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Submission to the

Major Events Review

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 MER
hearings, should they occur and we thank the committee for the opportunity to make

this submission.
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We will make some specific comments about the rainforest estate and one if not the
largest threat to it, logging, move onto various other matters we believe worthy of
consideration by the MER process but in much less detail. Then come back to
rainforest management by way of illustrating our general position on forest

management and the MER.

At the onset it should be mentioned that we find it extraordinary this process is only
now being conducted some 20 months after the major event, occured while logging
has been allowed to continue largely unabated within months after the fire as we,
many other community volunteer organisation and government departments
struggled to come to terms with and manage the fires impacts on local

environmental values.

While we have a myriad of concerns relating the way Regional Forest Agreements
operate, in an effort to narrow these down to an issue we believe warrants urgent
reform and considerable attention but also presents a real opportunity for improved
conservation outcomes, we will largely restrict our current submission to one of our
principal concerns, the management of rainforest in the post fire environment and

operations around and within established Rainforest Sites of Significance (RFSOS).

Background

Rainforest arises in environmentally stable landscape units where high intensity fires
have been absent for extended periods. Rainforest and related vegetation forms in
Victoria are both naturally rare and susceptible to ongoing disturbances including

bushfires, timber harvesting and disease.

Rainforests as discrete plant communities can only develop and persist in
environmental settings that are stable and moist over very long periods of time, (i.e.

generally well in excess of 100 years), and that are largely free from physical
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disturbances (Ashton 1981; Busby and Brown 1994; Cameron 1992). Given the time
required to develop rainforest, and their sensitivity to various forms of disturbances,

rainforests are afforded a high status in terms of conservation and reservation.

When established by the State Government’s Rainforest Technical Committee in the
late 1980’s the Rainforest Sites of Significance schema provided, for the first time,
the stated intention of the federal governments National Rainforest Conservation
Programme to identify and delineate Victoria's most significant rainforest areas. In
recognition of the disproportionate and substantial contribution rainforests make to

biodiversity conservation in Australia and worldwide.

The principal criterion guiding the delineation of Rainforest SOS is the principle of
catchment or sub-catchment integrity. This principle is firmly enshrined in the theory
and practice of biological conservation and is widely acknowledged to be of
particular relevance to rainforest conservation on account of the following

characteristics of rainforest (taken from Cameron, unpub. 1990):

1. Rainforests generally occur in sharply dissected terrain in which catchment
units define natural, ecologically viable conservation and management units;

2. The complex linear to dendritic configuration of most Victorian occurrences
of rainforest renders them uniquely susceptible to edge effects and in
particular to incremental marginal attrition;

3. Most Victorian rainforests depend, for their long-term survival, on topographic
protection from fire, generally by the operation of a moisture differential
mechanism which is exceptionally vulnerable to disruption by human activity,

including subtle 'action at a distance' effects;

4. Victorian rainforests exist in a delicate and dynamic ecological balance with
their surrounding eucalypt forests and the two operate as an integrated
ecological functional unit. Major impacts on structure, composition and fire

behaviour of the eucalypt forests elsewhere within the catchment unit may
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5. have drastic impacts on this delicate interaction, even though this may not

become evident until much later in the fire cycle of the eucalypt forest; and

6. Rainforests require one of the longest periods for recovery, following

disturbance, of any vegetation type know to occur in Victoria.

Logging operations in the post 2019/20 fire context.

Following the most extensive and intensive fires in living memory, the forest estate is
now undergoing a period of recovery, which for rainforest communities may take

decades or longer.

Having recently conducted some of the most comprehensive assessments of
several RFSOS post fire to date, having access to both fire extent and severity maps,
we can inform you that the fires impact on rainforests across the region are profound
and that these areas now require a significant change in approach regarding logging

if their values are either recover or be maintained.

The current assessment methods for rainforest used by Vicforests (Rainforest
identification Instruction, V2, 2015) which has been produced with the stated
intention to “ensure field staff are provided with a clear process, taking a
precautionary approach, to the identification and protection of rainforest in the field”,
which supposedly ‘utilises the hierarchical approach intended by the Code of
Practice for Timber Production (2014) and the Action Statement, while also ensuring
relevant components of the Forest Management Plans are considered”, in the post
fire context will not be able to achieve its stated intentions and requires urgent

revision.

This is the case as the current instrument relies almost exclusively on a structural

definition, in which rainforest canopy development is seminal. But which in many
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cases will now not be met in the short to medium term. Not due to the absence of

rainforest but due to the canopy being affected by fire.

This structural element of the infield definition for rainforests being fire affected
does not preclude the presence of rainforest. But does preclude them being able to

be accurately assessed with the current approach.

We have grave concerns that this insufficient assessment instrument will continue to
be inappropriately applied and in affect will be used to approve logging in rainforest

areas where logging operation should be excluded.

This also applies to the delineation of rainforest boundaries whereby any use of the
current procedure (defining rainforest as closed broad leaved forest vegetation of
greater than 70% foliage cover, where there is a more or less continuous rainforest
tree canopy that is made up of rainforest character species) to fire affected areas,
will be highly inappropriate and likely to result in no rainforest being identified. Again,
not because rainforest doesn't exist, but rather due to the effects of recent fire on
canopy structure via canopy consumption, scorch, associated wilting and similar
impacts on rainforest structural development, percentage cover and integrity. All

elements upon which the current ‘instrument’ almost entirely relies.

In instances where another procedure has been identified as more suitable for use
(acknowledging the inherent limitations of the existing instrument) , the identified
alterative assessment procedure is also inappropriate, lacks suitability and should

not be considered appropriate.

It is of great concern that the current Vic Forests rainforest instrument (on page 7)

states the following in relation ‘temporary canopy removal’:

“Temporary rainforest canopy removal and/or canopy gap following disturbance is

defined as:
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e disturbance such as fire that has temporarily removed the rainforest canopy or

has created temporary canopy gaps

e cases where the canopy disturbance is less than 10 years old, and further
guidance to the rainforest boundary is required, the differential species

approach is to be used.

e All patches of rainforest must be assessed and management requirements
determined.”
This approach is further reinforced on page 10 of the VF rainforest instrument in the

flow chart in Appendix one (see below)

These references to the ‘differential species approach’ are entirely inconsistent with

the specific directions and explanatory understanding provided in the guiding

=

Rainforest Identification

5. Appendix One: Decision Flowchart for Buffers

Has there been disturbance such as fire in the Where further guidance to the
last 10 years that has temporarily removed the Yes boundary of rainforest is
rainforest canopy or caused a temporary gap? required the differential species
approach is to be used

A J

No
| Is there >70% M ]

document to which these references apply (A field guide to rainforests in Victoria-

Differential species keys for the delineation of rainforest boundaries, (Cameron et.al.
DSE, 2011). Which states on page 8 in specific reference to ‘Disturbed sites” that:
“floristic keys cannot be guaranteed to perform reliably in grossly or recently

disturbed sites”.

If Vicforests are to adhere to their stated commitment to ‘sustainable forest
management’ and use of the precautionary principle, then in the context of recent
<10yr old disturbance of many/most rainforests in East Gippsland, it is clear that all

such areas should be immediately excluded from logging activities, due to an
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inability to identify their presence in the field. Or, at very least until such time when a
scientifically verified and peer reviewed alternative assessment tool has be

developed and implemented for the assessment of disturbed stands.

We contend a prudent and much more feasible approach to rainforest management
in the post fire context would be to have all rainforest stands mapped as such, prior
to the fire, and represented in the government database as the layer named
RAINFOR2019 entirely excluded from harvesting operations until such time
Vicforests can be assured the structural nature of rainforest canopy development
has been given sufficient time (>10 years by your own account) to recover before any

use of the existing instrument is considered.

Such an approach represents good use of the ‘precautionary principle’ and should be
adopted immediately to ensure rainforest values are not irreversibly affected by an
inability to field identify rainforests. Or rather to avoid using a pre-logging
assessment method which is clearly not fit for purpose, is flawed, unable to achieve
its stated intentions and which if applied in the post fire context would allow logging

operations where they should, by law, be excluded.

Where rainforests have been identified as occurring prior to the fires that these and
all other RAINFOR2019 identified areas/stands will be excluded from all logging

related operations.

General comments on MER process and Bushfire impacts:

e The overall impact of the fire must be taken into account when considering
the capacity of the forests to supply forest products, principally saw logs and
fibre, with dramatic decrease in timber yield reasonably expected to result
and further decreasing potential sustainable yield in the future and the State
Government'’s Forest Plan to phase out native forestry by 2030, with timelines

now needing to be reassessed/brought forward.
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Peer review and clear transparency around wood flow modelling needs to be

made available if undertaken and undertaken as a matter of urgency if has

not yet occurred.

The Victorian government’s Environment Department made
recommendations that logging stop in key unburnt habitat for threatened
species to halt the threat of irreversible damage to biodiversity after the 2019-
20 bushfires. These recommendations should be implemented as a matter of

urgency.

Leading scientists from the Threatened Species Recovery Hub made
recommendations in January 2020 following the bushfires to locate and
protect key refuge areas which “will be of profound importance for species’
recovery, and hence should be the immediate and ongoing focus for
conservation management”. Key refuges for wildlife should be placed into

reserve and managed for conservation.

Additional weed and pest management works for the regions impacted by the

fires need to be maintained.

Plans for sustained reductions of pest herbivore species such as deer, pigs

and horses should be extended.

The review must not underestimate the importance of unburnt refuge areas

within and outside of the fire footprint.
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e Regional Forest Agreements which give logging an exemption from federal
environment laws are failing conservation and industry objectives need to be

reviewed.

Despite the extensive bushfire impacts to wildlife and forests, and

the now undeniable increase in the habitat value of remaining unburnt areas — pre-
fire logging plans have stayed in place. With two additional schedules of new logging
announced post fire, one approved in July, and another approved in December 2020.
These plans should be suspended, reviewed and only allowed to continue with full

consideration of adjusted sustainable yield and threated species management.

Forest management in the post fire landscape requires fundamental reforms and we

provide the example of rainforest sites of significance to illustrate this point.

Logging in RFSOS in East Gippsland and the need for reform

Unfortunately, historical logging within Rainforest Sites of Significance in East
Gippsland is extensive and continues currently with little or no regard to the guiding
scientific principles of sound rainforest management (as described above) or the

bushfires.

The large numbers of coupes currently approved and planned within recognised
Rainforest sites runs contrary to our understanding of the long term maintenance
requirements of the rainforest communities they contain and undoubtedly continues

to disrupt, degrade and damage rainforest values and ecosystem function.

While we understand that planning logging activity within RFSOS may not necessarily
be in breach of the current regulatory framework or against the law (though clearly
not always), it certainly remains at odds with the adoption of both the precautionary
principle, current understanding of rainforest ecosystem function (as outline above)

and ‘best practise’ in mitigating the multitude of negative effects on rainforest which
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inadvertently arise from logging of the rainforest itself, its ecotone, forests within its

catchments and beyond.

We can provide the MER team with comprehensive lists of coupes (both approved
and planned) within RFSOS if required but presume you have the capacity to do this
already. However, our preliminary analysis suggests around 150 currently planned

logging operations are wholly or partly proposed within Rainforest Sites.

By means of illustration of what has become common place in East Gippsland and
needs urgent reform, we give the following example of how past management
decisions and current planning continue to result in rainforest conservation values

being largely and often entirely compromised.

We question why these practises continue as, at least on paper, Vicforests appear
not support such clearly unsustainable management outcomes, as evidenced in your

often sighted commitment to ‘sustainable forest management practise’.
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By way of illustration, we present the Sydd Creek RFSOS.

Above: Sydd Creek RFSOS, ID EG 88. Size 164 ha (All areas approx.)

The Sydd Creek Rainforest SOS is indicative of many across the FMA. Of the 164 ha
RFSOS (Green with pink outline): 25 ha or around 15% is mapped as primary

rainforest (pink).

About 60ha (36%) of the RFSOS has already been logged along with much of the
surrounding landscape (orange) and three new logging operations (numbered- blue
shaded areas) are proposed (36ha or 21% of the RFSOS) including 3ha of mapped

primary rainforest, which is protected, in theory, by law.

The ongoing management decisions in relation to this and many other Rainforest

SOS are in direct contravention of both the established ecological principles of
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sustainable forest management and the long-term maintenance requirements of

rainforest ecosystem function.

If allowed to proceed, currently planned operations will lead to well over half the total
forested area of the Rainforest SOS being subject to stand replacing disturbance
which will exacerbate the already compromised integrity of the rainforest area and

further degrade its conservation values well into the future if not indefinitely.

Such practise is unfortunately common place and is no doubt leading to an overall
reduction in Rainforest integrity at a landscape as well as site level, reducing overall
health and critical ecosystem functions, which importantly underpin resilience to
future disturbances, planned or otherwise (such as fire), known to negatively effect

and damage these most precious and fragile of forest ecosystems.

We consider, strongly contend and hereby ask that:

1. Alllogging activity within existing RFSOS be ceased and no future extractive

activities be planned in these areas.

2. All new and existing coupes which rainforest as mapped by RAINFOR2019, ibe

entirely excluded from logging activities.

In addition we ask that, rather than the current practise of relying on the often scant
efforts of inadequately trained and in-experienced field staff to deliver the expert
ecological advice required to delineate and therein appropriately buffer rainforest in
the field, that all known primary rainforest areas ((RAINFOR2019) be excluded from
logging operations at the planning level. That is, logging operations not be planned to
occur where rainforest is either known or reasonably expected to exist (also
notwithstanding the current methods of assessment being inappropriate in a post

fire environment).
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As a matter of urgency we also ask the tool developed by DELWP’s predecessor
(DSE) specifically to provide an unambiguous, scientifically based, repeatable
method for Rainforest buffer implementation (A field Guide to Rainforest
Identification in Victoria- differential species keys for the delineation of rainforest
boundaries, : Cameron et al, 2011), be adopted and used in all cases where rainforest
is either within, adjacent to or suspected of existing in areas not burnt in the past ten
years, and that the Rainforest Technical Committee’s recommendation (1992) for
100m buffers on all identified rainforest be immediately applied to all logging

operations.

We are most interested in working with DELWP and the MER team in the future to
identify and remediate rainforest and other conservation values previously and
currently impacted upon by logging and fires. Please let us know if this is something

you would be interested in pursuing.

We would also greatly appreciate a considered response to our various requests,
which goes above and beyond the standardised ‘rainforest is all protected under the
code’, ‘we now have the OCR/, ‘it's all sustainable and there is nothing to worry about’
type of reply, as we increasingly grow tired of such generic responses to government
processes which do not actually address our identified concerns or the urgent need

for forest management reform.

Yours sincerely, on behalf of the EGCMN

Tom Crook
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