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Background

David Lindenmayer, David Blair and Lachlan McBurney are part of a research team undertaking long-term 
ecological research in the montane ash forests of the Central Highlands of Victoria. The work by this team 
from The Australian National University has been ongoing since 1983 and involves full-time field-based 
empirical work in the Central Highlands of Victoria on an almost daily basis by David Blair and Lachlan 
McBurney. David Lindenmayer spends 40% of his research time focusing on research and management 
associated with Victorian montane ash forests. This document is a brief summary and outline of some of the
key forest management issues that we consider are critically important in the montane ash forests of the 
Central Highlands of Victoria. 

Logging of suitable habitat for Leadbeater’s Possum

It has become clear to members of the ANU team that VicForests staff are not sufficiently trained to 
recognise suitable habitat or habitat trees for Leadbeater’s Possum. This has resulted in areas of suitable 
habitat for this nationally endangered species being logged. For example, the clear tell-tale signs of the 
species presence (actively used “keyhole” cavities in dead stag trees) were overlooked on a number of 
coupes such as South Col in the Toolangi region. This lack of training also includes species other than 
Leadbeater’s Possum. Consistent, ongoing, formal and adequate training of staff in recognising all habitat 
elements in these forests is crucial to ecologically sustainable forest management. 

In addition, suitable areas of habitat will be logged due to the recent weakening of survey protocols for 
Leadbeater’s Possum by both DEPI and VicForests, including the deliberate strategic narrowing of their 
definition of ‘mature’ trees. This truncates the younger end of the original ‘mature’ spectrum by as much as 
60 years, leaving hollow bearing trees that are not yet beginning to senesce open to harvesting, including 
those from 1939 age forest. This clearly goes against the original intention and understanding of those who 
were responsible for the original LBP Action Statement. These changes are particularly disappointing given 
that VicForests’ Forest Management Plan (September 2013, v1 for public consultation) states that 
VicForests is “committed to the maintenance and protection of forest biodiversity” (Section 8, Biodiversity). 
The commitment is that VicForests will work with other forest managers to “protect sufficient habitat for all 
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species to thrive” and use of the “precautionary approach to environmental management”. The 
precautionary principle in this instance would involve retaining the original definition of ‘hollow bearing tree’ 
(any tree with a hollow) rather than taking those who question this change in definition to court. 

Given that 42% of the suitable habitat for Leadbeater’s Possum was lost in the 2009 Black Saturday fires, 
inappropriate assessments of the forest to determine habitat suitability for this species is poor forest 
management practice. This is a major problem given the very large number of proposed coupes (> 410) on 
the current Timber Release Plan which are unlikely to be properly assessed prior to the commencement of 
clearfelling, which will kill animals on site and then render the subsequent regrowth forest unsuitable habitat
for Leadbeater’s Possum for at least the following 120 years. 

Clearfelling effects on retained trees on coupes

We have carefully monitored a population of large old trees in montane ash forests for more than 30 years. 
As an extension to that work, we have also been tracking the temporal changes in condition of large old 
trees on logged sites. Our datasets clearly show that both live and dead large old trees are regularly very 
badly damaged on clearfelled coupes and are typically badly burned in regeneration burns, often collapsing 
soon after the completion of logging operations. This is in clear breach of prescriptions that demand the 
retention of so-called “habitat trees” be kept in a functional state that can continue to be used by hollow-
dependent animals (including Leadbeater’s Possum) on logged and regenerated coupes. Again we 
consider this to be very poor forest management practice as it leads to high levels of degradation of the 
most difficult habitat elements to replace for a wide array of species that would otherwise inhabit montane 
ash forests. Loss of habitat trees also does not comply with your stated aims in the public consultation draft 
FMP for biodiversity management. Section 14, Forest Health in the FMP, correctly states that wildfire is a 
significant threat to these forests; however no mention is made of accelerated loss of hollow bearing trees 
due to harvesting, nor the fact that logging makes these forest more fire prone, further accelerating the loss 
of habitat trees.

Logging of monitoring sites

The ANU team has established a large number (> 170) of long-term monitoring sites in the montane ash 
forests of the Central Highlands of Victoria. The work by the ANU is some of the only long-term research 
work in the Central Highlands region.

However, despite recent improvements in GIS mapping of sites and checking locations on the ground to 
avoid a repeat of the almost total clearfell of site 121 in Powelltown, continual opposition has been 
maintained against reinstating the original 3ha site plus 50m buffer site size as agreed to by Ian Miles (ex-
DSE at the Forestry Roundtable Meeting in Marysville in 2002). This is particularly relevant with the 
increasing number of ANU sites being either partially logged, damaged by fire breaks or being totally logged
around, thus decreasing their research value due to the island site of remaining forest no longer being a 
representative sample of the surrounding forest. The current TRP is likely to log around a further 9% of all 
our sites in State Forest (10 sites), further weakening one of the longest running forest monitoring programs
in Australia.

Overcutting of remaining unburned forest 

An estimated 60 000 ha of Mountain Ash forest was burned in the 2009 Black Saturday fires. Much of this 
forest was in areas that were broadly designated for wood production. Yet despite sustained yields needing 
downward revision even prior to the fire, there has been no attempt to reduce logging levels post 2009 to 
accommodate these losses. Indeed, the government has operated on a policy of no net loss of forest to 
industry which is leading to significant and rapid depletion of the forest of suitable age for harvesting. It was 
only a few months ago that VicForests indicated that in 2017 it will enforce a limited reduction in its level of 
cutting – almost a decade after the 2009 fires. Therefore, the sustained yield is set too high relative to the 
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available resource. Indeed, we argue that VicForests uses flawed current methods of calculating ‘sustained 
yield’, which are blind to the actual age of the forest, and assume the whole forest to be of harvestable age. 
These factors ensure overcutting of remaining unburnt forest. 

Failure to adopt environmentally-appropriate silvicultural practices

A Forestry Roundtable Meeting was held in September 2002 to highlight the need to adopt Variable 
Retention Harvesting Systems in Mountain Ash forests. We then established an operational experiment – 
which we continue to run to this day – the only such experiment in Victoria. I then wrote a report on Variable
Retention Harvesting Systems for the then Department of Primary Industries in 2007. Yet, after 11 years, 
there still has been no attempt to move to employ Variable Retention Harvesting Systems in Victoria
despite the FMP (Section 12, Harvesting Systems) stating VicForests are required to “consider an 
appropriate balance between all competing uses of the forest when determining the harvesting practices 
used” including retention harvesting which the plan notes as being an appropriate method to “maintain and 
enhance the biodiversity habitat”. Indeed, almost all of the coupes on the Timber Release Plan are 
designated as clearfells and Variable Retention Harvesting Systems are not indicated for application on any
sites. VicForest’s own report on variable retention harvesting published in 2013 contains no quantification of
how it will be implemented.

Socially insensitive location of logging operations

VicForests has elected to clearfell a number of areas that are of high social value to local and regional 
communities. Examples include highly visible coupes in the Mt Tanglefoot area and the Mt St Leonard area 
– both in the Toolangi District, as well as coupes around other prominent tourist sites including the Ada 
Tree, Starlings Gap, Bicentennial National Trail and Lady Talbot Drive. We consider this approach to cut 
highly visible and socially-sensitive areas to be poor forest management practice. 

Narrow site-only assessment of coupe areas, without any landscape context

Despite many discussions with VicForests staff in the past around landscape scale assessment of proposed
coupes, there has been no sign of the consideration of landscape scale ecological processes and site 
history. This highlights a deep lack of understanding of this forest system. For example, the significance in 
the local landscape of Nolans Gully, the old growth eastern face of South Col connecting up with adjacent 
LBP reserve, the significance of the rainforest patch and older elements of surrounding forest in the Ada 
Tree region, the Hot Spot for Leadbeater’s Possum along Dowey Spur in Powelltown, the magnificent 
remnant trees killed on Big Kahuna adjacent to regrowth forest containing LBP’s, to name but a few. 

Regional staff have expressed their concern and regret at having no say in the modern TRPs. All they see 
is the final copy. This local knowledge and understanding has always buffered against important patches of 
forest in each region being inappropriately added to a TRP. 

It would appear from the new draft FMP (Appendix 2, Landscape-level Management) however that 
VicForests may not see threatened species conservation as part of their duties on areas not within defined 
reserves. “This landscape-wide protection was put in place by setting up reservations against the JANIS 
criteria... making sure that all known EVCs were adequately represented and protected across the forest 
estate. Accordingly at the Landscape Management Level, VicForests considers this objective to have been 
achieved in Victoria, and therefore that all of the known and quantifiable endangered and threatened values
are adequately protected in the reserve and NP system at the Landscape Management Level”. With 30 
years of research and further confirmation from recent ARI research, we are confident areas currently being
harvested are critical to the long term survival of Leadbeater’s Possum. The original CAR reserves, 
developed as part of the RFA process, were primarily concerned with adequate representation of EVCs. It 
is not until we look at endangered species with very limited geographic range (Leadbeater’s Possum being 
a perfect example) that protection broadens to include additional areas not already covered by reserves.
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In summary, it is clear to us that there are a large number of important forest management issues around 
which the performance of VicForests has been extremely poor over the past 5-10 years and, despite 
assurances that improvements are being made, the lack of action to protect habitat and inflexibility around 
yield reductions bear this out. These are non-trivial issues as poor management practice has the potential 
to contribute significantly to the decline and possible extinction of cavity-dependent animals like the 
nationally endangered Leadbeater’s Possum. 

We would be more than happy to discuss any of the comments made in this short report and provide 
scientific articles to verify the comments that have been. Importantly, we have used our past 30 years of 
detailed scientific research to develop a set of management prescriptions for Leadbeater’s Possum and 
montane ash forest. This work is encompassed in both a major report and a peer-reviewed scientific article. 
We have attached copies of both of these documents to this letter to ensure that VicForests and DEPI have 
full access to the science needed to undertake the considerable improvement required for the next iteration 
of the FMP. 

Yours sincerely

David Lindenmayer
David Blair
Lachlan McBurney
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