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Submission to Meeting Obligations to Protect Ramsar Wetlands Inquiry
The Victorian National Parks Association (VNPA) is Victoria’s leading community nature conservation
organisation. VNPA is an independent, non-profit, membership-based group, which for almost 70
years has worked to protect Victoria’s unique natural environment and biodiversity through the
establishment and effective management of national parks, conservation reserves and other
measures.
The VNPA noted the release of the 2016 Auditor General Report “Meeting Obligations to Protect
Ramsar Wetlands” with interest. See our news post https://vnpa.org.au/auditor-general-scathing-ofvictorias-management-of-ramsar-sites/
We noted at the time of the report release that the Ramsar Convention aims to protect the values of
wetland sites, particularly for migratory birds. However, only about half of Victoria’s Ramsar sites are
in land tenures designated for conservation, and activities like duck hunting are permitted in large
areas.
The recommendations mirror some of those published in our Nature Conservation Review 2014,
aimed at improving management of wetlands, including Ramsar wetlands. Our 2014 nature
conservation review http://vnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/NCR-Chapter4.pdf
recommended that Victoria:







Develop a Victorian wetlands strategy that sets policy goals, targets and reporting regimes;
Require land use planning schemes to contain wetland overlays to prohibit destruction or
modification of high-value wetlands, as identified by catchment management authorities and
including all Ramsar sites;
Use the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act to protect high-value wetlands that provide habitat for
threatened species by declaring them as critical habitat and, where they are under imminent
threat, by issuing ‘interim conservation orders’;
Protect all Ramsar wetland sites on public land within the national park estate. The AuditorGeneral’s report again highlights the need for further significant investment in managing not
just our national parks, but all of our natural areas.
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The VAGO 2016 audit was timely and we believe there have been some changes in governance since
its release, such as improved monitoring, sharing knowledge, and the prioritisation of programs.
However, we still believe that significant issues remain.

Source: VNPA NCRhttp://vnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/NCR-Chapter4.pdf

Some key issues include:
1. Management of RAMSAR Wetlands on Private Land;
2. Higher standards for RAMSAR sites through state Environment Effects Statement
processes;
3. Funding for ecological management of Ramsar sites;
4. Duck Hunting and Ramsar sites.
1) Management of Ramsar Wetlands on Private Land
A 2010-11 assessment of an additional 240 wetlands (2% of non-alpine wetlands), selected as
representative of Victoria’s wetland types, also found that about half were in good or excellent
condition but about one quarter were in poor, or very poor condition.
The aspects of wetland health of greatest concern are similar to those for high-value wetlands:
wetland catchment (63% in poor condition), hydrology (25% in poor condition) and vegetation (48%
in poor condition). For both high-value and representative wetlands, condition was generally worse
on private land than on public land. The majority of wetlands in Victoria (69%) are on private land. i
More than 95% of Victoria’s wetland losses have occurred on private lands and 80% of remaining
wetlands are on private lands, yet protection for these wetlands under Victoria’s planning
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framework is inconsistent, usually non-specific, and often non-existent. Wetlands on private land
include part of 10 Ramsar-listed wetlands (48,349 hectares) and 3600 nationally important wetlands.
Under the Catchment and Land Protection Act, catchment management authorities have catchmentwide responsibilities across all land tenures, yet have no influence on how some of the most
important biodiversity assets – many forests, rivers and wetlands – are managed to meet catchment
targets. To be effective, catchment management strategies have to guide all activities in Victoria
whether by private or public land managers.ii
On private land, protection relies on particular shires or councils applying appropriate zones and
overlays in their planning schemes and rigorously assessing development or land use proposals.
There are wide ranging exemptions, and decision-makers have broad discretion. Even when permits
are required, decision makers tend to impose conditions rather than refuse applications.
Overall, councils have been reluctant to use the few environmental protection measures in Victoria’s
planning laws to protect wetlands. There is need to amend planning schemes to ensure that highvalue wetlands are identified – for example, by requiring that high-value wetlands identified by
catchment management authorities are identified as such in planning schemes – and given much
stronger protection. This could be achieved by a new ‘wetlands overlay’ for planning schemes that
prohibits development that would destroy or degrade high-value wetlands. High-value wetlands to
be strictly protected would include all Ramsar sites.iii
The VNPA Nature Conservation Review recommended that: F21 Require land use planning schemes
to contain wetland overlays to prohibit destruction or modification of high-value wetlands, as
identified by catchment management authorities and including all Ramsar sites.iv
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2) Higher standards for Ramsar sites through state EES processes
There needs to be higher standards/benchmarks for Ramsar sites when undertaking and assessing
projects through Environmental Effects Statement (EES) processes, i.e. through EES processes for
AGL’s gas import facility proposed for Westernport Bay Ramsar site where the process has shown
there are many gaps in addressing and mitigating environmental threats and impacts to Ramsar
sites. The EES scoping terms of reference for this project, currently underway, did not appear (or at
least it was not clear) to assess impacts outside of just the project vicinity, and impacts that could
have much larger bay-wide impacts on Westernport Bay Ramsar site. This remains a huge gap in
properly determining and minimising risk for such a critical area.
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Indication of impacts so far include Chlorine dumping into the bay, cold water dispersal, and oil/fuel
spills, which all have the potential to impact on a bay-wide level, yet it is unlikely, or unclear if they
will be assessed at the level they need to be. Bay-wide impacts should be looked at thoroughly for
projects proposed across all Ramsar site, as many impacts have the potential to risk the ecological
character of Ramsar sites such as Westernport Bay. https://vnpa.org.au/westernport-bay-at-risk/
and https://vnpa.org.au/andrews-government-must-apply-environmental-scrutiny-to-damaging-gasimport-terminal/
What seems to be missing from the EES scoping documents and assessments is the static nature of
marine environments and Ramsar sites. VNPA has done past modelling on current movements which
shows this, and how impacts such as oil spills can have bay-wide impacts on Westernport Bay, far
from where the oil spill occurred. See here: https://vnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/PrHS-Media-backgrounder-Western-Port-shipping-spill.pdf
Out of all of the gas import facility projects proposed in Australia, AGL’s gas import facility project
proposed for Crib Point in Westernport Bay, is the only such project proposed for a Ramsar site.
Projects of this nature and risk should be prohibited to occur within Ramsar sites.

3. Funding for ecological management of RAMSAR sites.
The Auditor General Report notes on page 22:

The Auditor general notes that Parks Victoria is the primary site manager for 10 of the 11 Victorian
Ramsar sites. On page 6 of the Auditor General report, Figure 1E, shows the size of Victoria’s Ramsar
sites and their primary site managers.
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Page 23 of the Auditor General’s report, Figure 2E: Funding for Ramsar sites, highlights that for 2015
-2016, the lion’s share of funding does not go to the primary manager of Ramsar sites, Park Victoria.
Of the $5,805,725 of state funding allocated, $541,814 or 9.3 percent, is attributed to Park Victoria,
even though they are primary manger. This seems to be a significant disconnect, either double
handling or poor targeting.
Parks Victoria may receive grant funding from Catchment Management Authorities to manage
specific threats, but they require on-going and secure funding for ecological management programs.
The primary manager of Ramsar sites should be funded directly for ecological works to enhance
ecological character.

3.1 An example of the need for effective funding and resources: Barmah Forest Ramsar
site
The Barmah Ramsar site provides a good example of how sufficient ongoing funding will be critical to
the management of wetlands.
The Barmah Forest was listed as a Ramsar wetland in 1982, and roughly the same area was
proclaimed as Barmah National Park in 2010. The national park and Ramsar site is jointly managed
by the Yorta Yorta community and the Victorian Government. These wetlands, on the banks of the
Murray River, are significant for a large number of wetland birds and other animals, many of which
are threatened. The area has been called Victoria’s Kakadu by the tourism industry (but more
appropriately, given its condition, potentially Victoria’s Kakadu).
Currently the area is in a critical state of decline due the trampling of hard-hooved animals
(especially horses) and a poorly allocated flood regime from the Murray Darling Basin Commission
(MDBC). Moira Grass, a critical component of the Barmah floodplain marshes, is in very serious
decline: currently less than 900 hectares of its original extent of 4,000 hectares remains, and that
decline is continuing.
One of the most important issues for the Barmah wetlands is the timely release of a water allocation
by the MDBC’s Environmental Water Holder. However that important timely release won’t be
possible until other significant environmental threats are addressed. These threats include the
control of feral horses, goats, pigs and deer, and significant weed species such as Arrowhead
(Sagittaria platyphylla).
This year has seen the development of two plans for Barmah, a Strategic Action Plan for the Ramsar
wetlands by Parks Victoria, and a draft joint management plan for the national park developed by
the Yorta Yorta Traditional Owners.



https://s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/hdp.au.prod.app.vicengage.files/2815/5432/8413/Barmah_FloodplainMarshes_ActionPlan_Draft_April_2019.pf
https://yytolmb.com.au/draft-plan-and-submissions/draft-joint-management-plan-forbarmah-national-park/

These plans are in strong agreement about the actions that need to be taken, and are based on
thorough research and consultation.
Successful implementation of the two plans will bring much-needed environmental, economic and
social benefits to the region. But that won’t happen without a well-targeted, sufficient allocation of
funds and resources.
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4.0 Duck Hunting and RAMSAR sites.
The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International Significance is an international treaty that
provides for the conservation and ‘wise use’ of wetlands and their resources. Its mission is “the
conservation and wise use of all wetlands through local and national actions and international
cooperation” and its priority is wetlands that provide significant habitat for waterfowl.
Victoria has 11 Ramsar listed wetlands. One of the criteria for listing is that they should regularly
support over 20,000 water fowl and another is that they should be home to over 1% of the national
population of at least one water bird species. All the Victorian sites meet both these criteria.
Duck hunting is allowed at 7 of the Ramsar sites. More than that, four of them have State Game
Reserves within their boundaries, and one of them, the Kerang Wetlands, is described in its
own management plan as “the most popular duck hunting locality in Victoria”.
There are about 25,000 registered duck hunters in Victoria who pay just over $50 each for a licence
to take up to 10 birds a day during the season. In 2012 they shot an average of 21 birds each, a grand
total of over 500,000 birds. Black Duck, Wood Duck and Grey Teal were the most common species
killed, and over half of them were shot on private land.
Victoria has 186 state game reserves. The non-hunting public will be excluded from within 25m of
the water’s edge in these reserves and 41 other wetlands every day of the 3 month duck hunting
season, from 2 hours before sunset until 10.00am the next day. It will also be an offence for an
(unauthorised) member of the public (which means most of us) to come within 10m of a licenced
hunter, with the threat of prosecution and a fine. Sixteen of the state game reserves are in Ramsar
listed wetland sites. A few examples of these game reserves:
 Lake Cullen, one of the Kerang Wetlands, is home to over 1% of the national population
of three game species (Hardhead, Pink-eared duck and Grey Teal);
 Lake Albacutya, a Ramsar site in its own right, at times supports 10% of the national
population of the endangered Freckled duck;
 Lake Murdeduke, one of the Western lakes, supports 50 waterfowl species and over 1%
of the national population of 5 duck species!
Hunting is permitted, indeed prioritised, at all these places. The management plans for the Ramsar
sites in Victoria do not assess the impacts of duck hunting on the sites’ values. The only Ramsar sites
at which hunting is prohibited are Hattah Lakes and Barmah Forest (which are now entirely within
national parks), Edithvale-Seaford (which is in suburban Melbourne) and Westernport Bay (which is
a coastal strip utilised by shorebirds).
Shooting ducks for recreation does not contribute to wetland conservation nor is it apparently a
‘wise use’ of these wetlands that support internationally significant numbers of waterfowl. Banning
duck hunting at Ramsar listed wetlands would be a major step in their conservation and would also
increase their accessibility to non-hunters, the vast majority of Victorians who value and use these
wetlands for other reasons. It could also be a first step in phasing out duck hunting in Victoria.
https://environmentvictoria.org.au/2013/03/07/duck-hunting-in-ramsar-listed-wetlands-is-it-a-wiseuse-2/
i

Department of Environment and Primary Industries (2013a) Improving Our Waterways: Victorian
Waterway Management Strategy. Victorian Department of Environment and Primary Industries
ii
Page 230 of NCR http://vnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/NCR-Chapter4.pdf
iii
Page 228 of NCR http://vnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/NCR-Chapter4.pdf
iv
Page 233 of NCR http://vnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/NCR-Chapter4.pdf
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