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Committee Secretary

State Development, Natural Resources

and Agricultural Industry Development Committee
Parliament House

George Street
Brisbane QLD 4000
Email: sdnraidc@parliament.qld.gov.au

Dear Committee,

Concerning the Vegetation Management and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2018

We, Dr Anita Cosgrove and Dr April Reside, are ecological scientists with the Centre for
Biodiversity and Conservation Science at The University of Queensland, a $48 million globally-
recognised research group. Together, we have written 35 peer-reviewed journal articles, seven
book chapters, many technical reports and several articles in non-technical fora. Dr Cosgrove’s
expertise lies in understanding the impacts of habitat loss and fragmentation'”. Dr Reside is an
expert in threatened species, climate change impacts and adaptation of biodiversity, and spatial
modelling*”.

We are also both members of the Black-throated Finch Recovery Team, providing scientific and
analytical expertise to the team. The team’s overall purpose is to halt the decline and facilitate the
recovery of the Endangered Southern Black-throated Finch.

The Southern Black-throated Finch is an example of an endangered species (Nature
Conservation Act 1992, EPBC Act 1999, Extinct in NSW) with a substantial reduction in range
(estimated to have lost 80% of its former extent®). Habitat loss is the major threat to Southern
Black-throated Finch. This habitat loss is ongoing and undermining recovery efforts, and has
been facilitated by the weakened vegetation laws.

In addition, of the 121 terrestrial animal species listed as vulnerable or endangered in Queensland
that use forest or woodland as part of their habitat, vegetation clearance is a key threatening
process for 97 (80%) under Queensland and Australian threatened species legislation”"". Habitat
loss is also implicated in the demise of half of the 10 extinct fauna species in Queensland'’. We
have reviewed the ecological consequences of Queensland’s recent land clearing in our current
paper'”. We are happy to speak to the Committee about our submission on the areas of our
expertise.

We strongly welcome tighter regulation of vegetation management and believe the proposed Bill
will go some way towards turning around Queensland’s unsustainable land clearing rates.

We provide the following recommendations:

Protect of ecologically important regrowth vegetation
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We are especially concerned that the Bill does not go far enough in protecting regrowth
vegetation. It is important to conserve regrowth vegetation, particularly for Regional Ecosystems
that are:

- Habitat for threatened species (such as the Southern Black-throated Finch)
“Endangered” or “Of Concern”
- Inriparian areas

Numerous environmental assessments for proposed developments have recorded Black-throated
Finches in disturbed, regrowth habitat (e.g. EPBC referral 2017/8067 Maidment Land Pty
Ltd/Residential Development/267 EP1719 and 257 SP253223/Queensland/Sanctum West
Master Planned Community, near Townsville, Queensland). Some of this regrowth vegetation is
used for foraging, nesting and breeding. The Black-throated Finch Recovery Team database®
demonstrates that both remnant and regrowth vegetation are valuable for the Southern Black-
throated Finch.

With so much of their remnant habitat lost, the future survival of the Southern Black-throated
Finch will depend on maturing regrowth vegetation. Currently, regrowth vegetation contributes
to the viability of some Southern Black-throated Finch populations. Therefore, Endangered
species such as the Southern Black-throated Finch need regrowth to be protected in order to
recover some of the habitat that has been lost.

In order to provide adequate protection, the definition of high value regrowth vegetation needs to
include threatened species habitat, “Endangered” and “Of concern” Regional Ecosystems,
vegetation in reef catchments, riparian areas, threatened species habitat.

Remove the thinning Self-Assessable Code

Important habitat for the Southern Black-throated Finch’s habitat has been lost in the last five
years through cleating as a result of Self-Assessable Codes'. The Queensland Herbarium’s
report'” outlines that “#he thinning codes do not limit clearing to sitnations where thickening should be treated
as a threatening process. This is because there is a well-supported view in the scientific literature that thickening is
often an integral phase of the long term dynamics of natural vegetation.” Therefore, the thinning Self-
Assessable Code should be removed for the following reasons:

1. Thinning is often not undertaken in a manner in which it is beneficial for biodiversity,
2. Itis often done using tractors or bulldozers, which is not how it is intended",

3. Thinning is a threat to endangered species and ecosystems,
4

The self-assessed nature of the activity means that threatened species habitat is not
provided adequate regulatory oversight.

Remove provisions that allow clearing for high value agriculture and high value irrigated
agriculture

Important breeding habitat for the Southern Black-throated Finch has been approved for
clearing through the High Value Agriculture provisions®. This loss of important habitat will
threaten the persistence of the Southern Black-throated Finch across the region, yet it has been
allowed to proceed. Therefore, we strongly support the removal of any provisions that allow
clearing for high value agriculture and high value irrigated agriculture.

Provide stronger protections for riparian areas
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Intact riparian vegetation is the main factor that influences the water quality and ecosystem
health of Queensland’s rivers'>'’. Land clearing impacts freshwater systems by increasing light,
nutrients, sediment load, and water temperatures'’. Over 90% of the sediment enteting water
storages and coastal environments in Queensland’s major coastal catchments originated from
erosion of stream banks and gullies', primarily caused by degradation of riparian areas from land
clearing and livestock grazing'®. In addition, riparian areas are important habitat for threatened
species such as the Southern Black-throated Finch. Riparian areas also provide a drought refuge
for woodland birds'**’ (woodland birds are currently undergoing assessment for listing as a
Threatened Ecological Community under the EPBC Act™ ). Regrowth vegetation near
watercourses should be protected across all Great Barrier Reef catchments to reduce runoff and
improve water currently, including northern catchments such as Cape York Peninsula.
Therefore, Riverine Protection Permits should be reintroduced to provide regulation of
damaging activities in riparian areas.

Protect important regrowth vegetation, including that designated as Category X

Regrowth vegetation that is currently marked “Category X”, and is important for threatened
species, particularly Southern Black-throated Finch, and Regional Ecosystems that are
“Endangered” or “Of Concern”, or over 15 years since last clearing, needs to be re-evaluated.
Important vegetation that is currently Category X also needs protection in order to adequately
conserve biodiversity. We support the amendment in the Bill that clarifies that landholders may
seck to amend their property map of assessable vegetation (PMAV) to re-regulate clearing, but
require that all important regrowth vegetation be assessed before clearing.

Yours sincerely,

Dr Anita Cosgrove and Dr April Reside

(Note that this is a submission from individuals. We are not speaking on bebalf of The University of Queensiand
or the Black-throated Finch Recovery Team.)
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