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Abstract
Since 1992 Cool Temperate Rainforest across Victoria has been recognised as a threatened ecological 
community under The Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act (1988).  An Action Statement (FFGA AS #238) 
has been prepared for this community.  This Action Statement includes, among other things, 
prescriptions designed to provide protection for stands of Cool Temperate Rainforest in the context of 
logging operations occurring within State Forest through the provision of vegetated buffers around 
stands of rainforest.  The Victorian Government's “rainforest regulatory framework” governing the 
identification and protection of Cool Temperate Rainforest in the Central Highlands of Victoria requires 
adherence to the prescriptions contained within this Action Statement.

The “rainforest regulatory framework” provides for the protection of rainforest communities in their 
transitional and seral stages.  This poses problems for the identification of rainforest stands if only a 
superficial view of the community's dominant canopy species is used.  To remedy this situation the 
FFGA AS #238 refers its methodology to the “Differential Species Method”, a floristically based 
approach that looks at the presence of rainforest species including and beyond those comprising the 
canopy of the community.  This methodology provides the most accurate way of identifying the long 
term presence and extent of rainforest at a given site.  

This report compares both the minimum requirements prescribed by this action statement and the “field 
identification methodology” stated and employed by VicForests during their planning and operational 
stages whilst logging within Victoria's State Forest.  This report finds that while VicForests stated 
methodology acknowledges the need to use the “Differential Species Method” it fails to accurately 
identify when to use it.  As such, Cool Temperate Rainforest across the Central Highlands is not 
receiving the protection that it requires to ensure against its extinction from the landscape.

This comparison and these conclusions, as well as the reasons for reaching them and the alterations to 
VicForests methodology required to remedy this situation are detailed within this report.
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A. Regulatory framework and its interpretation

Legislation and methodology considered within this report
1. The requirement to protect and appropriately buffer rainforest in the Central Highlands is 

expressed in the following documents:

• 2.2.2 Conservation of Biodiversity, Code of Practice for Timber Production 20071 
(Code)

• Summary; Chapter 3, Biodiversity Conservation and Appendix E, Central Highlands 
Forest Management Plan2 (CH FMP and CH FMP Appendix E)

• Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act (1998) Action Statement #238 for Cool Temperate 
Rainforest et.al.3 (FFGA AS #238)

• A FIELD GUIDE TO RAINFOREST IDENTIFICATION IN VICTORIA:   
Differential species keys for the delineation of rainforest boundaries4 (Differential 
Species Guide)

2. VicForests have demonstrated their methodology for identifying and buffering rainforest 
within their “Preliminary Investigation Reports” created responsive to reports submitted by 
the Fauna and Flora Research Collective (FFRC):

• Alleged Harvesting of Rainforest Buffer Zone in 480-504-0023, Preliminary 
Investigation Report, VicForests5 (VF Guide)

1 2.2.2 Conservation of Biodiversity; Glossary, Code of Practice for Timber Production 2007, Victorian Government 
Department of Sustainability and Environment, Melbourne, March 2007

2 Summary; Chapter 3, Biodiversity Conservation and Appendix E, Central Highlands Forest Management Plan, 
DNRE, East Melbourne, 1998

3 Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act (1998) Action Statement #238 Cool Temperate Rainforest; Dry Rainforest 
(Limestone), Warm Temperate Rainforest (Coastal East Gippsland); Warm Temperate Rainforest (Cool Temperate 
Overlap; Howe Range); Warm Temperate Rainforest (East Gippsland Alluvial Terraces); Warm Temperate 
Rainforest (Far East Gippsland); Human activity which results in artificially elevated or epidemic levels of Myrtle 
Wilt within Nothofagus dominated Cool Temperate Rainforest, Victorian Government Department of Sustainability 
and Environment, Melbourne, June 2009

4 Cameron, D., A FIELD GUIDE TO RAINFOREST IDENTIFICATION IN VICTORIA: Differential species keys 
for the delineation of rainforest boundaries, Victorian Government Department of Sustainability and Environment, 
Melbourne 2008

5 Nicklen, T., Alleged Harvesting of Rainforest Buffer Zone in 480-504-0023, Preliminary Investigation Report, 
VicForests, 5 March 2013
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B.  Hierarchy of legislation

1. The CH FMP, published in 1998, provides definitions of rainforest and aids to field 
identification.  This document does not refer to any other of those listed above.

2. The Code, revised most recently in 2007, refers to the “the Rainforest and Cool Temperate 
Mixed Forests Action Statement for a full definition including field identification”.  The 
current Fauna and Flora Guarantee Action Statement relevant to Cool Temperate Rainforest 
is the FFGA AS #238 listed above.

3. The FFGA AS #238 provides a description of Cool Temperate Rainforest and then refers to 
its “Appendix 1” where it provides an additional definition and methodology for field 
identification.  

4. FFGA AS #238 Appendix 1 provides additionally for the identification of the rainforest 
boundary, which in turn refers field identification, “in circumstances where further 
clarification is required”, to the “differential species approach”.

5. The “differential species approach” is detailed within the Differential Species Guide listed 
above.

6. VicForests stated methodology (VF Guide) identifies that “the regulatory framework in 
respect to Cool Temperate Rainforest in the Central Highlands requires compliance with the 
Flora and Fauna Guarantee Action Statement 238”.
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C. Field identification of the rainforest stand and the rainforest boundary

I Definition

1. The purpose of providing a “definition” of rainforest is to firstly; differentiate rainforest 
communities from other, usually eucalypt sclerophyll forest communities, and secondly; to 
inform the decision making process as to whether rainforest is to be identified as either 
present or absent in the field.

NB: In the context of prescriptions provided for the protection of rainforest stands, a positive identification of 
rainforest in the field necessarily leads to further questions that consider the management implications 
relating to the boundary between the rainforest stand and the surrounding forest, the size and shape of the 
rainforest stand, and the requirements for and size of protective buffers to be preserved around the stand of 
rainforest.  

These questions arise only after a stand of rainforest has been identified and so will be considered separately 
in the following sections of this report.

2. Each of the documents considered within this report that comprise the legislative framework 
for the protection of rainforest, and its subsequent interpretation, provide differing 
definitions of rainforest (sometimes within each document as well as between each 
document) and differing lists of the species that characterise both rainforest canopies and 
rainforest communities.  Each of these definitions and lists of dominant tree character 
species are reproduced within Appendix A Table i, attached to this report.

3. The key differences that mark the progression from one definition to the next focus around 
the following key issues:

• Canopy cover/Structure
• Character species
• Species composition
• Geographic difference
• Disturbance factors
• Presence of Eucalyptus species

Canopy cover, structure, character species and species composition, geographic difference 
4. Given the “flow” of the “hierarchy of legislation” provided above, and VicForests 

acknowledgment of this legislative hierarchy, the FFGA AS #238 and its APPENDIX 1 will 
be the key reference point for the analysis conducted within this report.

5. The FFGA AS #238 first “describes” Cool Temperate Rainforest as follows:

The following description of Cool Temperate Rainforest is from the Final Recommendation of the 
Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC 1992) in regard to Nomination Number 207 which forms the 
basis for the listing under the FFG Act.

The community is dominated by combinations of Nothofagus cunninghamii (Myrtle Beech), 
Atherosperma moschatum (Southern Sassafras), Elaeocarpus holopetalus (Black Olive-berry) and 
Acacia melanoxylon (Blackwood).  The understorey is dominated by Olearia argophylla (Musk 
Daisy-bush), Hedycarya angustifolia (Austral Mulberry) and tree-ferns, with a ground stratum 
dominated by ferns.  Epiphytes are abundant on the trunks of trees and tree-ferns.

In undisturbed conditions, Cool Temperate Rainforest has a closed canopy.  It is sensitive to fire and 
can regenerate in the absence of fire.  In the opinion of the Scientific Advisory Committee, Cool 
Temperate Rainforest can be defined in accordance with the definition of rainforest provided by the 
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Rainforest Technical Committee (1986): 'Rainforest is defined ecologically as closed (>70% 
projective foliage cover) broad-leaved forest vegetation with a continuous rainforest tree canopy of 
variable height, and with a characteristic diversity of species and life forms.  Rainforest includes 
closed transitional and seral communities, with emergent eucalypts, that are of similar botanical 
composition to mature rainforests in which eucalypts are absent.  Rainforest canopy species are 
defined as shade tolerant tree species which are able to establish below an undisturbed canopy, or in 
small canopy gaps resulting from locally recurring minor disturbances, such as isolated windthrow or 
lightning strike, which are part of the rainforest ecosystem.  Such species are not dependant on fire for 
their regeneration.'

In montane environments, the overstorey may be shorter and more open, with Leptospermum 
grandifolium (Mountain Tea-Tree) often co-dominant.  The understorey lacks broad-leaved shrubs and 
includes Epacrid species such as Leucopogon species (Beard-heaths).  Ferns and epiphytes are less 
common and forbs more abundant.6

6. The FFGA AS #238 then refers to its Appendix 1 where rainforest is “defined” differently7:

Rainforest is defined ecologically as closed (>70% projective foliage cover) broad-leaved forest 
vegetation with a continuous rainforest tree canopy of variable height, and with a characteristic 
diversity of species and life forms.  Rainforest includes closed transitional and seral communities, 
with emergent eucalypts, that are of similar botanical composition to mature rainforests in which 
eucalypts are absent.  Rainforest canopy species are defined as shade tolerant tree species which are 
able to establish below an undisturbed canopy, or in small canopy gaps resulting from locally 
recurring minor disturbances, such as isolated windthrow or lightning strike, which are part of the 
rainforest ecosystem.  Such species are not dependant on fire for their regeneration.

Rainforest stands are identified in the field when the tree canopy species are present and conform to 
the definition described above …8 

7. The key elements contained within the “definition” of Appendix 1 leading to field 
identification of rainforest stands are found within the earlier “description” (and should not 
lead to varied interpretations and identifications of rainforest stands), except for the 
omission within the “definition” of the explicit note contained within the earlier 
“description” that this definition relates to Cool Temperate Rainforest “in undisturbed 
conditions [where it] has a closed canopy.”

8. This omission from the “definition” is however only transitory, and – whilst implied in the 
definitions consideration of “transitional and seral” stages – is accounted for as the 
“definition” proceeds with its prescriptions for identifying the boundary of the rainforest 
stand.

This issue will be dealt with in the following section.

6 Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act (1998) Action Statement #238 Cool Temperate Rainforest [et. al.], Victorian 
Government Department of Sustainability and Environment, Melbourne, June 2009, p. 2

7 “For timber harvesting and associated roading within State forest, apply the definitions, minimum area rules, 
guidelines for recognition and minimum prescriptions set out in Appendix 1.  Where higher levels of protection are 
provided in Forest Management Plans, the higher levels shall continue to apply.”, ibid, p. 15

8 Ibid, p. 19
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II Field identification of a rainforest stand and its extent (the “boundary”)

Disturbance factors (1)
9. The FFGA AS #238 continues:

… The boundary of the rainforest and the adjoining eucalypt forest is often clear in the field.  

… However, in circumstances where further clarification is required, the boundary can be determined 
by using the “differential species approach” (DSE 2009).  Using the differential species approach, the 
rainforest boundary is the point where the number of rainforest differential species exceeds the 
number of eucalypt forest differential species.

Note: Special care is required when assessing the presence and extent of rainforest where disturbance, 
such as fire, disease, windthrow, etc., has temporarily removed the rainforest canopy or has created 
temporary canopy gaps.  In these cases, the differential species approach will be the best indicator of 
the long-term rainforest boundary.9

10. The preceding prescription attends in the first instance to the following question:

Is the boundary of the rainforest and the adjoining eucalypt forest clear in the field?

11. The prescription then informs the field investigator when the boundary is not clear in the 
field within its “Note” where the “circumstances where further clarification is required” is 
defined as when “special care is required” (see quotation above).

Thus the answer to the first question requires an answer to the following question:

Has fire, disease, windthrow, etc. temporarily removed the rainforest canopy or 
created temporary canopy gaps?

12. This is the first question that must be considered when assessing the presence/absence and 
extent of a rainforest stand.

Disturbance factors (2)
13. The FFGA AS #238 describes the threats and reasons for the communities decline (the 

“disturbances”) including:

...
• The community is threatened by fires of high intensity and frequency, which eliminate Nothofagus 

and other overstorey species, allowing light-dependent sclerophyll species to colonise, and if there are 
repeated fires, to replace the rainforest species. 

The community is significantly prone to future threats which are likely to result in extinction.

• The community is also found only in small pockets where it does occur and is therefore susceptible to 
edge effects. It is threatened by disturbance from logging practices in adjoining forest areas.

• Road building alone can divide rainforests and cause a large barrier between stands because of influx 
of eucalypts into roadsides. Removal of mature wet sclerophyll forest from the rainforest margins 
opens the rainforest up to disturbance.

• Protected rainforest vegetation adjacent to logging coupes is frequently burnt by hot regeneration 
fires, and that streamside reserves and buffer strips are frequently logged or damaged.

• The community is also threatened by Myrtle Wilt disease which may be a more serious problem than 
originally believed. The disease may be spread by Platypus Beetle.

• Almost everywhere the community occurs it is susceptible to these threats. The only adequately 
protected area is in the Upper Yarra catchment, and its security depends on continued appropriate 

9 Ibid, p. 19
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management.
• The community is not very rare in terms of distribution, but it is found only in small pockets where it 

does occur and has a small total area. … 10

14. Therfore, “special care is required when assessing the presence and extent of rainforest 
where” the following factors have been influences at the site:

• Fire
• Disease (i.e. Myrtle Wilt)
• Wind-throw
• Disturbance from logging practices
• Removal of surrounding mature wet sclerophyll forest

15. The FFGA AS #238 prescription then informs that these disturbances are able to 
“temporarily remov[e] the rainforest canopy or [create] temporary canopy gaps.”11

Summary
The FFGA AS #238 properly interpreted thus prescribes for the identification of the rainforest stand 
and its boundary in the field in the absence of disturbance as:

Rainforest stands are identified in the field when the tree canopy species are present and conform to the 
definition described above …12

And for the identification of the rainforest and its boundary in the presence of disturbance using 
the Differential Species Method referenced above:

Note: Special care is required when assessing the presence and extent of rainforest where disturbance, such as 
fire, disease, windthrow, etc., has temporarily removed the rainforest canopy or has created temporary canopy 
gaps.  In these cases, the differential species approach will be the best indicator of the long-term rainforest 
boundary.13 [emphasis added]

Disturbance factors (3)
16. Across the Central Highlands of Victoria, Cool Temperate Rainforest exists predominantly 

in the presence of disturbance.

17. This circumstance, often very clear in the field, is discussed within the recent Flora and 
Fauna Guarantee Scientific Advisory Committee's nomination for listing Cool Temperate 
Mixed Forest (a subset of Cool Temperate Rainforest) as a threatened community:

Severe bushfires are a particular current threat.  For example, the extensive fires in 1926, 1939 and 
2009 in the Central Highlands severely burnt CTR [Cool Temperate Rainforest] and the adjacent 
CTMF, producing communities that in the normal course of events take a long time to recover their 
full component of taxa, given no further fires. ...

Historically there has been a substantial loss of Cool Temperate Mixed Forest due to fire, clearing and 
timber harvesting (Peel 1999).  Their modification and depletion in these ways can expose mature 
rainforest to a greater risk of damage by fire in future (Barker 1992); Victorian rainforests are 
particularly vulnerable because of their small size and large boundary-to-area ratio (Read 1992).14

10 Ibid, p. 2-3
11 Ibid, p. 19
12 Ibid, p. 19
13 Ibid, p. 19
14 Morgan, D., Final Recommendation On A Nomination For Listing, Cool Temperate Mixed Forest Community, 

Nomination no. 825, Flora and Fauna Guarantee - Scientific Advisory Committee, 20 November 2012, p. 2
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III Marking the rainforest boundary in the presence of disturbance

Marking the boundary
Once a stand of rainforest has been identified:
In the absence of disturbance use Method 1:
Find and mark the boundary of the rainforest where there is no longer a “closed (>70% 
projective foliage cover) broad-leaved forest vegetation with a continuous rainforest tree 
canopy of variable height, and with a characteristic diversity of species and life forms”  
including where it is existing as a “closed transitional and seral communit[y], with emergent 
eucalypts, that are of similar botanical composition to mature rainforests in which eucalypts 
are absent.”.

In the presence of disturbance use Method 2:
Find and mark the boundary according to the procedures outlined in the “Differential 
Species Method” (See reference above and attached Appendix A Table i).

18. The following schematic diagram (Figure 1.) represents a stand of Central Highlands Cool 
Temperate Rainforest that has been subject to disturbances such as from fire, multiple 
logging practices and the subsequent removal of surrounding mature wet sclerophyll forest 
over the past century. 

19. The “Rainforest Core Zone” (the polygons with “dark green diagonal lines”) is the area of 
rainforest at this location that supports a “closed (>70% projective foliage cover) broad-
leaved forest vegetation with a continuous rainforest tree canopy of variable height, and with 
a characteristic diversity of species and life forms.”15

20. Given the history of disturbance at this location, and the subsequent “temporar[y] remov[al 
of] the rainforest canopy [and thus the] temporary canopy gaps” this area is not the extent of 
the rainforest stand on site and is not the “rainforest boundary”.

21. The rainforest boundary must be identified using the “Differential Species Method” which 
sometimes identifies the “rainforest boundary” beyond the “Rainforest Core Zone”.  

22. (See Figure 2. on the following page for the diagrammatic presentation of the “Anatomy of a 
rainforest stand” provided in the “Differential Species Guide”)16

23. Figure 1. below shows the actual location of the “rainforest boundary”, as identified using 
the “Differential Species Method” as the “green line/polygon” as generated from GPS way-
points (the green circles) marked along the “rainforest boundary”.

24. In the example of Figure 1., the rainforest stand is the total area (shaded “dotted green”) 
within the “green line/polygon”.  This area is approximately 0.8ha.17

 

15 NB: The “rainforest core zones” shown on this map are “projections” generated for illustrative purposes and have 
not been created from actual field data as the “rainforest boundary” data has. 

16 Cameron, p. 7
17 The “blue line/polygon”, is the projected 40m buffer discussed below.
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Figure 1. Rainforest core zones/boundary/buffer

Figure 2. Anatomy of a rainforest stand18

18 Cameron, p. 7
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D. Area of the rainforest stand

1. The FFGA AS #238 prescribes that areas of rainforest less than 0.1 ha (1000 sq/m) will not 
be recognised as rainforest.19  That is, rainforest stands less than a ¼ acre will not be 
protected from logging in the very circumstances where such stands are most at threat from 
removal from the landscape and thus require the most protection:20

Minimum area for recognition
The minimum area for recognition of a rainforest stand is 0.1ha (e.g. 20m by 50m).

Note: Groupings of rainforest species that occur together in areas of less than 0.1 hectare are not 
recognised as rainforest stands.  Edge effects, including elevated light, elevated temperature and 
reduced humidity, and an increased risk of frequent fire, means that the likely long term persistence of 
such groupings is very low.21

2. The final minimum area prescription the FFGA AS #238 places on rainforest stands is:

Linear stands
Linear stands are defined as stands of rainforest which are elongated and which are between 20 m and 
40 m wide.  Linear stands of rainforest usually occur along drainage lines or small streams.  Linear 
stands may be “overshadowed” by eucalypts from the adjoining eucalypt forest.22

3. In addition, small stands of rainforest ≥ 0.1ha may be aggregated in the following way:

Aggregation of stands of rainforest
Stands of rainforest may be aggregated to form a larger stand where:

each stand to be aggregated is at least 0.1 ha in area and,
for linear stands, the gap between the stands is less than 50m, or,
for non-linear stands, the gaps between stands are smaller in area than the stands themselves.

… and;

aggregated linear stands must be treated as linear stands.

Larger stands
Rainforest stands (including linear stands) equal to or exceeding 0.4 ha must be protected by a 
vegetated buffer of a minimum width of 40 m.  Aggregated stands must be treated as entire stands.23 
…

4. Note: no minimum width or specified shape requirements are prescribed for “non-
linear stands” or “Larger stands” ≥  0.4ha.

Summary
After identifying the rainforest stand, and then the location of the rainforest boundary, the perimeter 
of the rainforest stand (which is the rainforest boundary encompassing the entire rainforest stand) 
will yield the size of the area of the rainforest stand.

This value, once ascertained, will inform the decisions regarding the application of buffers to the 
rainforest stand detailed in the following section.

19 See Appendix A Table i, attached to this report for a summary of the minimum area requirements for recognition and 
protection of rainforest set out by each of the documents considered within this report.

20 Final Recommendation on a Nomination for Listing – Cool Temperate Rainforest Community – Nom. 207, Flora and 
Fauna Guarantee – Scientific Advisory Committee, May 1992, p. 1

21 FFGA AS #238 Cool Temperate Rainforest [et. al.], p. 19
22 FFGA AS #238 Cool Temperate Rainforest [et. al.], p. 19
23 FFGA AS #238 Cool Temperate Rainforest [et. al.], p. 19-20

130527 - AL_FFRC - Comparison of Rainforest Regulatory Framework and VicForests Rainforest Field Identification Methodology_V01          10



E. Applying buffers to the rainforest stand

1. The FFGA AS #238 prescriptions for providing buffers to rainforest stands of varying sizes 
and shapes can be summarised as follows:

Table 1.  FFGA AS #238 Buffer prescriptions24

2. The main text of the FFGA AS #238 provides that the higher levels of protection provided 
within the Forest Management Plans (here the CH FMP) shall prevail over those provided 
within the FFGA AS #238 Appendix 1.

3. The CH FMP states under the headings “Summary: Major directions: Conservation of 
biodiversity”:

• All stands of rainforest are protected along with their associated forested buffers, which range from 
40 m to 100 m in width, and extend to sub-catchments for the most significant rainforest stands.25

4. And, under the headings “Chapter 3: Biodiversity Conservation: Rainforest: Protection of 
Rainforest”:

Protection of Rainforest
The Code requires that all rainforest and a surrounding buffer be excluded from timber harvesting. 
The Code also provides guidelines for rainforest protection which include increased protection 
measures for significant stands of rainforest and a consideration of regional characteristics when 
developing protection strategies in Forest Management Plans.

This plan establishes a rainforest protection strategy which is based on the application of buffers of 
varying dimension depending on the significance of stands. The width of buffers surrounding 
rainforest in State forest in the Central Highlands range from a minimum of 40 m to over 100 m. A 
number of stands receive sub-catchment protection. The minimum buffer of 40 m is considered to 
adequately protect rainforest stands from increased exposure to light, temperature and wind as a result 
of timber harvesting operations outside the buffer. It is also considered to provide adequate protection 
against physical disturbance from forest operations, which is relevant to minimising the spread of 
Myrtle Wilt.26

24 FFGA AS #238 Cool Temperate Rainforest [et. al.], p. 15 and p. 19-20
25 Central Highlands Forest Management Plan  , DNRE, p. v
26 Central Highlands Forest Management Plan  , DNRE, p. 13
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Appendix 1. ≤ 0.1 ha = Logging of rainforest stand permitted [equivalent to 1000 square metres or a ¼ acre]

0.1 - 0.2 ha = No logging within rainforest stand / No buffer 
0.2 - 0.4 ha = No logging within rainforest stand / 20m buffer

Non-linear stands

Larger Stands (Linear and Non-linear)

Where each stand of rainforest is ≥ 0.1 ha and where the gap between stands is < 50m; 

Aggregate Non-linear stands 

Aggregated stands must be treated as entire stands 

(Aggregated linear stands must be treated as linear stands)

FFGA AS #238 See Appendix 1 or; Where higher levels of protection are provided in FMP's the higher levels shall continue to apply.

Linear stands (elongated and between 20 and 40 m wide)

0.1 - 0.4 ha = No logging within rainforest stand / No buffer 

≥ 0.4 ha = No logging within rainforest stand / 40m buffer. (including aggregated stands); 

Aggregate linear stands

≥ 0.1 ha where the gaps b/w stands are smaller in area then size of stands.



5. The CH FMP does not envisage the adequacy and application of only 20m buffers as the 
FFGA AS #238 provides, and instead notes that “The minimum buffer of 40 m is 
considered to adequately protect rainforest stands from increased exposure to light, 
temperature and wind as a result of timber harvesting operations outside the buffer.”27

6. The CH FMP, which defers to its Appendix E, recognies rainforest of a minimum area size 
of 0.4ha, and for linear stands; 20m by 100m (equal to 0.2ha).

The provision of a 40m buffer to rainforest stands of these dimensions is ≥ those specified in 
the FFGA AS #238.

7. As such, adherence to the FFGA AS #238 requires the application of the CH FMP's 
higher levels of protection (being the application of a minimum buffer of 40m) where 
applicable.

(See this report's attached Appendix A. Table i. for a summary of the CH FMP's rainforest 
management prescriptions including its alternative descriptions and definition of rainforest, 
field identification methodology, minimum area provisions and buffer prescriptions)

8. Once the relevant buffer size has been ascertained, determined by the shape and size of the 
rainforest stand, the buffer must begin and extend away from the rainforest stand (typically 
upslope) at 40 m if the stand of rainforest is in the Central Highlands.

Note: While the FFGA AS #238 does not provide guidance on how to mark the 40m buffer 
in the field the Code of Practice provides the following in its glossary:

Buffer (strip) – a protective margin of vegetation excluded from any harvesting activity abutting a 
waterway or an area of rainforest or other special area, which protects it from potentially detrimental 
disturbances in the surrounding forest. Buffer width is defined as horizontal distance from which 
various operations are excluded.28 [Emphasis added]

27 Central Highlands Forest Management Plan  , DNRE, p. 13
28 Glossary, Code of Practice for Timber Production 2007, p. 74
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F. Comparison of VicForests Methodology and FFGA AS #238

1. VicForests stated methodology for identifying and buffering rainforest does not meet the 
minimum standards as set out in the FFGA AS #238.

2. VicForests field identification methodology is summarised as follows29:

3. The inconsistencies with VicForests methodology (summarised above) which lead to 
inadequate protection of rainforest concern:

• VicForests' addition into their methodology of “broadleaved tree canopy of non-
rainforest canopy species” presence disqualifying stands as rainforest;

• The failure to recognise rainforest “in the presence of disturbance”, and;
• Searching for a rainforest canopy species (Black Olive-berry (Elaeocarpus 

holopetalus) in the Central Highlands which does not exist in the Central 
Highlands.

Definition (1)
4. VicForests state:

• Where the broadleaved tree canopy of non-rainforest canopy species exceeds 10% projected foliage 
cover the forest is not considered rainforest.30

This condition placed on the identification of rainforest is foreign to the FFGA AS #238. 
Instead, the presence and abundance of a “broadleaved tree canopy of non-rainforest canopy 
species” is a factor relative to the time elapsed since the last major disturbance in the area.31

29 Nicklen, T., Alleged Harvesting of Rainforest Buffer Zone in 480-504-0023, Preliminary Investigation Report, 
VicForests, 5 March 2013

30 Nicklen, T., VicForests, p. 2
31 Morgan, D., Final Recommendation On A Nomination For Listing, Cool Temperate Mixed Forest Community, 

Nomination no. 825, Flora and Fauna Guarantee - Scientific Advisory Committee, 20 November 2012, p. 2

130527 - AL_FFRC - Comparison of Rainforest Regulatory Framework and VicForests Rainforest Field Identification Methodology_V01          13

Field Recognition and delineation

- The boundary of rainforest and adjacent eucalypt forest is often clear in the field.  
- In circumstances where further clarification is required, the boundary can be determined by using the ‘differential species approach’.
- Where the broadleaved tree canopy of non-rainforest canopy species exceeds 10% projected foliage cover the forest is not considered rainforest.

To ensure a conservative approach and clarity in identifying rainforest boundaries in the field, the hierarchical approach intended in the Action Statement is as follows.

The following are the steps to identify rainforest boundary in the field:

This approach would be used where:

(gradual transition is a transition from 70% rainforest to 70% eucalypt over a distance greater than 10 meters)

For Central Highlands Cool Temperate Rainforest the character species used for determining foliage cover are:

VicForests
- Rainforest stands are identified in the field when the Rainforest tree canopy species are present and conform to [see this report at Section C (I), item 6].  

Rainforest stands are identified in the field when the tree canopy species are present and conform to the definition above (greater than 70% projective foliage cover). The 
‘differential species approach’ can be used where further clarification of a boundary may be required.

1. First, identify the type of rainforest present.
2. Identify the stand of Rainforest: Which is defined as continuous Rainforest character species displaying a closed canopy of >70% foliage cover of broad-leaved forest 
vegetation with a continuous rainforest canopy (see rainforest character species below for species used in determining rainforest foliage cover)

3. Identify the rainforest boundary: Which is determined to be the point at which there is no longer >70% foliage cover of broad-leaved rainforest vegetation or continuous 
rainforest canopy, and is often clear in the field.   Only where the above boundary is not identifiable in the field, the following step is then used. 

4. Where further guidance as to the boundary is required, the ‘differential species approach’ is to be used (Differential Species Keys for the Delineation of Rainforest 
Boundaries July 2011 can provide reference photos). Where this is utilised, the boundary is the point where the number of rainforest species exceeds the number of 
eucalypt forest species  i.e. the line along which the floristic signals are of equal strength. 

a. the rainforest canopy tree cover reduces gradually from 70% foliage projection.

Myrtle Beech (Nothofagus cunninghamii)
Sassafras (Atherosperma moschatum)
Blackwood (Acacia melanoxylon)
Black Olive-berry (Elaeocarpus holopetalus)



Definition (2)
5. VicForests state that they adopt the “definition” discussed within this report at Section C (I), 

item 6. but do not follow the steps from Section C (I and II), items 7 – 24.

Field Identification of the rainforest stand
6. VicForests failure to follow the methodology of this reports Section C (I and II), items 7 – 

24 means that VicForests do not identify rainforest in the Central Highlands in the presence 
of disturbance.

7. As discussed, rainforest in the Central Highlands exists predominantly in the presence of 
disturbance.32 

8. In disturbed conditions, which is where “further clarification” and “special care” is 
required, the methodology required by the FFGA AS #238 is to employ the “Differential 
Species Method”.

9. VicForests state that they only employ the “Differential Species Method” where: 

a. the rainforest canopy tree cover reduces gradually from 70% foliage projection. (gradual 
transition is a transition from 70% rainforest to 70% eucalypt over a distance greater than 10 
meters)

While the circumstance described by VicForests above may be one situation where the 
differential species method should be employed, this description is not included in the FFGA 
AS #238 (as a limiting factor) and does not encompass the entire meaning of “where further 
clarification and special care is required”.

Rainforest canopy species
10. VicForests' stated methodology searches for the rainforest canopy species Black Olive-berry 

(Elaeocarpus holopetalus) in the Central Highlands as comprising the > 70% projected 
foliage cover of the rainforest.

While this species is listed as contributing to the combinations of species that dominate the 
rainforest community across Victoria (within the main text of the FFGA AS #238), this 
species does not exist in the “Central Highlands” of Victoria.  Instead, the extent of the 
species western distribution is restricted to East Gippsland.33

Drawing further on the description of Cool Temperate rainforest “in montane environments” 
(including in the Central Highlands), the main text  of the FFGA AS #238 lists 
Leptospermum grandifolium (Mountain Tea-Tree) as a “co-dominant” canopy species where 
the overstorey of the community may be shorter and more open.34

VicForests do not include this species or this varied description of a shorter and more open 
overstorey canopy cover in their field identification of rainforest and so are not identifying 
or buffering such rainforest stands.

32 Final Recommendation on a Nomination for Listing – Cool Temperate Rainforest Community – Nom. 207, Flora and 
Fauna Guarantee – Scientific Advisory Committee, May 1992, p. 2

33 Costermans, David, Native Trees and Shrubs of South-Eastern Australia, Landsdowne Publishing, Sydney, 1994, p. 
228

34 Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act (1998) Action Statement #238 Cool Temperate Rainforest [et. al.], Victorian 
Government Department of Sustainability and Environment, Melbourne, June 2009, p. 2
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G. Summary

Regulatory framework and its interpretation and the Hierarchy of legislation
A. Given the “flow” of the “hierarchy of legislation” provided above, and VicForests 
B. acknowledgment of this legislative hierarchy, the FFGA AS #238 and its APPENDIX 1 

outlines the minimum criteria for identifying and buffering rainforest in the Central 
Highlands of Victoria.

Field identification of the rainforest stand and the rainforest boundary 
C. I Definition

Throughout the legislative framework governing rainforest the community is described and 
defined with varying focuses on the key elements of rainforest ecology.
 
Despite these variations, the acknowledgement that rainforest ecology is generally 
transitional – largely due to the presence and frequency of fire and other disturbances across 
the landscape, and that rainforest communities in Victoria have become seriously threatened 
with extinction following the cumulative effects of disturbance in the past 200 years – 
rainforest is now largely considered in its “transitional and seral” stages.

That is, rainforest is defined by its proximity to the last disturbance and must be managed in 
the context of such disturbances.

II Field identification of a rainforest stand and its extent (the “boundary”) and 
III Marking the rainforest boundary in the presence of disturbance
Managing rainforest in the context of these disturbances requires special care in the 
identification of rainforest stands and their boundaries.  The FFGA AS #238 prescribes that 
the best way to achieve this is by employing the “Differential Species Method”:

Floristic field keys based on differential species comprise an additional tool which provides the most 
reliable means of identification of rainforest and adjacent forest vegetation at the operational field 
scale by tuning in to the floristic signal 'emitted' by each forest type.35 

As such, the boundary of the rainforest stand and its boundary needs to be identified in the 
field, in the presence of disturbance, and most reliably in all circumstances by using the 
“Differential Species Method”. 

Area of the rainforest stand and Applying buffers to the rainforest stand
D. Using the “Differential Species Method” the area of the rainforest is identified as the 
E. boundary between the rainforest and surrounding sclerophyll forest (where there is an even 

ratio of rainforest and sclerophyll forest differential species).  The rainforest buffer begins at 
this point and extends out from the stand, typically up slope, at the horizontal distance 
relative to the prescriptions specified in FFGA AS #238 Appendix 1 or at 40m where higher 
levels have been provided in the CH FMP.

Comparison of VicForests Methodology and FFGA AS #238
F. VicForests field identification methodology do not presently meet the minimum 

requirements detailed within the FFGA AS #238 as summarised within this report.

As such VicForests must amend their procedures to properly identify and buffer disturbed 
“transitional and seral” stands of rainforest in order that these may be afforded appropriate 
protection such that they are able, over time, to return as mature stands of rainforest.

35 Cameron, p. 1
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