Notes from site tour

At the first site
· The overwhelming presence of weeds, with some native veg still present, presents a huge management problem. It really makes you ask what is the threshold for this to be considered grassland? To effectively manage it will mean lots of spraying that will cause loss of native veg in the short term but lead to better outcomes in the longer term. Where we were standing was had been highly disturbed by the construction of a high-pressure gas pipeline.
· Block has good patches, just not where we were standing!
· WGR is 15,000 hectares in size because that was the size of the offset calculated as needed to offset the native veg removal in the growth zones of the MSA.
· James Neill spoke about the new contract between PV and DELWP that should provide greater resources and better adaptive management outcomes with more flexible allocated funds
· DELWP presented a difference between the extent of works necessary to meet commonwealth obligations (offset requirements) and the extent of works needed to meet a National Park standard. The offset requirements are a pretty low bar for what could be achieved. They asked how much restoration needed to be done? One attendee said all of it, given that we have lost native veg of the 60,000 hectares of the growth corridors.
· We heard that each block will get 10 years of intensive management. But that there might be some flexibility in defining when that 10 years begins, and also some possibility of works extending beyond ten years. Management has to be able to get costs down so PV can afford to manage it.
· James Neill said the future funding would be from two sources: the recurrent PV budget, e.g. The bucket of money all parks draw from, and from specific grant requests to make and implement a management plan (note that such grants are not guaranteed to be granted, or the funds may be insufficient for good outcomes)
· DELWP said there are some specific targets the Commonwealth has set that require improvements, not just non-degradation. The commonwealth government, in a nutshell, wants the threatened species that live in this environment to have stable populations. DELWP suggested that in more urban areas populations of species could be more variable, going up and down, and suggested that was an argument for the scale of the WGR.
· DELWP have estimates of costs to set the levy
· James Neill pointed out that there is a great deal of differing opinion on how to prioritise management and juggle funding across blocks of varying quality
· 30% of the Reserve is in very poor state, highly weedy and disturbed.
· DELWP mentioned protecting remnant and moving out from there as a good strategy
· DELWP said the offsetting setup creates the opportunity, it acquires the land, which has some good values on it.
· DELWP said the question is What meets national park standard?
· One attendee: “You’ve got to fix the lot. It’s not a matter of which bit do we do and which bit don’t we do, you’ve got fix the lot”.
· Ben Nam said 4000 hectares of the best bits were kept in the growth corridors, the lower quality bits were allowed to be cleared. 
· Ben said you can’t just acquire part of the parcel, you have to acquire the whole of the parcel, hence the acquisition of low conservation quality land.
· On the 36 Conservation Areas: 
· The funding stream for the 36 conservation areas is also the same funding stream as the WGR. The levy has six different components for different species. Same goals as the WGR.
· James said the CAs that parks Victoria will be managing are in the same funding agreement as the WGR patches PV manages. 
· Questions about the inner urban grasslands that are going backwards. No money at all. James completely agreed and said it is an identified threat to those grasslands. 
· James said GPN will be very useful in getting community on board, politicians to listen, spend money. 
· One attendee raised the point about community not having access to a lot of the urban grasslands, that it is not possible to get any stewardship or engagement when you are effectively locked out. James suggested the cause for that was the Crown Land Reserves Act, which says what can and can’t occur on such reserves. Maybe, he said, we need to review that legislation, what should the correct categorisation be? There’s no perfect answer. NCRs at least stop pipelines and other infrastructure being put through them. He understands community engagement is vital 
· James told us about the property down the road with the sign “Government officials will be shot”: 

At Magpie, the scrape and sow site
· Lotus australis popped up in multiple locations after 60 years lying dormant in cropped land. 
· We learnt that the scrape and sow cost $20,000 for 0.8 ha, which was quite cheap. Excluding the cost of the seed. The costs were low partly because the soil was not transported off site but pushed to the side. That had the unintended consequence of altering the hydrology, making a wet patch by blocking a drainage line. 
· Scrape by Greening Australia (Rod White) took a year and a half to take off (and James had to apologise to Rod White!), and coverage was still sparse, but in future years should provide a robust area that would have lower maintenance costs because of low weed presence.
· Management costs small because we are back to standard grassland management, cheaper and easier. But being a clean high-value, James would want to put more into it. Still C3 dominated, when C4 thicken up, this will be when costs really come down. 
· Scrape also protects the important Themeda remnant. A ring around it. Though effects of altered hydrology remain to be seen.
· Ben talked about DELWP, over the next year, looking at how much of such scrape and sow will be needed. At what quality too. Some might be cheaper version that just replaces the weeds. Maybe rely on natural recruitment. Some of the survey data is helping answer the question of how much can we rely on natural regeneration. Or do we need to completely intervene. It is going to be a real learning experience. Big question of how much scalping we can do. 
· Scalping not good for trying to protect the natural heritage values. The advice is just to leave it, don’t disturb it. So scalping has a question mark on it for DELWP. But they are not really sure what other options there are.
· In reply, James noted that scalping is not flat-out banned. But a cultural heritage plan has to be made and followed. It’s a matter for discussion with the RAPs, so for instance we can demonstrate that scalping is a good means of returning the country to a form of a natural state. so that is a communal goal that we’d be meeting. But we have to be respectful. An ongoing conversation.
· In terms of what do do with scraped soil: One option suggested was to make a new mountain. Another attendee suggested dumping it in the quarry. James noted the high costs of transporting soil. A third attendee noted that there is money in providing clean fill for estates, to raise them up over flood levels. James noted that possibly he may need a mineral extraction permit to sell government soil.
· Ben noted that Melbourne Uni is doing work on trialing covering rather than scraping, using clean fill / sand, at Royal Park.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The site was receiving translocations (Senecio macrocarpus, few hundred Pimelea spinescens up on the hill, from Rail Projects Victoria work near on Griegs Road) which perhaps attests to the scrape’s success. Note those translocations not yet on VBA etc., poor following of proper process by RPA. Also note that in other sites mortality 5 years after translocation has been 70-80%, about 70% is considered normal, so we should wait and see!
· Across the road from Mount Cottrell Properties Pty Ltd
· Site burnt last year.
· Everyone well informed about what scalping was: good audience!
· Wet areas across WGR possibly not very surveyed for GGF
· James has been harvesting Silky Blue (Dichelachne sericea) at the site, for the greater good, some damage to other species from the harvesting process.
· Highly variable results from burning: two adjacent paddocks burnt on the same day: one paddock got weeds, one had good grasses come back. Highly variable appearance month to month too.


At the roadside site
· High-quality remnant with Pimelea spinescens population
· Dumping is a constant problem. Lack of communication with Council clean-up crews was also causing damage when clean-up occurred. Cameras and signs failed to stop the dumping. Closing entire road was the only good option. Took years to do, complex internal council processes. 
· Finding and identifying these locations is critical, and the survey work being done is vital in establishing that.
· Good spread into adjacent property. Luckily, Council have established a good working relationship with land owners. Clean site, good for seed collection.
· Rock walls are all heritage listed across Wyndham.
· Council incentive schemes:
· Melton and Wyndham have different approaches to providing incentives on privately owned land. Melton gives land owners a rate rebate if conservation works occur. That may appeal to land bankers and other absentee owners, but does not benefit the farmer. Wyndham gives funds to the land manager to undertake works, up to 75% of the costs for weed management etc. 
· Wyndham’s program doesn’t allow for multi-year works, which can be a problem for strategic planning of works.
· Wyndham thinks land protection grant better than rate rebate.
· Landholders get better pasture by removing weeds.
· PAO had very negative impacts on land holder incentives. They feel burnt.
· Geelong and Moorabool have stakes in WGR, with different systems for rebates.
· Melton spends more money than Wyndham in rebates / incentives.
· In Wyndham, getting farmers to pay even 25% of works is increasingly difficult with inflation.
· While in Melton, the rated value goes up with ever-increasing property prices, meaning land owners get more money back. Incentives for owners rather than farmers
· AgVic has given up on this area because it is too far gone with weeds and enforcement of CaLP Act.
· Wyndham upgrading a local law to allow a small fine of their own. But that will be prioritised, e.g. if you are next to an NCR.

Discussion back at the Speedboat Club
· The importance of using vivid concepts / phrases, e.g. "old growth" grasslands, "rarer than rainforests" to promote grasslands. Is "grassland" appealing compared to: meadows, plains, prairie, savannah?
· The importance of charismatic fauna species to drive engagement
· The vastness is a drawcard in itself. With the distant city views, it creates a sense of I am here, all that city stuff is over there far away
· The grassland is only in flower for a couple of months. How to make it appealing in the other months? Wetlands will provide year-round attraction.
· The scale of the park, and the extent of degradation in some areas, means it can be used by many user groups, just like the You Yangs, which has horse riding, mountain biking.
· Recognising that the reserve’s future has to be rolled-out in stages as acquisition occurs over a challenging 20-year acquisition timeline
· The Reserve needs to be linked to the adjacent places of environmental significance, To the You Yangs, the Western treatment Plant, mount Rothwell. Ben Nam said it was unlikely land between the north and the south portions of the Reserve would be purchased, but that the Werribee River, which edges both portions, is a link, and it has beautiful sections that will work as places of engagement as well. 
· The Werribee River Association, and Riverkeeper, will be an important stakeholder.
· Feral animal control is being undertaken. James Neil noted rabbits and foxes are a problem, but that much bigger management problems (i.e. weeds, are present. Cats too. These species are concentrated along the creek lines.
· Some efforts are being made a Wurdi Youang to produce commercial grassland crops (e.g. grass seed for bush food. Given the fact there is a lot of ploughed land that needs to be managed, expanding Indigenous food crop production would be a good way forward. Many other good bush food crops, e.g. tubers, herbs. The Reserve needs to be more than a money sink.
· Other economic benefits could include considering the capture sequestration benefits of grassland. One speaker commented grassland could capture 90% as much carbon as forest. Ben Nam said DELWP had not looked into that, but it might be difficult receiving further income from land that was an offset already.
· The problems managing the WGR are highlighting larger issues: the lack of a native seed industry, the need to reconsider the training pathways for land managers (e.g. an apprenticeship scheme, some way of increasing on-ground training for grassland recovery and management), the role Landcare cold play in urban areas.
· The need for flexibility in approach in management given uncertainties of 21st century. 
· Also, we need to adaptively manage the idea of adaptive management. Our whole management approach (e.g. governance) needs to be able to change and adapt.
· Volunteer engagement should focus on the nearest parts of the Reserve. Taking people out to some distant paddock will be pointless. Activities could in fact focus on the more urban grasslands (e.g. Truganina South, that are not part of the Reserve. They become a staging post for interest in the larger Reserve.
· Currently there is no designated block in WGR as a volunteering pathway / community revegetation program (e.g. Landcare as engagement)
· Who are we engaging and why? Is it just to build up advocates? Or to build a group of volunteers who provide a labour source?
· One speaker notes that community engagement has not necessarily led to better actual grassland conservation outcomes. To that extent, engagement practices in grassland conservation have effectively failed. The question then becomes how to convert engagement (e.g. artists, schools) to actual benefits for grasslands?
· The constant tension between allowing access to areas with good conservation values and protecting those areas from the damage that can be caused by visitation.
· Incorrect to assume CALD communities "don't know what a grassland is". There is considerable solidarity with Indigenous groups through a shared sense of belonging / allegiance to land and waterways. As an example, Karen Landcare workers are highly adaptive to new landscape
· DELWP are appointing a community engagement person as part of MSA operations
· Important to push for having First Nations rangers focused on cultural interpretations of WGR
· The WGR, with all its aspirations, governance, scale and complexities, may be unique for Australia and potentially internationally. This could be a real point of distinction, just how unprecedented, ambitious, legacy-setting it is
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