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Report by Environment East Gippsland Inc for SCS Global services, auditors for 

VicForests STD 30-010 assessment. EEG has been a key ENGO campaigning for 

forest protection for 35 years. We have a significant membership, supporter 

base and presence. Our experience with the logging industry and its 

operations over that time has given us a sound footing to provide comment on 

the current logging agency’s application for FSC.   
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SUBMISSION TO VICFORESTS 

FSC STD 30-010 AUDIT 
ENVIRONMENT EAST GIPSLAND INC  

Illegally harvested wood  
(Section 3) 3.1. All harvesting shall take place in compliance with 

all laws applicable to harvesting in the jurisdiction … 

3.2 b)Evidence of compliance with applicable management 

planning requirements, 

c) Specification of applicable harvesting restrictions 

d) Evidence that timber is harvested from authorized areas (e.g. 

not from protected areas where harvest is not allowed) 

Although East Gippsland does not suffer the extent of illegal 

logging which is witnessed in some developing countries, there 

are decades of documented breaches of government 

environmental regulations, and the Code of Forest Practices, all 

of which come under the Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act and 

the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act.  

 

Governments and VicForests have been, and still are, reluctant 

to take seriously, evidence and reports presented by community 

groups and citizen scientists.  

In 2009, EEG began a landmark Supreme Court case to force 

VicForests to adhere to various mandatory actions to protect 

threatened species. In 2010 the case was settled in our favour. 

The findings have forced VicForests and the overseeing 

government departments to take more notice of environment 

groups. It also forced the logging agency to carry out its legal 

obligations to apply what environmental protection laws we 

have.  The case also clarified that VicForests has an obligation to 

apply the precautionary principle. We argue that VicForests’ 

interpretation of ‘pre-logging surveys’ and the precautionary 

principle are very weak and result in ongoing issues of breaches 

of state laws.  

 

VICTORIA’S 

RAINFORESTS 

 

Rainforest in Victoria 

is rare, covering 

only 0.14% or 32,000 

hectares of 

Victoria's total area.  

 

Although relatively 

small in overall size, 

these rainforests are 

home to 30% of all 

Victoria's rare or 

threatened flora 

species. 

 

 

http://www.vicrainforest.org/extent.php
http://www.vicrainforest.org/extent.php
http://www.vicrainforest.org/extent.php
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The following are just small samples of a larger 

problem which remains, despite some minimum effort 

by VicForests to carry out pre-logging surveys.  

Alleged illegal rainforest logging (also 

threatening HCV 3) and breaches of buffer 

protection go back to the beginnings of VicForests’ 

operations in 2004. Since then, every audit carried 

out in a random selection of logged forests, either by 

the EPA, DELWP (DEPI/DSE), third parties such as URS, 

or internally, have shown breaches of rainforest 

logging. Each audit response by VicForests claimed it is working to improve the knowledge, 

care and skills of contractors and foresters in identification and protection. 

In 2012, in four of the five previous audits, the EPA found that DSE/VicForests were not 

identifying areas of rainforest correctly. Since the audits started, the EPA checked 28 coupes 

containing rainforest, but DSE/VicForests failed to correctly identify rainforest correctly in nine 

of these - about a third.  

We will detail two cases of illegal rainforest logging below to highlight the seemingly impossible 

situation we have with both regulator (DSE/DEPI/DELWP) and the government owned logging 

entity. One case overlapped the other and although these occurred four and five years ago, 

it is very pertinent in showing that this illegal logging of rainforest is systemic. We believe the 

GECO submission will speak to these as well so we will not repeat the more current examples 

here.  

We believe that VicForests’ repeated claims that it is improving its rainforest management 

every year is incorrect as evidenced by the many reports documenting breaches of the 

mandatory protection measures, including buffers.  

VicForests’ reason for ongoing breaches is that the rainforest definition is ambiguous. However 

the state’s leading rainforest Botanist, David Cameron produced what could be called an 

‘idiots’ guide’ to Rainforest identification in 2011, complete with colour photos and a colour-

coded key. This field guide was spiral bound on waterproof paper and extremely straight 

forward to use in the field. It made identification almost fool-proof. However these booklets 

were soon removed from circulation to foresters. Training in their use ceased. The boxes of 

printed guides were eventually thrown out. In its place was a short written document 

produced by VicForests (Attachment 1).  VicForests also now use the Code definition and 

continue to claim the identification of rainforest is too difficult. We feel that ongoing breaches 

of rainforest protection cannot be excused by claims of ‘it’s all too hard’ when there are 

methods available to overcome any confusion.  
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Case 1. The settlement reached in this case is pertinent to the present.  

In 2010-11, VicForests was found to have overseen an extremely serious breach of rainforest 

protection. A DSE compliance officer found the VicForests operation had logged 8ha of 

rainforest at Murrungowar in a coupe called Scatterbrain. The case took months to progress 

and in Aug 2012, DSE was prosecuting VicForests for criminally logging protected rainforests.  

Eventually the case was dropped and an out of court settlement was reached with agreed 

actions to be completed within 12 months.  

Part of the legal settlement reads  

… DSE issued five charges against VicForests alleging that it has breached sections 45 

and 52 of the Act (the charges). The charges are followed by particulars. In essence, 

the particulars allege that VicForests harvested, or directed the harvesting of, rainforest 

within the Coupe and provided inadequate buffers to rainforest within the Coupe. 

VicForests acknowledges DSE's concerns as evidenced in this undertaking. 

(and ) 

VicForests undertakes to the DSE that, within 12 months from the date of this 

undertaking or earlier if so specified, and to the satisfaction of DSE, VicForests will :  

a) produce a rainforest identification field guide that is consistent with the regulatory 

requirements relating to rainforest identification and protection as provided by DSE to 

VicForests;  

b) update VicForests' training framework to mandate that all operational staff 

undertake further rainforest identification training based on the VicForests' rainforest 

identification field guide in paragraph (a);  

c) update VicForests' coupe marking procedures to mandate that, where rainforest is 

suspected by VicForests to be present within or near the area to be harvested, the 

following procedure is to be adopted:  

i. VicForests will keep a register of staff who are qualified to mark coupe 

boundaries in such circumstances;  

ii.  to be on this register, the staff member must have undergone rainforest 

identification training in the previous 12 months;  

iii.  any coupe where rainforest is suspected must be marked by a registered staff 

member; and, in the event that the registered staff member has any doubt 

about the location of the rainforest boundary, the registered staff member shall 

seek advice from a second registered staff member; and  

iv. where the two staff members arrive at different interpretations 2 of either 

presence of rainforest or the rainforest boundary, the advice of an 

acknowledged rainforest expert is to be obtained prior to any harvesting taking 

place; 

(and)  

http://www.theage.com.au/national/state-drops-illegal-harvesting-case-20120809-23x3w.html#ixzz25FxQwQ8O
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e) update VicForests' internal audit program to ensure that it mandates that field 

identification of rainforest is a key component of VicForests' annual internal audit 

program and provide these audit results to DSE; 

f) improve VicForests' internal process for responding to third party concerns to ensure 

that they are addressed in a timely and thorough manner and report the outcomes of 

this review to DSE; and 

g) improve the internal provision of specialist advice regarding the implementation of 

regulatory requirements and report to DSE on these improvements. 

VicForests undertakes to the DSE that, within 12 months from the date of this 

undertaking or earlier if so specified, and to the satisfaction of DSE, VicForests will: 

a) after re-seeding of the Coupe occurs, provide additional tending over the following 

12 months in order to assist regeneration of rainforest species in the Coupe; and 

b) rehabilitate 22 hectares of 'pre-VicForests backlog regeneration' identified by DSE in 

the East Gippsland Forest Management Area over the following I2 months (this 

rehabilitation will be conducted according to standard industry practice and VicForests 

(Attachment 2) 

Despite requesting a copy of the settlement terms from VicForests in October 2013, and two 

subsequent reminders, it was only when a letter to the Minister was sent in August 2015, 

(Attachments 3 & 4) that EEG finally received communication from VicForests on this matter.    

We believe VicForests was unlikely to have fully adhered to the agreed legal settlement points 

in a meaningful or genuine way. Re-seeding a logged rainforest with eucalypt seed (VicForests 

does not collect from, or reseed rainforest species) is not ensuring a rainforest can regenerate; 

it ensures it is converted to a commercial eucalypt crop (Section 6).  

 

The work carried out at Buldah where the regeneration of 22ha was to be completed appears 

extremely questionable.  The 

coupe areas mentioned are 

much smaller. 

The independent audit of the 

works specified in the settlement 

was conducted by a consultant 

chosen by VicForests. None of this 

gives the public any confidence 

of transparency or of adherence 

to the law.  
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THE COBB HILL RAINFOREST SITE, WHICH 

ALERTED EEG TO 12 OTHER PROTECTED 

RAINFOREST SITES PLANNED FOR LOGGING BY 

VICFORESTS. 

EXCERPT FROM THE FFGA ACTION STATEMENT NO 238 –  

FOR THE PROTECTION OF RAINFORESTS 

Case 2. EEG was forced to take legal action 

against both DSE and VicForests in November 2012 

(Attachment 5). This was during the same period 

that the case surrounding the Murrungowar 

rainforest logging was proceeding. VicForests had 

mapped and DSE had previously approved the 

logging of 13 protected Priority 1 core areas inside 

Sites of National Significance for Rainforest in East 

Gippsland. The case was settled out of court with 

VicForests agreeing not to log 9 of the 13 identified 

forests and to alter the boundaries of the others. 

Logging inside sites of National Significance for 

Rainforest is illegal. The logging had commenced in the Cobb Hill site with the core area 

damaged before both protestors and then a legal injunction prevented further damage.   

Further examples of illegal logging 

have been identified and 

documented. However VicForests 

denied illegality when it was notified of 

breaches. This forced EEG to seek 

assistance to press ahead via lawyers.  

 

The below legal cases have been 

initiated by EEG. After a series of letters 

and arguments presented, all (but 

Brown Mountain) were settled out of 

court to our satisfaction. These cases 

include: 

 2009-10- Brown Mountain Supreme Court case – multiple breaches of threatened 

species protection.   

 January 2014 - Stony Creek – Long-footed Potoroo detection. 

 August 2015 - Cottonwood coupes – unsurveyed HCV & high densities of Gliders.  

 December 2015 - Jacks Rd, St Patricks River – multiple breaches, rainforest damage, 

high density of protected species, but unsurveyed by VicForests.  

 January 2016 - Bungywarr Road Greater Glider detection 

 Dec 2016 - Kuark forest coupes x 3 – rainforest, 5 threatened species.  

VicForests initially denied any wrong-doing, but when EEG’s lawyers pressed ahead to gain 

a formal court ruling, the disputes were settled by VicForests agreeing not to log certain 

areas.   
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The legal 

challenges have 

not stopped. In 

November 2017, 

yet another 

group began 

another legal 

action over 

logging 

valuable old 

growth at 

Gargans Rd in 

the Kuark forests. 

It’s argued that 

there is far less than the mandatory 60% protection of wet and 

damp old growth EVC in East Gippsland.  

Further details can be supplied for the above legal matters if 

requested but the files are too voluminous to attach. Some can 

be found here. 

 

  

 

HCV  

INABILITY OF VICFORESTS TO ADEQUATELY 

IDENTIFY HCVs  

5.2 c) a list of the high conservation values thus identified in the 

FMU, together with evidence indicating that high conservation 

values are not threatened in the FMUs.  

EEG maintains that there is a seriously inadequate data base 

and general information to ensure values can be identified by 

VicForests.  

The reasons include but are not limited to: 

1. Victorian Biodiversity Atlas (VBA) appallingly out of date 

and unreliable. (HCV1) 

2. A large number of FFGA Action Statements remain 

COBB HILL SOS FOR RAINFOREST –  

PROTECTED AREA, PART LOGGED AND PLANNED FOR 

CLEARFELL AND BURNING BEFORE A LEGAL CASE 

PREVENTED FURTHER DAMAGE. 

HCV 

IDENTIFICATION 

The underlying flaw in the 

requirement to identify 

and protect HCVs in East 

Gippsland (and 

statewide) is the abysmal 

and recognized lack of 

data and reliable 

mapping available to 

carry out the most basic 

desktop survey work. This 

is the work which 

VicForests claims is its first 

step in assessing areas for 

HCVs. These desktop 

surveys are unable to pick 

up the many values 

which citizen scientists 

and community surveys 

are detecting and 

recording.  

This means no further 

targeted surveys are 

carried out when values 

https://faunaandfloraresearchcollective.wordpress.com/eg_old_growth_forests/
https://faunaandfloraresearchcollective.wordpress.com/eg_old_growth_forests/
https://faunaandfloraresearchcollective.wordpress.com/eg_old_growth_forests/
https://faunaandfloraresearchcollective.wordpress.com/eg_old_growth_forests/
http://www.eastgippsland.net.au/the-legal-cases
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/biodiversity/victorian-biodiversity-atlas
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/conserving-threatened-species/flora-and-fauna-guarantee-act-1988
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/conserving-threatened-species/flora-and-fauna-guarantee-act-1988/action-statements
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unwritten and those which are completed are generally legally ineffective.  (HCV1 &3) 

3. Modelled old growth 2009 mapping overlay is full of errors (HBV3) 

4. Definition of old growth extremely narrow and excludes mature forest (HCV3) 

5. Systemic reduction of biodiversity expertise within DELWP to provide information 

(HCV1&3) 

6. Inadequate surveys conducted to improve knowledge base on biodiversity trends and 

ESFM as required under SFT Act.  (HCV 1&3) 

7. State of the Forests Reports’ (2004, 2009 & 2014) indicators provide limited data. Many 

are currently unable to be measured or compared. (HCV 1&3) 

8. Inadequate surveying against indicators to consistently measure ESFM due to reduction 

in resources and personnel to carry out reliable monitoring and surveys.  

9. Maps are unreliable. (HCV 1&3) 

 

1. VBA - inadequate and unreliable 

 

Mel Hardie is the VBA (Victorian Biodiversity Atlas) Application Manager and seems to 

be the only person responsible for maintaining this data base. The VBA dataset and the 

EVC data layer are the two main tools used for biodiversity by DELWP and VicForests in 

planning forestry and fire management.  Unless a biodiversity officer (skeleton staff 

across the state now) is available to check each site at the right time of year in the right 

conditions over a number of times to ensure a more reliable survey result, these overlays 

are primarily what are used. The ALA is the Atlas of Living Australia which is national tool 

hosted by CSIRO.  The ALA is a much friendlier tool to use at the moment than the VBA 

but unfortunately not all data makes it across to the VBA.  Also the AVH (Australian 

Virtual Herbarium) is built on top of the ALA.  

 

One example of this unreliable system shows that a check for species in the Little River 

Gorge records Goannas and Greater Gliders caught in Elliot traps (mouse sized box 

traps)!  

 

A consultant for VicForests listed the Common Brushtail Possum on the Errinundra Plateau, 

an area where they don’t occur. This means it was either not properly verified or uploaded 

by staff. These are not isolated inaccuracies. 

 

Then there are the major errors transferring data from the old Atlas of Victorian Wildlife. For 

instance, Spot-tailed Quoll records were transferred minus the date so they come up as 

1760. Anyone doing a search, particularly departmental staff that search for records from 

the last 25-30 years, means these records will not show.  

 

There is a decades-long backlog of entering data for many species, including listed 

http://www6.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdb/au/legis/vic/consol_act/sfa2004289/
https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/forest-management/state-of-the-forests-report
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/biodiversity/victorian-biodiversity-atlas
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threatened species. One of the hold ups is verification. DELWP contract three people to 

verify records but they only meet a few times a year.  

 

A rare species can sometimes be ‘hurried’ through but the whole system is clunky and 

unfriendly to use or communicate with. In contrast the Birdlife data entry website and others 

are considered a pleasure to submit data to and access. We are unsure why the VBA is so 

poorly designed and resourced but its low standards deter many biologists and the public 

from submitting records.  

Relying on the VBA as a primary desktop survey tool is extremely inadequate and its use as 

it currently stands, makes it a pointless exercise. It is incomplete, unreliable and outdated. 

Add to this the subjective opinions on values to be considered or looked for, plus the fact 

that VicForests staff rarely include flora in the searches, and it shows the current system for 

HCV identification is quite inferior and slap-dash.  

 

2. FFGA  

 

The Victorian Auditor General’s report (April 2009) stated that the FFGA (1988):  

no longer provides an effective framework for the conservation and protection of 

Victoria’s native flora and fauna. 

It also concluded that it couldn’t determine if species were in decline as there were no 

data and no systematic surveys. Despite recommendations for improvement no action has 

been taken. Much of the information on threatened species is over 20 years old and 

desperately needs updating.  

 

The dilution of expertise in biodiversity is a result of the ongoing reductions in government 

research staff. This year has seen an even further reduction in biodiversity staff).  

Only 45% of listed species have Action Statements produced despite clear legal obligations 

under the FFGA. Even if all species were given an Action Statement there is no legal power 

within the Act to force VicForests to follow Action Statements. Only 15 Action Statements 

have been reviewed despite each one needing 3-5 year reviews to update information 

and protection measures.  The FFGA is now reliant on obsolete data and outdated action 

plans.  

 

 

 

http://www.weeklytimesnow.com.au/news/national/delwp-forest-fire-and-regions-group-spill-and-fill-row-looms/news-story/ac7483120d12a7d447c45ff78baf7de4
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3. Old growth mapping and definitions 

 

Identifying old growth forests is very ‘hit-and-miss’. This example (one of many) shows a 1993 

logged coupe as old growth on the MOG 2009 layer. We are also finding stands of old 

growth planned for logging, not mapped as old growth. The shapefiles available from the 

Vic Govt spacial 

data map site 

show the relative 

age classes to be 

in conflict with the 

MOG 2009 layer. It 

maps far more 

forest in the ‘late 

mature’ (old 

growth) category 

than the 

MOG2009 layer 

does. The MOG 

2009 layer has 

multiple errors. 

All proposed 

stands of forest for logging should be ground-truthed as a first step – rather than be 

‘surveyed’ via a desktop first. Preferably, ground-surveys should be done by properly trained 

botanists rather than by foresters. A forester untrained in flora, botany or ecology using this 

data layer is a very unreliable method for identifying old growth values.  

4. Old growth definition 

The image following is of a stand of untouched old growth in Kuark, a forest that supports 

many healthy, large old trees and very tall (old) tree ferns. It is in an area which has only a 

small strip mapped as old growth on the MOG2009 layer.  

 

The definition of Old Growth used by VicForests is applied very narrowly and open to wide 

interpretation: 

 

https://www.data.vic.gov.au/data/group/spatial-data
https://www.data.vic.gov.au/data/group/spatial-data
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 .  
‘old growth’ means forest which contains significant amounts of its oldest growth stage - 

usually senescent trees - in the upper stratum and has been subject to any disturbance, 

the effect of which is now negligible. For a stand to qualify as old-growth, the regrowth 

growth stage, if present, must be sparse (less than 10% of the total crown cover of the 

stand). Negligibly disturbed forest is that in which disturbance is known to have 

occurred, but the disturbance is unlikely to have altered the structure (growth stage 

and crown cover) or the usual species composition which characterizes a given 

vegetation class; or, if the alteration did occur in the past, it is no longer measurable 

We believe this is not clear enough to consistently identify Old Growth.  

This also excludes ‘mature’ forests, an equally important habitat for threatened wildlife and 

rare plants.  As VicForests relies heavily on these forest types to supply larger diameter logs 

to mills the values (and protection) of mature forest in their planning is almost never 

considered. Regrowth forests are unable to supply VicForests saw log commitments as they 

are too young or don’t meet specifications.   

5. Small pool of biodiversity staff 

The ongoing reduction of biodiversity staff and resources means that the lack of 

information can be abused to assume there are no values present or in need of 
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considering. This was made evident in a letter from DELWP which stated that after 2014 

bushfires burnt through 40 Owl Management Areas, some very severely, DELWP did not 

have the information to prove the owls weren’t there. They stated they would not 

provide the resources to survey for their presence. This would have been likely to prove 

their absence and a need to protect more suitable owl habitat. One of the country’s 

leading owl biologists made a written statement that the owls were unlikely to have 

survived, or would have the habitat and food source so compromised, they’d be 

unlikely to survive or breed successfully for years.  

 

This is a clear example of the government’s 

unwillingness to survey for a key, forest-

dependent, top order predator or ensure 

minimum habitat hectares are protected. 

Without this research and knowledge, VicForests 

cannot claim ESFM or that its operations in areas 

that support these threatened fauna are not 

impacting an HCV.  

 

VicForests could be using this lack of data to its 

advantage and is certainly not applying the 

precautionary principle - except when legally 

challenged. 

 

In the DSE document Criteria and Indicators for 

Sustainable Forest Management in Victoria it states: 

To meet the requirements of the Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004, criteria and 

indicators for the sustainable management of Victoria’s State forests have been 

developed by the Department of Sustainability and Environment with the assistance of 

key experts, Government partners, and in consultation with the community. The 

community and industry are entitled to scientifically robust and transparent information 

about Victoria’s State forests. 

Without this basic information, and with no resources within VicForests to carry out the 

thorough assessments needed, claims of sustainable forest use and credible surveys are 

baseless.  

6. Inadequate surveys conducted to improve knowledge base As above 

 

7. State of the Forests report inadequate data As above 
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8. No comparable data or measuring 

The failings of the government to provide measuring, monitoring and data were as 

problematic in 2013 as it is now.  The Victorian Auditor-General’s Report December 2013, 

Managing Victoria’s Native Forests states:  

 

 

 

( Sectn 6.1) 

 

The lack of ability or/and will to identify HCV in areas planned for clearfelling is apparent in a 

2015 list produced by GECO – citing planned coupes which were deemed to need no surveys, 

but that had or were very likely to have, identified HCVs. (Attachment 6). 

Little has changed since 2015 that would give the public confidence this is still not happening. 

We believe foresters are not trained to prioritize or understand ecosystems or conservation 

values as a properly qualified biologist is.  
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9. Unreliable mapping tools  

Much of the mapping provided to the public by VicForests is seriously flawed. Many areas 

planned for logging are shown over the top of protected SPZs. Examples below.  

 

The maps are from screengrabs taken 25/11/17 and show approved coupes over Special 

Protection Zones (pink). This is very poor mapping and coupe planning processes. Such 

obvious mistakes should not be provided as final coupe plans to the public by VicForests. 
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HCV 3 - Rare and threatened Ecosystems  

HCV 3 - ecosystems that are rare and/or threatened at a global, national or regional level. 

 

REGENERATION MANAGEMENT - PRINCIPLE CHARACTERISTICS AND KEY ELEMENTS HAVE GONE. 
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Old growth forests – giant trees 

Large old trees are virtually eliminated on clearfelled sites and many key species of plants are 

significantly reduced. Old growth understory plants such as Soft Tree Ferns and Rough Tree 

Ferns are reduced by around 90% or more on logged sites. Clearfelling is an excellent system 

for re-growing uniform aged stands of young trees but not for maintaining rare and 

threatened ecosystems.  

There was less than 15% of old growth remaining in East Gippsland’s forests as calculated by 

the BRS in March 2004.  

Pre-2015 VicForests published material stating it clearfelled 330 hectares of old growth forests 

each year in this region (see below). Their 2016 version states it clears 100 ha pa. We believe 

that this is an underestimate and does not include equally valuable mature forests, or the 

large areas of unmapped or mis-mapped old growth.  This is a massive loss of critical habitat 

for rare and endangered wildlife that are dependent on this type of habitat. 

 

Despite VicForests claiming it is prioritizing large old trees over 3m diameter (9 meters 

circumference) and the Management Procedures stating trees over 4 meters diameter should 

be protected, this is conservation tokenism. The remaining forests are cleared and burnt 

leaving the odd giant tree alone on an island in an ecologically dysfunctional landscape. It is 

little more than a museum piece for human curiosity.  One tree does not make a forest.  

DELWP’s 4m trigger is an almost mythical tree. A 12.5m circumference tree is extremely rare. 

http://openagricola.nal.usda.gov/Record/IND20578248
http://www.vicforests.com.au/static/uploads/files/fs-oldgrowth-web-wfwatxskgxne.pdf
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From the Management Standards and procedures 2014 – 

 

5.4.5. Protection Objectives  

For living trees equal to or greater than 4m DBHOB, or greater than 85m in height, VicForests will:  
1. protect these trees from the direct effects of timber harvesting operations  

2. where regeneration burning operations are planned, slash must not be permitted to 
accumulate, within 3m of the base of the retained tree/s  

3. protect them in such a way as they are not isolated within the coupe. If possible they will be 

incorporated into retained habitat patches  

 

For other large living trees of any species, VicForests will:  
1. Prioritise any large living tree >3m DBHOB for habitat retention  

2. where regeneration burning operations are planned, slash must not be permitted to 
accumulate, within 3m of the base of the retained tree/s  

3. Make all reasonable attempts to protect trees >3m DBHOB from the direct effects of timber 

harvesting operations and regeneration burning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MULTIPLE GIANT OLD TREES FAR GREATER THAN 9 

METERS CIRCUMFERENCE WERE FELLED IN 2015 -

LONG AFTER VICFORESTS INTRODUCED ITS POLICY 

TO PROTECT THIS SIZED TREE. THESE THREE TREE 

STUMPS WERE ALL OVER 9M.  
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Loss of hollow-bearing trees is listed as a threatening process under the state’s FFG Act.  

It is required of VicForests and the department to:  

 Continue to identify significant areas or stands of hollow-bearing trees in State forest, 

using the State Forest Resource Inventory and other relevant information, to inform 

management decisions. 

Responsibility: DSE Parks and Forests, Division, DSE Regions 

Continue to implement a range of measures to maintain or enhance the extent and/or 

density of hollows in State forest where this is known to be limiting the distribution and/or 

abundance of hollow-dependent species. These measures include: 

• Application of management guidelines, including forest management zones and 

prescriptions, for fauna species as provided in Forest Management Plans (e.g. 

Leadbeaters Possum Special Protection Zones and prescriptions). 

• The development and application of revised habitat retention prescriptions for 

areas within the General Management Zone (GMZ) in accordance with the 

principles and objectives established by the State Forest Flora and Fauna Habitat 

Management Working Group. 

Responsibility: DSE Forests Service, DSE Regions 

Despite the recognition that the loss of these large habitat trees with hollows should be 

protected, in a logging operation they are rarely considered.  

Dr Rohan Bilney carried out a survey on the health of retained trees after the management 

burn over the clearfelled old growth forest on Brown Mountain (subject of Supreme Court case 

2010).  The results of this show that of the retained trees supposedly meant to provide for 

hollow dependent species, 

over half don’t survive past a 

few months.  This was a very 

short term study but evidence 

shows that dead trees rarely 

remain standing long enough 

for a regenerating crop of 

trees to mature to the point 

where they can support 

hollow dependent species.  

 

https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/32488/Loss_of_hollow-bearing_trees_from_Victorian_native_forests.pdf
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Although this recent report did not investigate the survival of retained trees in a logging 

coupe, the results are relevant to the loss of hollow bearing trees in the landscape.  

In February 2016 a government report was published looking into the rate of collapse of hollow 

bearing trees after prescribed burning. The findings are pertinent to the impact of fire on 

critical habitat and rare and threatened ecosystems such as old growth forests.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE OLD GROWTH FORESTS 

OF BROWN MOUNTAIN 

SUPPORTED RICH 

POPULATIONS OF GLIDERS 

AND OWLS, DUE TO THE 

PRESENCE OF MANY 

HOLLOW EARING TREES. 

ONCE CLEARFELLED AND 

SUBJECTED TO INTENSE 

MANAGEMENT BURNS, 

THESE FORESTS ARE 

INCAPABLE OF 
SUPPORTING THESE 

THREATEN WILDLIFE 

SPECIES 

https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/21120/Report-95-Reducing-the-effect-of-planned-burns-on-hollow-bearing-trees-2016.pdf
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This study was only assessing the loss of trees after prescribed burns which are generally low-

level fires, as part of fire management. The impact of the deliberately intensely hot fires of a 

coupe burn would have equal if not far greater impact on habitat trees retained in a logged 

forest.  There is ample evidence to show that logging old growth or mature forests endangers 

these rare and threatened ecosystems.  

 

Forests performing critical functions - HCV 4  
 

Forest areas that provide basic services of nature in critical situations 

 

Water Supply   East Gippsland’s forests are relatively intact and although have been 

degraded by various land management practices over the decades, some areas still provide 

functionl ecosystem services.  

One of these is providing essential water for towns, rivers and the Ramsar listed wetlands at 

Lake Tyres.  

Research by Gell and Wilby has shown the impacts of catchment logging on an important 

alpine wetland called Tea Tree Flat in the Errinundra National Park. Using core samples they 

ascertained that there had been more dramatic changes and stresses to this wetland since 

clearfelling began in the 60s than in the preceding 13,000 years (since the last ice age). This 

was due to the fast growing eucalypt regneration having a major drying impact on the 

natural hyrdology of the catchment that supplies the wetland.  

 

As with the Central Highlands logging regeneration that has reduced yields to Melbourne’s 

water catchments, the logging of the richer forests here, where there is higher rainfall, also has 

a major impact on East Gippsland’s town water supplies.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237432584_The_impact_of_forest_harvesting_on_water_yield_Modelling_hydrological_changes_detected_by_pollen_analysis
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In East Gippsland towns which have forested catchments as their water supply, expensive 

water treatment plants have had to be installed. Towns like Orbost rely on the Rocky River and 

Broddribb River catchments which are both heavily logged.  Mallacoota is another town with 

a small catchment that has been logged by VicForests. It has serious water shortage issues in 

summer, especially during the peak holiday season. 

Carbon capture and storage – the most controversial function of forests in this age of climate 

crisis, are as climate moderators, both to shade and cool, create rain and filter water, and also 

as massive land based carbon stores. This 2015 Australian research shows that conserving 

forests is far more carbon positive than using forests for wood products.  

Conserving forests with large stocks of biomass from deforestation and degradation avoids 

significant carbon emissions to the atmosphere and should be part of climate mitigation 

activities. Restoration management of a forest's carbon sequestration potential could be a 

new form of management. The value of forests as unrecognized carbon stores is reported in 

this research document.   

The loss of old growth forest has the duel, detrimental effect in regard to efforts to halt and 

reverse global warming. The capacity to extract greenhouse gas from the atmosphere is lost 

and vast quantities of carbon currently locked in forest are made available for release into the 

atmosphere. In July 2016 another research document quantifies the importance of old growth 

forests .  

 

Fire mitigation – Intact forests provide essential bush fire mitigation services. The closed 

canopies, mid and lower stories and the often damp microclimates below are more fire 

resistant than logged and altered forests. Younger less complex regrowth are more prone to 

drying sun and wind. Healthy forests also support the necessary wildlife and ground layer 

functions which decompose leaf litter and ‘fuels’. This includes the scratching lyrebirds, 

bandicoots and potoroos, termites and ants, eocphorid moth larvae and fungi.  

Research by the CSIRO published since 1994 has shown that there is a group of around 1000 

species of moths called oecophorids whose caterpillars can occur at densities of up to 400 per 

square metre. These have evolved to eat dead leaf litter. These insects are killed by logging 

and fire and take some years to come back - leaving the bush accumulating leaf litter.   

Research published in 2014 shows: 

 a strong relationship between the age of a Mountain Ash forest and the severity of 

damage that the forest sustained from the fires under extreme weather conditions. 

Stands of Mountain Ash trees between the ages of 7 to 36 years mostly sustained 

canopy consumption and scorching, which are impacts resulting from high-severity fire. 

High-severity fire leading to canopy consumption almost never occurred in young 

stands (<7 years) and also was infrequent in older (>40 years) stands of Mountain Ash. 

 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279755356_Rethinking_forest_carbon_assessments_to_account_for_policy_institutions
http://www.pnas.org/content/106/28/11635.full
http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/role-old-growth-forests-carbon-sequestration/
http://www.eclecticparrot.com.au/references/11-Common%201994%20Introduction%20vol%201.pdf
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/conl.12122/abstract
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CONVERSION OF NATURAL FORESTS TO 

PLANTATIONS OR NON-FOREST USE –  

Section 6. Wood harvested from areas being converted from 

forests and other wooded ecosystems to plantations or non- 

forest uses 6.1. No conversion of natural and semi-natural 

forests and other wooded ecosystems such as woodlands and 

savannahs to plantations or non-forest uses take place… 

Since the late 1960s and early 70s clearfelling has been the 

main logging practice in East Gippsland. This allowed most of 

the eucalypt logs not wanted by sawmills to be sent to the 

export woodchip facility in nearby Eden NSW. Along with 

clearfelling came the practice of hot slash burning after 

logging. This has been an incompatible practice that is 

extremely damaging to the original forest ecosystem. 

Regardless of the forest type and species, the aspect, altitude, 

EVCs and so on, clearfelling has remained the standard 

method used. It has persisted with only a small change to the 

regeneration method used for almost all logged areas. That 

change is the routine aerial sowing of the burnt ground with 

commercially profitable eucalypts (normally collected from 

trees endemic to the area). This occurs over sites regarded to 

have problems regenerating. These ‘problems’ are defined in 

terms of the requirements of commercial management. The 

wattles which regrow first and are the nurse crop, can suppress 

the even aged euc regrowth for 15-20 years, setting back yield 

calculations and predicted volumes.  

The seeding accounts for only one or two euc species. 

Understory and other non-profitable species are not collected 

or re-sown. No effort is made to regenerate the original forest 

type. It is planned to be managed for one or two commercial 

eucalypt species only. 

The more fire-sensitive plants have mostly been eliminated 

from many forests, and the essential component of tree ferns 

are also reduced to a small fraction of their natural spread 

under a forest canopy. These are important to maintain shade 

and humidity. They also provide a ‘growing medium’ for many 

rainforest species to begin life safe from the scratching feet of 

lyrebirds. Tree ferns are easily destroyed by machinery. Being 

CONVERSION 

Over the past 50 years 

the practice of 

clearfelling has not 

returned the same 

suite of species in a 

similar proportional 

mix, similar age 

structure and providing 

the same ecosystem 

functions which the 

natural forest eco-

system provided at 

that site previously.  

This practice has 

remained despite 

significant problems 

with regeneration, as 

well as species decline 

- especially in the 

higher elevation 

forests.  
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subjected a second time to the heavy thinnings machinery after 20 years will almost totally 

eliminate them. This is just one of a multitude of understory species which provide essential 

food sources, shelter and breeding sites for wildlife.  

Clearfelling is an excellent system for re-growing uniform aged stands of young trees. But large 

old trees are virtually eradicated on clearfelled sites and many key species of plants are 

significantly reduced. Old growth understory plants such as Soft Tree Ferns and Rough Tree 

Ferns are reduced by around 90% or more A research paper from Ough and Murphy (2004) 

show the decline can seriously disrupt a forest’s structure. 

Sixteen percent of the 2391 tree-ferns monitored remained alive 1 year after clearfelling 

and seedbed preparation, with only 5% remaining in an upright position. Mortality was still 

increasing up to 6 years after clearfell harvesting, particularly for C. australis. Sixty-seven 

percent of D. antarctica surviving to 1 year post-harvest were still alive after 4 or 6 years, 

whereas only 35% of C. australis survived this period. Low tree-fern survival is likely to result 

in declines in the abundance of other species that rely directly on tree-ferns for habitat. 

The altered forest structure resulting from reduced tree-fern numbers will affect local 

microclimates and forest processes. As tree-fern recruitment is low and growth rates are 

slow, these changes are likely to be long term. Survival of individuals through harvesting 

operations is crucial to the maintenance of the role of tree-ferns as a keystone species in 

Wet Forests and simple modifications to current practices could increase the survival of 

tree-ferns in clearfelled areas. 

 

Heavy logging machinery as well as intensely hot burns plus thinnings disturbance destroys or 

severely diminishes the natural understory components and the biodiversity it once supported. 

Soil compaction and the disturbance of mycorrhizal fungi and other complex underground 

systems are rarely researched or understood but provide critical ecological foundations for a 

healthy natural forest and its food chain. 

TYPICAL STANDS OF REGENERATED EUCALYPTS 

AFTER A THINNINGS OPERATION IN EAST 

GIPPSLAND.  

DIVERSITY AND STRUCTURE ARE GONE. 

http://openagricola.nal.usda.gov/Record/IND20578248
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378112704003524
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After thinnings treatment a plantation-like stand of eucalypts are 

then managed as such for each rotation afterwards. VicForests 

rotational logging plans will never allow the original forest mix, its 

age classes and most of the dependent wildlife to return.  

Once a forest becomes part of the logging cycle it loses:  

 species diversity,  

 understory complexity,  

 age diversity,  

 mid story trees,  

 habitat,  

 hollows 

 microclimate 

 tree ferns  

 intricate ecological functions 

 fire-retardant services 

Such treatment of forests for this FMU is inappropriate. The vast 

majority are mixed species and do not require hot fire (or 

clearfelling) to regenerate. However the deliberately intense fire 

has the effect of helping ‘sterilize’ the above and below ground 

ecosystems. Clearfelling or fire is not essential to regrow a natural 

forest, but it is part of forest management that delivers a 

simplified stand of same-age trees for expedient commercial 

management purposes.    

For the past five decades, we have witnessed a management 

regime more akin to land clearing for cropping than to 

‘sustainable forest management’. The regrowth has little in 

common with the original forest type and diversity.     

The most sought after sites for clearing are also the sites richest in 

natural values. They are the high rainfall forests on good deep 

soils with flatter topography which makes management easier. 

The Errinundra Plateau is an example.    

Despite VicForests’ claim that they “regrow all harvested areas 

with the same type of forest that was originally there”, they are 

not referring to a natural forest as defined ecologically.  

 

OLD GROWTH 

FORESTS 

 

East Gippsland is the 

stronghold for the 

state’s remaining old 

growth forests and 

giant trees. Relative to 

its size, the region 

supports seven times 

more threatened 

species than 

elsewhere in the state. 

This means it is seven 

times more important 

to protect its rare 

ecosystems. Old 

growth forests are now 

globally rare. 

Astonishingly VicForests 

clearfells these globally 

rare and important 

wildlife arks.  
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Conversion 

Failure to regenerate logged forest – loss of habitat and 

old trees 
 

This could also be 

relevant to section 3. 

Illegally harvested 

wood, as it is a legal 

requirement of 

VicForests to 

regenerate all logged 

areas. 

 

Cottonwood Range 

There is a growing 

backlog of 

unregenerated logged 

forest under VicForests 

oversight. One example 

is in the Cottonwood Range near Bendoc. Here, valuable old growth forest is being logged 

just 1km from this 12yo logged site that has failed to regrow. This is despite an earlier attempt to 

scalp it back to bare earth. 

 

The country and conditions (high altitude) is not suited to this type of management which sees 

wattle return to repair the damage and shelter eucalypts in years to come. This site (and 

others) has now been rendered a barren landscape devoid of anything but dead 

bracken.  Even more shocking is VicForests’ plan to clearfell another 20 stands of forest within 

2kms.  

The previous image shows it had its earlier wattle regrowth scalped and windrowed in an 

attempt to coax eucalypts to grow back. This is manipulating the natural system of these forest 

types at this altitude. 
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This Google Earth image shows the failed regeneration with the 

planned and active logging coupes in the Cottonwood 

Range. This is 1000m above sea level.  Frosts and snow can be 

severe and affect regeneration, as can long hot summers. With 

the poor regeneration record, there should be no clearfell 

logging in similar forests. 

The Victorian Auditor-General’s Report December 2013, 

Managing Victoria’s Native Forests, states:   

RETAINED 

TREES 

Retained seed and 

habitat trees are 

almost always killed in 

the burns or soon after. 

If not killed by the 

extreme heat of a 

regeneration burn, 

they die from exposure 

to wind and climatic 

extremes. They often 

fall from wind-throw 

after the base is burnt 

out. EEG has never 

witnessed any clearing 

around the base of 

retained trees as 

stipulated in the Code. 
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The restoration of such cleared natural forest should be a priority 

of VicForests.  If the forest manager does not have the resources 

to be regenerating public forests back to supporting its original 

forest species (as stated in section 2.6.1.6 of the Code of Forest 

Practices) it should prioritise regrowing forests ahead of more 

clearfelling. VicForests also needs to revise its blanket clearfell 

logging management as a one-size-fits-all method.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HENSLEIGH CREEK ‘OLD GROWTH’ - SEVERELY BURNT RETAINED 

TREES AND RAINFOREST GULLY 

FOREST 

REGENERATION  

There has been a long 

history of failure of 

forests to regrow after 

clearfelling and 

burning in EG. It still 

remains a huge and 

costly problem. 

 

Silvicultural methods 

for regeneration must 

suit the ecological 

requirements of the 

forest type, taking into 

consideration the 

requirements of 

sensitive understory 

species and local 

conditions.  

 

VicForests is unable to 

effectively 

demonstrate that its 

silvicultural and other 

management 

practices are 

appropriate for forest 

ecosystem function, 

structure, diversity and 

succession. 

BROWN MOUNTAIN TREEFERN THICKET -  

LOGGED AND BURNT – ABOVE 
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The above quotes are taken from  a URS report ‘VicForests Review’ Chapter 8, 2010. We 

believe this figure could now be far worse.  

In July 17 2017, a VicForests media release published in the local newspaper, the Snowy River 

Mail, stated VicForests had aerially seeded 2,273 hectares across eastern Victoria this year. This 

cannot be seen as regrowing a natural forest but coaxing back vast industrial tree crops. 
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Below is a Google map created using remote sensing satellite imagery from April 2017. It 

identifies VicForests’ coupes logged between 2004 and 2012 which remain unregenerated in 

the Cottonwood area. Our mapping has shown there are at least 128 logged coupes across 

eastern Victoria which remain a problem for VicForests.  At an average of 30 ha each coupe 

that equates to around 3,800 ha. of failed regeneration – even using the commercial 

definition. 
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General – 

The below charts and maps are taken from a 2016 Victorian Environmental Assessment 

Council report commissioned by the state government on the forest values of eastern Victoria.  
 

This shows that general management zones (logging zones) are as important for protecting 

forest biodiversity and conservation as are reserves and parks. It does not mean that the 

values are looked after by VicForests but that non-reserved areas are as critical to maintain 

biodiversity values.  
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East Gippsland’s non-park forests are rated as having very high biodiversity values. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


