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Dear Mayor 18 March 2016 
As addressed 

LEADBEATER'S POSSUM and THE PROPOSED 'GREAT FOREST NATIONAL PARK' 

The future of  the Leadbeater's Possum has become a prominent political issue in recent times. 
Unfortunately, most media analysis omits inconvenient truths and promotes highly contested concepts 
as though they were indisputable facts. This has fostered a populist conventional wisdom which 
asserts that the possum can only be 'saved' by closing the most important part of  Victoria's domestic 
native forest timber industry to create a massive new national park (the so-called 'Great Forest 
National Park'). 

We are concerned that this misrepresentation of the Leadbeater's Possum issue could lead to 
management decisions for public forests that are not evidence-based and will ultimately worsen 
biodiversity conservation and diminish community benefits, such as employment and local 
economies in the Central Highlands area. 

Due to this concern we have prepared the enclosed Fact Sheet to explain the current state of  the 
Leadbeater's Possum issue, including relevant information which we think has thus far been largely 
ignored by those on the 'green' side of the debate. 

The WA agrees with the Government's Leadbeater's Possum Advisory Group that the species is 
endangered due to the threat of severe bushfire and the progressive natural collapse of  suitable old 
nesting trees, NOT timber harvesting. 

The need for more available nesting habitat will not be helped by ending the harvesting of  a small 
proportion of the advanced regrowth trees which are more than 100 years away from being suitable 
for possum nesting. Accordingly, the claim that the possum can only be saved from extinction by 
ending timber production and creating an extensive new national park, is demonstrably false. 

Further to this, we predict that creating such a national park would substantially weaken the capacity 
to deal with periodic bushfires by closing much of the bush road network and removing forest 
industry workers who have traditionally been the front-line forest fire-fighters. Ultimately, this would 
make the forest and its conservation values, including the Leadbeater's Possum, far more vulnerable. 

We trust that the enclosed Fact Sheet will enable you and other councillors to better understand the 
issues surrounding the conservation o f  the Leadbeater's Possum. 

Yo cerely 

Peter Fagg 
Secretary 
On behalf o f  the IFA Victorian DMsion 

For more info or feedback contact adniin'forestrv.org.au www.forestrv.org.au 
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IF I 

The INSTITUTE of FORESTERS of AUSTRALIA 

Leadbeater's Possum, timber harvesting, and the proposed 
'Great Forest National Park' - the FACTS 

ia 

Creating another national park will not help conserve Leadbeater's Possum, contrary 
to the claims o f  the environmental groups which are lobbying for it. The possum's greatest threat is widespread 
bushfire and this will remain the case regardless o f  whether the area in question is a national park or retains its 
current mix o f  public land tenures. 
The so-called 'Great Forest National Park' 'would encompass a massive 525,000 hectares of  forest in Victoria's 
Central Highlands region. I f  legislated, it would effectively close the State's valuable hardwood industry causing 
social and economic hardship for several thousand people despite providing no discernible conservation benefit. 

The good news is that there is already a range of other strategies that are effectively conserving the Leadbeater's 
Possum without the need for yet another national park. Our national parks should not be compromised by 
adding areas that do not appreciably contribute to the current world class reserve system. 

Some Leadbeater's Possum facts: 

• Its optimum habitat is tall ash-type mountain forest with large old live or dead nesting trees standing amidst 
a dense mid-storey o f  regenerating eucalypt and wattle, but it also occurs in some low woodlands. 

• A suitable forest structure also arises 15 to 35 years after a major bushfire where there are numbers o f  remaining 
live or dead nest trees amongst a regenerating understorey. Recent surveys have found the possum is not 
uncommon in regrowth derivedfrom the 1983 bushfire andfrom logging undertaken between 1978 and 2000. 

• Within the next decade, the area o f  suitable Leadbeater's Possum habitat should increase as old forests 
burnt in the 2009 'Black Saturday' bushfires develop a dense understorey of  eucalypt and wattle regrowth. 
These areas o f  recently burnt old forest, as well as remaining unburnt stands o f  old growth forest are 
already contained in conservation reserves. 

• The Victorian Government's 2013 estimate o f  the Leadbeater's Possum population is between 4,000 and 
11,000 individuals over an area o f  560,000 hectares. More recent surveying suggests this may be an 
underestimate as, since 2015, 218 new Possum colonies have been detected. On  these data, the IFA 
disputes the 'critically endangered' conservation status o f  the possum. 

Q isn't timber harvesting f t  v * ~  tfreat ta h€survivoi of Leadbeater's Possum? F 

• Most o f  the ash-type forests (around 70%) preferred by Leadbeater's Possum are already contained in 
conservation reserves or closed water supply catchments where timber harvesting is banned. 

• In the 30% o f  the ash-type forest where timber harvesting is permitted, the harvested trees are predominantly 
77-year old advanced regrowth in which Leadbeater's Possum does not normally nest. Possums are not 
uncommon in these areas where groups or individual older trees suitable for  nesting occur, but they are identified 
during coupe planning and protected and not cut down. 

• Stands o f  older trees with hollows suitable arboreal mammal nesting are not harvested - there has been no 
old growth forest harvesting in this region for around 30-years, and all trees that originated before 1900 are 
automatically protected. 

• The smallest and most vulnerable colonies o f  Leadbeater's Possum occur in sub-alpine snow gum woodlands 
(e.g. Lake Mountain) and lowland woodland (at Yellingbo) which have never been subject to timber harvesting. 

• The current lack o f  old trees is primarily due to severe bushfires in 1926 and 1939 which together burnt an 
estimated 85% o f  the Central Highlands ash forests, killing most old growth forest and replacing it with 
regrowth which is now 77-90 years old. 

• Old trees (including dead stags) that had survived the 1939 and 1926 fires and have provided possum nesting 
hollows since then; have been collapsing (due to natural decay) in significant numbers over the past 20-years, 
and are now infrequent. 
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• More recently, the 2009 'Black Saturday' bushflres killed much o f  the remaining old growth forest which 
had been surviving in Melbourne's closed water supply catchments. 

• Timber harvesting o f  the 1926 and 1939 fire regrowth forests since the mid-1980s has created areas ofyounger 
regrowth that is now i t o  30 years old Even i f  these areas hadn't been harvestea they would now be 77-90 years 
old, which is still 100-years from becoming old trees with suitable nesting hollows. 

Wouldn't creating a 'Gtet 

• The Government's Leadbeater's Possum Advisory Group reported in 2014 that it takes around 190 years 
for ash trees to naturally develop hollows suitable for possum nesting. 

• Trees in these forests that are being harvestedfor wood products are mostly <90 years old Even i f  left to grow on 
in a new national park, it would thus take another 100 years for  them to develop hollows suitable for 
Leadbeater's Possum nesting Thus new park creation would not be o f  value to the possum until about 2116. 

But wouldn't a 'Greot Fo,stNatk,ujl Pwk' benefit i/Ittarki ond the local comn*Mtj'? NO 

• It would close a significant forestry, timber, and wood manufacturing industry which employs several 
thousand people in regional Victoria and suburban Melbourne. This would have serious economic and 
social impacts given past experience which suggests that most o f  these lost jobs would not be replaced by 
new jobs in national park management or tourism. In addition, even more timber would have to be 
imported from overseas, where, for the equivalent timbers, forest management is rarely sustainable. 

• It would add little or nothing to regional tourism which is already vibrant (based on the existing State Forests and 
the already extensive National and State Parke) and has successfully co-existed with the timber industry for 
decades. Tourism is heavily reliant on the forest road network but past experience indicates that this would 
unlikely to be maintained i f  the timber industry was forced out. 

• Within the proposed park, unlike in State forests, there would be restrictions on camping, walking dogs, 
riding horses, off-road bikes, prospecting, collecting firewood, etc. 

• It would compromise our fire-fighting ability in that it would remove the forestry and timber industry personnel 
and their equipment which are the forest 'sfront-line firefighters, and would result in much o f  the forest road 
network falling into disrepair. This would make Leadbeater's Possum and the region's other conservation values 
even more vulnerable to their major threat, which is severe and widespread bushfire, not to mention settlements 
which would be enclosed by or adjacent to the proposed huge national park 

Without anew national park, can anything be done to conserve Leadbeater's Possum? YES 

• The most effective ways to conserve Leadbeater's Possum do not require a new national park. They include 
installation o f  nest boxes, artificial hollow creation, and captive breeding to provide animals for potential 
relocation to suitable habitat where they are currently absent. In addition, all known colonies o f  the possum 
in State forests are protected by generous timber harvesting exclusion zones. 

• Nest boxes have been usedfor some time to counteract an expected shortage o f  tree hollows. Recent surveys have 
found that 25% o f  newly installed boxes were occupied A program using arborists to artificially create nesting 
hollows in young trees has also been successful in attracting nesting possums. 

• A substantial area o f  ideal future Leadbeater's Possum habitat is developing as burnt forests continue to 
recover from the 2009 'Black Saturday' bushfires in parts o f  Melbourne's water supply catchments. 

• A comprehensive set o f  actions recommended by the Leadbeater's Possum Advisory Group in January 2014 gives 
confidence that this species can be successfully conserved and managed while maintaining the socio-economic 
value o f  a substantial and sustainable local timber industry. Their report can be accessed at: 
htty://www.depi.vic.ov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0004/258214/Leadbeaters-Possum-Advisory-Group- 

For more information - contact the Institute of Foresters of Australia: admin)forestry.org.au March 2016 

IFA - representing Australia's forest science community since 1935. www.forestiy.org.au 
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