Victoria’s river red gums and the changing face of public land management

What is currently occurring in Victoria’s river red gum forests is indicative of the changing face of public land management over much of southern Australia since the mid-1990s – particularly in WA, Victoria, and NSW. 
This can be described as a shift away from a relatively sophisticated multiple use approach to land management towards a simplistic ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach that is primarily focused on environmental preservation.  Some Victorian examples illustrate the point. 
There have been three major regional reviews of public land use completed in Victoria since 2001. These have occurred in the:

· the box-ironbark forests and woodlands of north central Victoria; 
· the mixed wet and dry forests of the Otway Ranges in south west Victoria; and now 
· the Murray River red gum forests (recommendations yet to be accepted by government).
The results of these investigations are summarised in Table 1.
Table 1: Changes to public land categories in the combined Box-Ironbark, Otways, and River Red Gum regions from 2001 to 2008

	Public land categories


	Up to 2001
	October 2008

	
	Area
	Proportion
	Area
	Proportion

	National Park
	71,775 ha
	8.4%
	323,287 ha
	37.9%

	Other parks and conservation reserves
	228,530 ha
	26.8%
	274,104 ha
	32.1%

	State Forest
	404,440 ha
	47.4%
	128,393 ha
	15.1%

	Other
	148,095 ha
	17.4%
	127,056 ha
	14.9%

	TOTALS
	852,840 ha
	100%
	852,840 ha
	100%


Notes:
· The October 2008 figures include recommended changes in the River Red Gum region although these have yet to be accepted by government and may alter.

· Other parks and conservation reserves – State Parks, Regional Parks, Nature Conservation Reserves, Reference Areas, Natural Features Reserves, National Heritage Park (Box-Ironbark only), Forest Park (Otways only), Murray River Park (Red Gum only)
· Other – Historic and Cultural Features Reserves, Community Use Areas, Water Production Areas, Plantations, Earth Resources, Services and Utilities, Commonwealth land, Uncategorised Public Lands
· Much of the area of the Other category acts as a de facto conservation reserve.
The important points to be taken from this are that in these three regions:
· The area of national park has increased from 8.4% to 37.9% (a 4.5-fold increase).

· The combined area of formal parks and reserves being managed specifically for environmental conservation has approximately doubled – from 35.2% to now comprise 70% of all public lands.
· The area of multiple use state forest has declined by around two-thirds from 47.4% to just 15.1% of the total area of public land.

The dramatic increase in national park is representative of a distinct change in what this public land category now represents. Where once national parks conferred the highest level of protection onto significant landscapes or unique conservation values, they are increasingly comprised of highly disturbed landscapes with few special values. 
A striking example is the impending provision of national park status to 45 year-old eucalypt plantations established on abandoned farmland in Victoria’s South Gippsland region.
This change also illustrates the evolution of the national park concept into a political tool primarily used to evict traditional land uses, in particular hardwood timber production which continues to be a high profile target despite the reality that is now only a minor activity. 

Should we be concerned by the expansion of national parks and conservation reserves?

Certainly it is a concern if you are involved in traditional rural industries such as timber, grazing, or apiary; or if you enjoy recreational pursuits such as hunting, or even if you occasionally collect firewood, walk your dog or ride a horse on public land. On the other hand, those living in cities who know little about forests and rarely visit them have been conditioned by decades of environmental activism into believing that national parks are the key to ‘saving’ the environment.
In reality, creating a national park often has little positive effect on environmental outcomes because simply removing traditional, well managed land uses does nothing to address the things that are continuing degrade the environment – such as inappropriate fire, feral animals, and weeds.

These issues require a strong response which is generally lacking in national parks because of: 

· an overly cautious approach to active land management; 
· greater priority given to visitor management issues that occur in minor portions of park, over and above broadacre land management requirements; 
· a chronic lack of resources available for park and reserve management; and 

· generally inflexible legislative controls and management philosophy.
National park and conservation reserves are typified by an overly cautious approach to active land management. 
This became evident during the 2003 fire season which generated anecdotal evidence about the reluctance of park managers to aggressively fight fires and, more importantly, exposed the lack of fuel reduction burning in parks and reserves over a long period.
This is not necessarily a problem that is limited to national parks, as rural demographic change and the implications of an increasingly litigious society have created risk management barriers that constrain the ability to burn in all public lands. However, there is a comparative lack of enthusiasm for fuel reduction burning amongst many park managers relative to foresters managing multiple use State Forests who have always regarded fire as core business. 
This may be linked to the disturbance-avoidance ideology of the environment movement who are the greatest advocates of national park expansion and from whose ranks many (if not most) park management personnel are likely to have been drawn.
It is now widely acknowledged that the removal of traditional forest uses that has occurred in the process of expanding the national park and reserve estate has had a substantial impact on the capability to manage fire both in the new parks and on other public lands.
Finding 5.1:

That the decline in local knowledge, skill, resources and infrastructure associated with the restriction of traditional land uses has had a negative impact on the ability of relevant agencies to manage fire on public land.

from Report on the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria, prepared by the Environment and Natural Resources Committee, Parliament of Victoria, June 2008

Most park and reserve management is focused on visitor management issues over and above broad acre land management requirements 

Most human use of parks and conservation reserves is restricted to minor portions of their area. For example, the Kosciusko National Park has more than 1 million visitors a year, but they are concentrated primarily in just the 1% portion of the park area that houses its alpine resorts.
It is understandable that dealing with human pressures is the most immediate priority for park management, but this often comes at the expense of broad scale land management requirements.
For example, the need to manage human pressures often results in visitor impact being controlled by restricting access to broad tracts of land. Where this leads to the closure of roads and tracks – as it often does - this can lessen the ability of personnel to conduct land management activities such as fuel reduction burning, or respond quickly to emergencies such as wildfire. 

Neglect of broad acre land management requirements is also a consequence of the limited availability of resources for park management
By international standards, the operating budgets and staffing levels for Australia’s conservation reserve network is amongst the lowest per hectare in the developed world. In 1999, Australia was spending about double that being spent per hectare in developing countries, but only about one-sixth of the average expenditure per hectare in developed countries such as the USA and Canada.  
As Australia’s parks expanded from 1997 to 2005, only in WA did the operational budget per hectare increase, while it declined in Queensland and NSW.

In Victoria, the total operational budget per hectare for park management has at least been maintained whilst parks and reserves have expanded since 1997. However, a comparison of government statistics going back to 1982 suggests that the resources available for on-ground land management have drastically declined whilst administrative costs have soared (Table 2). 

Table 2: Declining Victorian on-ground park management resources (1982 – 2005) 

	Year
	Park and  reserve estate
	Workforce
	Outdoor workforce per ha
	CPI-adjusted expenditure per ha

	
	
	Outdoor
	Administrative
	
	

	1982
	~1,000,000 ha
	272
	114
	1 per 3680 ha
	$ 25 per ha

	2005
	~3,250,000 ha
	396
	625
	1 per 8210 ha
	$ 21 per ha


Over the past 25 years, the outdoor workforce has more than halved in per hectare terms, while the office-based administrative workforce has increased by over 500%.
Table 3: Decline in management personnel in Victoria’s river red gum region (1982 – 2005)
	Year
	Agency/s
	Districts / Work Centres
	Numbers of personnel (including professional, technical, exempt and administrative)
	Totals

	1982
	Forests Commission Victoria


	Forest Districts: Mildura, Cohuna. Barmah, Shepparton, part of Benalla
	4 Professional, 7 Administrative,

 17 Technical, 28 Exempt
	56

	2005
	DSE

Parks Victoria


	Work Centres: Mildura, Cohuna, Swan Hill, Shepparton, Yarrawonga, Echuca, Nathalia, Benalla
	All categories


	42 


In Victoria, the decline of resources has not been limited to national parks and conservation reserves. For example, in the river red gum region, local field and administrative personnel dedicated to public forest management across all land categories, has declined by about 25% since 1982. 
National park management is dogged by philosophical and ideological constraints 
In the forests of southern Australia, park management tends to be strongly influenced by a disturbance-avoidance philosophy. That’s not to say that there is no formal recognition that, for example, periodic disturbance by fire is an integral part of Australian ecosystems. But the degree to which this translates into active management through for example, fuel reduction burning programs, has tended to be far less than in State Forests where the need for landscape-scale burning has traditionally been embraced. 

In national parks, fire management at the field level tends to be treated more as a necessary evil. This can translate into a focus on small, minutely-planned burns for ‘ecological’ purposes. While there is a place for this, it won’t on its own do enough to lower the fire risk and improve environmental outcomes at the landscape scale.

The recent tendency to create large national parks from broad areas of forest with a long history of disturbance has created a need for a change in conservation philosophy and greater legislative flexibility that could encourage more appropriate land management.
An example of the influence of skewed conservation philosophy has been the permanent loss of thousands of hectares of alpine ash forest in the high country national parks of SE Australia over the past 5 years. These forests were initially killed in the 2003 wildfires but regenerated from natural seedfall. A substantial portion of this regrowth was then burnt four years later in the 2006/07 fires. 
This time the trees were too young to produce seed and so the forests could only be regenerated by artificial means. But instead, thousands of hectares that were formerly forested have been left to revert to scrubland due to the blind adherence of park management to a philosophy of ‘naturalness’ which discourages human intervention. In adjacent State Forests, a more reasonable approach to management has ensured that similarly affected forest areas have been regenerated by aerial seeding.  
Victoria’s red gum forests represent some of the most modified areas in rural Australia and will remain so even if they are placed in national parks. This is largely because natural flooding regimes have been completely overturned by river regulation. 
The survival of these forests in their current form will rely on active human intervention to create artificial flood events, in conjunction with forest thinning and targeted grazing to reduce moisture stress and alleviate fire risk. But placing these forests in national parks will challenge a management philosophy that is largely intolerant of active human intervention.  

It is not inconceivable that this challenge can be met, but the recent efforts of Parks Victoria in trialing an ‘ecological thinning’ program in northern Victoria’s box-ironbark forests further highlights the adverse influence of environmental ideology.
The aim of ‘ecological thinning’ is to speed-up the development of large trees with high conservation values. However, park management philosophy which demonises ‘commercialisation’ has dictated that any usable timber produced in the trials is being given away to local community groups. 
By declining to sell this material, Parks Victoria is missing an opportunity to help fund the activity and ensure its continuation. In so doing, they are consigning it to a complete reliance on limited government funding. For this reason, it will be surprising if ‘ecological thinning’ extends beyond the trial stage.
So what does all this mean?
If the current trend continues, state forests and a range of other public land categories will be incorporated into new and expanded national parks where inflexible attitudes and philosophies will limit the ability to conduct appropriate land management.

If we want our forests to remain healthy, a flexible approach to management is required. If we are adapt to the challenges of an expected drier future we need to adopt practices such as:

· widespread thinning to relieve moisture stress in drying forests

· thinning of regrowth to increase stream flows to meet water requirements
· extensive fuel reduction burning to mitigate an increasing wildfire threat that could otherwise have massive impacts on biodiversity and water

· an annual program of renewal to maintain an ‘old growth’ forest estate 

· ad hoc rehabilitation of damaged ecosystems as they arise eg. after severe bushfires
· controlled grazing to manage weed infestations and reduce fire risk in some forest types

· continued hardwood production to reduce the demand for alternative ‘greenhouse- unfriendly’ building materials such as steel, aluminium and concrete
Unfortunately, there seems little hope of these being permitted in the burgeoning expanse of national parks and conservation reserves that now comprise the majority of our public lands.

Their introduction would directly challenge the politically popular expectations of the environmental movement and its supporters, as well as the philosophy of an increasingly ‘green’ bureaucracy, about what national parks and reserves should be, ie. virtually unchanging ‘museum exhibits’ untouched by human hands.

Unfortunately for the environmental health of our public lands, it seems more than likely that the progressive replacement of multiple use State Forests with national parks and other reserves represents a declining capability to adapt land management to best meet the challenges of a changing climate. 
Mark Poynter
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