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Beginnings of a System





Starting with Ferntree Gully in 1882, areas which are now part of our national park and conservation reserve system were progressively established; but this was done without any overall ecosystem goals.





For example, Fern Tree Gully was reserved for ‘public recreation’ (1), even though the local pressure to have the area reserved was based on the wish to protect the main fern gully from destruction.  Ten years later Tower Hill was vested, by Act of Parliament, in the Borough of Koroit ‘to be used as and for a national park for public recreation’. (1)





Not all of the early reservations were for recreation purposes.  The 1898 reservation of Wilsons Promontory was as a ‘Site for a National Park’. (2)  However the Committee of Management, which included eminent scientists such as Professor Baldwin Spencer and Professor A.J. Ewart, had a policy of introducing plants and animals to the Park.  Their annual report for 1910-11 states . .  . Every effort has been made to obtain those animals not already represented in the Park, and lists various species such as emus, macropods, Gunns Bandicoots and lyrebirds. (3)





This policy was maintained for many years and in 1927 the Committee reported . . . The Red and Grey Kangaroos are also increasing.  Four Mallee Hens were liberated at Whisky Creek a few years ago, and some doubt was felt as to their acclimatization.  Efforts are being made to secure specimens of the Flying Phalangers, which are apparently not represented on the Promontory, and some Platypus.  Some additional Lyre Birds would also be greatly appreciated. (4)





In their first year of operation, the Wilsons Promontory Committee had given approval for the Forests Department to establish a plantation of 2,640 acres on Barrys Creek in the Park on the condition . . . that equal areas be planted with Australian and introduced exotic species! (3)  The Committee also planted introduced species such as Cabbage-tree Palms in Tristania Creek, Sugar Gums at Oberon Bay, Marram grass at Darby River, rye grass and crops.





During its first inspection of the Park in January 1909, the Committee reported its great concern at the Park . . . being overrun by wandering cattle, but went on to formalise grazing which became a revenue-earner. (3)   By 1927 the Committee reported . . . Over 800 head of cattle are now in the Park, the largest number taken in at one time since the Park was established.  The income for the year amounted to £375.14.0 and without this addition to our limited funds it would have been impossible to accomplish so much. (4)





The initial reservation at Mt Buffalo as a site for a National Park was, like Fern Tree Gully, pushed by locals in a bid to stop further damage by timber extraction and the removal of ferns and shrubs.  A decade later a nine-hole golf course was established on the plateau (near ‘The Tuckerbox’), but ironically the cattle which grazed the park concentrated on the new golf course and became a major hazard. (14)





The lack of an ecological perspective for management of our national parks continued long into the twentieth century.  For example, the National Parks and National Monuments Standing Committee reported in 1949:The Committee used its influence to discourage such projects as the transfer of Royal Park ‘Zoo’ to Fern Tree Gully National Park. (5)





By 1930 there were 13 areas under the Land Act which were called National Parks.  In many cases the reservation of these areas could be traced to battles that had been fought by particular organisations or individuals, or the foresight of particular Lands Department surveyors, but it certainly wasn’t the result of a general awareness of the need to establish a system of conservation reserves, and usually they were small areas with no consideration given to ecological viability.





During the late 1940s, organisations such as the Field Naturalists Club, Town and Country Planning Association, Youth Hostels Association, RACV and the Federation of Victorian Walking Clubs joined forces to campaign for an improved National Park system for Victoria.





One outcome of this was a series of reports and recommendations from the National Parks and National Monuments Standing Committee of the Field Naturalists Club of Victoria.  Although these reports covered a wide range of conservation and management issues, their recommendations did not include establishment of a system of conservation reserves.  However, in a deputation from that Committee to the Premier (in 1951), Philip Crosbie Morrison submitted that national parks should . . . include permanent reservations of land for the purpose of preserving samples of the countryside in their natural state for the benefit of future generations, for the protection of the habitats of native fauna, for the perpetuation of specific native plants. (6)





The following report of the Standing Committee took this concept a step further in outlining the functions of national parks (which included recreation, education and conservation) under five different categories and stating . . . Common to all these types are two over-ruling features - permanent reservation and sanctuary conditions for all native fauna and flora, whether on the State protected list or not. (7)





So the concept of a representative system of national park was beginning to emerge from conservation groups.  Unfortunately the idea was not picked up by the Parliamentary State Development Committee which, in late 1949, had been required to inquire into and report on the question of National Parks in the State of Victoria. (8)  The Committee’s report had a strong bias towards tourism as shown by the following extract:





One of the weaknesses of our National Parks system, of which Wilsons Promontory National Park is an example, is that because of their habitats, the fauna is rarely seen by visitors.  In national parks in other parts of the world lodges are built in areas where the native fauna foregather to feed or drink and visitors pay substantial sums for the privilege of spending a day or so in the outposts to witness the congregation of animals.


This aspect should become one of prime importance in the development of all national parks.  Where animals are not present normally, but if conditions are favourable to their presence, they could be introduced.





One of the principal aims in conserving areas, should be to ensure that every section of the State has an appropriate accessible and developed national park, and that all Victorians are within reasonable transport distance of Reserves where they can enjoy a complete change of environment. (13)





However, the Parliamentary Committee did make a number of strong recommendations and observations, including that . . . Victoria has never given the matter of parks and monuments adequate or proper attention.  This is in marked contrast to the policy of other states and countries. (13)





As a result of the State Development Committee’s report, a Tourism and National Parks Development Bill was presented to Parliament in 1952, but the Bill lapsed when Parliament was dissolved.  The Bill was essentially tourism orientated and, far from suggesting the establishment of a conservation reserves system, section 8 of the Bill stated that the Tourism and National Parks Development Authority, which was to be established under the legislation, could not recommend for a reserve . . . any area within any protected forest . . . which contains valuable or potentially valuable merchantable timber except on a joint recommendation of the Minister of Forests and the Commissioner of Crown Lands and Survey.  Similar constraints were placed on any land under the control of the Board of Land and Works and any public authority or trustees. (8)





Fortunately, the National Parks Act 1956 and subsequent National Parks Acts did not include such a restraint, although the fact that the Chairman of the Forests Commission was a member of the National Parks Authority meant that it was difficult to add to the national parks system any areas which had existing or potential forest produce.





A more direct reference to a representative system of reserves is in a report from the Victorian National Parks Association which, in 1954, listed its policy for National Parks for Victoria.  Under the heading of What should be reserved, the Association stated . . . National Parks should be sufficient in number and variety to contain selected portions of all types of the landscape, and they should be of sufficient size to ensure the scenery and flora and  fauna of each locality are represented adequately and will be conserved. (9)





Between 1956 (the year of the first National Parks Act) and 1970, 10 new national parks were established, bringing the number in Victoria to 23 with a total area of 205,100 ha.  Although these were very valuable additions to the park system, they were the result of strong lobbying or opportunism, rather than a statewide ecosystem approach.





Land Conservation Council





Towards the end of 1969 public controversy erupted over the Government’s proposal to develop Crown land for agriculture in the Little Desert.  Conservation groups had pushed for the land to be set aside as National Park.  It was an acrimonious battle which has been recorded elsewhere in great detail. (10)  A very significant outcome was the creation of the Land Conservation Council (LCC) which was established because it was recognised that the State needed a better system for making decisions about the future use of public land.





The purpose of the Land Conservation Act 1970 was . . .  to make better provision in relation to the conservation of public land, and the way in which it functioned was . . . to carry out investigations and make recommendations to the Minister with respect to the use of public land in order to provide for the balanced use of land in Victoria.  The legislation set out what the LCC had to take into consideration:





In making any recommendation the Council shall have regard to the present and future needs of the people of Victoria in relation to -


(a)	the preservation of areas which are ecologically significant;


(b)	the conservation of areas of natural interest, beauty or of historical interest;


(c)	the creation and preservation of areas of reserved forest;


(d)	the creation and preservation of areas for national parks;


(e)	the creation and preservation of areas for leisure and recreation, and in particular of areas close to cities and towns for bushland recreation reserves;


(f)	the creation and preservation of reserves for the conservation of fish and wildlife;


(g)	the preservation of species of native plants, and


(h)	land required by government departments and public authorities in order to carry out their functions.





In making a recommendation as to land use, the Council shall have regard to the social and economic implications relevant to the recommendation.





The process for doing this became well established and it was based very strongly on community consultation.  This new process provided an opportunity for conservation reserves to be selected on the basis of representative ecosystems, although this concept did not feature in the debate on the legislation.  The Minister for Conservation, Mr Borthwick, in his second reading speech reminded Parliament of the Government’s policy to . . . have a full study made of all the Crown lands in Victoria with the object of setting aside and permanently reserving substantial areas for national parks, wildlife reserves and forest parks.  This should ensure at least 5 per cent of the State is preserved forever. (11)





Although its origins are obscure, five per cent remained as a magic target for some years, although in a debate on the 1975 National Parks Bill, the Opposition said the figure should be 6%!





In recommending areas for conservation reserves, the Land Conservation Council gave very strong weight to representation based on vegetation types and the land systems classification.  More than 3 million hectares are now reserved under the National Parks Act: a 15-fold increase during the life of the Land Conservation Council.  Most importantly, the areas have been chosen on the basis of creating a representative system of conservation reserves.





Environment Conservation Council





The LCC has now been replaced by the Environment Conservation Council (ECC) as a result of the Environment Conservation Council Act 1997.  The membership is different from the LCC - only three members compared with 14 for the LCC, but the functions are very similar.





The Act outlines the functions of the ECC as being to:





 (a)	carry out those investigations that are requested by the Minister into the balanced use or development of public land or any flora, fauna or minerals on, above or under that land or water flowing over that land; and





 (b)	carry out any other functions conferred on the Council by this or any other Act.





The Act also specifies the matters to be taken into account in investigations:


(a)	the ability of any existing or proposed development or use of the land or resources to be ecologically sustainable and economically viable;


 (b)	the economic and social value of any existing or proposed development or use of the land or resources;


 (c)	the existence of and the need to conserve and protect any areas of ecological, historical, cultural or recreational value or areas of landscape significance on the land;


 (d)	the need for the creation and preservation of a comprehensive, adequate and representative system of parks and reserves within the State;


 (e)	any international obligations entered into by the Commonwealth and any national agreements entered into with or obligations undertaken in conjunction with the Commonwealth and the other States and Territories which relate to the subject matter of the investigation;


 (f)	the need to protect and conserve biodiversity.





The ECC is currently completing the work of the LCC in relation to the investigation into all of Victoria’s marine, estuarine and coastal areas, and the Box-Ironbark forests and woodlands:  two very important and complex studies.





Now, for the first time in this State, the need for a comprehensive, adequate and representative system of conservation reserves has been recognised in legislation





Victoria’s Biodiversity Strategy, which was released a few months ago, also adopts a very strong approach to protection and management of a comprehensive, adequate and representative reserve system covering all the State’s bioregions, including wetlands and the marine environment.





Role of the Commonwealth





At the national level, the Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment, signed by the Prime Minister, the Premiers of States and the Chief Ministers of the Territories, in February 1992, included the statement: . . . The parties agree that a representative system of protected areas encompassing terrestrial, fresh water, estuarine and marine environments is a significant component in maintaining ecological processes and systems.





This was rapidly followed by the National Forest Policy Statement of 1992, again signed by the Prime Minister and Heads of States and Territories, which included the comment . . . It is important that Australia has a comprehensive, adequate and representative network of dedicated and secure nature conservation reserves for forests and reserves for protecting wilderness.





The National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development, December 1992 listed Objective 10.1 as . . . To establish across the nation a comprehensive system of protected areas which includes representative samples of all major ecosystems, both terrestrial and aquatic.  The National Strategy for the Conservation of Australia’s Biological Diversity (1996) uses similar words in Objective 1.4: Establish and manage a comprehensive, adequate and representative system of protected areas covering Australia’s biological diversity.





The Commonwealth has followed up these commitments with action on several fronts.  It has coordinated the studies to identify Australia’s terrestrial and marine biophysical regions, which provide a broad basis for selecting representative areas.  In the National Reserves System Program it has provided funds towards the acquisition of important habitats, such as the grasslands adjoining Terrick Terrick State Park.  At the local level, the Regional Forest Agreement process, which arises from the National Forest Policy Statement (1992), can have a direct effect on the extent of areas reserved or retained for conservation purposes; it certainly provides an opportunity for refinement of forest conservation based on current and comprehensive assessments of the natural, cultural, economic and social values of forests.





Defining Representativeness





A major problem for those involved in recommending a system of conservation reserves is determining the basis for assessing representativeness.





For example, in 1971 Frankenberg (12) identified 62 Victorian vegetation alliances and reviewed their conservation status.  The current study of Box-Ironbark Forests and Woodlands by the Environment Conservation Council recognises at least 16 Ecological Vegetation Classes within one of Frankenberg’s alliances - a much more difficult task to achieve comprehensive and adequate representation.





As mentioned previously, the LCC has used land systems classification as an important basis for selecting representative areas: there are 711 of these mapped for the State, each one a unique combination of geology, topography, soils, indigenous vegetation and climate.  Even this high level of resolution might be considered by some as an inadequate basis for selection of representativeness: there can certainly be variation in any of these attributes across any one land system.





The task is even more daunting in the marine environment where our level of knowledge of the ecosystems is poor and the mapping of habitat types is almost non-existent.  However, there is one significant advantage with the marine environment: it is all in public ownership.





Which brings us to the greatest problem in trying to achieve a comprehensive, adequate and representative system of conservation reserves for Victoria.  Sixty per cent of the land in this State is in private ownership.  And it is not a random distribution: some habitat types are almost entirely on freehold land - for example, the grasslands and woodlands of western and northern Victoria.





Some fragments of these can be ‘rescued’ through land purchase, but the best chance of retaining some of these remnants will rest with the cooperation of landowners through off-reserve conservation programs such as ‘Land for Wildlife’ and the Trust for Nature covenants.  Both of these are enjoying considerable success, but, if Governments are to achieve their objectives of ‘a comprehensive, adequate and representative’ system of protected areas, greater efforts will have to be directed towards off-reserve conservation programs.
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