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INQUIRY INTO ECOSYSTEM DECLINE IN VICTORIA

EAST GIPPSLAND CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT NETWORK

Who we are:

EGCMN are a non-profit community environment group from East Gippsland who for around
15 years have delivered a range of ecosystem restoration and community based
environmental education projects.

We are currently a key delivery partner in the Lake Tyers Deer Management Trial funded by

the Victorian Governments Biodiversity Response PRogram and work on a cooperative basis
with a wide range of project partners to achieve conservation outcomes for the regions rare,
threatened and endangered plant, animals and communities.

Tom Crook, EGCMN'’s facilitator, is a science trained forest ecologist (BSc
Biodiversity/Ecology) with twenty years’ experience in forest ecosystem management in East
Gippsland.

EGCMN are willing and able to present evidence of our experiences at future hearings,
should they occur and we thank the committee for the opportunity to make this submission.

In our experience, which is largely confined to the East Gippsland region, many
ecosystems are in a degraded state and declining in condition, especially as a
consequence of recent bushfires but also from on-going forest management
practices and a fundamental lack of resource allocation to manage natural areas.

Rainforest

Rainforest management in Victorian State forests server as an illustration of the
types of problems faced by many ecosystems. But it is stressed at the onset, such
problems are not restricted to these ecosystems, they are systemic and require
long-term planning as well as decisive action to prevent and ultimately reverse.

Rainforests are suffering from a multitude of impacts, but the most severe
appear to be logging, Sambar deer and change in fire regimes under climate
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Change. These factors often combine to reduce ecosystem complexity, structure
and function at a stand and landscape level in East Gippsland.

Sambar deer (as only one of several exotic pests known to impact ecosystems)
are decimating most of the region’s coastal and hinterland rainforest ecoystems
via a combination of selective browsing, antler rubbing, tracking/pugging and
thrashing. The impacts of which are driving rainforest ecosystem decline by
changing stand species composition by removal and manipulation of
recruitment, direct ring banking and subsequent decline in canopy cover and
resultant change in rainforest light regimes (known to critical in ecosystem
maintenance, regulation and ultimately function).

These impacts are
not confined to
rainforests but
are more
pronounced and
obvious in these
ecosystems. We
maintain
landscape level
vegetation
modification (and
ecosystem
decline) is
resulting from
Sambar deer,
especially when
combined with
other factors such
as drought.

Left: Rainforest
trees including rare
Yellowood,
ringbarked by deer.
Causing ecosystem
decline in this
Critically
endangered (EPBC
listed )Littoral
rainforest
community.
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Above: Members of the Gunaikurnai land and waters Aboriginal corporation, as part of
their Joint Management agreement, inspect the Gippsland Lakes shoreline, showing

extensive deer pugging and soil disturbance, within known habitat for threatened species
and ecosystems (RAMSAR listed).

Below: Joint management staff inspect a bushfood plant, the Native Cherry, showing a
Sambar deer ‘browse line’. Native cherry tree seedlings are now very rare, with this and
other species of cultural significance (also keystone in many ecosystems) showing
evidence of in land scape scale decline.
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Logging:

Logging continues to drive ecosystem decline in forests across Victoria. Where it
is incorrectly assumed that forest ecosystems are represented by Parks and
Reserves. Logging policy such as Regional Forestry Agreements have failed
ecosystem managers in providing the required legislative instruments to protect
and manage many ecosystems.

Forestry in complex, multi-age mixed species forest disrupts, degrades and
destroys many natural ecosystem processes. Such as serial transition of
communities in the absence of disturbance, structural development, habitat
retention and suitability /quality.

Recent attempts by the Victorian government to develop a ‘field classification
tool for old growth forest’ serve as a stark reminder of successive forest policy
failure, which continues to result in a process and outcomes which see further
logging of high conservation value forest across the state and subsequent
ecosystem decline. This amounts to nothing short of a culpable and complicit act
to ensure ongoing access for industrial exploitation rather than preserving key
elements of forest biodiversity and thus fails to prevent ecosystem decline.

Senior forest industry bureaucrats and compliant government officials appear to
have conspired to redefine old growth forest in an attempt to maximize the area
available to the logging industry.

Effectively inventing a new class of ‘forest growth stage’ conveniently named
‘advanced regrowth’ so to circumvent and manipulate the definition whereby
trees up to 100 years old will be classified as ‘advanced regrowth’ and therein
included in the component of the assessment tool which is seminal in defining
the presence/absence of old growth forest. Whereby if regrowth is found to be
over 10% of the basil areas of the stand in question, it effectively denies the site
being classified as old growth forest facilitating logging/ecosystem decline (we
appreciate this may not be a very clear explanation and urge further
interrogation of the subject matter to provide broader context to our
contentions).

Rainforests, within State forests available for logging, despite claims to the
contrary, continue to be logged due to the manipulation of definitions where by
rainforest are largely defined by structure alone. Rainforest must attain >70%
closed canopy to be defined as such, where by a truly ecological definition allows
for serial and transitional communities as well as ‘pure stands’ which actually
only represent the panicle of their structural development. - By constraining the
definition- forest which in a holistic ecological sense functions as/is rainforest, is
made available for logging, while maintaining a ‘no rainforest logging policy’.
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Such manipulations are common place in the native forest logging industry and forest
ecosystem management implemented by the same ‘foresters of old’ under the guise of
the new ‘forest fire industry’. Both remain major contributors to ecosystem decline in
Victoria.

Generally, we believe the following measure would make significant progress in
arresting and reversing the current decline in Victorian ecosystems:

Above all else, listen to the overwhelming body of scientific literature and implement
evidence-based solutions to maximize ecological sustainability in the long term. We
have all the in formation we need, we just need government to lead and act on it.

Rapidly phase out burning coal and gas, which is making the climate crisis worse and
driving devastating extreme events like heat waves, fires and floods.

Ensure laws to protect nature are climate ready; The past summer’s bushfires
demonstrate the impact that climate change can have on natural systems and Climate
will clearly continue to presents a massive challenge to Victoria, so act to adaption our
legal frameworks so its are fit for the task. Back 100% renewable energy for stationary
electricality generation and transport as soon as possible.

Address the current inadequate public resourcing for ecosystem management. Boost
ecosystem restoration. Nature protection laws alone will not be enough - our laws must
also guide and encourage the restoration of Victoria’s ecosystems, both via regenerative
farming and natural area/ecosystem management.

End native forest logging and transition to a plantation-based timber industry.

Reform Victoria's Wildlife Act. It is out of date and no longer consistent with modern
scientific understanding or community expectations.

Victoria's planning laws and environmental impact assessment systems also need to be
brought up to date, making sure infrastructure projects properly account for their
impacts on Victoria's biodiversity and ecosystem services.

Improve enforcement of and compliance with environmental laws. We need an
independent conservation regulator with clear legislative foundations and the legal

power required to incentivise sustainable outcomes and deliver severe penalties for
non-compliance.

Yours sincerely, on behalf of the EGCMN

Tom Crook
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