Carruthers Group of Alpine Ecologists

Mr Ryan Smith

Minister for Environment and Climate Change,

Level 17,   8 Nicholson Street

Melbourne   Victoria.

Dear Minister,

We, the Carruthers Group of Alpine Ecologists write to you to present some important points on the issue of the reintroduction of domestic stock into the Victorian Alpine National Park, as a research project on the role of cattle in reducing fuel levels and the reduction in high intensity wildfires in the Alps. We also express our concern with regard to the lack of scientific transparency, experimental method and the consequent lack of credibility of the project.

The proposed grazing trial is based on the Alps landscapes being an extreme fire hazard but long records and considerable research over many years have shown this to be only a myth.  Major fires have occurred in the Alps in 1925, 1939, 2003 and 2009 but only the 1939 and 2003 fires burnt across almost all the Alps.  The high mountain country, in most years mitigates against the spread of wildfire and this is reflected in the life cycles and other ecological indicators eg alpine and mountain ash forests that take 50 to 200 years to reach maturity but are readily killed by frequent wildfires.

Following the 2003 wildfires that burnt across the Alps in the Australian Capital Territory, New South Wales and Victoria, several inquiries into the cause and impacts of the fires were held.  One inquiry convened by Mr Garry Nairn, Federal Member for Eden Monaro at the time, made a number of recommendations on research requirements including one on fuel management, specifically that of fuel reduction in Kosciuszko National Park through the use of cattle grazing. The Bushfire Co-operative Research Centre, subsequently established a research program in 2004 with the project leader being Professor Mark Adams, but it was not undertaken within Kosciuszko National Park, being refused on the grounds that it was contrary to NSW State and Commonwealth law to do so.  It was and continues to be carried out in subalpine lands immediately adjacent to the Park.  This research project had three objectives but after 7 years only two have been addressed and to date no results or management outcomes have been published or presented for consideration by fire and protected area managers, particularly managers of the Alps national parks.  The trial grazing project currently underway in the Victorian Alpine National Parks is duplication of the Bushfire CRC ‘grazing’ project carried out in New South Wales from 2004 to the present time and we consider it to be an inappropriate expenditure of research funds, particularly as the 2003 and 2009 wildfires led to the identification of many more urgent ‘fire and Alps land management’ research projects. 

As a concerned group of alpine ecologists we submit that the most pressing fire and protected area management research program is that of determining the appropriate ground- litter (fuel levels) required to maintain soil stability on the steep slopes and various soil types of the high country. Preliminary studies in NSW and the ACT indicate that up to 30 tonnes per hectare is  required on steep slopes to maintain soil stability. This is important as the Alps encompass the most significant water catchments in southeastern Australia.  In 1957 the Australian Academy of Science published a report on the condition of the Alps catchments, which detailed the poor condition of the catchments as a result of over 100  years of domestic stock grazing.  This report was a response to the research work of the CSIRO Alpine Ecology Unit (Dr Alec Costin, Mr Dane Wimbush and others) on the impacts of grazing on alpine soils, vegetation and ecological communities and which contributed to the removal of grazing from Kosciuszko NP between 1952 and 1974.   Similar research work was undertaken by Dr Maisie Carr on the Bogong High Plains in Victoria and her vegetation exclosures still remain today as the longest continuously monitored ecological study sites in the Alps. 

It is to be noted that the Academy of Science, which has already responded to the current issue, was only established in 1954 but almost immediately became involved in environmental / ecological issues; and as part of the International Biological Program (IBPC) was to the fore in issues related to threatened species and communities. One of its first reports in 1957 on an environmental issue was A Report on the Condition of the High Mountain Catchments of New South Wales and Victoria, which noted the poor condition of the Alps catchments as a result of domestic stock grazing.

A very recent report  (2011), Caring for our Australian Alps Catchments commissioned by the Australian Alps Liaison Committee and the Commonwealth Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities, covering 235 subcatchments within the Alps national parks in New South Wales, Victoria and the Australian Capital Territory, indicates that even after some 60 years of recovery following the removal of grazing from Kosciuszko National Park, only about half of the subcatchments in the park are in good condition.  For the Victorian Alpine Park the situation is considerably worse, so at a time of great concern for water yields within the Murray Darling Basin it is difficult to comprehend why any agency would threaten the stability of these subcatchments through the reintroduction of exotic animal grazing. 

Since the 2003 wildfires in the Alps parks, over $2.6 million has been expended on restoration and rehabilitation of groundwater communities (bogs and fens) in Kosciuszko NP (NSW) and Namadgi NP (ACT) with further but unpublished amounts being expended in the Victorian Alpine Park.  The Sphagnum bogs and associated fens are a core functional part of Alps catchment hydrology and are listed as an endangered ecological community under the Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).  We submit that the reintroduction of cattle, even if only as a trial at this time, is contrary to the EPBC Act and certainly will once again have a major harmful impact upon the groundwater communities, water yields and quality and on other identified biodiversity values of the Alps.  

Over the past 35 years much work has also been undertaken to gain national and international recognition for the Alps national parks, culminating in the listing of the Alps on the National Estate. As we interpret and understand the National Estate listing, any activity that may be harmful to the natural heritage values of the Alps requires consideration and where any such impact is identified, it is the offending person, agency or corporation that is responsible, hence in this case the cattlemen owning the stock placed in the Alpine National Park are the offending persons and liable under the Natural Estate provisions of the EPBC Act. (Subdivision AA - Natural Heritage, Section 15B 1to 14)

During this same timeframe the first interstate protected area management program was established (1986), with the NSW, Victorian, ACT and the Commonwealth Governments being signatories to the Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperative Management of the Alps Parks.  This program has gained international recognition for the successes it has achieved in natural area and catchment management. The reintroduction of cattle grazing is contrary to the management objectives of the interstate memorandum of understanding on cooperative management of the Alps parks. 

In terms of the actual research project to be conducted under the leadership of Dr Mark Adams, it is of great concern to the Carruthers Group that some 400 head of cattle have already been moved into the Alpine National Park study sites before a detailed research proposal, objectives and experimental methods have been prepared, articulated, peer reviewed and published.  As the same, or a very similar research program has been undertaken in the subalpine area in NSW, a detailed research program should have been readily available from Dr Adams and the Bushfire CRC, for peer review and public scrutiny.  The scientific merit of this new research program must therefore be questioned.  The need for the grazing trial at all must also be questioned as there is a library of research papers and reports on grazing and fire management in the Alps, dating from the 1930s (Byles, Costin, Carr, et al) through to the present time (Williams, Gill, Wahren and others).  It is of great concern that a reported 400 head of cattle have already been placed in the Alpine Park before the research project has been fully defined and the experimental techniques designed and detailed. 

It is noted from the Victorian Department of Sustainability and Environment brief on the grazing project, that the cattle are to be contained within designated study sites but as reported, no fencing was done before the stock were introduced to the sites.  Most significantly it is noted that the study sites encompass groundwater communities that have struggled to recover since the removal of grazing in 2005.  Groundwater areas such as bogs and fens in their undamaged natural state, are a barrier to the spread of wildfire. They have long been recognised as the preferred grazing sites for cattle, due to the ready availability of water and highly digestible vegetation. No groundwater areas within the study sites have, to our knowledge, been excluded from the sites and hence they will be trampled, leading to erosion, drainage and dessication, surely being counterproductive to wildfire management. As noted above, the bogs are a listed Threatened Ecological Community and any planned activity imposed upon them is an offence under the EPBC Act and no doubt an offence under one or more Victorian Acts eg Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act.

In summary the Carruthers Group submits that this Alpine National Park grazing trial should be abandoned as we hold great concerns for the reintroduction of cattle to the national heritage listed Alpine National Park; the lack of a credible and peer reviewed research plan; the ethics and appropriateness of a planned damaging research activity in a protected area of great national significance; the duplication and necessity for a research activity that has been undertaken before; the international precedent of undertaking a destructive activity in a Category II protected area; and the impact on the economically important and sensitive water catchment values.  Lastly the Group holds serious concerns about the exceptionally vulnerable liability position that the Victorian Government has placed  on the mountain cattlemen.

Yours faithfully

Roger Good
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