
Comments on the Biodiversity Legislation Review 

“ . . . The Governments recognise the unique nature of Australia's biota and that the natural inter-relationship 
between native flora and fauna is essential for the health of the forest ecosystem. Accordingly, they will manage 
for the conservation of all species of Australia's indigenous forest fauna and flora throughout those species' 
ranges, and they will maintain the native forest cover where a reduction in this cover would compromise regional 
conservation objectives, consistent with ecologically sustainable management. The Governments also 
recognise that maintaining the integrity of native forests and plantings in urban areas is important for conserving 
nature in those environments.” - National Forest Policy Statement 1992

The NSW government has essentially ignored the aspirations detailed in the NFPS, and has only 
recently began to consider the need to re-establish the inter-relationships between flora and fauna, 
under the Save our Species program. This recent move could be seen as the beginning of attempts to 
address the underlying causes of biodiversity loss, but the biggest hurdle is the current non adaptive 
framework, and a baseless perception/belief that these arrangements maintain and improve 
biodiversity

Historically,  the Bega Valley Shire, on the far south coast,  supported koalas at high densities in 
more fertile areas. Although most of this land had largely been cleared by the beginning of last 
century, it was sometime between 1900 and 1910  that all of the koalas that remained on agricultural 
land were found dead and dying at the bases of the retained trees. 

One of the negative impacts would be an increase in soil acidity that, as most gardeners are aware, 
has a negative impact on the growth of vegetation. For koalas this change would lead to reduced 
tree growth and the available nutrients in eucalyptus leaves.

Evidence for a similar and more recent change in forested areas comes from sediment studies in the 
Murrah River Catchment1, which is one third cleared, mostly in the upper reaches and two thirds 
forested. These studies found that most of the sediment had come from forested areas, and had been 
deposited in the past 30-40 years, about a third of the sediment had been deposited during a flood in 
1971.

Comprehensive soil physical and chemical analysis undertaken in the Murrah river catchment 2 
found the soils are sodic, rendering them more erodible and dispersible in water, and as indicated in 
the following chart the Exchangeable Sodium Percentage (ESP) is greatest in the deepest soils.

1    http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/1999/01/990119201752.htm
2  http://bertramr.files.wordpress.com/2014/08/soil-data-all.pdf



These soil data were provided to the NSW government in 1994, however, like the soil landscape 
data3, it is not information that informs regulation or management.

Also in 1994 residents raised concerns about the spread of Bell-Miner Associated Die-back 
(BMAD), in catchment discharge areas, along watercourses and in gullies.  

In 1997 the first recorded extensive canopy die-back event occurred in coastal forests, across 
catchment recharge areas of the South East Corner Bioregion, after a couple of months of below 
average rainfall. This was followed by a more significant event in 2002, that extended to forests on 
the mid north coast. 

As a result of community surveys in 2001, the last known breeding koalas on the far south coast 
were nominated for listing as an endangered population under the Threatened Species Act. This 
nomination was eventually rejected by the NSW Scientific committee in 20074, although as 
indicated below the committee did identify the threats

3. The quality of Koala habitat in this area is deteriorating because of multiple 
factors including extensive canopy dieback, clearing due to rural-residential 
development and commercial forest harvesting. Koalas currently occur at a low density 
in southeast NSW including the nominated population area.

Claims about koalas occurring at a low density in southeast NSW continued until the NSW 
government received funding, late in 2011, for the 'Corridors and core habitat for koalas on the 
NSW Far South Coast'5, described below,.

This is a cross-tenure landscape management project to protect, enhance and connect habitat 
sustaining the last known koala population in NSW Far South Coast forests. It meets Theme Two of the 
Biodiversity Fund and is submitted by the Chief Executive of Forests NSW and the Acting Chief 
Executive of the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH, also representing the Environment 
Protection Authority - the EPA). The project will protect 2,800 ha of core koala habitat, create harvest 
exclusion zones on State Forest and support initiatives to locate alternative timber resources, establish 
partnerships with indigenous communities and introduce integrated monitoring & management actions 
to improve the recovery potential of the koala population. 

Unfortunately the proponents of this highly secretive project have not considered either BMAD, 
listed as a Key Threatening Process in 2008, or extensive canopy die-back associated with dry 
weather and drought. Indeed long term community efforts to re-introduce locally, and regionally 
extinct native  native species across tenures, to improve the inter-relationships between flora and 
fauna,  have been completely rejected by the Forestry Corporation NSW (FCNSW), even though 
the area is in a harvest exclusion zone.

Rather, a major focus of the project is on trans-locating koalas from south Gippsland in Victoria, to 
a very uncertain future in National Parks, where endemic koalas have recently become extinct. 

Another is maintaining unsustainable timber supplies, guaranteed by the NSW government, so there 
is no need for FCNSW to consider a 'sustainable yield'  and demonstrate compliance with the 
Regional Forest Agreements.

Associated with the project is the Local Land Services, that received funding to plant trees on 
private land, based on FCNSW's unsubstantiated claims that these soils are more fertile.

Operating separately to the project is the National Parks and Wildlife Service, and the Rural Fire 

3  Tulau, M. (1997) Soil Landscapes of the Bega-Goalen Point 1:100,000 Sheet, Department of Land and Water 

Conservation, GPO Box 39, Sydney, NSW 2001. 
4http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/determinations/KoalaPhascolarctosCinereusPopulationSENSWRejectionEPL.htm
5https://fieldcapture.ala.org.au/project/index/9b5dea6b-979b-45d5-8116-25be67f5e905



Service that, this year, undertook fuel reduction burns, over thousands of hectares of National parks, 
where the last koalas cling to existence.

Conclusions

The current framework is simply not working because it is not based on credible science, and the 
priorities, government agencies working with each other to avoid acknowledging the threats, and 
ensure business as usual, are not compatible with maintaining and improving biodiversity. 

Current legislative requirements have resulted in all agencies working to ignore the obvious threats, 
the landscape processes behind them, and excluding those in the community that are most 
concerned about these issues.

The last koalas on the far south coast are generally constrained to forests growing on the Murrah 
soil landscape, but as FCNSW are not required to adequately consider soils, all government 
agencies follow its lead.

The Save our Species program could have provided the opportunity to work with the community to 
implement active and adaptive management, aimed at addressing the threats, and establishing 
baselines for sustainable management at a catchment scale.

This requires a very different approach to land management, including active engagement with the 
community, aimed at community empowerment, and including the collection of data from private 
land, using unbiased methods. 

However, increasing community understanding about the threats requires a true commitment from 
public forest managers, and regulators. While it's all very well to encourage conservation on private 
land, there would be more confidence if the government could demonstrate it's capacity to address 
and adequately manage the known threats.

This outcome could be achieved if a single local entity was responsible for sustainable public land 
management. Such an entity would reduce duplication, and  working with land holders, traditional 
owners and local government, work to development appropriate local industry, provide greater 
accountability, and aid in re-building community trust. 

Changes to legislation may increase the potential to implement such an approach, and it seems 
likely that this approach is the only way to address entrenched, and seemingly unchallengeable 
attitudes to our most important resource, soils.
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