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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In 2016 the Victorian Auditor-General’s Office (VAGO) released the audit report: Meeting obligations
to protect Ramsar wetlands. The audit identified the need for improvements in governance,
coordination and oversight, site management planning and monitoring, evaluation and reporting at
Ramsar sites. The Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) has implemented
each of the three recommendations made in the audit report. VAGO recommendations are set out
in Box 1 and key actions to address these recommendations are summarised in Box 2.
Box 1: Recommendations of the VAGO report No 202 (2016) 1

VAGO audit report Meeting obligations to protect Ramsar wetlands recommendations
1. That DELWP, in conjunction with Parks Victoria and catchment management authorities:
a.
b.

develop and implement robust governance arrangements for managing Ramsar sites, including
clarifying roles, responsibilities and accountabilities for planning, management and reporting
strengthen management plans to include time frames and resourcing to ensure that actions are
carried out effectively and in a timely way.

2. That DELWP:
a. oversee the development of a finalised Ramsar management plan for the Port Phillip Bay (Western
Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula and Western Port sites
b. work with catchment management authorities and site managers to develop and assess options for
the direct funding of management plan activities focused on high-priority threats that impact on the
ecological character of Ramsar sites
c. implement arrangements to oversee how management plans are put into effect.
3. That DELWP lead the development of a statewide approach to monitoring the ecological character of
Ramsar sites, through a specific monitoring, evaluation and reporting framework.

1

For the purpose of this submission, VAGO audit sub-recommendations have been assigned a letter so as they can be
referred to throughout the document.
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Box 2: Completed actions to address the VAGO recommendations and improve Ramsar site governance and
management, monitoring and reporting

Since 2016, key actions completed to address VAGO recommendations include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Forming a Ramsar Inter-agency Governance Group (IAGG) to establish a coordinated statewide
approach to meeting Ramsar obligations.
Establishing Ramsar coordinating committees for each of Victoria’s 12 Ramsar sites to target funding
and effort at the highest priority threats to ecological character.
Developing annual action plans for each Ramsar site, accompanied by 6-monthly and annual
reporting requirements.
Completing the Western Port Ramsar Site Management Plan.
Completing the Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula Ramsar Site
Management Plan.
Investing an additional $5.235 million in Ramsar site coordination, management plan
implementation and monitoring, evaluation and reporting.
Creating the online Ramsar management system to track implementation of management plans
Developing and implementing a statewide monitoring, evaluation, reporting and improvement
(MERI) framework and embedding it in the Ramsar management system, and developing individual
MERI plans for each site.

In the last four years the Victorian Government has provided $5.235 million in additional funding for
Ramsar site management plan development and implementation, development of a statewide MERI
framework and site MERI plans, monitoring of site ecological character and management
effectiveness and Ramsar site coordinator roles at catchment management authorities. This is in
addition to existing funding for Ramsar sites, such as a $12.5 million investment in the Gippsland
Lakes, funding for environmental water delivery to Ramsar sites, funding to improve waterway and
catchment health and fish stocking.
The $5.235 million was used to complete actions for each of the VAGO recommendations and to
increase on-ground management actions at Ramsar sites. Responses to the audit recommendations
were completed between 2016 and 2018.
Governance, coordination, planning and monitoring at Ramsar sites in Victoria have been
significantly improved through the response to the VAGO audit. Particularly pleasing is the increased
engagement of all agencies involved in Ramsar management and the statewide oversight that is now
possible. Increased funding has made a tangible difference to the amount of onground management
and monitoring activities undertaken.
The following sections outline relevant background and responses to the recommendations made in
the VAGO audit. This submission is structured on the following themes:
1. Overview of Ramsar management in Victoria;
2. Governance and accountability;
3. Management planning and resource allocation; and
4. Monitoring and reporting.
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LIST OF ABREVIATIONS
CMA
CPS
DELWP
DoEE
ECD
IAGG
LAC
MERI
PPW CMA
RMS
RWS
VAGO

catchment management authority
components, process and services
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning
Department of Environment and Energy (Commonwealth)
ecological character description
Inter-Agency Governance Group
limit of acceptable change
monitoring, evaluation, reporting and improvement
Port Phillip and Westernport Catchment Management Authority
Ramsar Management System
Regional Waterway Strategy
Victorian Auditor-General’s Office
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1. OVERVIEW OF RAMSAR MANAGEMENT IN VICTORIA
Victoria now has twelve Ramsar sites (Figure 1), which are recognised for their outstanding and
internationally significant natural values. These values include large numbers of international
migratory waders, support of threatened species and communities, and unique wetland systems.
The diversity of Victoria’s Ramsar sites ranges from the ephemeral Hattah-Kulkyne Lakes in the semiarid Mallee to the coastal wetlands of the Gippsland Lakes. They provide habitats for a wide variety
of species from Australasian bitterns to growling grass frogs.

Figure 1: Victoria’s Ramsar sites

Victorian and Commonwealth governments announced Victoria’s newest Ramsar site – Glenelg
Estuary and Discovery Bay, in Victoria’s south west – in April 2018. This is the first new Ramsar site
for Victoria since 2001 and was listed for its internationally significant natural values, including
diverse aquatic habitats, nationally threatened species and vegetation communities and habitat for
international migratory waders.
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2. GOVERNANCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY
Ramsar governance arrangements have been reviewed and improved in response to the VAGO
audit, which recommended the development and implementation of robust governance
arrangements.
Recommendation 1a
Recommendation 1a: DELWP, in conjunction with Parks Victoria and catchment management
authorities, develop and implement robust governance arrangements for managing Ramsar sites,
including clarifying roles, responsibilities and accountabilities for planning, management and
reporting.
Actions completed
An Inter-Agency Governance Group (IAGG) was established in 2017 to provide governance oversight
and coordination across the key agencies responsible for Ramsar management in Victoria. It is
convened and chaired by DELWP with senior representation from Parks Victoria, Melbourne Water
and catchment management authorities. Before the establishment of the IAGG the roles and
responsibilities of key agencies were undefined and communication between agencies was ad hoc.
Through the IAGG, roles and responsibilities have been defined and agreed by all agencies and are
now being implemented. The IAGG meets twice per year and key agenda items include
implementation of roles and responsibilities and resourcing.
Ramsar site coordinators have established coordinating committees for all 12 Ramsar sites.
Committee membership comprises the key agencies with a responsibility for management at the site.
This varies across sites but typically comprises catchment management authorities, water
corporations, DELWP, Parks Victoria, local councils, Traditional Owners and non-government
organisations such as Birdlife Australia and Landcare. Ramsar site coordinators work with the
committees to prepare annual action plans and determine implementation, monitoring and reporting
arrangements.

Governance arrangements in Victoria now include a statewide Ramsar Inter-agency Governance
Group (IAGG) and the following key roles:
•
•
•

Ramsar statewide coordinator: DELWP
Ramsar site coordinators: catchment management authorities and Melbourne Water
Ramsar site managers: Parks Victoria and Melbourne Water for most sites.

DELWP is the Ramsar statewide coordinator and oversees the implementation of Ramsar
Convention obligations in Victoria. DELWP oversight supports a consistent approach to
management, planning, monitoring and reporting and addresses issues that cannot be managed at a
site level. DELWP is also responsible for reporting to the Australian Ramsar Administrative Authority
within the Department of Environment and Energy (DoEE) and working with DoEE to keep Ramsar
site documentation up-to-date.
The statewide coordinator convenes the Ramsar IAGG that oversees Ramsar management in
Victoria. The membership is made up of senior representatives from DELWP, Parks Victoria,
Melbourne Water and catchment management authorities. The inter-agency governance group was
established to improve governance at Ramsar sites and oversee the implementation of agreed
agency roles and responsibilities.
Ramsar site coordinators are responsible for convening site coordinating committees, made up of
agency partners under an agreed Terms of Reference. The site coordinating committees oversee the
5
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implementation of the site management plans and monitoring, evaluation, reporting and
improvement (MERI) plans. Melbourne Water is the site coordinator for the Edithvale-Seaford
Ramsar Site. For the other 11 sites, the coordinator role sits within a catchment management
authority (see Table 1).
The site coordinator is responsible for developing, with the coordinating committee, an annual
action plan that targets priority actions and monitoring, according to available resources, and
includes an agreement as to which agency is responsible for each action. The site coordinator
completes annual investment and implementation reporting to the statewide coordinator, tracks
ecological character and agrees to report any trends that may indicate a potential decline or change
in ecological character. The site coordinator also agrees to take an active part in renewing site
management plans and providing input for site documentation updates.
All twelve coordinating committees have been initiated and committees meet at least twice per
year. Topics covered by all coordinating committees have included: approval of Terms of Reference
and the MERI plan; monitoring and on-ground action update; identification of funding sources; and
prioritisation of actions for the development of annual action plans.
The Ramsar site manager is the agency that has land management responsibility. For most Ramsar
sites in Victoria the main land manager is Parks Victoria (Table 1). Melbourne Water is the land
manager for Edithvale-Seaford Wetlands and parts of the Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and
Bellarine Peninsula Ramsar Site. Ramsar managers are responsible for taking part in site coordinating
committee activities, implementing their agreed responsibilities, and notifying the site coordinator
of any indication of a potential change in the ecological character of the site.
Table 1 Roles for each Ramsar site. Note the statewide coordinator is DELWP.
Ramsar site

Site coordinator

Ramsar site manager/s

Barmah Forest

Goulburn-Broken CMA

Parks Victoria, Yorta Yorta
Traditional Owner Land
Management Board

Gunbower Forest

North Central CMA

Parks Victoria and DELWP Loddon
Mallee

Kerang Wetlands

North Central CMA

Parks Victoria and Goulburn-Murray
Water

Hattah-Kulkyne Lakes

Mallee CMA

Parks Victoria

Lake Albacutya

Wimmera CMA

Parks Victoria

Western District Lakes

Corangamite CMA

Parks Victoria

Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and
Bellarine Peninsula

Corangamite CMA

Parks Victoria, Melbourne Water

Edithvale-Seaford Wetlands

Melbourne Water

Melbourne Water

Western Port

Port Phillip and Westernport CMA

Parks Victoria
DELWP Port Phillip

Corner Inlet

West Gippsland CMA

Parks Victoria

Gippsland Lakes

East Gippsland CMA

Parks Victoria, DELWP Gippsland

Glenelg Estuary and Discovery Bay

Glenelg-Hopkins CMA

Parks Victoria
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3. MANAGEMENT PLANNING AND RESOURCE ALLOCATION
Ramsar management planning arrangements have been improved in response to VAGO
recommendation 1b that management plans include timeframes and resourcing to ensure actions
are carried out in an effective and timely way.
Recommendation 1b
Recommendation 1b: That DELWP, in conjunction with Parks Victoria and catchment
management authorities, strengthen management plans to include time frames and resourcing
to ensure that actions are carried out effectively and in a timely way.
Actions completed
DELWP committed to VAGO to oversee the development of a framework for management plan
implementation that would specify timeframes and resourcing. This framework has been
implemented and includes the following components:
• Annual action plans developed by the site coordinating committee that set out priority actions
to be undertaken over the following 12-month period, using available funding from all sources,
to implement the Ramsar site management plans.
• Review of annual action plans by the statewide coordinator (DELWP) to ensure alignment of
priority actions with protecting critical components, processes and services that make up a
site’s ecological character.
• Six-monthly investment reporting (see section 4 Monitoring and Reporting).
• Reporting to indicate progress toward implementing strategies and actions in Ramsar site
management plans (see section 4 Monitoring and Reporting).

Management planning for seven Victorian Ramsar sites2 is contained within the relevant Regional
Waterway Strategy developed by catchment management authorities:
This is consistent with the Victorian Waterway Management Strategy which specifies that ‘Regional
Waterway Strategies will incorporate Ramsar site management planning, unless the complexity of
management arrangements for the site warrants an individual management plan.’
Five sites have stand-alone plans:
1. Gippsland Lakes Ramsar Site – is a large diverse site with complex stakeholder interests and
multiple agencies with management responsibilities;
2. Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula Ramsar Site – has six separate
geographic units, diverse stakeholder interests and many agencies involved in management
of the site;
3. Western Port Ramsar Site – large diverse site, institutional arrangements between multiple
agencies warranted a separate plan;
4. Glenelg Estuary and Discovery Bay – declared after the relevant waterway strategy was
developed; and
5. Edithvale-Seaford Wetlands – managed by Melbourne Water, as the waterway manager for
Port Phillip Region.

2

Hattah-Kulkyne Lakes, Gunbower Forest, Kerang Wetlands, Barmah Forest, Western District Lakes, Corner Inlet and Lake
Albacutya Ramsar sites.
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Site coordinating committees develop annual action plans at the beginning of each financial year
that identify priority actions for the next 12-month period to implement the Ramsar site
management plans. Site coordinating committees must demonstrate how actions align with the
outcome of maintaining or improving the ecological character of the site. This process is guided by
diagrammatic program logics that were developed through the MERI plans. These program logics
represent the relationship between threats and the critical components, processes and services
(CPS) that make up the ecological character, and the relationship between management actions and
threats. The program logics help coordinating committees see the way in which management actions
relate to the objective of maintaining or improving ecological character.
An annual action plan template was developed by DELWP with input from Ramsar site coordinators.
Actions are prioritised in these plans so that funding targets Ramsar values that are most at risk.
Using available funding from all agency sources, actions are assigned timeframes and a lead agency
for implementation. Remaining actions are also prioritised, this enables coordinating committees to
quickly and efficiently allocate funding if it becomes available at short notice.
Recommendation 2a
Recommendation 2a: That DELWP oversee the development of a finalised Ramsar
management plan for the Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula and
Western Port sites.
Actions completed
Management plans for Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula and Western
Port sites have been finalised and can be found on the DELWP website.

At the time of the VAGO audit two sites did not have current management plans in place. These
were Western Port Ramsar Site and Port Phillip (Western Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula Ramsar
Site. These have now been completed and are currently being implemented. Both management
plans can be found on the DELWP website3.

3

Western Port Ramsar Site Management Plan:
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0021/66270/Western-Port-Ramsar-Site-ManagementPlan_revised.pdf
Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula Ramsar Site Management Plan:
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/203360/PPBWS-and-BP-Ramsar-Site-Management-Plan.pdf
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Recommendation 2b
Recommendation 2b: That DELWP work with catchment management authorities and site
managers to develop and assess options for the direct funding of management plan activities
focused on high-priority threats that impact on the ecological character of Ramsar sites.
Actions completed
Coordinating committees for each site have been initiated and are responsible for developing
annual action plans that target high priority threats to the critical components, processes and
services that make up the site ecological character. There are several documents that guide the
prioritisation of actions including the Ramsar site management plan, Ramsar site MERI plan,
monitoring results and the program logic that sets out the relationship between management
actions and threats to ecological character.
Agency funding from all sources are considered by the site coordinating committees when
planning annual implementation activities. This approach is set out in the coordination
committee Terms of Reference for each site. Annual planning considers funds from all
investment sources, including State funding, Commonwealth funding through the Regional Land
Partnerships Program and joint funding through The Living Murray program.

Funding for Ramsar site management and monitoring comes from a variety of sources:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Victorian Government funds from catchment and waterway health programs and
biodiversity response planning
Commonwealth funds from the Regional Land Partnerships Program (formerly the National
Landcare Programme)
Joint program funding from the Murray Darling Basin Authority for the Living Murray Icon
sites4
$12.5 million for management of Gippsland Lakes over five years (2015/16 – 2019/20)
Parks Victoria funding for land management
Melbourne Water waterway management funds
Funding from Water Corporations.

Resources are allocated by funding bodies using a risk-based approach, so that the Ramsar values
that are most at risk are targeted for management action and monitoring. The stand-alone Ramsar
site management plans have an extensive risk assessment that is included in the management plan
and the RWS priority strategies and actions were identified using a risk-based approach. The actions
in these site plans are further prioritised using the processes outlined above when developing
annual action plans.
Priority needs for ecological character monitoring are identified with a tool that uses required
frequency of monitoring, time since it was last monitored and any detected trends in condition to
determine how often a critical CPS needs to be monitored. This tool is now embedded in the Ramsar
Management System (RMS).
The additional funding provided to CMAs since 2016 is set out below. In total, an additional $5.235
million was provided to undertake implementation, coordination, monitoring and MERI activities.
This dedicated additional funding complements existing waterway program funding as part of the
4

Icon sites include the Barmah Forest, Gunbower Forest and Hattah-Kulkyne Lakes Ramsar sites.
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Victorian Government’s $222 million (2016-20) investment to improve waterway and catchment
health in Victoria.
Table 2: Additional funding provided to CMAs since the audit report was tabled for implementing Ramsar site management
plans, to support coordination, undertake site monitoring and develop and implement MERI plans.
Year
2016-17
2017-18
2018-19
2019-20
Total

Implementation
378,000
2,000,000
278,000
300,000
2,956,000

Coordination

Site monitoring

MERI and planning

209,000
286,000
286,000
781,000

343,000
686,000
329,000
1,358,000

140,000

140,000

Management plan implementation: Corner Inlet case study
Corner Inlet’s intertidal sand and mud flats, seagrass meadows and saltmarsh communities
support critical ecological character processes, such as waterbird and fish breeding. Spartina
infestations threaten these Ramsar values. The Corner Inlet Ramsar Site Management Plan
details management activities to treat infestations across the site, which include helicopter
spraying across an area of 30,000 ha. This project jointly funded by state and Commonwealth
funds. DELWP provided additional funds to complete this Spartina control work, and additional
funds to undertake pre and post-treatment monitoring to determine management
effectiveness. The work is lead by West Gippsland Catchment Management Authority and
delivered in close collaboration with Parks Victoria.

10

PAEC - Ramsar Wetlands Inquiry
Submission no. 204

4. MONITORING AND REPORTING
Monitoring and reporting implementation of management plans
Recommendation 2c
Recommendation 2c: That DELWP implement arrangements to oversee how management plans
are put into effect.
Actions completed
A tool to track Ramsar site management plan implementation was developed and populated with
data from CMAs and Melbourne Water indicating the status of each action. This work was
completed in 2017 and provided DELWP with a snapshot of management plan implementation
status for across the state. The tool was incorporated into the Ramsar Management System (RMS).

A Ramsar site management plan annual reporting framework was agreed by the statewide
coordinator (DELWP) and Ramsar site coordinators at the annual meeting of Ramsar coordinators.
The framework sets out the annual planning and reporting requirements for the implementation of
Ramsar site management plans.
As per the framework, Ramsar site coordinators, via their Ramsar site coordinating committees,
develop an annual action plan each year that sets out the immediate and short-term actions
required to implement the Ramsar site management plan during the following financial year. All
actions within the annual action plan link directly to higher level actions set out in the Ramsar
management plan. The statewide coordinator (DELWP) reviews the annual action plan to check that
it is consistent with the program logic and targets threats to critical CPS. The first round of annual
action plans were developed for the 2019/20 financial year.
As per the annual planning and reporting framework, site coordinating committees will report on
the implementation of their annual action plan to the statewide coordinator at the end of each
financial year. The first round of reporting is due 1 September 2020.
In addition, it is a requirement under the Victorian Waterway Program Investment Framework to
report every six months on progress on projects funded as part of the Victorian Waterway
Management Program, which has been used to distribute funds for coordination, monitoring and
management plan activities as part of the audit response.
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Monitoring and reporting ecological character
Recommendation 3
Recommendation 3: That DELWP lead the development of a statewide approach to monitoring the
ecological character of Ramsar sites, through a specific monitoring, evaluation and reporting
framework.
Actions completed
DELWP has developed a statewide monitoring, evaluation, reporting and improvement (MERI) framework
that has been used to guide the development of MERI plans at each of the Victoria’s 12 Ramsar sites.
Site MERI plans were drafted by DELWP and then finalised by site coordinators via their coordinating
committees. Implementation of the MERI plan is part of the annual planning process and they must be
considered when developing annual action plans. MERI plans include monitoring of ecological character at
each site and monitoring to measure management effectiveness and inform adaptive management, and
requirements for evaluation and reporting. They also include a program logic that sets out the
relationship between the critical components, processes and services (CPS) that makes up the ecological
character at each site, the threats to critical CPS and the management actions to reduce these threats.
The site MERI plans have been incorporated into the online Ramsar Management System (RMS).
Central to each MERI plan is a prioritisation tool which identifies the highest priority CPS to monitor. The
tool includes consideration of frequency required to monitor each CPS, time since monitoring and any
trends in condition. Through the RMS MERI plans can be updated at any time to reflect improved
understanding of the effectiveness of management interventions, a key feature of the adaptive
management framework.

Each Victorian Ramsar site has an Ecological Character Description (ECD) that describes the critical
CPS that make up the ecological character of the site5, this includes Limits of Acceptable Change
(LAC) for the CPS. Ecological character is evaluated against the LAC and reported in the RMS. The
statewide coordinator can monitor data uploaded to the RMS. DELWP provides 6-monthly updates
on ecological character status to the Commonwealth Department of Environment and Energy.
Monitoring data on critical CPS for Victorian Ramsar sites is collated from a variety of sources, e.g.
The Living Murray program monitoring, EPA water quality monitoring, BirdLife Australia data, CMA
and Melbourne Water fauna monitoring.
Monitoring management effectiveness to inform adaptive management
Monitoring is undertaken at Victorian Ramsar sites to determine the effectiveness of management
actions in protecting ecological character. This monitoring allows modifications in management
approach to be made over time to improve outcomes and achieve ‘adaptive management’.
The program logics in the MERI plans define long term outcome targets (resource condition targets)
to be achieved during the life of the site management plan, and intermediate outcomes targets to
reduce key threats or directly improve critical CPS.

5

Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula Ramsar Site ECD is in draft and has been
submitted to the Commonwealth Department of Environment and Energy for review.
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Ecological character monitoring: Barmah Forest case study
DELWP provided Goulburn Broken CMA funds to undertake ecological character monitoring
focussed on distribution and abundance of Mueller’s Daisy, one of the sites critical components,
processes and services. Monitoring was undertaken in September 2019 and was successful in
finding several healthy patches of this nationally listed species, meeting the limit of acceptable
change for this critical component of the Ramsar site.

Management effectiveness monitoring: Quail Island case study
Port Phillip and Westernport CMA (PPW CMA) is the coordinator for the Western Port Ramsar
Site. DELWP funded a project developed by PPW CMA to assess the effectiveness of controlling
feral pigs on Quail Island to protect nationally listed coastal saltmarsh vegetation community, a
critical component of the Western Port Ramsar site. In May 2019 an assessment was made of
feral pig abundance and distribution using a network of remote cameras. The condition of
saltmarsh was also assessed so that the impact of reducing pig numbers could be determined.
This provides baseline data prior to planned feral pig control in 2019. Ongoing monitoring will
test the assumptions that removing feral pigs will reduce trampling, compaction and browsing of
saltmarsh and improve the condition and extent of this vegetation community.
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