
Comments on the Review of Environmental Factors for the Princes Highway re-alignment at 
Dignams Creek 

Vegetation

“ . . . To support these planning functions, mapping of vegetation was required to produce 
accurate and robust estimates of the current extent and historical reduction in community 
distributions, although not necessarily a high level of fine-scale accuracy to support highly 
localised interpretation throughout the 4 million hectares.” (Tozer et al. 2010)

According to the REF (Appendix k, part a) “ . . . Quantitative data on plant species richness were 
collected from a series of  20 x 20 metre plots (400 m2) sampled within each vegetation 
association.”  And  “. . . General traverses comprised random searches throughout targeted areas to 
develop a flora inventory and to complete searches for threatened species, as well as to 
opportunistically record the distribution of vegetation communities, important habitat attributes and 
any other factors that may be of interest. The location of all threatened species, vegetation 
community boundaries and any other ecological factors were recorded with a GPS.”

Figure 2,  Location of flora sampling methods (Appendix k, part a) indicates 17 plot locations and 
the following table provides the map units,  modelled floristic assemblage and number of plots as 
indicated in Appendix G.

Table 1:  Map Units and Plots

Map Unit Floristic assemblage No. of 
plots

1 Silvertop Ash -Blue-leaved Stringybark -Woollybutt shrubby 
open forest on coastal foothills central South East Corner

1

2 Coast  Grey  Box  -Mountain  Grey  Gum  -stringybark  moist 
shrubby open forest  in  coastal  gullies,  southern South  East 
Corner

3

3 Mountain Grey Gum -Yellow Stringybark moist shrubby open 
forest  in  gullies  of  the  coastal  ranges,  northern  South  East 
Corner

2

4 River Peppermint -Rough-barked Apple moist open forest on 
sheltered sites, southern South East Corner 

1

5 River  Peppermint  -Rough-barked  Apple  -River  Oak 
herb/grass  riparian  forest  of  coastal  lowlands,  southern 
Sydney Basin and South East Corner 

1



While there could have been time saved as only 8 of the 17 plots have been employed in the bio-
diversity assessment, the question of whether the data is adequate may be more dependent on 
whether any attempt has been made to address the concerns about forest health raised in the issues 
report. For example, the plot data was supposed to record the following: 

• Heights of structural layers (i.e. canopy, sub-canopy, shrub and groundcovers). 

• The abundance/cover of each species and vegetation layer. 

• Landscape features (e.g. slope, gully, and aspect). 

• Soil features (e.g. soil type, rocks, organic matter). 

• Geographical coordinates and a photographic record. 

One plot was in 'dry forest', one in 'riparian forest' and six plots were located in 'moist forest'. 

Dry Forest

The photographic record below (Appendix 1, photo point 1) is centred on of a Blue-leaved Stringy-
bark growing on the western side of the highway on Dignams hill. Visible in the photo are the dead 
branches that previously formed the original and highest canopy, prior to the first occurrence of 
'extensive canopy die-back'1 (NSW Scientific Committee, 2007) in the SECB during early1998. 

1. NSW Scientific Committee 2007. Koala Phascolarctos cinereus population occupying the coastal sub-catchments between 
Dignam's Creek and Wapengo Lagoon near Bega in south-eastern New South Wales -rejection of endangered population listing.
Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water. 
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/determinations/KoalaPhascolarctosCinereusPopulationSENSWRejectionEPL.htm



In this case the condition of the tree canopy  is not consistent with definitions of tree growth, aging 
and mortality found in the modified Jacobs growth stage assessment, as depicted in Schedule 3 of 
the Threatened Species Licence of  the Integrated Forestry Operations Approvals,  copied below. 

According to the modelled floristic assemblages (Tozer et al. 2010) the areas described as Silver top 
Ash - Stringy Bark Forest in the REF may be classified as either Coastal Foothills dry shrub forest 
or Deua-Brogo Foothills Dry Shrub Forest.

The difference between these two assemblages is that the estimated extent of the former is 14,000 
hectares of which 25-35% is in reserves and the latter as quoted in the REF, has an extent of 42,200 
with 60-70% in reserves. The revised classification of vegetation in South Eastern NSW  included 
1,160,414 hectares of the South East Corner Bio-region (SECB) that accounted for 29% of the 
study area (Tozer et al. 2010). 

' . . . In places there is a sub-canopy of Black She-oak (Allocasuarina littoralis), in particular where 
there has been past disturbance from logging activities.' (Appendix k part c).  Amendment 6, 
Schedule 3, Clause 20 of the Eden IFOA  TSL specifies that where traditionally 'tall dry eucalyptus' 
forests are now predominantly 'Allocasuarina littoralis' forests, as a consequence poor eucalyptus 
regeneration, damage must be avoided. 

While this acknowledgement confirms the potential for disturbance to have long term negative 
impacts on dry eucalyptus forests, it also raises the question of whether attempts to re-vegetate these 



areas are realistic, given the logging and burning are also claimed to 'improve the forest'.

Riparian forest

“ . . . There is approximately 76,767 hectares of vegetation consistent with River-flat  
Eucalypt Forest on Coastal Floodplains within 10 kilometres of the proposal (Tozer et al.  
2010). The potential impacts for the proposed upgrade represent less than 0.002% of this  
vegetation type in the region.” 

“ . . . This community has affinities to the state-listed threatened ecological community 
River-flat Eucalypt Forest considering the presence of this community on a coastal  
floodplain with diagnostic species including Rough-barked Apple (Angophora floribunda) 
and River Oak (casuarina cunninghamiana subsp. cunninghamiana). The existing extant of 
this community is relatively small (8,400 ha) compared to other units, and has been 
subjected to substantial disturbance and clearing for agricultural with 50-65% of the pre-
European extant estimated to remain (Tozer et al. 2010). It is moderately well represented in 
conservation reserves with <15% (1,600 ha) of the original pre-European extant estimated 
to occur in conservation reserves (Tozer et al. 2010).” 

The figure of 76,767 hectares is not attributed to any floristic assemblage in the revised native 
vegetation classification. The most recent information indicates the area of Riverine forest in the 
NSW section of the SECB indicates the remaining extent to be <1,500 ha.

Within the Dignams Creek catchment the ' . . .  0.2 hectares of the TEC recognised as River-flat 
Eucalypt Forest on Coastal Floodplains' represents 1.6% of the remaining 12.6 hectares previously 
mapped in the catchment. However, the previous mapping suggests the area of the realignment and 
areas immediately downstream that may be impacted by the realignment is 2.6 ha or 21% of the 
remaining  mapped  riparian  forest  in  the  catchment.  The  one  plot  in  Riparian  forest  (Fig  2-1, 
Appendix k, part a) is not located where the current re-alignment is proposed to go.

The photographic record below (Appendix 1, photo point 2) was taken facing south on the Blind 
creek bridge shows dead River Peppermint (Eucalyptus elata) although there is no evidence of the 
other Riparian forest indicator species River Oak (Casuarina cunninghamia) beyond this point.



Moist Forest

Unfortunately the RMS has apparently not kept records of when the last upgrades to the Princes 
Highway were undertaken but the photographic record below  (Appendix 1, photo point 3) is of 
'moist forest' adjacent to the most recent upgrade, the passing lane through private land and Gulaga 
National Park.  

“Cissus hypoglauca, commonly known as Jungle Grape, Water Vine or Five leaf Water 
Vine, is a common Australian Vine. It is one of the better known climbing plants of the 
genus Cissus in the grape family. A very common climber in moist areas of eastern 
Australia, it often colonises large areas after forest damage due to storms, fire or logging.”
                                                                                                                     Wikipedia

As with Allocasuarina littoralis forests, Water vine 'jungles' are not referred to in the review of 
native vegetation classifications (Tozer et al. 2010), however the NSW Forestry Corporation2 
(Baur,1965)  refer to Forest Type 26 – Viney Scrub, described as 

“ . . .   This type occupies appreciable areas in coastal districts, consisting of a low (usually 
from 10 ft to 25 ft high), dense scrub interlaced with vines to form virtually impenetrable 
thickets. In most cases the type results from past destruction of the natural rainforest, and it 
thus tends to represent an early stage in the secondary succession back to rainforest. Most of 
the constituent species are both useless and formidable, e.g. Lantana, Cockspur (Cudrania),  
Burny Vine (Malaisia), Stinger (Laportea spp.). Economic species are usually rare or absent, 
even as regeneration. The type is particularly common on abandoned farmland, where 
Lantana tends to be the most prevalent species. It is found throughout the Central and North 
Coast districts, and is particularly widespread in the Richmond and Tweed River Valleys and 
between the Hunter and Manning Valleys, but will be found in all the major coastal valleys, 
particularly towards the upper reaches.

2 http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/390011/Forest-Types-in-NSW.pdf   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cissus
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/390011/Forest-Types-in-NSW.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vitaceae


The difference is this instance is that the destruction of moist eucalyptus forests in Gulaga National 
Park and adjacent lands can be attributed to the construction of the passing lane and post 
disturbance impacts of BMAD . 

The photographic record below (Appendix 1, photo point 4) was taken looking east from private 
land into the Blind Creek catchment and shows dead and dying trees, mostly River Peppermint 
(Eucalyptus elata) and White Stringy-bark (Eucalyptus globoidia).

Similar to Brush Box (Tristania conferta) on the north coast3, initially less affected by BMAD are 
Coastal Mahogany (E. botryoides), including the hybrid 'Eucalyptus saligna x botryoides'  
(Appendix k part c), due to their shared capacity to grow as 'dwarfish forms' in harsh coastal 
conditions.

BMAD

“ . . . The community has raised concerns regarding two environmental issues that were not 
identified as issues by SKM in their biodiversity assessment, being the potential impacts of 
the proposal on Bell Minor Associated Dieback and Myrtle Rust. RMS has requested that 
SKM further investigate these issues and details will be provided in the REF when it is 
placed on display for public comment in mid 2013. (Issues report May 13)

“ . . .  There is also potential for other key threatening processes to be increased (e.g. weed 
invasion, introduction of pests and diseases and alteration of hydrological regimes). There is 
some potential for the proposal to exacerbate tree dieback associated with over-abundant 
psyllids and Bell Minor (sic) (Manorina melanophrys) birds along gullies and creek lines as 
a result of indirect impacts to these areas. However, where these are predictable, mitigation 

3 Rehabilitation of forests in decline- Mount Lindsey State Forests. Sinclair, P. (2009) Forests NSW, NSW Department of 
Primary Industries, PO Box 688, Casino NSW 2470



measures would be implemented to minimise their effect. ...  Common species included the 
Bell  Miner,  Lewins  Honeyeater,  Grey  Fantail,  Yellow  Robin,  Spotted  Pardalote  and 
Australian Magpie (Appendix K part c. p160)”

Having  alluded  to  the  potential  for  altered  hydrological  regimes  to  exacerbate  tree  die-back 
associated with over-abundant psyllids and Bell miners, the inference from rating Bell-miners as a 
'common species' infers a broader distribution than along gullies and creek lines. 

Local knowledge indicates Bell-miners were present in Blind creek after logging but moved to their 
current location at the lower end of the catchment in 1998 (pers. comm P. Munro, July 2013) where 
a colony occupies approximately 3 ha of 'moist' and 'riparian' forest.

What is apparent is that any further investigation of BMAD by SKM was inadequate as it did not 
determine  the  current  extent  of  BMAD  and  the  suggestion  that  SKM  is  aware  of  mitigation 
measures to minimise the effects of the re-alignment is both unfounded and  highly dubious.  

The table of  key threatening processes (Appendix c, p 183-4) does  not list BMAD.

Hydrology

Unfortunately the RMS has apparently not kept records of when the last upgrades to the Princes 
Highway were undertaken but it is known that the bed of Blind Creek has been a source of gravel 
for roadworks in the past. This gravel was first identified from Aerial Photo Interpretation in 1968 
and  is  identified  in  the  Wandella  1:25,000  topographic  map  printed  by  the  Central  Mapping 
Authority in 1973.

The area of gravel, up to several metres deep, begins to the west of the NPWS road through Blind 
Creek  indicated below, (Appendix 1, photo point 5).



While this road represents a direct access point for gravel and other dispersed and eroded materials 
the major input of gravel is most likely to come from stream bank erosion throughout the catchment 
associated with long-term increases in soil acidity and associated soil erosion potential along with 
increased water run-off due to reduced soil water holding capacity on ridges and slopes. 

The Blind Creek catchment encompasses an area of around 700 hectares and the area east of the 
road (photo point 5) is about 70 hectares or 10% of the catchment. 

The area of gravel extends some 500 metres and as indicated below, (Appendix 1, photo point 6) 
since the removal of gravel ceased, the volume that was removed has been replaced. 

There is little doubt that this volume of rock, gravel and smaller sediment significantly increases the 
height  of  flood  waters  and  also  retains  water  such  that  adjacent  areas  are  more  likely  to  be 
waterlogged.  As  the  production  of  these  materials  is  most  likely  to  increase  under  current 
management, as a consequence of the re-alignment and larger volumes are making their way down 
Dignams Creek,  future flood levels are likely to be higher those calculated in the Hydraulic Impact 
Assessment (Appendix D). 

Koalas

(a) In the case of a threatened species, whether the action proposed is likely to have an adverse 
effect on the life cycle of the species such that a viable local population of the species is likely to be  
placed at risk of extinction. 

Several references are made in the REF to the internal document  'Allen, C. (2011). Koala survey  
Kooraban and Gulaga National Parks and adjacent lands 2010-2011. Unpublished report prepared 
by the NSW NPWS for volunteer and local aboriginal land council participants.'

While noting the RMS considers the following objective of the NSW Koala Recovery Plan not to be 
applicable to the proposal - 



Objective 4: To ensure that the community has access to factual information about the 
distribution, conservation and management of Koalas at a national, state and local 
scale. 

There is some concern that the NSW NPWS also thinks this objective is not applicable to it as there 
doesn't appear to be any local volunteers who participated in the surveys that have a copy of this 
report.

“ .  . .  The evidence reported by Allen (2011) and in recent surveys of the regional area 
indicates that two small populations occur about 1.5 kilometres to the west of the proposal 
study area.” 

A population of koalas is generally considered to contain at  least  300 animals and the 5 to 15 
animals referred to are arguably part of the same 'population' referred to in another NPSW report 
cited in the REF4.

 “. . . The continued persistence in these areas over at least several decades indicates some 
stability with these two breeding associations (Allen 2011).” 

The  NPWS's  Koala  Recovery  Officer's  opinion  on  the  'stability  with  these  two  breeding 
associations' would seem to be in contrast to his previous suggestion that -

“ . . .Towards the end of the most recent drought the quality and extent of forest canopy 
improved markedly in many areas. Although dieback may be a significant threat in the long-
term, currently we are in a remission phase, and this should assist surviving Koalas access 
suitable browse at least in the next few years.” (Allan 2011)5

The data from the surveys has similarly remained 'internal' so the data in the map of catchments 
from Dignams Creek to Wapengo (Appendix 2) does not have details from these surveys. However, 
what is apparent is that the 'active'  plots are in the main and along with the location of the re-
alignment,  located  in  forests  growing on  the  Murrah  Soil  Landscape6 (Tulau,1997).  Like  most 
coastal  soil  landscapes  a  developing  issue  over  the  past  20  years  has  been  the  increasing 
availability of soluble aluminium (Appendix 3),  produced from the break-down and sub-soil  of 
dispersion of clay aggregates that, in the SECB is associated with dieback during dry weather and 
declared agricultural drought.

Reference is also made to The Australian Koala Foundation (AKF) and additional tree species like 
Coastal Mahogany (E. botryoides) although there is no data to support this suggestion. 

The RGB-SAT methods have great utility and it is unfortunate that the NPWS has decided not to 
maximise  this  utility.  Had  that  been  the  case  the  data  collected  would  provide  validation  or 
otherwise of vegetation models but is of  little use when among other requirements, plot diameters 
are not recorded.  

4 Allen, C., Saxon, M. and McDougall, K. (2010). Summary report on surveys conducted in 2007-2009 for Koalas in the coastal 
forests of the Bermagui/Mumbulla area. NSW Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water.
5 Submission 35, Inquiry into the status, health and sustainability of Australia's koala population – submission regarding koalas in 
South Eastern NSW, Chris Allen (2011), Bega NSW 
https://senate.aph.gov.au/submissions/comittees/viewdocument.aspx?id=e133367e-1d38-4715-a800-5d634b41aeb8
6  Tulau, M. (1997) Soil Landscapes of the Bega-Goalen Point 1:100,000 Sheet, Department of Land andWater Conservation, GPO 
Box 39, Sydney, NSW 2001.



Conclusions and suggestions

The RFS for  the  Dignams Creek  realignment  is  not  a  user  friendly document,  it  is  frequently 
contradictory  and  places  an  over  reliance  estimates,  assumptions  and  models  over  a  realistic 
assessment of site specific information. 

The conclusion that  “. . .  the proposal is unlikely to lead to a significant impact on local Koala  
populations and an SIS is not required.” suggests that all that is required has been or can be done to 
demonstrate; '(g) whether the action proposed constitutes or is part of a threatening process or is 
likely to result in the operation of, or increase the impact of, a key threatening process.'

As current Bell miner colonies have not been identified or mapped and it is acknowledged that the 
proposal  is  likely to  increase  the  area  subject  to  this  key threatening  process,  suggestions  that 
negative  impacts  will  be  constrained  to  the  20  hectare  'footprint'  are  both  inconsistent  and 
unrealistic. A more realistic figure for the area likely to be subject to indirect impacts from the 
proposal is 80 hectares in sub-catchments on both the northern and southern sides of Dignams 
Creek.

While it is conceded that the proposed fauna crossing structures are an improvement on current 
arrangements,  any  potential  benefits  would  seem  to  depend  on  fauna  being  able  to  traverse 
impenetrable 'vine jungle'. Similarly, the question of potential impacts on people as a consequence 
of increased tree mortality7 remains unclear. 

There is no information in the REF on how this KTP is to be managed or mitigated and in the 
absence of these details a Species Impact Statement is required.

In the interim, the NSW EPA have proposed allowing the use of native forest biomass for electricity 
generation and given the proposals for re-vegetation have clearly not considered soil limitations, the 
RMS could consider the option of investing a proportion of the considerable savings (<20%) in 
infrastructure that would demonstrate all that could be done has been done to mitigate the impacts 
of the development at a local and broader scale.  

I look forward to evidence that the RMS is willing to work with the local and broader community to 
begin addressing these important environmental issues.

Robert Bertram

27 July 2013

7  Study can't prove cause-and-effect, but supports link between people and the environment. 

http://healthfinder.gov/News/Article.aspx?id=672644

http://healthfinder.gov/News/Article.aspx?id=672644
http://healthfinder.gov/News/Article.aspx?id=672644
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   I am also aware that vegetation dieback as a result of soil based and 
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