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INTRODUCTION
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Our forests need our help. Fire, pests,  
weeds, neglect, exploitation, and the changing 
climate are all taking a huge toll - but if we  
all work together, the future can be different.  
A group of Gippslanders and people who love 
Gippsland’s forests are coming together so that 
the community can have a say on how we meet 
the challenges facing our forests and find ways 
forward. 

It’s called ‘The Gippsland Forest Dialogue’ and it’s an 
opportunity to talk about how best to look after our forests, 
and to explore and discuss possible futures for forests in the 
Gippsland region.

The Dialogue is independent and local—we have no 
government funding, no preconceived decisions or agendas, 
and no collective association with peak bodies, interest 
groups, political parties or movements. We do not favour 
the interests of one group or sector and all options and 
opportunities are on the table. We want to learn from the 
lessons of the past and try to succeed where previous 
attempts have failed. We are working to build trust 
through discussion, shared learning and approaching forest 
management issues from every point of view.
We will talk with Traditional Owners about cultural objectives 
for Country and prioritise self-determination.
We will look across the landscape at all forest tenures—state 
forests, national parks, plantations, farm trees, and private 
land conservation. 

WHAT IS THE  
GIPPSLAND FOREST  
DIALOGUE?

We will consider biodiversity conservation, ecosystem 
services, recreation, timber production, and bushfire 
risk management as fundamentally interconnected and 
interdependent parts of our forests. The process is based  
on and supported by ‘The Forests Dialogue’ (TFD),  
an international organisation based at Yale University that 
brings together and supports groups of forest stakeholders  
to learn from each other, to trust each other, and to 
implement collaborative and adaptive land management. 

TFD has facilitated more than 90 dialogues on contentious 
issues in forest management across the globe over the past 
20 years. These are normally multi-stakeholder engagements 
over 1-4 days with a mix of field visits, presentations and 
facilitated discussions, working to identify common areas 
of agreement and disagreement (fracture-lines), discuss and 
hopefully break deadlocks and create real, meaningful change 
by giving participants the mandate to determine outputs and 
outcomes.
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This Scoping Paper provides background 
information on issues affecting Gippsland’s 
forests and has been prepared to assist in 
informing and briefing  participants of the first 
Gippsland Forest Dialogue, to be held from 11-13 
November, 2022 at Rawson. During the writing 
process, an advisory group of stakeholders 
steered the development of the paper, identifying 
possible areas for discussion, providing feedback 
and shaping direction. 

ABOUT 
THIS PAPER

The Advisory Group asked for the Scoping Paper to provide 
prospective participants in the dialogue with a baseline 
understanding of six intertwined elements that influence and 
shape our forests—climate change, fire, cultural landscapes, 
water, industry, and biodiversity—presenting information 
on why each element is important, the different values that 
shape our understanding of them, and the existing and future 
tools, policy and strategies that surround their management. 
These thematic areas combine to tell the story about how 
Gippsland’s forested landscapes are impacted by global 
issues, land-use and land management decisions and their 
effect on forest health and the associated well-being of the 
communities that depend on them. 

The aim of the paper is to inform the identification of 
common ground and initiate the discussion of solutions, 
rather than dwelling on points of conflict. It forms a key 
element of The Forests Dialogue approach, outlined in the 
graphic below. 

The Forests Dialogue three phase approach 
operates as follows:

Engage  
Bringing together a diversity of interests to foster 
relationships and build around contentious forest issues, 
or ‘fracture lines’.

Explore 
Investigating the issues at hand and crafting a shared 
understanding of the objectives, challenges and 
opportunities ahead.

Change 
Seeking change through consensus-based collaboration 
aimed at immediate action and long-term progress.
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GIPPSLAND 
FOREST FACTS¹

million ha
formal conservation  

reserves

1.2

million ha
native forests

1.43

softwood plantations
72,000ha

hardwood plantations
18,000ha

Privately owned forests,  
farm trees and environmental  

plantings

  1 PF Olsen, Investing in Gippsland’s Sustainable Forestry Future, Gippsland Forestry Hub, 2022
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The Gippsland Forest Dialogue region

Forest coverage in Gippsland

Approximate boundry of the 
Gippsland Forest Dialogue

Approximate boundry of the 
Gippsland Forest Dialogue

Traditional Owner Regional 
Settlement Boundaries
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Gippsland people and its forests have always 
been intimately connected. Our spectacular 
forested landscapes are known for their towering 
trees, diverse flora and fauna, unique timber 
resources, high quality water and for providing a 
place of refuge and recreation for people across 
Victoria, Australia and the world. Gippsland 
forests and landscapes are the homes and places 
of great spiritual importance to Gunaikurnai, 
Bidwell, Bunurong, Taungurung, and Wurundjeri 
Traditional Owners, who have lived here and 
cared for Country for untold generations.

But many of Gippsland’s forests have experienced widespread 
damage since European settlement. Large areas were 
cleared for agriculture, Indigenous cultural burning practices 
were curtailed, and introduced animals and weeds altered 
ecosystems and continue to threaten native flora and fauna. 
Now climate change is affecting our forests and the people, 
ecosystems, wildlife, industry, and food and water supplies 
that rely on them too. The region has also experienced 
several major wildfire events since 2000, compounding and 
exacerbating other threats. The Black Summer bushfires alone 
burnt across 1.5 million hectares across Gippsland.

In common with many regional communities, Gippsland has 
employment, industry sector, and social challenges, including 
the transition away from coal-fired power towards renewable 
energy. The Victorian Government also announced a plan in 
2019 to phase out timber harvesting in public native forests 
by 2030 and invest $110 million in new timber plantations. 
Federal government policy also supports more timber 
plantations across Australia, but a supply gap is forecast for 
intervening years and transition strategies are still undefined. 

BACKGROUND 
AND CHALLENGES

It seems increasingly likely that communities and forest 
managers may have to rapidly adapt to these challenging 
conditions. This may require new forms of land management 
and engagement between public land managers, researchers, 
Traditional Owners, environment groups, business, and local 
communities. This quest for engagement is set against a 
history of land management conflict, which extends to forest 
fire and pest management, industry, recreation access and 
conservation.

Bringing innovative, enthusiastic, optimistic, and forward-
thinking people who are prepared to work together to 
engage, explore, and discuss possible positive futures for 
communities, people, trees, and forestry in the Gippsland 
region could be the first step to meeting these challenges. 

Often, we don’t come together  
to workshop solutions.  

That is what the Gippsland Forest 
Dialogue wants to change. 
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ISSUES FOR  
DIALOGUE
Humans need forests. They are immensely 
valuable and worth fighting for, but what we 
value about them differs greatly from person 
to person, community to community and group 
to group. Forests generate strong emotional 
responses, and are intimately linked to identity, 
place and our relationship with nature.²

The ways in which people and forests interact are always 
changing and evolving. The values that are placed on forests 
in Gippsland may be viewed from at least three different 
lenses - the idea that forests are for production, the idea that 
forests should be protected, and the idea that forests are 
interdependent with human culture. These different ways 
of experiencing, valuing and relating to forests may lead to 
disagreement and discord if we don’t work to understand 
each other. 

As in many places across the world, there is a long history of 
conflict around Gippsland’s forests and many Gippslanders 
are familiar with how hotly contested the governance and 
management of our forests has been. 
In the 18th and 19th centuries conflict raged between 
Aboriginal Australians and British colonists, culminating in 
violence and the dispossession of First Nations Peoples. 
Although slow steps are being taken towards reconciliation 
and restitution, understanding and knowledge of Country 
and of kinship and Caring for Country and nature may often 
be missed or ignored by Western systems of natural resource 
management.

In the early 20th century, conflict between people 
wanting to clear land for agriculture and people wanting 
to preserve forests occurred, and since the 1970s, debate 
has raged about the management of native forests, pitting 
conservationists against the forestry industry. More recently, 
plantation expansion and appropriate strategies around 
bushfire risk reduction across all land tenures have created 
tensions. 

The Forest Dialogue seeks 
to identify common ground, 
understanding and solutions  

to issues which have historically 
given rise to conflict over our 

forests.

2  P. Kanowski, Australia’s forests: Contested past, tenure-driven present, uncertain future, Forest Policy and Economics, Vol 77, pp 56-68, 2017

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1389934115300137
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ISSUES FOR  
DIALOGUE
Some of the most contentious current and 
historical issues include:

Bushfire 
Fire has shaped the Gippsland bush, but how humans manage 
our relationship with fire is extremely complex. For example, 
some studies consider that forests become less flammable 
with time³ while other research maintains a need for regular 
burning to reduce fire risk⁴. Burning the bush to mitigate 
fire risk can have both positive and negative consequences 
for risk management and biodiversity⁵, a tradeoff which is 
becoming contested and can be difficult to navigate. The 
role of climate change versus management failures in driving 
current experiences of fire risk and wildfire outcomes is 
similarly contested. The amount, timing and location of 
planned burning is also widely debated⁶ and while discussions 
regarding reinstating cultural burning practices are gaining 
prominence, the means for achieving this, and at what scale, 
remain unresolved. 

Timber harvesting 
Current government policy prescribes that in Gippsland 
after 2030, harvesting from native forests will cease, with 
wood and timber supplies being predominantly sourced 
from plantations. How this will be implemented on the 
ground, is contested and unclear. Key questions that remain 
unresolved include: Can we source all our wood needs from 
plantations (if so, how and where?)? What, if any, forms of 
timber harvesting might be allowed to continue in native 
forests (e.g. boutique timbers, ecological thinning for forest 
restoration, mechanical fuel reduction)? In what ways will the 
closure of timber harvesting in public native forests impact 
(both positively and negatively) upon Gippsland communities? 
Should there still be markets for wood that is not suitable for 
solid timber products?

Plantation expansion
Expanding plantations at a variety of scales may help meet 
the diverse needs of Gippsland’s rapidly growing population, 
but will need the support and close cooperation of the 
community, as planting more trees for carbon storage or to 
increase timber available for harvesting has both benefits 
and costs. Projects may incentivise trees to be planted in 
unsuitable places, potentially reducing food production areas, 
water quantity and quality, and land availability, and raising 
the threat of bushfire close to homes, farms and communities. 
However, plantations are also associated with many positive 
outcomes for forest values, and may help mitigate some of 
the effects of climate change and increase biodiversity and 
habitat linkages across the landscape, in addition to benefits 
to industry and the economy. 

Biodiversity conservation/management 
Biodiversity is a key value associated with many forests in 
Gippsland and there appears to be broad agreement that 
biodiversity needs to be protected, however the best way 
to achieve this continues to drive debate. If, how, and the 
degree to which wood production activities in native forests 
can coexist with biodiversity conservation is recognised as 
one of the main tensions that arise from questions about 
how our native forests should be used. ‘Lock it up’ versus 
‘rotational harvesting’ could be seen as the simplified 
management frameworks that create this fracture line, and 
are two viewpoints that exclude many other nuances - for 
example, how ecological thinning could potentially contribute 
to a variety of forest values.

If, what, and how much biodiversity management is required 
also remains largely unresolved. The concept of ‘wilderness’ 
and if forests can remain ‘pristine’ is subject to ongoing 
debate . Early attempts at forest conservation (such as the 
Franklin River in Tasmania) promoted an idea of forests 
and landscapes that were ‘untouched’ or in a ‘natural state’. 
This idea gained significant traction but also fails(ed) to 
acknowledge the often active management of First Nations 
people or the need, in some circumstances, to undertake 
forest management activities in order to address the threat 
posed to biodiversity by invasive species and inappropriate 
fire regimes, for example. 

3 P. Zylstra et al, Self-thinning forest understoreys reduce wildfire risk, even in a warming climate. Environ. Res. Lett. vol 17(4), 2022
⁴ L. Volkova et al, Impact of mechanical thinning on forest carbon, fuel hazard and simulated fire behaviour in Eucalyptus delegatensis forest of south-eastern Australia. For. Ecol. Manage. 405, 2017
⁵ Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment Fire regimes that cause declines in biodiversity - DCCEEW, 2022
⁶ K Altangerel & C.A. Kull, The prescribed burning debate in Australia: conflicts and compatibilities, Journal of Environmental Planning and Management, 56(1), 2013
7 Fletcher, M-S., et al. Indigenous knowledge and the shackles of wilderness. 2021

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/359131180_Self-thinning_forest_understoreys_reduce_wildfire_risk_even_in_a_warming_climate
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0378112717306461
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/biodiversity/threatened/key-threatening-processes/fire-regimes-that-cause-declines-in-biodiversity
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09640568.2011.652831
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34580210/
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FRAMEWORKS  
FOR RESOLUTION 
The National Forest Policy Statement (NFPS) was 
(and is) an agreement between Commonwealth, 
State and Territory governments on broad 
goals for the management of Australia’s forests. 
The goals embrace the concept of ecologically 
sustainable development, and the aim is to 
manage Australia’s native forests to conserve 
biological diversity, heritage, and cultural values, 
and at the same time develop an internationally-
competitive forest products industry.8 However, 
while this still represents the most current 
overarching vision for Australia’s forests, it is now 
more than 20 years old. 

The Regional Forest Agreements9  (RFAs) stemmed from 
the NFPS and are a policy planning framework that were 
designed to provide a mechanism for addressing and 
balancing forest values, however many believe that they have 
failed to do so10, having been subject to short-term political 
priorities. For example, despite increases to the conservation 
estate, concerns regarding forest health and biodiversity 
declines continue, while a decrease in sawlog allocations has 
led to less economic activity from timber harvesting11.  

Today, the management of our forests is siloed among 
different government agencies, the land itself is divided up 
into parcels and used for one purpose at a time and this 
management is often based on decisions made by people far 
away from Gippsland itself. Kanowski observes that “current 
Australian forest governance is characterised by a suite of 
primarily ‘one tenure—one use’ policies and programs, and 
by a national strategy that is nearly a quarter of a century old 
and was agreed only within and between governments”.12

This single-use approach, which is directed by decisions 
from or between governments, doesn’t appear to 
effectively accommodate a broader range of uses and 
interests. However, despite its failures, the outdated policy 
environment may provide an opportunity to move beyond 
acrimony and misinformation and forge a new, shared vision. 
and if forests can remain ‘pristine’ is subject to ongoing 
debate . Early attempts at forest conservation (such as the 
Franklin River in Tasmania) promoted an idea of forests 
and landscapes that were ‘untouched’ or in a ‘natural state’. 
This idea gained significant traction but also fails(ed) to 
acknowledge the often active management of First Nations 
people or the need, in some circumstances, to undertake 
forest management activities in order to address the threat 
posed to biodiversity by invasive species and inappropriate 
fire regimes, for example. 

It is time for Gippslanders to 
talk to each other, and just as 

importantly, to listen. 

8  Commonwealth of Australia, National Forest Policy Statement, 1995 
9  Commonwealth of Australia, Regional Forestry Agreements 
10 D. Lindenmeyer et al, Regional Forest Agreements fail to meet their aims, Ecological Society of Australia, 2017  
11 W. Jackson et al, Reshaping forest management in Australia to provide nature-based solutions to global challenges, 2021
12 P. Kanowski, Australia’s forests: Contested past, tenure-driven present, uncertain future, 2017

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/agriculture-land/forestry/policies/forest-policy-statement
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/agriculture-land/forestry/policies/rfa
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/sitecollectiondocuments/forestry/australias-forest-policies/nat_nfps.pdf
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/agriculture-land/forestry/policies/rfa
https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/?hottopic-entry=regional-forest-agreements-fail-to-meet-their-aims
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00049158.2021.1894383
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1389934115300137
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DISCUSSION  
QUESTIONS

Appearing throughout this Scoping Paper, 
brief discussion questions are designed to 

prompt and stimulate discussion at the first 
Gippsland Forest Dialogue. 

1
What do we want from and  

for our forests?

2
Is the current way of governing 

forests delivering those outcomes?

3
What might we need to do differently 

and how might we achieve this?

4

How could forest management bring 
collective benefits to the themes 

discussed below?



The Gippsland Forest Dialogue  
Background Paper 13

WHY ARE FORESTS  
IMPORTANT?



The Gippsland Forest Dialogue  
Background Paper 14

The following sections explore six key  
intertwined elements that influence and shape our 
forests—climate change, fire, cultural landscapes, 

water, industry, and biodiversity. Each part outlines 
information on why each theme is important, the 
different values that shape our understanding of 

them, and the existing and future tools, policy and 
strategies that surround their management. 

These thematic areas combine to tell the story 
about how Gippsland’s forested landscapes are 

impacted by land-use and land management 
practices and the effect of this on forest health and 
the associated well-being of the communities that 
depend on them. The information presented is by 

no means exhaustive or definitive but is included to 
provide a general overview to stimulate discussion 
during the Dialogue process, and will be revisited, 

reviewed, and revised as the Dialogue evolves. 
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TRADITIONAL  
OWNER CULTURAL  
LANDSCAPES 



The Gippsland Forest Dialogue  
Background Paper 16

The concept of Cultural landscapes 
is a way of articulating the deeply 
intertwined relationship between 
Australia’s First Nations peoples  
and Country. It helps to demonstrate 
that Gippsland’s forests and 
landscapes co-evolved through 
the skilful management of the 
Gunaikurnai Traditional Owners,  
as well as Bunurong to the West and 
Taungurung and Wurundjeri to the 
North and Traditional Owner groups 
in the far east.

But the concept of cultural 
landscapes is more than simply 
the management of land, it also 
endows everything in the land 

with consciousness, life and 
interconnectedness. 

This management included the systematic and purposeful use 
of fire in ways that governed landscapes, species communities 
and vegetation features. Aboriginal people also modified 
rivers, wetlands and waterways to form fish traps and 
freshwater aquaculture systems and translocated plants.13

From an Indigenous perspective, “Country is not a generalised 
or undifferentiated type of place, such as one might indicate 
with terms like ‘spending a day in the country’ or ‘going up the 
country’. Rather, Country is a living entity with a yesterday, 
today and tomorrow”14. There are many strong connections 
between indigenous custodians and their totemic connections 
with individual species15. These connections ensured that 
species and ecosystems would be preserved for the benefit 
of not only those species and ecosystems but also for food, 
resources and ecosystem services.

As such, Australia forms a tapestry of interwoven cultural 
landscapes that are the product of the skills, knowledge,  
and activities of Aboriginal land managers over thousands  
of generations and 60,000+ years of habitation.

Cultural landscapes are reflections of how Aboriginal people 
engage with the world and a reflection of the modification 
and management of Country for the maximum benefit to 
all inhabitants—both human and non-human16. There is no 
separation between nature and culture from this perspective, 
and the “health and wellbeing of Traditional Owners is directly 
influenced by both the health of the environment and the 
degree to which Traditional Owners can be actively involved 
in caring for it”17. 

13 J. Alexandra. Designer Ecosystems for the Anthropocene—Deliberately Creating Novel Ecosystems in Cultural Landscapes. Sustainability, 2022, 14(7)
14 D. Bird-Rose, Nourishing Terrains, Australian Heritage Commission, 1996
15 F. Cahir et al, Aboriginal Biocultural Knowledge in South-east Australia, CSIRO Publishing, 2018
16 J. Alexandra, 2022
17 DELWP, Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water Strategy Final Strategy, 2022

https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/14/7/3952
https://www.ceosand.catholic.edu.au/catholicidentity/index.php/sustainability/sustainability-and-aboriginal-education/91-nourishing-terrains/file
https://www.publish.csiro.au/book/7558/
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Why is it important to understand 
Traditional Owner cultural 
landscapes? 

Understanding cultural landscapes is important to help 
frame the way we think about landscapes and people, not 
as separate but instead as co-evolved entities. This way of 
thinking helps us to recognise the undeniable contribution of 
people to nature and vice versa that occurs in all landscapes 
that are inhabited by people. 

Approaching land management through the lens of 
cultural landscapes may provide a way to heal and restore 
degraded land, and address many of the issues facing our 
forests, including the climate crisis, and the threats of 
catastrophic bushfire, water pollution, biodiversity loss, and 
risks to industry. These solutions may take many forms, 
including restoring and promoting cultural fire, land, and 
water management practices, forest thinning, traditional 
and integrated farming, leadership by Traditional Owners 
in managing invasive and feral animals and plants, and 
traditional management of waterways and fish stocks18. 
However, any potential partnership and collaboration with 
Traditional Owners should be guided by the priorities of the 
original custodians.  

European colonisation has had a devastating impact upon 
Aboriginal people and Country and continues to do so 
today. Families were taken from their homelands. Speaking 
language was made illegal as well as practicing the ways of 
the ancestors. The custodial relationship with Country was 
forced by Europeans to end19. Landscapes were cleared, and 
rivers were altered.

As First People of Australia, Traditional Owners have inherent 
rights that were never ceded . 

The concept of Cultural landscapes could be used to start 
to bridge the differences between Indigenous and ‘Western’ 
world views, between Natural Resource Management (NRM) 
and Caring for Country. It enables a dialogue between 
Traditional Owners and government land managers within 
a framework that does not exclude one or the other world 
view, and it also “focuses on strategies that foster Indigenous 
livelihoods, enable communities, ensure sovereignty and get 
people back on Country”20. 

18 S. Bekessey et al, Nature as a Climate Solution, University of Melbourne, 2021
19 DELWP, Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water Strategy Final Strategy, 2022
20 S. Bekessey et al, Nature as a Climate Solution, 2021

https://www.abcfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Nature-as-a-climate-solution-2021-report.pdf
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/indigenous-knowledge-and-the-myth-of-wilderness


The Gippsland Forest Dialogue  
Background Paper 18

Western ideologies often see land in terms of something 
to be exploited for individual benefit, or something to be 
‘protected’ from other humans—what is often thought of as 
‘wilderness.’ Fletcher21 contends that “Aboriginal people in 
Australia view Wild Country – ‘wilderness’ – as sick country. 
Land that has been degraded through lack of care. Aboriginal 
ideas of ‘wilderness’ are in direct contrast to the romantic 
notion of ‘wilderness’ as “pristine” or “healthy” that remains 
a powerful narrative in conservation efforts across the 
world today”. As Fletcher further points out, the ‘wilderness’ 
movement can be seen as furthering the disempowerment of 
indigenous and local peoples by not acknowledging human 
agency in the health and diversity of landscapes.22

But (as can be seen from the conflict that has stricken 
Gippsland forests and its peoples since colonisation) the 
“governance of land has always involved power moves about 
whose priorities matter, with environmental management no 
exception”23.  The notion of management is seen by some as a 
Western and inherently colonial construct. “Management, as 
used in environmental management and forest management, 
infers a one-way relationship between people and the 
environment, with clear connotations of a master–slave 
relationship, placing the land as unknowing and unfeeling”24.

First Nations voices have been 
largely absent from forest 

management since colonisation. 
Many branches of government, 
industry and the conservation 
sector are now looking at ways  
to better engage with TOs in 

forest management, but it will 
require change to traditional 

western structures, coupled with 
genuine listening and learning,  

to achieve.

What values matter?

The values missing from Western management regimes, as 
pointed out above, are the relationships Aboriginal peoples 
share with their Country, which are centred around notions 
of kinship and caring25 and also include affective, custodial, 
future use, identity, place-based, practice-based, relational, 
social cohesion and well-being values. It is important 
to remember that Aboriginal groups that engage with 
government agencies in managing their own Country are 
still largely limited to working within systems of thinking and 
governing that are not their own. 

21 M. Fletcher et al, Indigenous knowledge and the myth of ‘wilderness’, Science Matters, 2021
22 M. Fletcher et al. Indigenous knowledge and the shackles of wilderness. 2021
23 J. Weir, Terrain, Borderlands, 20(1), 2021
24 B. Williamson, Cultural burning and public forests: convergences and divergences between Aboriginal groups and forest management in south-eastern Australia, Australian Forestry, 85(1), 2022
25 Bird-Rose, 1996; Fletcher et al, 2021; Weir, 2021

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/indigenous-knowledge-and-the-myth-of-wilderness
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34580210/
https://sciendo.com/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00049158.2022.2054134
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Existing and future management 
tools, policy and strategies 

The Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Landscape Strategy 
is an important reference document for the Gippsland Forest 
Dialogue that can be used as a bridging tool and a guide for 
developing understandings of what is needed for genuine 
collaboration with Traditional Owners to address the complex 
task of healing and managing Gippsland’s forests and the 
Country that they sit within. 

The Cultural Landscapes Strategy has been formally adopted 
by Victoria’s Department of Environment, Land, Water and 
Planning and now forms the basis for engaging with Victorian 
Traditional Owner groups on matters relating to public forest 
management and partnerships. The Strategy connects to 
a suite of other government policies: the Regional Forest 
Agreements, and Parks Victoria’s Forest Management Plans 
and the Land Management Strategy. 

The strategy provides pathways for Traditional Owners to 
“repatriate management practices and begin the complex task 
of restoring and redressing harms to Country and, in doing so, 
bring healing to Country and community”26. It also suggests 
ways to address questions of legality and tenure, including 
how activities such as tree thinning and cultural burning can 
become rights enabled by native vegetation regulations and 
fire legislation, outlining a framework and tangible actions 
that will underpin work by DELWP and Parks Victoria on 
future forest and parks management and decision making, 
including policy and legislative reform. 

The strategy also suggests adding ‘culturally valued species’ 
to Victoria’s Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act, so that 
landscapes can be managed for that animal or plant, as well 
as the introduction of Reading Country programs, which 
would enable monitoring of seasonal and practice-based 
cultural indicators and the development of forested country 
assessment and planning. 

Reading Country is a bridging tool to permit the “respectful 
integration of Indigenous oral cultural practices of knowledge 
protection and transfer (e.g. dreaming stories) and Western 
applied research”27. There are two main components to the 
Cultural Landscapes Strategy—firstly, that cultural values 
are identified and recorded. “These values may be cultural 
heritage, intangible heritage—as song, dance, stories, 
places—and living bio-cultural values—such as culturally 
significant plants and animals. These values are examined 
through narrative and yarning with Elders, mentors, peers or 
knowledge keepers”28.  The second part is the data analysis, 
interpretation and sharing as knowledge that then becomes 
the priorities and actions required to heal and maintain the 
health of Country, including how mechanisms such as cultural 
fire, ecological watering, and feral predator management can 
heal and nurture Country for the benefit of all. 

However, it is a toolkit, not a pathway. Understanding the 
objectives, values and uses for Country requires discussion 
with the Traditional Owners of whose Country it is. 

26 Federation of Victorian Traditional Owner Corporations, Cultural Landscapes Strategy, 2022
27 ibid. 
28 ibid. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b337bd52714e5a3a3f671e2/t/61666edec313e169f6201c8d/1634103014731/1258_FVTOC+Cultural+Strategy.%C6%92web.pdf
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DISCUSSION  
QUESTIONS

1
How can Traditional Owner cultural values and 

uses for Country be better heard to guide forest 
management in Gippsland 

2
What do you think about the idea that our 
forests are interconnected across multiple 

landscapes, even those quite altered, and the 
concept of inter-relation between forests, 

lands and waters as integral to the health and 
wellbeing of all lifeforms? 

3
What benefits can you see there may be for 

looking at our forests and how they are placed 
in our landscape more holistically? 
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BIODIVERSITY 
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More specifically, biodiversity can be broken down into three 
key categories—genetic diversity, referring to the diversity of 
genes of a species; species diversity, referring to the variety of 
species within a given area or region; and ecosystem diversity, 
which relates to the range of ecosystems within a given place, 
and includes the different ages of vegetation within those 
ecosystems.

Gippsland has 2.7 million hectares (or 61% of Victoria) of 
highly biodiverse forests, and this biodiversity contributes to 
many forest products on which people rely, including water, 
timber, seeds, food, oils, flowers and medicines,29 which 
make significant but often undervalued contributions to our 
economic prosperity. 

The region encompasses many places afforded some 
protection for their biodiversity values, including the Snowy 
River, Croajingalong, Avon, Alpine, Errinundra and Wilsons 
Promontory National Parks, and Gippslanders share our 
landscapes with more than 5,000 plant species and many 
hundreds of birds, mammals, insects, amphibians and reptiles. 

Biodiversity in its  
simplest interpretation  
represents all life  
on earth. 

29 Commonwealth of Australia, Australia’s State of the Forests Report, 2018 

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/forestsaustralia/sofr/sofr-2018
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Why is it important  
to understand biodiversity? 

Healthy biodiversity is vital for forests to function properly.  
A greater diversity of organisms facilitates natural cycles, such 
as the storage and breakdown of carbon and other elements, 
the creation of soils, the filtration and yield of water and 
the production of oxygen. Genetic, species and ecosystem 
biodiversity strengthen the resilience of our landscapes and 
reduce susceptibility to current and future threats, as well as 
increasing the health and value of ecosystem services30.
 
But Australia’s forest biodiversity faces many threats. As the 
recent State of the Environment report states, “pressures 
from climate change, habitat loss, invasive species, pollution 
and resource extraction can add together to increase impacts 
on the environment”31. 

In Gippsland, these specific threats include historical legacies 
of agricultural land clearing, settlement and altered fire 
regimes. The loss of old-growth and hollow-bearing trees 
through fire and resource extraction, and a succession of 
introduced pests, such as deer, pigs, foxes, and cats have 
all played their part in reducing forest biodiversity. Climate 
change threatens biodiversity through severe fluctuations 
in weather patterns, such as drought, extreme flooding, 
increasing average temperatures and the number of days  
of extreme fire danger.32   

The Black Summer Fires impacted 70% of the forest cover 
in East Gippsland and 19% of forest cover in Gippsland33. 
These wildfires affected both species and habitat34. Over 240 
species had 50% of their habitat burnt, including 43 that are 
rare or threatened. Nine Ecological Vegetation Classes (EVCs) 
had more than 50% of their extent burnt, including 78% of 
the Warm Temperate Rainforest extent. The wildfires have 
led to many species being added or upgraded in threatened 
status under the Federal Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC Act) and/or Victoria’s 
Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act (FFG Act) threatened species 
lists.

Today, the Gippsland area has 80 species that are listed 
Nationally under the EPBC Act including 13 mammals, 14 
bird species and 39 plant species. East Gippsland has 52 
species that are threatened with extinction under the EPBC 
Act, including nine mammal, nine bird and 27 plant species35. 
Seventeen Ecological Vegetation Classes (EVCs)  
are considered Endangered across the entire region. 

30 DELWP, Protecting Victoria’s Environment – Biodiversity 2037, The State of Victoria Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, 2017
31 W Jackson et al, Australia’s State of the Environment Report, Commonwealth of Australia, 2022
32 CES, 2018; DELWP, 2017a; VEAC, 2017; DELWP, 2020b; DELWP, 2021b; State of Victoria and Commonwealth of Australia, 2019
33 DELWP,  Victorian Regional Forest Agreements - Major Event Review of the 2019-20 bushfires, 2021b
34 DELWP, Victoria’s bushfire emergency: Biodiversity response and recovery. Preliminary report Version 2, 2020a
35 State of Victoria and Commonwealth of Australia, 2019

https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0022/51259/Protecting-Victorias-Environment-Biodiversity-2037.pdf
https://soe.dcceew.gov.au/
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0031/459490/Further-Assessment-of-Matters-Report-2019.pdf
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/futureforests/what-were-doing/the-major-event-review-of-regional-forest-agreements
https://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/484743/Victorias-bushfire-emergency-Biodiversity-response-and-recovery-Version-2-1.pdf
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0031/459490/Further-Assessment-of-Matters-Report-2019.pdf
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What values matter?

The importance of biodiversity is visible in our cultural and 
spiritual ties to animals and landscapes. Each of us connects 
differently with forests and animals, often in ways that are not 
always fully understood or recognised. For many people, they 
provide immense intangible value beyond shelter or food. 
The overwhelming sense of life in every form and variation—
biodiversity—is inextricably bound with our own lives and 
biodiversity’s intrinsic and incalculable value stems from this. 

From a Traditional Owner cultural landscapes perspective, 
the bio-cultural knowledge of indigenous land management 
in maintaining ecological, species and genetic diversity as well 
as ecosystem health and other important ecological attributes 
such as soil moisture and hydrology is deeply intertwined 
with spiritual, totemic connections to animals and landscapes 
across the Countries that Gippsland was layered upon. 

Biodiverse ecosystems are also critically important for our 
health, livelihoods, and economies. Many individual species 
of plants and animals provide vital ecosystem services in 
Gippsland, and their ongoing existence is extremely important 
to the health of our forest landscapes and the many industries 
that rely upon them. This includes water, and the purifying 
function of biodiverse forests on our water supplies can be 
regarded as essential elements of natural infrastructure within 
water management36. 

The impacts of large and severe fires on threatened species 
and wildlife37, and the consequences of severe fires on 
ecosystem integrity38 are also important to consider, as 
is the risk to biodiversity values from other impacts of 
climate change such as the higher temperatures and more 
severe droughts that are affecting Gippsland’s flora and 
fauna through changes to habitat suitability, changes to soil 
moisture and hydrology, changes to food supply, flowering 
and the interactions between species around competition and 
predation. 

Each of us connects differently 
with forests and animals, often 

in ways that are not always fully 
understood or recognised.

36 UNEP, Natural Solutions for Water Security, 2013
37 Wintle et al, After the Megafires: What Next for Australian Wildlife? Trends in Ecology and Evolution, 2020
38 Boer et al, Unprecedented burn area of Australian mega forest fires, 2020

https://www.gwp.org/globalassets/global/toolbox/references/natural-solutions-for-water-security-cdb-2013.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7359797/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-020-0716-1
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Existing and future management 
tools, policy and strategies 

There are many ways to maintain biodiversity and just as 
many threats that reduce it39. These include positive actions 
such as cultural fire and habitat maintenance and negative 
pressures such as inappropriate fire regimes, climate change, 
invasive species, and land clearing. 

Many national and state policy frameworks have been put in 
place that serve to try to maintain and protect biodiversity. 
The key governing Acts include the federal EPBC act, which 
aims to recognise and protect ecosystems and species 
threatened with extinction, and the Victorian Flora and Fauna 
Guarantee (FFG) Act, which promotes the conservation of 
biodiversity.  

At present, two of the main biodiversity management 
mechanisms in Victoria are Biodiversity 2037 and the 
Strategic Management Prospects (SMP) system for applying 
management decisions. 

Biodiversity 2037 focuses on active management to maintain 
and increase biodiversity. The strategy’s methodology is 
guided by the SMP support tool to direct management to 
areas that will deliver the greatest biodiversity gains and 
change in suitable habitat. Active management within this 
strategy includes the control of pest herbivore, predator 
and weed control as well as revegetation. An example of 
the regional outcome targets for East Gippsland within this 
strategy is that “threatened animals are protected through 
sustained integrated predator control in 480,000 hectares 
of priority habitats.”40 The long term aspiration is a 100% net 
positive change in suitable habitat for threatened species 
in 50 years. However, the strategy omits the importance of 
indigenous burning or ecological thinning, and accepts that 
some individual species may face extinction in favour of  
a majority of species surviving.

A recent state parliamentary enquiry into ecosystem decline 
looked at the drivers of declining biodiversity in Victorian 
ecosystems41. Recommendations to address invasive species, 
climate change, threatened species and land management 
strategies were given. One major topic was the limitation 
of available funding to ensure a positive trajectory for 
biodiversity.

Outside of government strategies, there are various 
mechanisms to enhance biodiversity. For example, actively 
managing and protecting Gippsland’s remaining old-growth 
forests is important to the conservation of hollow-dependent 
species, such owls, parrots, gliders, and possums. Large trees 
are also more drought tolerant and it’s been observed that 
trees with a larger diameter are more likely to survive bushfire 
in both wet and dry eucalypt forest types42. Since 1989, 98% 
of the disturbance to Victorian old-growth forests has been 
due to bushfires43 - raising questions for forest managers 
about how best to protect this age class. 

New forests are similarly important. In Gippsland, 94% of 
public land is covered by forest while on private land this 
figure is just 25%44. Private property is the land tenure that 
has the greatest need for biodiversity value enhancement 
due to the impacts from land clearing, and many studies 
have shown that agroecology and agroforestry—if carried out 
appropriately—can enhance biodiversity on private property, 
leading to both environmental and economic benefits45.
  
Cultural burning practices also have an important place 
in prolonging healthy biodiversity and the departure from 
cultural burning practices since European settlement has 
resulted in significant ecological changes to Victoria’s natural 
environment46. Many Australian species and ecosystems 
rely on the regular disturbance of fire47 and cultural burning 
may create refuges, fresh food and reduce the extent and 
ecological impacts of bushfires. 

39 FFG Act 1988, DELWP, 2016; State of Victoria and Commonwealth of Australia, 2019 
40 East Gippsland Catchment Management Authority, East Gippsland Regional Catchment Strategy, 2022
41 Parliament of Victoria, Enquiry into ecosystem decline in Victoria, 2021
42 Trouve et al, 2021; Fairman et al, 2019; Allen et al, 2022
43 Lindenmayer & Taylor, Extensive recent wildfires demand more stringent protection of critical old growth forest, 2020
44 SVCA, 2019
45 Salt et al, 2004; Alexandra, 2020
46 TVTOCFKG, The Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Fire Management Strategy, 2019
47 Cheal, 2010; McCarthy et. al, 2003; Prober et. al, 2007; Steffensen, 2020

https://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/in-force/acts/flora-and-fauna-guarantee-act-1988
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/534175/201612-FFG-Processes-list.pdf#:~:text=Flora%20and%20Fauna%20Guarantee%20Act%201988%20%E2%80%93%20Processes,from%20Noisy%20Miner%20%28Manorina%20melanocephala%29%20populations%20in%20Victoria.
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0031/459490/Further-Assessment-of-Matters-Report-2019.pdf
https://eastgippsland.rcs.vic.gov.au/themes/biodiversity/
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/epc-lc/inquiries/article/4455
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/eap.2383
https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/scholarlywork/1353057-short-interval-wildfires-increase-likelihood-of-resprouting-failure-in-fire-tolerant-trees
https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/scholarlywork/1679286-reconstructing-seasonal-fire-danger-in-southeastern-australia-using-tree-rings
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/343607677_Extensive_recent_wildfires_demand_more_stringent_protection_of_critical_old_growth_forest
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0031/459490/Further-Assessment-of-Matters-Report-2019.pdf
https://www.agrifutures.com.au/wp-content/uploads/publications/03-047.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/14/7/3952/htm
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/6817/fireplusstrategyplusfinal.pdf
https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/21064/Report-54-Determination-of-Sustainable-Fire-Regimes-in-the-Victorian-Alps.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1442-9993.2007.01762.x
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DISCUSSION  
QUESTIONS

1
What biodiversity values are important  

to you in the Gippsland area?

2
What examples are there of successful 

biodiversity enhancement in Gippsland?

3
How can we better manage biodiversity  

across all land tenures?
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CLIMATE CHANGE
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There is now broad scientific agreement that climate change 
threatens the health of people and ecosystems around 
the globe, and Gippsland’s communities and its forests are 
no exception. Urgent, effective and equitable mitigation 
actions are required, and managing and restoring forests is 
an internationally recognised mechanism to combat climate 
change, while also providing food, wood and other renewable 
resources48. 

Although Australia has always had a variable climate and 
our forests have evolved and adapted to this across the 
millennia, “human-induced changes in climate are likely to 
exceed historical ranges of variability and rates of change, and 
have effects on forests well beyond the experience of forest 
managers”49. Understanding and acting on this rapid change 
is key to better preserving Gippsland’s forests for every 
community, and to better managing fire, water, biodiversity, 
and industry in the region. 

Our forests are a vital part of protecting the world from the 
worst effects of climate change. One third of the carbon 
dioxide released from burning fossil fuels is absorbed by 
forests every year. Two billion hectares of degraded land 
across the world offer opportunities for restoration. Scientists 
suggest that halting the loss and degradation of forests and 
promoting their restoration has the potential to contribute 
over one-third of the total climate change mitigation required 
by 2030.50 Other benefits that may arise from activities 
designed to alleviate climate change in Gippsland include 
increased local employment, better biodiversity and soil 
quality, fire risk mitigation and more resilient ecosystems. 

Victoria’s forests are  
getting hotter and drier,  
and this is impacting 
biodiversity, fire  
frequency and intensity, 
industry, water and 
livelihoods.

48 IPCC, AR6 Synthesis Report: Climate Change 2022, 2022
49 Keenan, R., Climate change and Australian production forests: impacts and adaptation, 2017
50 IUCN, Forests and climate change issues brief, 2021

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth-assessment-report-cycle/
https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/scholarlywork/1233088-climate-change-and-australian-production-forests--impacts-and-adaptation
https://www.iucn.org/resources/issues-brief/forests-and-climate-change
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Why is it important  
to understand climate change? 

Gippsland is becoming hotter and dryer. Temperatures across 
Victoria have increased by about a degree since the mid-20th 
century, with the rate of warming increasing. On average, 
rainfall has declined since the 1950s, especially in autumn.  
In coming years, there will be more hot days and warm spells, 
fewer frosts, more frequent and more intense downpours, 
harsher fire weather and longer fire seasons and less rainfall 
in winter and spring south of the Great Dividing Range51.

The changing climate affects forests and the people in and 
around them in many ways—from the immediate socio-
economic impacts of increased fire frequency and severity on 
industry and livelihoods, to the more gradual changes to soil 
hydrology that affect biodiversity and agriculture.
For Gippsland’s forestry industry, the warming climate may 
change the tree species that can be grown, the growth rates 
of forests, and impact the area suitable for forestry. The types 
of species grown commercially may need to be adapted to be 
more climate resilient and habitat friendly. Other impacts of 
climate change include earlier flowering and planting times, 
reduced water security, and changed distribution of pests  
and diseases. More frequent and severe fires are expected  
to cause tree mortality of certain species, and changes  
to regeneration and seed viability in the fire sensitive  
forest types. 

As conditions get warmer and drier, these forests may store 
less carbon because they won’t grow as fast. Secondly, as 
severe wildfires become more frequent, more trees will die 
and become dead wood52. Such changes are already being 
felt, with one clear example being the Alpine Ash forests  
of Gippsland. These forests have been burnt multiple times 
over the last 20 years and many areas were recently not 
capable of regenerating without human intervention. This 
forest loss represents a significant loss in carbon storage  
and sequestration potential. After the 2019-20 bushfires,  
a collaboration between DELWP, Parks Victoria, the forestry 
industry and expert consultants enabled active intervention 
aimed at recovering some of these forests, but not all were 
able to be treated and many remain at risk from future fire.
Biodiversity is also at risk from climate change and the 
pressure on already threatened species is increasing. Higher 
temperatures and more severe droughts affect Gippsland’s 
flora and fauna through causing changes to habitat suitability,  
increased fire frequency and intensity, changes to soil 
moisture and hydrology, changes to food supply, flowering 
and the interactions between species around competition  
and predation. 

51 DELWP, Climate Ready Victoria, 2015
52 Fairman et al, Australian forests will store less carbon as climate change worsens and severe fires become more common, 2021

DELWP - Climate Ready Victoria

Figure: Darker colours indicate increased temperatures (red)  
or decreased rainfall (brown)

https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0021/60744/Gippsland.pdf
https://theconversation.com/australian-forests-will-store-less-carbon-as-climate-change-worsens-and-severe-fires-become-more-common-173233
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What values matter

Our forests are part of the global jigsaw puzzle that is the 
carbon cycle—they are places that both  store and sequester 
(absorb) carbon. Growing forests absorb carbon; carbon-
neutral forests accumulate carbon through photosynthesis 
but lose carbon by dying or decomposing; forests subject to 
heavy soil disturbance or frequent wildfires release carbon53. 

One way to understand and balance these values is to 
consider this jigsaw and how it fits together. 

Already, Victoria’s Land Use, Land-Use Change and Forestry 
sector is a net sink of carbon emissions, except in years with 
major bushfires.54 In 2017, an estimated 1.1 billion tonnes of 
carbon was determined to be stored in above-ground biomass 
in state forests on public land across Victoria’s RFA regions; 
The estimated total value of carbon stock in forests across 
Victoria’s RFA regions (for aboveground biomass) is around 
$81 billion55. 

DELWP suggests that if well managed, this sector could 
protect stocks of stored carbon and increase sequestration 
in a much larger way.  This could be done by sustainably 
managing forests to generate harvested wood products and 
store carbon, preventing soil erosion and increasing water 
storage, limiting large-scale severe fires, vegetation disease, 
the impacts of introduced species and human pressure, 
and through restoration programs such as revegetation and 
biodiversity conservation. 

Living with forests in this way could also enhance agricultural 
resilience and food security by shoring up reliable water 
and healthy soils, as well as providing a range of renewable 
resources and restoring damaged landscapes. However, 
doing this requires a reconsideration of current practices 
and governance, integration with existing land-uses and the 
involvement of local communities and Indigenous people56.  

53 DELWP, Carbon Factsheet, 2019
54 ibid. 
55 State of Victoria and Commonwealth of Australia, Further Assessment of Matters Report, 2019
56 IPCC, 2022

https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0023/416408/8-Carbon-factsheet-FINAL.pdf
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0031/459490/Further-Assessment-of-Matters-Report-2019.pdf
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Existing and future management 
tools, policy and strategies 

The current Victorian Climate Strategy57, which creates a path 
to reduce the state’s greenhouse gas emissions from 2005 
levels by 28–33% by 2025 and 45–50% by 2030, outlines 
several goals for assisting Victoria to meet its climate targets, 
including planting up to 30 million trees in shelterbelts and 
plantations, and restoring 100,000 hectares of biodiverse 
habitat by 2030. Other policies associated with the strategy 
include ending timber harvesting in native forests from 
2030; growing the state’s plantation estate; restoring and 
protecting natural landscapes and vegetation for carbon 
storage; and assisting farmers to plant trees. Closer to home, 
the Gippsland Regional Plan 2020 - 202558 identified that the 
region has unique potential for capturing and storing carbon 
through agriculture, forestry, industry and technology.

However, there remains limited evidence that current forest 
management practices are adequately addressing climate 
change in Australia,59 even though, as Mario Boccucci, Head 
of the UN-REDD Programme, remarks, “Among nature-based 
solutions, the forest sector represents the largest, most 
advanced, shovel-ready and cost-effective solution  
[to mitigating carbon emissions]60”. For example, some forest 
scientists suggest that using appropriate silviculture to thin 
out fuel loads and help grow bigger trees quicker can not 
only assist with increasing carbon absorption and storage, 
but also help manage fire risks and offset drought impacts, 
but the feasibility of these measures remains hampered by 
lack of institutional support, uncertainty over benefits and 
trade-offs, weak governance, fragmented land ownership, and 
uncertainty over long timeframes. There is also concern that 
Australian policy decisions are only shifting emission activity 
overseas61, rather than creating genuine reductions. 

Designing future forest management for climate change 
adaptation and mitigation will require consideration and 
integration of current and projected changes to society (our 
values, population growth and demand pressures) and more 
severe and frequent environmental events such as bushfire, 
drought and flood62. In some cases, there may be trade-
offs between producing sufficient food, timber, heating, 
conservation, water and other socio-cultural needs. 

There is great potential for 
climate change mitigation from 

the improved management, 
conservation, avoided 

deforestation and restoration  
of forests. 

57 DELWP, Victoria’s Climate Change Strategy, 2021
58 Gippsland Regional Plan Leadership Group, Gippsland Regional Plan 2020-2025, 2020 
59 W. Jackson, Independent Consultation Paper - Modernisation of the Victorian Regional Forest Agreements, 2019
60 UN-REDD, Our Race åo Zero: why nature can help us safeguard our planet and build a healthier future, 2020
61 Gan and McCarl, 2007; Ximenes et al, 2016
62 R. Keenan et al., Forest management options for adaptation to climate change: a case study of tall, wet eucalypt forests in Victoria’s Central Highlands region. 2016

https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0026/521297/Victorian-Climate-Change-Strategy.pdf
https://www.rdv.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1997816/RDV-gippsland-regional-plan-20-25-digital-2.pdf
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0026/521297/Victorian-Climate-Change-Strategy.pdf
https://www.rdv.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/1983131/GRP-20-25-final-20201022.pdf
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Forest-management-options-for-adaptation-to-climate-Keenan-Nitschke/fea031aa0ccbf7f7d4b500f1d67b3b57fb1136d5
https://www.un-redd.org/news/our-race-zero-why-nature-can-help-us-safeguard-our-planet-and-build-healthier-future
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DISCUSSION  
QUESTIONS

1
What changes might be needed to Gippsland 
forest management under a changing climate?

2
How can forest management be improved  

in Gippsland to address threats caused  
by climate change?

3
What are the biggest opportunities from 

Gippsland’s forests to help address  
climate change?

4
What sorts of management interventions should 
we implement in Gippsland’s forests to address 

climate change?



The Gippsland Forest Dialogue  
Background Paper 33

FIRE
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Fire has always been a fundamental 
part of the Australian environment, 
driving the evolution of many native 
species and the composition of 
our landscapes63. It can also be a 
destructive force, and Gippsland’s 
forests, animals and people have 
faced many such bushfires, most 
recently in 2019-20, when almost 
three quarters of the forest cover 
in East Gippsland and 19% of forest 
cover in Gippsland was impacted.

Yet the relationship between fire and Gippsland’s forests  
is not just about cataclysmic wildfires. 

There are some forests in Gippsland that rarely burn. For 
example, in some high elevation areas of Gippsland, and in 
the deep, wet gullies, fire can be so infrequent as to allow the 
development of temperate rainforest communities and the 
unique plants and animals that call them home.

Attempting to control and manage fire is a hotly contested 
issue and a source of conflict across the region and beyond. 
It impacts our lives and the things we value, sometimes in 
devastating ways, and how it is applied or not applied, its 
benefits and its costs, is one of the great unresolved issues  
of modern Australian land management. 

When contemplating Gippsland’s 
forests, the totality of fire must 

be considered—both human and 
natural, planned and unplanned, 

high and low severity, its presence 
and absence.

63 Bowman, 2000; Keeley et al, 2011; Pyne, 1991

https://sciarium.com/file/47632/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21571573/
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Why is it important  
to understand fire?

Given the many forms of fire in the Gippsland landscape, and 
the diverse ways it can relate to forests, understanding it is 
crucial to inform the Gippsland Forests Dialogue.

Fire is an intrinsic part of life in Gippsland, and notable, large 
scale bushfires have occurred in our forests over the years, 
including in 1851, 1898, 1939, 1944, 1965, 1983, 2003, 
2007, 2009, 2014 and 2019-20—to name just some that have 
been recorded since European settlement. The frequency and 
intensity of bushfires can fundamentally shape the structure 
and composition of our forests, sometimes positively and 
sometimes negatively64. 

All recorded bushfires in Gippsland since 1960

Note that many of 
these fires overlap.

Source: DELWP spatial data

64 Fairman, et al, Too much, too soon? A review of the effects of increasing wildfire frequency on tree mortality and regeneration in temperate eucalypt forests. 2016

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281740478_Too_much_too_soon_A_review_of_the_effects_of_increasing_wildfire_frequency_on_tree_mortality_and_regeneration_in_temperate_eucalypt_forests
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Fire also impacts people, communities, and the things that 
we value. Uncontrolled bushfires present a major risk to 
infrastructure and property65, and smoke from planned fire 
and bushfires can impact public health66. On the other hand, 
the application of fire and associated land management 
practices can also have a positive effect on biodiversity, 
landscapes and on the mental health and wellbeing of First 
Nations people67.

While big, landscape-scale bushfires gain the most attention, 
there are other kinds of fire that frequently take place in the 
Gippsland landscape. Small, low severity bushfires occur that 
are either naturally or artificially extinguished; there are also 
human-set fires. Before European settlement, this took the 
form of cultural fire by First Nations people, but dispossession 
severely curtailed this practice with subsequent changes 
to ecosystem health and condition.68 These changes to 
burning practices also raise several questions for current day 
management, including whether the frequency of large scale 
bushfires has increased since indigenous burning practices 
ceased, if this has also resulted in more dense and fire-prone 
forests and whether cultural fire has a role in buffering forests 
from the impacts of climate change, issues that have been 
explored at length in Mariana’s recent research69. In the 20th 
century, prescribed or planned fire undertaken by agencies or 
private landholders has fluctuated as an activity carried out to 
protect assets or life and property70.

All recorded planned or prescribed burns since 1960

Source: DELWP spatial data

Including hazard reduction 
and ecological burns

65 Filkov et al, Impact of Australia’s catastrophic 2019/20 bushfire season on communities and environment. Retrospective analysis and current trends, 2020
66 Borchers Arriagada, N. et al. Unprecedented smoke-related health burden associated with the 2019–20 bushfires in eastern Australia, 2020
67 Burgess et al, Healthy country: Healthy people? Exploring the health benefits of Indigenous natural resource management, 2005
68 Fletcher et al, 2021a; Mariani, 2022
69 Mariani, M. et al. Disruption of cultural burning promotes shrub encroachment and unprecedented wildfires. 2022
70 Morgan et al,  Prescribed burning in south-eastern Australia : history and future directions, 2020

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666449620300098?via%3Dihub
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.5694/mja2.50545
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2009/190/10/healthy-country-healthy-people-relationship-between-indigenous-health-status
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2009/190/10/healthy-country-healthy-people-relationship-between-indigenous-health-status
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/fee.2395
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00049158.2020.1739883?journalCode=tfor20
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What values matter

Fire is one of the most divisive topics in forest management. 
Humans intervening to mitigate bushfire risk can be seen  
as unnatural; for example, some studies consider that forests 
become less flammable with time,71 while other research 
highlights the need for regular burning for the reduction  
of fire risk72. Current bushfire management has developed 
within Anglo-Australian culture and emphasises an 
occupational health and safety culture. 

When it comes to bushfire and its management in the 
Gippsland landscape, the value that is prioritised most highly 
is the protection of human life. This is reflected in the two 
primary objectives for bushfire management on public land  
in Victoria:

In the Code of Practice for Bushfire Management on Public 
Land, there are a series of principles for bushfire management 
that follow from this. These include:
• Protection of human life as the highest priority
• Ecosystem resilience
• Learning to live with bushfires – community involvement  

in bushfire management
• Consistency of purpose and clarity of command and control
• Bushfire management undertaken at landscape scale
• Decisions based on risk analysis
• Integration of learning and knowledge
• Shared responsibility

While human life and ecological resilience are generally 
prioritised, there are a range of other values that matter when 
considering bushfires. These include the role of Traditional 
Owners in the management of their lands73. 

The impacts of large and severe fires on threatened species 
and wildlife74, and the consequences of severe fires on 
ecosystem integrity75 are also important to consider. One 
of the major factors most recognised for the decline of 
biodiversity across Gippsland relates to changing fire 
regimes.76 ‘Fire regimes’ refer to their average intensity, 
frequency, and seasonality. One prominent example of 
changing fire regimes is when there are abrupt changes to fire 
frequency. This is particularly relevant for Gippsland’s forests 
given the extensive fires that have occurred in the region, 
particularly  
in the last 20 years. 

Megafires in forests also threaten our water supplies. 
Following bushfires, rainfall washes huge volumes of ash and 
debris from burnt vegetation and exposed soil into rivers, 
potentially contaminating catchments77. More frequent 
fire may also change the species of trees that grow in the 
headwaters of Gippsland’s rivers, affecting water yields and 
flows to streams and rivers78.

The forestry industry has also been badly affected by the 
catastrophic fires of recent years. VicForests estimated that 
10 million cubic metres of standing ash timber worth $600 
million was burnt in the Black Saturday fires of 2009. Eleven 
percent of plantations were lost or damaged as a result 
of the 2009 bushfires in Central Gippsland79. Fear of fire 
may also dissuade communities, investors and individuals 
from engaging with plantations or becoming involved with 
agroforestry. 

1

To maintain or improve the resilience of natural 
ecosystems and their ability to deliver services such 
as biodiversity, water, carbon storage and forest 
products.

To minimise the impact of major bushfires on 
human life, communities, essential and community 
infrastructure, industries, the economy and the 
environment. Human life will be afforded priority 
over all other considerations.

2

71 Zylstra, et al Self-thinning forest understoreys reduce wildfire risk, even in a warming climate. 2022
72 Volkova, et aJ. Impact of mechanical thinning on forest carbon, fuel hazard and simulated fire behaviour in Eucalyptus delegatensis forest of south-eastern Australia. 2017
73 Fletcher et al, Catastrophic Bushfires, Indigenous Fire Knowledge and Reframing Science in Southeast Australia, 2021a
74 Wintle et al,  After the Megafires: What Next for Australian Wildlife? Trends in Ecology and Evolution, 2020
75 Boer et al, Unprecedented burn area of Australian mega forest fires, 2020
76 Woinarski et al. Ongoing unraveling of a continental fauna: Decline and extinction of Australian mammals since European settlement, 2015
77 McInerney et al, How bushfires and rain turned our waterways into ‘cake mix’, and what we can do about it, 2020
78 Lindenmayer et al, 2011; Donohue et al, 2011; Langford, 1976; Vertessy et al, 2001
79 Stewart et al, Socio Economic Impact of the Timber Industry in Gippsland, 2012 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/359131180_Self-thinning_forest_understoreys_reduce_wildfire_risk_even_in_a_warming_climate
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0378112717306461?via%3Dihub
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/f9c4/3c3cdd95b4ad57af75eab5705022e6874f16.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7359797/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-020-0716-1
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1417301112
https://blog.csiro.au/bushfires-turned-our-waterways-into-cake-mix/#:~:text=After%20the%20Black%20Summer%20bushfires%2C%20heavy%20rains%20extinguished,finally%20rain%2C%20our%20aquatic%20ecosystems%20would%20be%20devastated
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Existing and future management 
tools, policy and strategies 

There is a spectrum of possible management strategies that 
are available to manage bushfires. The most common strategy 
is the application of planned fire, which seeks to reduce 
the levels of fuel, and may therefore mitigate subsequent 
fire behaviour. Planned burning has been shown by some 
studies to be effective in reducing subsequent fire severity 
in wildfires.80 However, the effectiveness of planned burning 
generally decreases with time and with an increase in the 
severity of fire weather conditions. Climate change is posing 
a problem for planned burning regimes, as severe fire weather 
conditions increase in number across the year81, limiting the 
time available for safe burning and posing a challenge that fire 
managers must confront.

The use of mechanical fuel reduction is now accepted 
bushfire mitigation in some other fire prone nations. An 
analysis by Deloitte Access Economics in 201482 found that 
the economic benefits of mechanically removing fuel from 
the bush, in combination with fuel reduction burning, could 
reduce the damage caused by bushfires and outweigh the 
costs. Wood fibre mechanically removed could also be utilised 
in a range of wood products, offsetting the cost of fuel 
reduction. 

Other forest management techniques may also improve the 
resilience of forests under future fires. For example, ecological 
thinning —where the density of trees is reduced—and the 
application of prescribed fire can reduce the severity of 
subsequent fire substantially83. Balancing such approaches 
with biodiversity conservation is important, as is monitoring 
of the effectiveness of such measures. Forested water 
catchments may be better protected by revegetating stream 
banks to help buffer the ash and sediment runoff, especially 
by planting native plants that don’t burn easily; such as 
Blackwood84. 

Human intervention to re-seed forests in areas where fires 
have been too frequent is another possible management 
strategy. For example, alpine ash forests are fire sensitive 
and generally require a period of twenty years following 
one severe fire so that the regenerating trees can begin to 
produce seed again. Because so much young alpine ash forest 
had been generated by the severe fires of the early 2000s, 
when the 2019-2020 fires impacted alpine ash, extensive 
areas were at risk of regeneration failure—estimated to be 
in the order of 25,000 hectares85. Collaborative intervention 
between land managers, industry and expert consultants 
enabled the restoration of these forests, however, seed was 
only available to restore 11,500 ha of alpine ash forest, and 
extensive areas remain at risk of regeneration failure if burnt 
again within the next 20 years86. 

It is one example of human intervention to restore landscapes 
that would have otherwise been irrevocably changed, re-
establishing the environment’s natural values and ecosystem 
services, but whether it can be effectively and economically 
scaled up as fires increase in size, frequency and intensity is, 
as yet, an unknown question. 

80 Nolan et al, What do the Australian Black Summer fires signify for the global fire crisis? 2021
81 Clarke et al, Exploring the future change space for fire weather in southeast Australia, 2019
82 Deloitte Access Economics, Scoping Study on a Cost Benefit Analysis of Bushfire Mitigation, 2014 
83 Keenan et al, 2021; Weston et al, 2022
84 McInerney et al, 2020
85 DELWP,  Victorian Regional Forest Agreements - Major Event Review of the 2019-20 bushfires, 2021
86 DELWP,  Victorian Regional Forest Agreements - Major Event Review of the 2019-20 bushfires, 2021

https://blog.csiro.au/bushfires-turned-our-waterways-into-cake-mix/#:~:text=After%20the%20Black%20Summer%20bushfires%2C%20heavy%20rains%20extinguished,finally%20rain%2C%20our%20aquatic%20ecosystems%20would%20be%20devastated
https://ro.uow.edu.au/smhpapers1/92/
https://ausfpa.com.au/publications/deloitte-access-economics-scoping-study-on-a-cost-benefit-analysis-of-bushfire-mitigation/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2468584421000520?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S037811272101015X
https://blog.csiro.au/bushfires-turned-our-waterways-into-cake-mix/#:~:text=After%20the%20Black%20Summer%20bushfires%2C%20heavy%20rains%20extinguished,finally%20rain%2C%20our%20aquatic%20ecosystems%20would%20be%20devastated
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/futureforests/what-were-doing/the-major-event-review-of-regional-forest-agreements
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/futureforests/what-were-doing/the-major-event-review-of-regional-forest-agreements
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DISCUSSION  
QUESTIONS

1
If current fire management approaches are no 
longer effective, what might need to change, 

and what should we keep doing?

2
How, where and to what extent should 

strategies like planned burning, cultural burning 
and mechanical fuel reduction be applied across 

Gippsland’s forests?

3
What is needed to improve fire management  

in Gippsland’s forests?

4
What sorts of management interventions,  
if any, should we undertake post-wildfire? 
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INDUSTRY
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Gippsland’s forests have always 
provided opportunities for 
prosperous and sustainable industry. 
First Nations peoples used wood, 
fibre, fruits and animals for shelter, 
fuel, tools, food, and ceremony,  
in an economy centred on communal 
self-reliance and stewardship.  
When Europeans came, they cleared 
forests in the more accessible parts 
of the landscape for agriculture and 
timber, and the discovery of coal, 
derived from Gippsland’s ancient 
Gondwanan forests, has fuelled 
economic growth and wealth far 
beyond our region. 

The beauty and recreational opportunities for camping, 
walking, fishing, birdwatching, horse-riding, biking, skiing and 
relaxation they offer draw millions of visitors to the region 
every year87. Biodiverse forests at the headwaters of our 
rivers collect and purify water for our catchments, indirectly 
supporting agriculture and many other industries; while 
timber and wood products derived from native and plantation 
forests remain central to the employment, economic output 
and social identity of many Gippsland communities. 

While the pressure on forest-based industries across 
the world is intensifying as our populations grow and as 
we consume, per capita, more and more of this natural 
capital, carefully and sustainably managed forests may still 
provide a wealth of renewable resources. Alongside more 
traditional forest industries, technologies and markets for 
carbon sequestration, biomass, wood pellets and engineered 
products may help solve many current problems and 
contribute to building a strong and viable circular economy  
in the region88. 

Today, Gippsland’s timber, 
carbon, agriculture, water and 

tourism industries rely on healthy, 
sustainable forests.

87 Destination Gippsland and Regional Development Victoria, Towards 2030: Destination Gippsland Management Plan, 2019 
88 Jackson, et al, Reshaping forest management in Australia to provide nature-based solutions to global challenges, 2021
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Why is industry important? 

Gippsland’s forests provide significant economic benefits 
that sustain livelihoods across the region. The most recent 
Regional Forest Agreement (RFA) assessment process has 
placed per annum economic values on a range of ecosystem 
services generated by Victorian forests. However, some of 
these values are contested, as they depend on the methods  
of calculation used, and many of the numbers are not 
prepared in a way that allows for direct comparison. The 
knowledge base for certain products is also very opaque,  
and figures come from a variety of different sources that 
aren’t necessarily complete or comparable - for example,  
in many cases it is unclear how timber products move through 
the supply chain.

Forest-based industry in Gippsland is greatly varied. For 
example, apiarists rely on flowering eucalypts in public 
forests to sustain their bees, and 13% of Victoria’s licenced 
apiary sites are in the region, with the Gippsland RFA region 
particularly important to this business89. 

Carbon is another growth industry in Gippsland, and rewards 
farmers and other landholders for planting trees by allowing 
them to trade credits calculated from the carbon captured 
in the trees. However, there is criticism about the rules and 
regulations governing these schemes in Australia, which 
have been labelled as overly confusing, difficult to navigate, 
inflexible, risky and unfair90.  

Tourism and recreation-based businesses are also very 
important local employers. In 2015, a study estimated the 
economic contribution of tourism associated with Victorian 
parks added $1 billion to the Victorian economy and 
supported 13,800 full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs.91  
In Gippsland, national park tourism was estimated to 
contribute $82 million to the local economy, and created 
1,112 jobs in 2010-11.92  

The timber and forestry industry in Gippsland is also  
a significant local employer, predominantly in Maryvale, 
Heyfield, Yarram and Orbost, and demand for the products 
produced by this industry is on the rise. Indirect employment 
stemming from the forest industry (such as in building 
construction) is also extremely important, particularly  
in Melbourne . 

89 DELWP, Victorian Regional Forest Agreements - Major Event Review of the 2019-20 bushfires. 2021
90 Reid, R. Let’s talk (frankly) about carbon, 2020
91 DELWP, Victorian Regional Forest Agreements - Major Event Review of the 2019-20 bushfires. 2021
92 Ibid. 

https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/futureforests/what-were-doing/the-major-event-review-of-regional-forest-agreements
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=igyxZi0rg58
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/futureforests/what-were-doing/the-major-event-review-of-regional-forest-agreements
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The long history of native forest utilisation in the Gippsland 
community means there are families and businesses that 
have developed unique skill sets to manage the challenges 
posed by Gippsland forests. Most significantly, the industry 
in Gippsland has learnt how to use eucalyptus fibres in pulp 
and paper production. The techniques learned in Gippsland 
have led to Bleached Eucalyptus Kraft Pulp becoming a highly 
prized international commodity in fine paper production. 
Gippsland timber has been used in a wide variety  
of manufacturing applications including fence posts, 
engineered wood product beams, staircases, furniture, joinery, 
cladding, wooden floors, pallets, copy paper, packaging, and 
corrugated box paper, however since the 2009 fires and the 
closure of some local sawmills, almost all softwood leaving 
Gippsland plantations, including from trees grown for timber 
production, is now going to paper and packaging at Maryvale.

The current State Government has committed that Victoria 
will end timber harvesting in public native forest across the 
state by 2030 and transition wood production to plantations. 
However, uncertainty remains as to how this will occur and 
there is no clear, publicly available plan for this transition at 
the scale required to offset the timber currently sourced from 
native forests, placing further pressure on supply chains and 
timber and fibre supply needs. There are also outstanding 
questions about how native timber that is currently 
sourced from native forests will be replaced, as the current 
plantation estate is not designed for these uses. This policy 
may also drive local businesses towards importing timber 
from overseas, potentially increasing deforestation in other 
countries and offsetting any environmental gains made  
at home. 

Gippsland forests and Australian wood flows93

93 The coloured segments in this diagram qualitatively show the industrial wood flows across Gippsland, other regions in Australia and overseas to serve local and export markets. The size of these 
segments does not reflect the comparative scale of these flows. Recent international trade difficulties have constrained industrial wood flows between Australia and other countries. However these 
constraints are not reflected here. Additionally, the diagram only reflects major industrial wood flows. Other networks of small farm forestry, wood salvage and timber processing enterprises are also 
active across Gippsland.
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What values matter?

Cultural and social values are important to consider when 
thinking about forest industries. 

The Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Landscapes Strategy 
advocates for TO involvement in active forest management, 
including the economic opportunities arising from silviculture 
and cultural burning activities, in order to lead the process  
to heal and strengthen Country.94 This process could not only 
generate economic activity, but may also provide ecological, 
cultural, social and health benefits.

Finding new ways forward for the forestry industry may also 
benefit communities that currently rely on timber harvesting 
for a large percentage of local employment. If the industry 
fails, towns like Morwell and Orbost, which are already some 
of the most socio-economically disadvantaged in the state, 
may suffer from further negative impacts, such as increased 
uncertainty, financial stress, and a sense of injustice.95 

Climate change has also been recognised as a threat to 
economic and industry values in forests. Droughts, changing 
rainfall patterns, floods and more frequent and intense 
wildfire stemming from climate change may affect the types, 
regenerative capacity and growth rates of trees grown for 
timber, as well as impacting water availability, carbon storage, 
tourism and recreation and other forest-based industries, 
such as bee-keeping. A Regional Forest Agreement Major 
Event Review conducted by the state government after  
the Black Summer fires recognised that the long-term  
stability of forests is being compromised by repeated  
short-interval, severe bushfires, and highlighted the need for 
greater adoption of active and adaptive forest management 
practices.96

From a biodiversity perspective, if, how, and the degree to 
which wood production, recreation and other extractive 
industries in native forests can coexist with conservation 
is recognised as one of the main pressure points when 
attempting to balance economic, social and environmental 
values. 

  94 Federation of Victorian Traditional Owner Corporations, Cultural Landscapes Strategy, 2022
  95 Deloitte Access Economics, Scoping Study on a Cost Benefit Analysis of Bushfire Mitigation, 2014 
  96 DELWP, Victorian Regional Forest Agreements - Major Event Review of the 2019-20 bushfires, 2021

https://www.fvtoc.com.au/s/1258_FVTOC-Cultural-Strategyweb-j2bp.pdf
https://ausfpa.com.au/publications/deloitte-access-economics-scoping-study-on-a-cost-benefit-analysis-of-bushfire-mitigation/
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/futureforests/what-were-doing/the-major-event-review-of-regional-forest-agreements
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Existing and future management 
tools, policy and strategies

In support of the plantation industry and as part of the 
current government policy to transition away from native 
timber harvesting, the state has committed $110 million to 
increase the plantation estate, and farm forestry initiatives 
have also been boosted.97 Earlier this year, the federal 
government also announced $86 million in timber plantation 
grants to help secure Australia’s future timber needs.98
 
However, the Gippsland Forestry Hub reports that by 2050, 
conservative modelling shows demand for products from 
Gippsland will expand by 34% on 2021 levels, requiring an 
additional 820,000 m3 of logs and fibre every year, by no later 
than 2045.99 This means that the Gippsland region needs  
a significantly larger plantation base to secure its processing 
future and that there will likely be a supply gap of around 
1.2Mm3 by 2030 and 2.1Mm3 by 2050.100 

The Victorian Government’s post-Black Summer Regional 
Forest Agreement Major Event Review101 identified strategies 
“to maintain or enhance the sequestration and storage of 
carbon in forests and further investigate the mechanical 
thinning of dense regrowth forests, as a strategy to restore 
forest landscapes to a more open forest structure in order to 
enhance the resilience of forests to more frequent occurrence 
of severe bushfires.”

Given this, there are likely to be opportunities to explore 
new silvicultural practices in existing forests to promote 
forest values and possibly create and market new low-carbon 
and carbon-negative fuels and engineered structural wood 
products. 

The low-impact thinning of regrowth forests to wider 
spacings may allow native tree species to survive a drying 
climate with longer and more severe droughts for decades, if 
not centuries, into the future102, as well as making for a more 
fire-safe landscape and providing renewable biomass energy 
for heat and power.103 Responsible stewardship of temperate 
forests could also address key challenges posed by climate 
change through sequestering carbon, producing low-carbon 
products, and mitigating climate risks.104 

‘Restoration forestry’105 holds huge potential both in the 
establishment of biodiverse native plantations but also 
in areas of degraded native forest where regeneration 
failure requires remediation and various other intervention 
opportunities exist - in fire management, for example.
Other studies have identified large areas of suitable land 
for future plantations throughout the Gippsland region and 
suggested agroforestry as a key area for growth.106 There is 
currently an estimated 100,000 ha of plantation in the region. 
Much is on public land and managed for both softwood 
and hardwoods products. The balance is on private land 
plantations owned by corporations and farmers. While there 
is no data available on the area of planted trees outside 
plantations, the numerous farm plantings of both native and 
exotic trees are likely to amount to a similar area, though 
many of the trees planted through government schemes 
do not permit their use for timber production. These trees 
provide a range of local and regional values including shelter, 
soil conservation, biodiversity and timber production. 
Expanding secondary forests may provide benefits not only 
to Gippsland’s industrial sector, but also generate positive 
outcomes for other forest values, enhancing the region’s 
natural capital.

97 State of Victoria, Plantations, 2022
98 Australian Forest Products Association, Federal Government’s $86 million timber plantation grants will help secure Australia’s future timber needs, February 2022
99 Industry Edge, Regional fibre security for a thriving forestry and wood products industry, 2021 
100 PF Olsen, Investing in Gippsland’s Sustainable Forestry Future, 2022
101 DELWP, Victorian Regional Forest Agreements - Major Event Review of the 2019-20 bushfires. 2021
102 Haar, P. & Goeghegan, J. Regenerative enterprise with trees and wood in South Gippsland, 2022
103 Holmgren, D., Bushfire Resilient Land and Climate Care. 2021
104 Cabiyo et al, Innovative wood use can enable carbon-beneficial forest management in California, 2021
105 Pilarski, M., Restoration Forestry, Rainforest Info
106 PF Olsen, Investing in Gippsland’s Sustainable Forestry Future, 2022

https://djpr.vic.gov.au/forestry/managing-our-forests/plantations#:~:text=The%20Gippsland%20Plantations%20Investment%20Program%20is%20part%20of,harvesting%20in%20line%20with%20the%20Victorian%20Forestry%20Plan
https://ausfpa.com.au/federal-governments-86-million-timber-plantation-grants-will-help-secure-australias-future-timber-needs/
https://gippslandforestryhub.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/GFhub-Investing-in-Gippsland-final-web-1.pdf
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/futureforests/what-were-doing/the-major-event-review-of-regional-forest-agreements
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YYumrIleJC4u7ZxZEqxjknnlU_wHWGwp/view
https://files.holmgren.com.au/downloads/Bushfire_Resilient_Land_and_Climate_Care.pdf
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2019073118
http://www.rainforestinfo.org.au/good_wood/rest_for.htm
https://gippslandforestryhub.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/GFhub-Investing-in-Gippsland-final-web-1.pdf
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DISCUSSION  
QUESTIONS

1
How can Gippsland’s forest industry adjust its 

practice so it can continue to thrive and address 
growing environmental and social concerns?

2
Should on-farm timber production be scaled 

up to substantially complement existing supply 
chains? If so, what might that look like? 

3
How can Gippsland forest and timber industries 
transition their operations towards alleviating 

the expected shortfall in locally produced 
construction wood by 2030, when native forest 
harvesting is proposed to end? What might that 

look like?



The Gippsland Forest Dialogue  
Background Paper 47

WATER
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Forests provide clean water 
for people, agriculture, and the 
environment. They regulate stream 
flow and help recharge aquifers 
that store water and allow water 
to seep into streams and wetlands 
during dry times. They also help 
regulate the flow of floodwater and 
protect against erosion. Trees and 
forests are “multi-tasking water 
engineers”107. The movement of 
water through vegetation and soil—
or transpiration—“accounts for 62% 
of annual globally renewable fresh 
water.108” 

Gippsland’s rivers and aquifers deliver fresh water supplies 
for local towns and cities as well for Melbourne via the 
Thompson Dam. They also supply water for irrigation and 
other industries. In 2015, the “market value of water runoff 
supplied in nine of the highest yielding Victorian national 
parks was estimated at $244 million each year”109. Irrigation, 
household consumption, hydroelectricity, aquaculture, 
storage and purification services provided by Gippsland’s 
Alpine National Park were valued at $110 million in 2005 
alone110. Many of the headwaters of the rivers that provide 
these life-giving services spring from Gippsland’s vast, 
forested mountain country. 

Many of Gippsland’s waterways, particularly lowland rivers, 
are in poor condition, impacted by historical clearing, 
modification from coal operations and agriculture and the 
introduction of feral animals. Many suffer from elevated 
levels of nutrients, which contribute to algal blooms in the 
Gippsland lakes. Climate change is threatening our water 
too, with stream flow declining by as much as 21% over the 
past decade across the region and predicted to reduce by 
up to 40% by 2065 because of decreased rainfall, higher 
temperatures and bigger and more intense and frequent 
fires111. Despite this, it is estimated that Gippsland’s urban 
water supplies will need to double over the next 50 years  
to meet the needs of growing cities and towns112. 

Average annual water yield across Victoria’s RFA regions, 2008–18

Source: DELWP spatial data

107 Muys et al, What role do forests play in the water cycle? 2022
108 Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity. Drinking Water, Biodiversity and Poverty Reduction: A Good Practice Guide. 2009
109 DELWP, Fact sheet 9: Forests and water, 2019
110 ibid.
111 DELWP, Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water Strategy Final Strategy, 2022
112 DELWP, Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water Strategy Discussion Draft, 2021 

https://efi.int/forestquestions/q7#:~:text=The%20exact%20role%20of%20forests%20in%20the%20water,and%20soils%2C%20moderating%20flooding%20and%20balancing%20river%20flows.
https://www.activeremedy.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/CBD-Drinking-Water-Biodiversity-and-Poverty-Reduction-2010.pdf
https://www.delwp.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0023/413096/9-Water-fact-sheet-FINAL.pdf#:~:text=Key%20points%20%E2%80%A2%20Forests%20provide%20clean%20water%20for,water%20into%20streams%20and%20wetlands%20during%20dry%20times
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0032/544847/Central-and-Gippsland-SWS-consultation-draft-v2.pdf
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Growing trees and young forests—after fire or forestry 
operations—are particularly thirsty and absorb a lot of 
water.113 As Gippsland’s current draft water strategy notes: 
“Large-scale changes to land use, such as the establishment of 
plantations, can increase the amount of water intercepted and 
reduce water availability downstream. When trees replace 
pastures, grasslands or native woodlands, they take up water 
that would otherwise reach rivers, reservoirs and aquifers, 
and can also extract water directly from shallow aquifers.”

But forests are also essential to delivering clean water and 
rain. “Forest canopies massively produce biological particles 
which serve as condensation nuclei for rain formation. And 
the evapotranspiration of forests recycles rain into clouds, 
impacting wind and weather patterns.114

This means local-scale actions can have continental scale 
impacts, “vegetation clearing results in transformative 
changes to river catchments and detectable and potentially 
significant changes to climate, including through reducing 
rainfall and increasing severity and intensity of droughts115”.

Trees and forests interact with water in other important ways. 
Roots and leaves provide erosion control, the energy trees 
use to absorb water extracts heat from the atmosphere and 
cools the air, forest root systems contribute to better soil 
water infiltration while leaf litter production leads to more 
soil carbon, improving both water retention in the soil and 
groundwater recharge116. When forests are lost, soil carbon 
levels plummet, and water runs off the land more rapidly 
instead of sinking down to recharge groundwater, making  
the environment more prone to drought, flood and wildfire.

Questions of how climate change will impact on stream 
flow in Gippsland are complex. The warming climate means 
autumn and winter rains are predicted to decline across 
Gippsland. Alexandra argues this is consequential “because 
(i) cool-season runoff generally ensured reliable water 
supplies; (ii) rainfall decline causes up to fourfold reductions 
in streamflow and (iii) drying increases the frequency of 
wildfires, inducing regrowth forests that further reduce 
runoff”117. 

Forests cannot  
exist without  

water. 

113 Cornish, et al, Forest age-induced changes in evapotranspiration and water yield in a eucalypt forest, 2001
114Muys et al, What role do forests play in the water cycle? 2022
115Alexandra, J. Australia’s landscapes in changing climate,  2012
116 Muys et al, What role do forests play in the water cycle? 2022 
117 Alexandra, J. Navigating the Anthropocene’s rivers of risk—climatic change and science-policy dilemmas in Australia’s Murray-Darling Basin, 2021 
118 Alexandra, J. Australia’s landscapes in changing climate,  2012 
119 Lindenmayer et al, 2011; Donohue et al, 2011; Langford, 1976; Vertessy et al, 2001.

This uncertain future climate will create impacts that cascade 
through ecosystems, altering carbon and water relationships 
at landscape scales118. For example, more frequent higher 
temperature fires mean that vegetation communities in the 
headwaters of Gippsland’s catchments could change entirely, 
affecting water yields and flows to streams and rivers119. 

Why is the water-forest relationship 
important?

Ecosystem Service Category Forest Ecosystem Service

Supporting services Canopy interception,  
Root uptake, Evapotranspiration

Provisioning services Wood production,  
Drinking water privision

Reulating services Climate regulation, Atmospheric 
cooling, Microclimate formation, 
Erosion control, Flood regulation, 
Water purification

Cultrual services Recreation, Ecotourism

Forest ecosystem services in the water 

Source

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S002216940000384X?casa_token=RP08iHKr-H8AAAAA:2pSO8SihEU2_RTHz6cJZc9qRGrpo57tBHGcZZheqsempwHnSMxcrY_E9IBXpaAom2Lc47GLv7bA
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274878017_Australia's_landscapes_in_a_changing_climate-caution_hope_inspiration_and_transformation
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274878017_Australia's_landscapes_in_a_changing_climate-caution_hope_inspiration_and_transformation
https://efi.int/forestquestions/q7#:~:text=The%20exact%20role%20of%20forests%20in%20the%20water,and%20soils%2C%20moderating%20flooding%20and%20balancing%20river%20flows.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/349705742_Navigating_the_Anthropocene's_rivers_of_risk-climatic_change_and_science-policy_dilemmas_in_Australia's_Murray-Darling_Basin
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274878017_Australia's_landscapes_in_a_changing_climate-caution_hope_inspiration_and_transformation
https://efi.int/forestquestions/q7#:~:text=The%20exact%20role%20of%20forests%20in%20the%20water,and%20soils%2C%20moderating%20flooding%20and%20balancing%20river%20flows.
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What values matter?

As Gippsland moves away from its 20th century reliance 
on coal, new ways of thinking about water are emerging, 
“re-defining water’s economic, cultural and environmental 
relations in ways which challenge instrumentalist resource 
framings”120. This includes valuing forests’ capacity to provide 
clean water and prevent sediment entering our waterways. 

The environmental value of water, and its importance to 
biodiversity and healthy forests, cannot be underestimated. 
Some argue that because of the purifying function of 
biodiverse forests on water, “ecosystems should not be 
viewed as consumers of water, but rather essential elements 
of natural infrastructure within water management”121. 
Gippsland’s forests supply high quality water to many 
wetlands of national importance, which provide important 
habitat for native species, and have outstanding heritage 
or cultural significance, including 24 in Gippsland and 18  
in East Gippsland122.

Beyond providing economic and environmental benefits, 
water also affords great cultural and spiritual value to 
Traditional Owners and other inhabitants of and visitors 
to our forests and waterways. In Gippsland and across 
Australia, “the value of water is central to Indigenous peoples’ 
being and culture”123. Yet since colonisation, and despite 
evidence from Australia and the world “that the inclusion of 
‘Indigenous Technical Knowledge’ in decision making about 
natural resources—whether fisheries, forests, wildlife or water 
resources—significantly improves the outcomes for everyone 
involved124”, water has been subject to pumping, storage, 
diversion, extraction, pollution and market valuation without 
Indigenous people’s council.   

Decisions about water resources 
are often highly politicised and 

contested. Access to reliable water 
supplies is vital to local, state and 
national economic development. 
In Gippsland, agricultural, urban 

and industrial development, 
including coal fired electricity 

generation has historically been 
given priority. 

120 Alexandra, J. Water and coal – Transforming and redefining ‘natural’ resources in Australia’s latrobe region, 2017 
121 UNEP, Natural Solutions for Water Security, 2013
122 Commonwealth of Australia, About the Australian Wetlands Database, 2021
123 DELWP, Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water Strategy Final Strategy, 2022
124 ibid.

https://www.gwp.org/globalassets/global/toolbox/references/natural-solutions-for-water-security-cdb-2013.pdf
https://www.gwp.org/globalassets/global/toolbox/references/natural-solutions-for-water-security-cdb-2013.pdf
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/water/wetlands/australian-wetlands-database
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Existing and future management 
tools, policy and strategies

There are many laws and policies that affect water ownership, 
rights and management in Gippsland. These include Victoria’s 
Water Act, the National Water Initiative (Australia’s federal 
blueprint for water reform), DELWP’s Water for Victoria plan, 
and the Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water 
Strategy, which was released in September 2022.  

The Gippsland strategy proposes strengthening systematic 
monitoring and analysis of waterways and catchments to 
better quantify their health and values and manage risks to 
those values—be they cultural, environmental or economic. 
The strategy argues that there are no more rivers in Gippsland 
suitable for new dams, and even if there were, that there is 
not enough unallocated water to fill them. It also discusses 
tools to measure water take from plantations and dams, not 
managed under the Water Act, and recommends taking these 
uses into account in future decisions on water management 
and entitlements.

Equitably sharing water resources remains complex. Overall, 
the planning and management of water resources continues 
to evolve. Climate change adds to the complexities and 
requires new ways of thinking, making “static conservation 
paradigms and stationary hydrology models increasingly 
redundant” and rendering ‘predict and control’ strategies less 
useful”125.

Forests and water resources are intimately connected. 

More integrated approaches to catchment and forest 
management that have the ability to focus on multiple 
objectives including conservation and water resources 
planning may be the way forward, and should engage with 
and empower local communities to enable local responses.

Focusing on the 
interconnectedness of all the 

elements and processes making 
up forests rather than separating 
them into discrete management 

areas for harvesting or water 
purification or wildlife may provide 

a way forward for landscape 
level management and climate 

adaptation.

125 Alexandra, J. Australia’s landscapes in changing climate,  2012

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274878017_Australia's_landscapes_in_a_changing_climate-caution_hope_inspiration_and_transformation
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DISCUSSION  
QUESTIONS

1
Is water from Gippsland appropriately valued? 

 If so, how should this value be recognised?

2
How can Gippsland’s forests be best managed 
for supplies of high quality and secure water 
resources, including environmental water?

3
How can we better develop more integrated 
approaches to managing Gippsland’s forests, 
rivers and lakes that recognise their intimate 

interconnections?
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NEXT STEPS
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The first Gippsland Forest Dialogue 
will convene from 11-13 November 
2022 in Rawson to discuss positive 
and inclusive solutions to the issues 
besetting our forests, how we 
might work together to implement 
collaborative management actions, 
and what types of actions we can 
take to protect and enhance the 
social, economic and environmental 
values our forests provide. It paves the way for further collaboration in the future - 

including further Dialogues; it can spark immediate action as 
well as long-term progress.

Although each Dialogue is unique to the place it’s held, and 
the forests and communities that co-exist in each particular 
landscape, there are many examples of positive outcomes 
and inspiring, innovative and collaborative solutions that have 
stemmed from the Dialogue process, which can be explored 
here. 

Often, diverse stakeholder groups do not come together 
to workshop solutions. That is what the Gippsland Forest 
Dialogue wants to change. 

The first Dialogue is designed  
to support participants in finding 

common ground and allow for 
the investigation and discussion 
of the issues, crafting a shared 

understanding of the objectives, 
challenges and opportunities 

ahead. 
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WHO  
WE ARE
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We are committed  
to finding collaborative 
solutions and leading  
local, community-driven 
results. 

The GFD is currently piloted by an inaugural central 
committee formed from people across the region, and across 
community, cultural, business and environmental sectors that 
are invested in seeing Gippsland’s forests thrive. 

The Dialogue is being conducted across the Traditional Lands 
of the Gunaikurnai, Bunurong, Wurundjeri Woi-Wurrung, 
Taungurung peoples, and into the lands of the First Nations 
of far East Gippsland. We pay our respects to Elders past, 
present and emerging and acknowledge that sovereignty was 
never ceded. We acknowledge Traditional Owners on whose 
land we tread as the original custodians of Country, that many 
of the issues we will discuss are the product of settlement, 
and that a seat at the table of the Dialogue is always open 
for Traditional custodians. 

In addition to our commitments to Traditional Owners, 
we invite residents, farmers, tourism operators, timber 
businesses and business associations, bush stewards, tourists, 
land carers, environment groups, fire managers, community 
groups, and recreationists to be part of the Dialogue. 
Members of the Gippsland Forest Dialogue have no  
collective association with interest groups, political parties  
or movements. We are participating as individuals, and do not 
represent any organisations, companies or other bodies we 
may be associated with or employed by outside the Dialogue 
process.

Current GFD members include:

Jason Alexandra - Managing Director at Alexandra  
and Associates

David Bennett - Risk and Compliance Manager at PF Olsen 

Liz Clay - Traditional Owner Land Management Board, 
Gunaikurnai, Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation 

Tom Crook - Councillor, East Gippsland Shire Council

Tom Fairman - Future Fire Risk Analyst at University  
of Melbourne

Liz Felker - Associate Director, The Forests Dialogue

Michelle Freeman - Forest consultant

Loulou Gebbie - Natural Capital Manager, EcoGipps

Paul Haar - Architect at Haarchitecture

Lisa Hocking - Policy and program manager,  
Gunaikurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation

Sandy Kam - Deputy Chair, Gippsland Forestry Hub

Rod Keenan - Chair Of Forest And Ecosystem Science,  
University of Melbourne

James Kidman - Botanist, Ecologist and Sawyer  
at Otway Tonewoods 

Chris McEvoy - Managing Director, Radial Timbers

John Mitchell - John Mitchell Consulting

Jim Phillipson - Founding Director, EcoGipps 

Rowan Reid - Co-founder, Otway Agroforestry Network 

Ewan Waller - Land, Forest and Fire consultant

Abigail Wills - State Manager at Envite Environment

Alastair Woodard - General Manager, Wood Products Victoria

Daniel Wright - Director, Australian Sustainable Hardwoods

Wendy Wright - Professor of Conservation Biology, 
Federation University
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“I have spent many years researching, walking and living 
amongst Gippsland’s forests, and from the dry eucalypts  
to the wet rainforests, I think they are some of the most 
unique and inspiring forests on the planet. But Gippsland’s 
forests are more than just groups of trees – they’re an 
intrinsic part of the Gippsland community, and all of the 
challenges facing our forests (from climate change to fire  
to windstorms to weeds) can only be faced if the community 
comes together to care for them. The Gippsland Forest 
Dialogue represents that opportunity”.  

Tom Fairman, Future Fire Risk Analyst at University  
of Melbourne

“As a Gippsland architect and small farmer, I believe that our 
work with forests and wood can profoundly exacerbate or 
ameliorate the overwhelming climate and biodiversity crisis 
before us, depending on how it’s done. As such, I'm deeply 
committed to understanding the ecological and industrial 
dynamics underlying this and to encourage my peers  
in construction to align their timber product selections  
to forest management and timber processing that secure  
the best outcome for Gippsland’s forests and communities  
in the time ahead”. 

Paul Haar, Architect at Haarchitecture

“I see the Gippsland Forest Dialogue process as an important 
initiative which seeks to improve and ensure responsible 
stewardship of one element of Gippsland’s Natural Capital 
– our land and all forest tenures. An effective dialogue will 
improve greater understanding of our forest assets and the 
many aspects of interconnectedness of our environment and 
economy. Enhanced understanding should in turn influence 
and improve natural resource management policy and 
operational settings for the mutual benefit of Gippslanders 
and all Victorians”. 

John Mitchell, John Mitchell, John Mitchell Consulting

“We need to be better at caring for our forests. Many of 
the challenges facing our forests are the result of different 
and often polarised human perspectives about how forests 
should be ‘valued’, ‘used’ or ‘managed’. The Gippsland Forest 
Dialogue supports a way for we humans to come together. 
My hope is that by coming together to talk, we’ll be able to 
understand each other and build trust. From here, we’ll be 
better placed to make decisions for the benefit of the forests 
and their future”. 

Loulou Gebbie, Natural Capital Manager, EcoGipps

“Conservation and multi-use forests are failing to successfully 
tackle our biodiversity and climate emergencies while 
balancing the varying needs of all. I’m here to find a way 
forward”. 

Daniel Wright, Director, Australian Sustainable Hardwoods

“The way things are being done currently can change but  
to make the change be about removing any opportunity  
for forestry to create better outcomes for forests is extreme.  
I believe that there is a more balanced way forward than can 
bring a holistic approach to forest management, indigenous 
management, ownership and economic independence and 
bring positive outcomes for forests, communities and culture. 
After understanding the framework of The Forest Dialogue,  
I have a lot of reassurance that it is the right platform to bring 
the diverse understandings of the issues together”. 

James Kidman, Botanist,  
Ecologist and Sawyer at Otway Tonewoods

“In Gippsland, we have not been good stewards of, or for, our 
forests - or the species that depend on them. I feel we have 
failed our forests.  Arguments around how forests should 
be ‘managed’, ‘used’ or ‘protected’ have been polarised and 
unhelpful for decades. We need a new way forward; one 
which places the forests at the centre of the discussion; 
and considers them as interconnected living systems, with 
histories and futures. If the Gippsland Forest Dialogue 
approach can facilitate a better way for us to be 
in relationship with our forests, I want to be a part of that!” 

Wendy Wright, Professor of Conservation Biology,  
Federation University

“Forest management in Australia is suffering from 
politicisation, ongoing conflict between different views and 
short-sighted and outdated policies for their governance.  
The voices of regional communities, such as Gippsland, 
who are intrinsically connected to these forests have been 
drowned out in the mire.  Better management of Gippsland’s 
forests is so important to ensuring healthy country and 
healthy communities, but this will need real, long-term 
solutions that reflect the needs and aspirations of the 
Gippsland community. We need a platform for regional voices 
to be in a position to influence better management of our 
forests into the future, and this is what GFD aims to provide”. 

Michelle Freeman, Forest consultant

Why I'm part of the  
Gippsland Forest Dialogue
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