
Comments on the draft Catchment Action Plan

These comments assume the draft South Coast Local Land Services area, based on Local 
Government Areas (LGAs), form the basis of the new service delivery area. While noting LGAs are 
not entirely consistent with catchments or sub-bio-regions, reference to the latter, given the 'social – 
ecological' systems in the CAP would seem also not to be based entirely on environmental 
boundaries, as per Attachment 1, would confirm acknowledgement of sub-bioregions in the 
planning process.

Adoption of a 'Resilience Approach'

The management actions for resilience are indicated as being - 
1) Enhancing system resilience in order to maintain a desirable regime.
2) Transforming the system into a new or very different state.

Although the suggestion in the CAP that  - 

“ Rather than thinking about restoring landscapes to a prior condition (e.g. pre-European 
settlement), there is a growing recognition that landscapes are made up of human 
communities and biophysical processes that interact and shape each other and are 
constantly changing.”

would seem to exclude the first action ' Enhancing system resilience in order to maintain a 
desirable regime.'

“ . . . The linkages between scales and sectors (agriculture, industry, conservation, energy, forestry 
etc.) often drive changes in the particular system that is being managed. And very importantly while 
minor changes are often incremental and linear, the really significant ones are lurching and non- 
linear - like mouse plagues in Australian wheat crops . . " 1

The CAP suggests that it 'is based on the level of understanding in 2012', however this 
understanding appears to be limited, in part due to the “ lack of collaboration on knowledge 
management within the region, across regions and with State government.”

From that perspective what the CAP lacks, much like the Australian Forestry Standard, is direct 
acknowledgement of the fundamental land management units, catchments and soil landscapes.

One perspective on the current state of the environment suggests it has lost it's resilience and is 
rapidly transforming itself into a very different state that will have significant negative impacts on 
human communities and their resilience. 

Unlike the tablelands, coastal areas are subject to what is arguably a natural Key Threatening 
Process, Bell-Miner Associated Die-back. The notion that vegetation connectivity can be increased 
along watercourses without acknowledging, understanding and addressing this issue is at best 
unrealistic and at worst deceptive.

While BMAD may represent incremental and linear change, its association with non-linear events, 
like drought, needs acknowledgement and understanding.  This would seem particularly the case 
given the first  observed case of extensive canopy dieback in the South East Corner Bio-region 
occurred during a brief dry period in early 1998 that did not result in an officially declared 

1  Resilience Thinking: Sustaining Ecosystems and People in a Changing World: Walker, B. and Salt, D. (2006) Island 
Press, Washington.



agricultural drought.

Studies in the Sydney Basin Bioregion2 on eucalyptus trees exhibiting canopy decline considered 
previous research where drought was proposed as the principal causal factor indicating :-

“ . . . For example, both West (1979) and Podger (1981) presented strong circumstantial  
evidence of drought being a principal causal factor for stand death in Tasmanian eucalypt  
forests referred to as ‘regrowth dieback’. However, drought-affected trees in these forests 
were predisposed to defoliation by paropsine beetles and to root rot caused by Armillaria 
spp. (Kile 1974, 1980).” 

The authors add that:- 

“  . . . Discussions on eucalypt forest decline have elements in common, but often lack 
consensus in the identification of factors that initiate the decline process. There may be 
several reasons for this apparent lack of consensus. Most studies on eucalypt decline (or 
dieback) have only considered some of the possible associated factors. This precludes 
quantitative syntheses such as meta-analyses of published studies, and limits reviews to 
narrative summaries (Bennett & Adams 2004). The majority of published studies have not  
been established as replicated field experiments with manipulated treatments that can be 
analysed to establish cause-effect relationships (Schreuder & Thomas 1991). Also native 
eucalypt forests span a large number of vegetation types (e.g. Forestry Commission of NSW 
1989), varying considerably in species composition and structure and are inherently 
complex multi-tropic ecosystems that function across a range of temporal, spatial and 
organisational scales.

Most published studies have not attempted to examine issues of physical and functional 
scale and how they inter-relate (e.g. leaf, crown, stand, landscape scales). The complex, yet 
finely balanced nature of native forests, and the differing approaches of investigation have 
contributed to a diversity of opinions and lack of consistent statistical evidence.

This diversity of opinion and a lack of evidence leads to contradictory advice as found in the 
revised EEC determination for “Lowland Grassy Woodland”-
 

11. Moderate to heavy grazing of Lowland Grassy Woodland, by livestock and introduced rabbits results in 
the decline and disappearance of palatable plant species, including shrubs and herbs, and compaction and 
erosion of topsoil, making it difficult for a diverse native understorey to re-establish. The effects of such 
overgrazing may be exacerbated under drought conditions. 

And -

12.       Lowland Grassy Woodland, has undergone a very substantial loss of native mammal fauna since 
European settlement. This is best documented in the Bega valley, where Lunney and Leary (1988) concluded, 
after an examination of historical and contemporary records, that at least six native mammal species had 
become locally extinct, including the Wallaroo (Macropus robustus), the Parma Wallaby (Macropus parma), the 
red-necked Pademelon (Thylogale thetis), the Tasmanian Bettong (Bettongia gaimardi), the Eastern Quoll 
(Dasyurus viverrinus) and the Brush-tailed Phascogale (Phascogale tapoatafa). The loss of habitat, invasion of 
feral predators and hunting activities were implicated as causes of these extinctions. The disruption of 
ecological processes associated with loss of key fauna contributes to a large reduction in ecological function of 
the community.

Issues with these statements are on the one hand while moderate to heavy grazing by introduced 
hard footed species results in soil compaction, increased soil erosion potential is arguably more 

2Leaf, tree and soil properties in a Eucalyptus saligna forest exhibiting canopy decline: Stone.C.,  Simpson. J. (2006) 
New South Wales Department of Primary Industries Science and Research, PO Box 100, Beecroft, NSW 2119,



closely associated with 'the disruption of ecological processes associated with loss of key fauna' 
that maintained soil fertility3 and determine whether plant species are palatable. 

In that regard the long term negative influences on soils suggest most habitats are in an undesirable 
state and rather than wind erosion, sediment studies in the Murrah River catchment, finding greatly 
increased erosion from crown forested lands over the past 50 years, seemingly confirm water is the 
major factor in soil loss and sediment deposition in coastal catchments.

Hence suggestions that soil formation is an “ Ongoing processes of weathering of
bedrock and integration of organic matter to create fertile soils.” tend to minimise the interactions 
of fauna with flora over millennia, that created soils and maintained their fertility.

The increased rate of soil erosion is consistent with poor regeneration referred to in recent Office of 
Environment and Heritage statements4 indicating -

“ . . . other interesting projects in the pipeline for the biodiversity team include identifying 
areas of forest in poor condition that could be rehabilitated. These could be areas that have 
failed to regenerate properly.  . . . We will use airborne LIDAR [light detection and 
ranging], which measures the conditions of the forests, to find areas that might benefit from 
rehabilitation.” 

As the transitional state has been attained, the questions would seem to be how long it will take for 
current management to push any given currently forested environment into an irreversible 
undesirable state and whether it is late to protect and adequately manage some areas such that the 
characteristics of a resilient state, in good condition, are better understood. 

The results at Tanja-Wapengo show that the fox control program has resulted in an increase in 
bandicoots with a corresponding increase in the slower breading potoroos expected to follow. 
Wallaga Lake control program has just begun with spring monitoring hopefully showing favourable 
results. We show how we are increasing the resilience of the Potoroo populations through fox control 
by focusing on the myriad of needs of people on the land, and how we are using the same basic  
strategy to engage people in frogs and quoll management.

The quote above is part of an abstract about the Wanggaali Project, the inference, that because 
bandicoot numbers are increasing, the slower breeding potoroos are expected to follow,  is based 
entirely on reduced fox numbers as opposed to a more complete understanding of either the fox or 
the potoroo's habitat requirements. 

Indeed, there is uncertainty as to the degree to which the resilient state Europeans first encountered 
was dependent on habitat being occupied by both the Long-footed and Long -nosed potoroos along 
with the other species required for forest health, that made up the pre European environment. 

While supportive of any proposals for adaptive management, the Regional Forest Agreements were 
supposed to implement this approach but, 13 years on it has not happened. It is difficult to believe, 
given current State Government management is based largely on opinions, that the will exists to 
change this situation and there is certainly no evidence to back it up.

Land capability

Indicated in the following tables are the slope classes employed by the NSW Environment 
Protection Authority in its water pollution hazard matrix for native forest logging with more than 

3   National Forest Policy Statement (1992) http://www.daff.gov.au/forestry/policies/statement
4   http://www.begadistrictnews.com.au/story/526081/biodiversity-projects-well-underway/?cs=512  

http://www.begadistrictnews.com.au/story/526081/biodiversity-projects-well-underway/?cs=512


50% canopy removal, and the land capability classes in the CAP.

While noting that the land capability map in the CAP appears to be based on soil landscapes, such 
information is not required or employed in any aspect of public forest management.

EPA Hazard Matrix-Slope Classes

Slope Class Degrees Slope
1 Less than 10
2 Less than 20
3 Less than 25
4 Less than 30
5 More than 30

CMA Land Capability Classes

Land  Class Maximum Degrees Slope
3 5.7
4 11.3
5 11.3
6 18.4
7 26.6
8 More than 26.6

The general land evaluation scheme for NSW5, from which the CAP land classes appear to have 
been derived, provides broad parameters that arguably need to be considered at a bioregional, 
catchment and soil landscape scale. From that perspective areas suggested as being Class 3 in the 
CAP could also be described as Class 5, irrespective of slope.

In contrast to the CAP that, like the EPA slope classes, provides for 'selective logging' on Class 8 
land, the general land evaluation scheme provides the following description - 

Class 8 land is not suitable for any agricultural production due to its extremely severe
limitations. Class 8 land includes precipitous slopes (>50% slope) and cliffs, areas with a
large proportion of rock outcrop (>70% area), or areas subject to regular inundation and
waterlogging (swamps, lakes, lagoons, stream beds and banks).
Land management considerations; This land is unusable for any agricultural purposes.  
Recommended uses are restricted to
those compatible with the preservation of natural vegetation including water supply
catchments, wildlife refuges, national and State parks, and scenic areas. 

Recognition of the need for improved governance and decision making would benefit from a 
consistent approach that is locally relevant and consider that management actions like logging and 
burning are being imposed on an environment that is already significantly damaged and there is no 

5  The land and soil capability assessment scheme, Second approximation, A general rural land evaluation system
for New South Wales.   http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/soils/20120394lsc2spubslandingpage.htm



evidence to demonstrate such management is sustainable.

Management systems are required that are aimed at restoring the environment across tenures by 
addressing soil requirements in the first instance. This would seem particularly the case as the only 
other option is a system transformed into a new and very undesirable state. 

Robert Bertram
8 December 2012



Attachment 1




