
Comments on the draft Yuin Mountains management plan

The core business of the Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) is ensuring that 
sustainability is reflected in business and government operations and decisions. As the NSW 
Government's lead agency working on sustainability and climate change, OEH must show 
leadership to industry and the community in putting sustainability into operational practice,  
that is, 'walking the talk'.  1

Part of understanding Aboriginal heritage and what isn't apparent in the plan is acknowledgement of 
the interactions between flora and fauna that sustained Aboriginal culture and the fact that current 
threats to forests, not acknowledged in the plan, are most likely to have their origins in the 
disruption to these critical interactions.

While noting the requirement to ' protect the ecological integrity of one or more ecosystems for  
present and future generations', the evidence suggests that the integrity of forest ecosystem 
functions has been compromised for several decades and while issues around recreational 
opportunities are adequately addressed, the draft  Plan of management does not contain sufficient 
information on the natural environments, Aboriginal heritage or recent history.

The reference2 to limitations like highly erodible soils and  mass movement can also be seen in 
terms of the loss of Aboriginal heritage because steep slopes have always been a feature of 
Mumbulla Mountain. As research in the Murrah River3 has found, there has been an increase in the 
erodibility of soils since European occupation and particularly from forested areas since the 1950's.

Mass movement is a limitation shared with Gulaga Mountain as indicated in the map below and if 
water quality is considered 'rock falls' are less of a concern than the mass movement of all soil 
materials including rocks. 

The Mumbulla Mountain soil landscape being within the Murrah and Brogo catchments and the 
Gulaga soil landscape, occupying the headwaters of several coastal catchments, any significant 
mass movement events would have a significant negative impact on water quality.

“  . . . There needs to be a better appreciation of the relationship between the properties and 
condition of the soils and the hydrological characteristics of catchments, but as State Forests  
(1994) notes an unlogged and unburnt forest is the most stable form of land use.” (ibid)

Nearly 20 years on, a better appreciation has clearly not been achieved. 

1 http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/performance/   
2 Tulau,M.J. 1997 Soil Landscapes of the Bega-Goalen Point 1:100 000 Sheet, DLWC 235 pp.
3 http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/1999/01/990119201752.htm   
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FLORA

Native vegetation evolved with the fauna and the soils. Plans of management are legal documents, 
explaining how a park will be managed. As there is no reference to forest die-back of any form in 
the draft plan, despite the acknowledged decline of all native vegetation in NSW, the possibility that 
inadequate ecosystem function has changed the soils, such that they become unsuitable for flora, is 
yet to be considered.

Community concerns since 1994 about the decline in the condition of “Tall Wet Eucalypt Forest” is 
evident in the photo below taken in forest subject to Bell Miner Associated Dieback4 in the Murrah 
River catchment. Most of the trees are dead or dying and the dominant species is the Water Vine.

 

The broad 'vegetation formations' employed in the draft do not account for soil landscapes or the 
impacts of disturbance on forest structure and species diversity. 

In 'Tall Dry Eucalypt Forest'  including non-commercial forests growing in shallow soils, like those 
on the Mumbulla Mountain soil landscape, the big change since 1998 has been that they turn brown 
during dry weather and before agricultural drought is officially declared .

Associated with this extensive canopy dieback5 are changes to species distribution and density in 
'Tall Dry Eucalypt Forest' that, aided by logging and burning has led to Allocasuarina littoralis 
becoming the dominant tree species in many locations.

4 http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/determinations/bellminerfd.htm   
5http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/determinations/KoalaPhascolarctosCinereusPopulationSENSWRejectionEPL.htm
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There has been some recognition of this issue since the draft plan was released, as indicated below 
in the following condition from the most recent amendments to the Southern and Eden Integrated 
Forestry Operations Approvals, that became effective 1 March 2013.

[20] Condition 5.6 (j) i. and ii

i. Damage to the following types of trees or shrubs must be avoided or
minimised to the greatest extent practicable during harvesting operations:
• all stands of Allocasuarina or Casuarina spp.,
• individual shrubs or trees of Allocasuarina or Casuarina spp. where there is
evidence that glossy black-cockatoos have been feeding on them, such as
chewed cones at the base of the trees.

If the information in the draft plan below is accurate, there are 3 hectares of Casuarina forest in 
Biamanga NP  however.



The chart from the fire history map below doesn't mention Casuarina forest but does refer to 4 
hectares of 'Vine scrub' in Biamanga NP and the Bermagui Nature Reserve, although generally the 
area figures are inconsistent with the information in the plan.

The most recent threat to forests, the spread of Myrtle rust, comes at a time when their resistance is 
at a very low point and it is possible that the spread of this exotic disease may have negative 
impacts on people, as studies6 on the spread of Emerald Ash Borer in America have found.  

“ . . . Results suggest that loss of trees to the emerald ash borer increased mortality related
to cardiovascular and lower-respiratory-tract illness. This fınding adds to the growing 
evidence that the natural environment provides major public health benefıts.”

FAUNA

The lengthy lists of fauna listed under the threatened species act could be complimented with 
species that are locally extinct like the pademelon, bettong etc. With regard to koalas, it is most 
likely that the reason the last endemic koalas in the South East Corner Bioregion can be found in the 
vicinity of the Yuin Mountains Park is due to remnant soil fertility, the heritage of previous 
Aboriginal management.

Of course under Aboriginal management the full range of fauna species including those necessary to 
maintain forest health7 were abundant, soils were more fertile, less erodible and forest could recover 
more quickly from any given disturbance event. 
The loss and reduction of these species has led to changes in soils and hydrological characteristics, 

6  http://www.ajpmonline.org/webfiles/images/journals/amepre/AMEPRE_3662-stamped_Jan_8.pdf
7 http://www.daff.gov.au/forestry/policies/statement   
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reducing fertility and increasing both surface erosion and sub-soil dispersion, resulting in what can 
only be considered to be the ongoing and until acknowledged and addressed, the potential 
permanent loss of Aboriginal environmental heritage. 

Koalas are associated with forests growing on the Murrah soil landscape with soils that are 
generally twice as deep as those of the Mumbulla Mountain soil landscape.

FIRE

“ . . . Just as non-indigenous farmers take account of difference in land  productivity and 
capability, it is unreasonable to assume that the traditional owners subjected the landscape 
to homogeneous land management.” Tulau 1997 

As reported in the most recent Australian carbon assessment8 fuel reduction burning released more 
carbon into the atmosphere than all fossil fuel use and exceeded the combined releases from logging 
and agriculture   

There is no evidence that local Aboriginal culture included the regular burning of any other than 
grassy ecosystems and even if this was the case, it was undertaken with the benefit of the fauna that 
maintained forest health.

The guidelines9 for 'ecologically sustainable fire management' are based on the notion that there has 
been no previous forest disturbance apart from fire and no consideration is given to the impacts of 
logging or any other threats, particularly die-back.

Consequently there is no mention of Allocasuarina or Vine scrub forests in the guidelines although 
it is suggested that  “ . . . monitoring is required to verify and inform predictions made on the basis  
of these guidelines in a local context and to improve the knowledge base generally.”

Observations in Allocasuarina stands suggest ground cover, in the form of fallen needles from the 
trees, forms a thick mat on the soil and that this cover is more conducive to the germination of 
eucalypts than the burned soils the Allocasuarinas germinated in.

Hence when the media report10 NPWS saying “We’re getting exactly what we want with most of the  
fine fuels being consumed.” It is reasonable to assume that the burning of Allocasuarina stands will 
ensure that only these species will grow back. Should there be a wildfire when and if these trees 
regenerate, seed stocks may be exhausted.

The burn undertaken during 2009/10 in Biamanga resulted in total canopy scorch of 900+ hectares 
in the Mumbulla Creek catchment including large areas that had previously been logged. More 
recently some 200 ha was burned on a day of total fire ban so suggestions that this management 
represents 'carefully applying low-intensity burns in small patches' is not accurate and there is no 
evidence to support the claim that this management will protect koalas. 

On the tablelands the NPWS has reported11 that '. . . Activity levels in the area of west Numeralla 
that was burnt in 1993 tend to be lower than, that which was unburnt, suggesting that this fire has 
degraded habitat values.”

8 http://www.biogeosciences.net/10/851/2013/bg-10-851-2013.html
9 Bushfire Research Unit, Biodiversity Research & Management Division, NSW National Parks and Wildlife 
Service,PO Box 1967, Hurstville, NSW 2220
10   http://www.naroomanewsonline.com.au/story/1421728/national-parks-hazard-reduction-going-well/?cs=1489   
11 http://k2c.org.au/files/Koala%20Survey%20Interim%20Report%20March%202012_0.pdf  
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CARBON CREDITS

The potential for carbon offsetting opportunities to help protect areas connecting the mountains 
needs to be considered within the capacity of management to maintain and increase forest carbon 
volumes both in soils and in eucalypt trees.

Currently there is no evidence to demonstrate forest carbon volumes are being maintained and 
improved but there is no doubt that management aimed at improving forest carbon volumes is long 
overdue.

Conclusions and suggestions

The sustainable management Mumbulla and Gulaga Mountains is important for both the Yuin 
people and the broader community, particularly those who live in adjacent catchments.

Unfortunately and coupled with the broad and generally outdated environmental information, the 
draft plan falls short of explaining how known threats to forests are to be managed. 

While supportive of research to increase understanding and knowledge about contemporary issues 
that may affect the Mountains and improve management programs, more confidence would be felt 
if the major contemporary issues were acknowledged such that management programs could be 
improved.

Suggestions to improve the draft plan.

1. The Boards of Management undertake soils analysis in the three major soil landscapes on 
and between the Mountains to update soils information in the Mumbulla Mountain, Gulaga 
and Murrah soil landscapes. Two methods are suggested such that results can be compared, 
using an auger and soil sampling at 10 centimetre increments and that approved for forestry 
operations, where samples are taken from road cuttings. 

2. The Boards of Management enquire about the outcomes of 'LIDAR' mapping undertaken by 
the NPWS and the Forestry Corporation and possible identification and mapping of areas 
subject to eucalyptus dieback and poor eucalyptus regeneration.

3. The Boards of Management consider the benefits from supporting the establishment of and 
managing feral predator free areas, in order to re-introduce locally extinct native species  as 
they are part of Aboriginal heritage and necessary to improve soil fertility and forest health. 

4. In order to deliver sustainable employment based on a capacity to invoke carbon credits the 
Boards of Management consider alternative low impact management practices aimed at 
restoring eucalyptus forests by increasing soil fertility.

5. With appropriate infrastructure and the support of the Boards of Management, relevant 
authorities and the broader community, the possibility to work collaboratively toward 
management that does provide mutual benefits to all parties and in particular the 
environment that sustains us all, would be a positive outcome and demonstrate all parties are 
'walking the talk'.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft plan.

Robert Bertram

12 April 2013


