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Submission:
We need to know about Western Port
In any review of Ramsar, the importance of an evidence base on which to base management decisions,
including funding allocations is of paramount importance. Western Port is one of Victoria’s and Australia’s
significant Ramsar sites. It is time to review the evidence base, the science of the Western Port Ramsar site.
The seminal baseline research project, described in the Shapiro Report (1975), of the geomorphology,
hydrology and biology of Western Port was conducted by a team led by Maurice Shapiro in 1973 – 74. This
was the most comprehensive research project of a major geographical feature to that date. It set out the
species and extent of sea grass, of saltmarsh and of mangroves. It reported on what was in the water column,
the bird and fish fauna, the tide flows – in short, it described, a comprehensively as was possible, Western
Port.
In the years since, many components of Western Port have been studied, sometimes in response to proposed
major developments, other times to assess sediment and nutrient run-off from the Koo Wee Rup swamp or
the many localised agricultural and horticultural enterprises that fringe the bay. Such studies have been used
to vary land management regimes to minimise environmental impacts. Regarding proposed major
developments, a number have resulted in significant community opposition. It is certainly arguable that
Western Port arouses an extremely strong sense of identification within the populations of the region and it
is fiercely defended against proposed developments.
That Western Port attracts over 30 species of international migratory shorebirds, a number of them highly
endangered, has led to its Ramsar listing and Western Port is subject to China, Japan and Republic of Korea
Australian Migratory Bird Agreements. The fish fauna include threatened species such as Elephant Fish and
species such as King George Whiting and Snapper which are very important to recreational fishers. Western
Port contains populations of Brachiopods, better known through the fossil record than for extant species, and
the little known ‘Moss Animals’ or Bryozoans. There are extensive beds of Rhodoliths, a crustose red algae
that affords many other species sheltered microhabitats in which to grow.
The high tidal range results in extremely broad areas of exposed mudflats, the high nutrient loads of which
support significant proportions of the global population of a number of these migratory shorebird species.
The shallower waters of Western Port support extensive sea-grass meadows which serve as sheltered fish
nurseries, the fringing salt-marshes have their own assemblage of species and there are extensive stands of
mangroves that buffer the impact of weather extremes on the shoreline.
These are the attributes that have led to Western Port’s listing as a Ramsar site.
The passage of almost 50 years since the research that led to the Shapiro Report and the heightened need for

PAEC - Ramsar Wetlands Inquiry
Submission no. 385

comprehensive authoritative data for the wise management of Western Port suggests that it is time, 50 years
on, that a Shapiro Jubilee is conducted.
Into such a study could be added the emerging importance of the need for wise climate change adaptation
and mapping the Ramsar site’s Blue Carbon resource. Further, technologies such as LIDAR mapping were
not available in the 1970s, so there is much to learn about the current state of the Western Port environment
and investigate what 50 years of development, including urban encroachment, have done. This will be of
prime importance as development continues and Melbourne moves towards the project 2050 population of
around 8 million residents. There is an obligation to protect the Ramsar site and up-to-date knowledge of its
attributes and functions is a precondition for this to occur.

Do you have any additional comments or suggestions?:
Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment. As stated in the submission, the Western Port Biosphere
Reserve Foundation has a deep and abiding interest in the Ramsar site and the attributes that have led to its
listing. The attached brochure shows just one project we are doing to protect it. The establishment of the
evidence base to describe 50 years of change is the next step in the wise management of Western Port and
the Biosphere is particularly keen to see this occur.
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