a total
contribution to gross state product of
$295 million. There were an estimated
1,115 jobs (full-time equivalent)
generated directly by hunting-related
expenditure with a further 1,268 jobs

stemming from flow-on employment,
giving a total employment impact of
2,382 jobs. When pest hunting (by
game licence holders) is included, that
is, to give the economic impact of all
hunting by game licence holders, the
direct impact is $177 million, flow-on
impact of $262 million, with a total
impact of $439 million.
In terms of direct GSP impact of
the different animal groups, pest
animal hunting is the most significant
($59 million), followed by deer
($57 million), duck ($43 million),
and quail ($18 million).

Figure: Direct gross regional product by LGA, deer, 201311

 Henderson, Morison, Bailey and Schirmer. (2014). Estimating the economic impact of hunting in Victoria in 2013.
RM Consulting Group for the Victorian Department of Environment and Primary Industries.

10

 Henderson, Morison, Bailey and Schirmer. (2014). Estimating the economic impact of hunting in Victoria in 2013.
RM Consulting Group for the Victorian Department of Environment and Primary Industries.

11
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SOCIAL AND
HEALTH BENEFITS
A Federal Health Department
report released in 201912 examined
the impact of recreational hunting
and sport shooting activity on the
health and wellbeing of hunters and
sport shooters.

The report found that hunting and
shooting provides an opportunity for
participants to engage in physical
activity and hunters and shooters are
more likely to be active than the general
population. It also provides pathways

to higher well- being for participants
through nature connection, self-efﬁcacy,
social networks, physical activity and
nutrition. It concluded that hunters and
shooters have higher levels of well-being
than the general population.

Figure: Average wellbeing of hunters/shooters compared to general population — by gender

12

Henderson. (2019). Economic and social impacts of recreational hunting and shooting. RM Consulting Group for the Australian
Department of Health.
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF
WILD DEER AND WILD DEER
MANAGEMENT
Wild deer can, and do have adverse
environmental impacts. These impacts
are typically benign or tolerable where
deer are present in low to moderate
densities, although there are some
negative impacts which occur even at low
densities which are of concern13.
We don’t know how many deer there are
in Victoria. What we do know is that there
are significant populations, particularly
in the east of the State, and that they are
well established and, in areas, dispersing.
Disturbance from last summer’s bushfires,
whilst initially killing some deer, will
likely result in conditions which are
very favourable for wild deer (sambar
in particular).
We also don’t know what impact
recreational hunting has on mitigating
unwanted impacts from wild deer — there
are areas where this is likely significant,
but, it is unquantified14.

recreational harvest. The management
and conservation implications of this gap
will almost certainly never be properly
reported on or quantified. They will also
compound over the coming years. Just
as regulated deer hunting provides ‘triple
bottom line’ benefits to the community
(social, economic and environmental),
the absence of hunting denies the
community those benefits.

effective manner. This may involve
localised eradication, periodic reduction
of numbers, sustained reduction of
numbers, removal of the most destructive
individuals or exclusion from an area.
The damage caused by animals also
needs to be considered in context with
other factors, such as land use, climate,
weeds and grazing pressure from
domestic stock.

As a rule of thumb you can take about
25% of the population out through
hunting in a given year without reducing
the overall population15. There are,
of course, a number of variables in
the growth curve including available
resources and habitat and other causes of
mortality such as predation and disease.

There are a number of control methods
available for vertebrate wildlife. These
methods include conventional control
techniques and biological control.
Conventional control methods for include
ground shooting, trapping, baiting
and fencing17.

Crude, back of the envelope calculations
suggest that the population growth
as a result of this missed harvest will
be notable.

If we look at the reporting of Government
funded deer control programs, it’s fair to
conclude that the impact of recreational
hunting is important and significant.

All told, most Victorian deer hunters
will have missed at least fifteen weeks
out of the twenty-four week ‘peak’ deer
hunting period.

Parks Victoria have recently reported to
us on ‘the success’ of an aerial control
program which has been operating since
early February which has removed just
under 2,000 deer in a ‘target area’ of
around 2,600km2 or around 0.75 deer
per km2. We requested more meaningful
information from Parks Victoria so that we
can report properly on the management
and ecological implications of the aerial
control program.

This period accounts for the lion’s share
of Victoria’s recreational harvest, with an
average of around 4,000 deer a week.

By comparison, recreational deer
hunters take around 150,000 wild deer
a year in Victoria, mostly sambar, mostly
on public land, mostly female. Given
the restrictions in place this year, we
expect a dramatic decline in the 2020

Even if we assume that the harvest has
only been reduced by 80% over the
lockdown and restriction periods, that’s
48,000 deer not taken by hunters this
year. Put a 25% increase on that and
that’s potentially 60,000 ‘extra’ deer
walking around next year, as many as
75,000 in 2022 and just under 100,000
the year after. The impact of those ‘extra’
deer numbers will vary, from benign in
some areas to detrimental in others16.
The objective for managing the majority
of established vertebrates is to reduce
the damage caused in the most cost-

During the implementation of any animal
control program the guidelines for
humane treatment and removal should
be applied, as well as adhering to animal
welfare requirements.
In 2016 the Victorian Government
committed to the development of
deer management strategy that sets a
strategic plan to maintain sustainable
hunting opportunities while reducing
the impact of deer on biodiversity
on all land tenures in the state18. This
commitment was re-stated in the lead up
to the 2018 Victorian Election19. Despite
widespread consultation and broad
agreement on a draft this commitment
has not been met. Our understanding
is that the Government has capitulated
to a misinformation campaign and is
poised to, instead, release a “deer
control strategy” with no accountabilities
and inadequate if any funding.
Victorian needs a deer management
strategy based on evidence, with clear
deliverables and accountabilities and with
consideration to all relevant stakeholders
and their roles.

 Peel, Bilney and Bilney. (2005). Observations of the ecological impacts of Sambar Cervus unicolor in East Gippsland, Victoria, with
reference to destruction of rainforest communities. Victorian Naturalist 122:189-200

13

 Bengsen and Sparkes. (2016). Can recreational hunting contribute to pest mammal control on public land in Australia?.
Conservation through the Sustainable Use of Wildlife — University of Queensland.

14

 Regehr, Wilson, Rode, Runge and Stern. (2017). Harvesting wildlife affected by climate change. British Ecological Society.

15

 Howlett, B. (2020). Is 2020 a perfect storm for deer numbers? Australian Deer.

16

 Unattributed. (2018). Australian Government Action Statement — Feral animals in Australia. Department of Agriculture,
Water and the Environment.

17

 Unattributed. (2016). Sustainable Hunting Action Plan 2016-2020. Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and Resources.

18

 Pulford, The Hon J MP. (2018). Hunting for Victorians. Letter to the Australian Deer Association from ALP Victoria.

19
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PRIORITY AREAS FOR ACCESS
Recreational deer hunting is allowed
in State Forests and, seasonally, in
selected National Parks, including
the Alpine, Baw Baw and Eildon. As
National Parks were created during the
1970’s and 1980’s deer hunting was
typically allowed in some form where
there was a traditional use of the area
by hunters. In the intervening decades
the distribution of wild deer has
expanded markedly, particularly in the
East of the State.
There are a number of areas of public
land which could be opened up for
recreational deer hunting with little to
no impact on other public land users
and potentially positive impacts on
conservation values.
As a general principle we posit
that access should be allowed for
recreational deer hunting where there
does not exist a good reason for it not to
be. Large areas which stand out for this
include the Snowy River, Coopracambra,
Errinundra, Mount Buffalo, BurrowaPine Mountain National Parks. A system
of balloted access could supplement
overabundant deer control at Wilsons
Promontory and the Grampians National
Park in a manner which would meet
management objectives on a cost
neutral basis.

The Victorian Environmental
Assessment Council (VEAC) final report
on its Central West investigation
gives with one hand and takes away
with the other. If implemented, the
recommendations would open up
access to Mt Cole, near Ararat to
deer hunting for the first time, only
to remove nearly half of that access
with the creation of a restrictive
National Park.
In 2017 the Victorian Environment
Minister requested that VEAC carry
out an investigation into public land in
central west Victoria.
The investigation focused on public
land in the vicinity of the Wombat,
Wellsford, Mount Cole and Pyrenees
Range Forests and it was apparent
from the outset that the creation
of new National Parks would be on
the agenda.
If implemented in full the final
recommendations would turn a
staggering 77,377ha of State Forest
into either National Parks or other
similarly restrictive land classifications,
leaving just 11,901ha of State Forest for
active recreational users in the region.
From the outset the VEAC investigation
betrayed a fundamental lack of

understanding of hunting and what
looks for all the world like and
ideological bias against it. Indications
of this are the erroneous classification
of hunting along with industrial uses
of the forests and the contention
that recreational hunting is somehow
not compatible with the objectives
of National Parks and other similarly
restrictive reserves.
Those objectives typically include:
• P
 ermanently protect the natural
environment and natural
biodiversity along with underlying
ecological structure and supporting
environmental processes
• P
 rotect the rights and interests
of Traditional Owners, native title
holders and Aboriginal Victorians,
and their cultural values
• Protect historic sites and values
• P
 rovide for ecologically
sustainable scientific, educational,
inspirational, recreational and
visitor opportunities consistent with
conserving those values
Recreational hunting, and other active
uses of public land are compatible with
all of those objectives and, regardless
of land tenure, recreational hunting
should be allowed.

Figure: Map of National and State Parks in Victoria
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