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Summary
The Victorian Department of Environment and Primary Industries has produced some GISbased mapping called ‘biodiversity information tools’. An audit of a sample of the mapping
has found substantial flaws. The flaws are likely to impose unjustifiable red tape and expense
on landowners who seek a planning permit to remove native vegetation, and also have highly
perverse outcomes for biodiversity.
The audit was conducted by scrutinising the mapping in an area on Melbourne’s eastern
periphery where the natural assets are unusually well known and documented. The audit
found:
 Some areas that are recognised by the department as sites of National or State conservation
significance are wholly mapped as having very low ‘strategic biodiversity score’ and
‘location risk’;
 Many well-documented locations of threatened flora and fauna are given no discernible
value, while the modelled habitat distributions of those species include quite implausible
locations;
 Endangered EVCs, which used to be given great weight in assessing conservation
significance, do not appear to rate at all in the new mapping.
If this is what one finds in an area where the biodiversity assets are well documented, there
must be concerns about how the mapping performs in most of the state, where there is far less
observational data underpinning it. Parallel investigations by other scientists have confirmed
this.
In regard to planning permits for removal of native vegetation, these findings have
implications not just for clauses 52.16 and 52.17 of the Victoria Planning Provisions but also
for reduced biodiversity protection under the Vegetation Protection Overlay and the
Environmental Significance Overlay. Within strategic planning, the findings raise concerns
about misdirection of the available planning tools due to flawed information. There are
similar implications for management of public land such as national parks and for allocation
of government funds for nature conservation. In all these applications, flaws in the
‘biodiversity information tools’ could cause major distortions.
Concerns are also raised about the transparency and quality assurance of the ‘biodiversity
information tools’.

The Study Area
I chose to investigate the ‘biodiversity information tools’ in the few tens of square kilometres
between Mt Dandenong and my office in Bayswater North. Apart from being convenient
because I know the area well, this area is ideal for audit purposes because its biodiversity
assets have been well documented throughout the twentieth century and up to today, because:
 It is close to Melbourne and has therefore been heavily visited by naturalists and biologists;
 It has been subject to many biological surveys associated with expansion of Melbourne’s
suburbs over recent decades and the setting aside of reserves (e.g. the Dandenong Ranges
National Park) as a response to urban expansion;
 Sites of biodiversity significance (‘BioSites’) are documented better than the vast majority
of Victoria; and
 For many decades, topographic mapping has included so many roads and landmarks that
the locations of biodiversity assets have been mapped with greater precision than in more
rural landscapes.
These features mean that there is an unusually good basis on which to base the ‘biodiversity
information tools’. If the tools do not work well here, then there is a strong basis for concern
about lower accuracy in most of Victoria.
The availability of good data also makes it easier to check how well the tools are performing.
Maps covering the main study area are at the end of this report. Map 1 contains an aerial
photograph showing that the area contains several major conservation areas, residential areas,
stream corridors and industrial zones.
The blue outline on Map 1 marks the site of highest conservation significance in the area –
Bungalook Conservation Reserves (Figure 1). The Department of Environment and Primary
Industries (DEPI) maps it as a BioSite of National significance, on the same web page as the
mapping of location risk and strategic biodiversity score. The reserves contain:
 The only known population of the Kilsyth South Spider-orchid, one of the most threatened
organisms on Earth, critically endangered under the EPBC Act and the international Red
List criteria of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN 2012);
 A substantial population of the Porphyry Wallaby-grass, which is critically endangered
globally (under the Red List criteria) and elsewhere known only from far southwestern
Victoria (where rare). It is listed in the Department of Sustainability & Environment’s
‘Advisory List of Victorian Rare or Threatened Plants in Victoria - 2005’;
 Populations of Pterostylis × ingens and Pterostylis sp. aff. parviflora (Southern Victoria),
which appear in the same Advisory List;
 Two distinct intergeneric hybrids between Dianella and Thelionema, the only known
occurrences in the world;
 Numerous regionally rare plant species such as Chorizandra cymbaria and Triglochin
alcockiae;
 Three Ecological Vegetation Classes listed by DEPI as Endangered;
 Very rich bird life.
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The red outline on Map 1 surrounds the site with the next-highest density of threatened plants
in the area, near the Kyeema crash site memorial in the Dandenong Ranges National Park. It
was identified as an area of particular significance in a 2002 study for Parks Victoria titled
‘Dandenong Ranges National Park: Flora Values Assessment’. The site contains:
 A rock outcrop grassland EVC that has not been recorded anywhere else, with summerdeciduous eucalypts;
 A remarkable outlier population of the rare Pinkwood (Beyeria viscosa), hundreds of
kilometres from the nearest other population;
 Populations of threatened orchid species, including Caladenia oenochila and Prasophyllum
lindleyanum (both listed as vulnerable in Department of Sustainability & Environment’s
‘Advisory List of Victorian Rare or Threatened Plants in Victoria - 2005’);
 The main population of an undescribed daisy-bush (Olearia species);
 Numerous regionally rare plant species; and
 Lace Monitors (Tree Goannas).

Figure 1. A typical view of the nationally significant biodiversity hot-spot, Bungalook Conservation Reserves, which appears on DEPI’s mapping as having low location risk and strategic
biodiversity risk.

Location Risk
‘Location risk’ is a mapped parameter that DEPI’s metadata describes as ‘determined by
assessing the likelihood that removing a small amount of native vegetation at a location could
have a significant impact on the habitat of a rare or threatened species’. Map 2 shows the
same aerial photograph as Map 1, but with a semi-transparent overlay of the ‘location risk’
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from the DEPI mapping website (‘biodiversity interactive map’). The main intended use of
‘location risk’ mapping is to determine the level of scrutiny of planning permit applications
for removal of native vegetation. Three levels of ‘location risk’ are mapped. The milky-blue
overlay areas represent the lowest level (‘A’), ostensibly with a sufficiently low likelihood of
containing anything of conservation significance that its native vegetation warrants only the
lowest level of planning protection. The purple-overlay areas represent intermediate location
risk (‘B’) and the orange-overlay areas represent the greatest location risk (‘C’). Any permit
application to remove native vegetation from an area mapped with the orange overlay must be
referred to DEPI under clause 66.02-2 of the incoming Victoria Planning Provisions.
The first thing to note on Map 2 is that there is very poor correlation between areas of
significant vegetation and areas with a recognised ‘location risk’. Both of the two most
biologically significant sites in the area are rated as being of least concern for ‘location risk’
(except a narrow strip in the southeast of Bungalook Conservation Reserves). The same is
true of much of the Dandenong Ranges National Park, despite records of many threatened
flora and fauna species (many of them recent). By contrast, areas shown on Map 2 as being in
the highest category of location risk include lightly treed former pasture, windbreaks of exotic
trees with no evident faunal significance and lightly treed properties like the one in Figure 2.
Perhaps the orange areas inside the pit of Montrose Quarry relate to nesting Peregrine
Falcons, but there is no risk associated with removal of native vegetation at that location and
so it is hard to understand a high rating of ‘location risk’, which is explicitly related to
removal of native vegetation.

Figure 2. A property mapped as having the highest level (‘C’) of location risk and a strategic
biodiversity score in the range 0.41-0.60. The forest on the right edge is the nationally significant
Bungalook Conservation Reserves, with lower ratings of location risk and strategic biodiversity risk.

A number of other sites of State conservation significance that lie on Map 1 are mapped as
being wholly in the lowest level of location risk for removal of native vegetation. Some of
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these, such as the Healesville Freeway corridor west of Dorset Rd, are mapped as BioSites on
the same DEPI interactive mapping website as the location risk. I found many other sites of
State conservation significance mapped as being in the lowest category of location risk when I
inspected a broader region surrounding Map 1.
The main purpose of the location risk mapping is for preparing and assessing planning permit
applications to remove native vegetation. Under the planning reforms due to commence in
September 2013, any anomalies of the kinds just described affect:
 Whether an application to remove native vegetation must be referred by the responsible
authority to DEPI; and
 For applications under clause 52.16 or 52.17, whether it must follow the ‘low risk’,
‘medium risk’ or ‘high risk’ assessment pathways, which place progressively higher
demands on the applicant in the information and compensation (‘offsets’) that they must
provide. The pathway also affects the effort required to process an application.

Examples of Statutory Planning Consequences
Take the example of a permit application to remove up to one hectare of native vegetation in
Bungalook Conservation Reserves (Figure 1) – land that is nationally significant and forms
the entire global habitat of the critically endangered Kilsyth South Spider-orchid. (There was
such a proposal a few years ago for a water main.) Under the planning reforms, because the
land’s location risk is mapped as ‘A’ (milky blue on Map 1), the application requirements
under clause 52.17 would be at the minimum level; e.g. no need for a habitat hectares
assessment or demonstration that the vegetation removal has been minimised. Only the base
level of offsets would be required. In accordance with Sections 8.1 and 8.2 of DEPI’s
‘Permitted Clearing of Native Vegetation – Biodiversity Assessment Guidelines’, the
requested permit could not be refused under clause 52.17, despite being clearly unacceptable.
The site’s many threatened species could not be taken into consideration, for the same reason.
If the clearing occupied less than half a hectare (as in the case of the water main), the council
assessing the application would not have to refer it to DEPI.
Fortunately, Maroondah City Council has placed a vegetation protection overlay over the land
in question as a result of an intensive study by me. However, in many municipalities
(particularly rural ones), such studies and overlays do not exist to provide fallbacks in similar
cases.
The imminent planning reforms will reduce the protection that the Vegetation Protection
Overlay provides to Bungalook Conservation Reserves and neighbouring habitat. This is
partly due to the relaxation of the requirements for referrals to DEPI (clause 66.02-2) and
partly because the new mapping is so discordant with the department’s pre-existing (more
accurate) information about the site (e.g. recognition as a Biosite of national significance).
By contrast with the example of Bungalook Conservation Reserves, consider the hypothetical
example of a permit application under the amended clause 52.17 to remove a single eucalypt
from the property in Figure 2. The location risk demands that the ‘high risk-based pathway’
be followed, which requires departmental referral and the maximum level of application
requirements and offsets. It also requires that in general, revegetation will not be eligible as an
offset. These obstacles are vastly more onerous than at present, creating unjustified expense
and red tape of the kind that the planning reforms are claimed to alleviate.
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Strategic Biodiversity Score
Another component of the ‘biodiversity information tools’ is the ‘strategic biodiversity score’,
which is mapped on Map 3. According to DEPI’s ‘Permitted Clearing of Native Vegetation –
Biodiversity Assessment Guidelines’:
‘The strategic biodiversity score of native vegetation at a site is a measure of the site’s
importance for Victoria’s biodiversity, relative to other locations across the landscape.’
Map 3 falsely indicates that Bungalook Conservation Reserves and the Kyeema memorial
area have an importance to Victoria’s biodiversity that is not far above fully developed
suburbia. By contrast, there is a reddish patch (indicating high strategic biodiversity score)
between Montrose Quarry’s crushers and haul road. This is particularly surprising for a busy,
highly industrialised location where the native vegetation is limited to a low density of
ubiquitous species that colonise wasteland.
Map 3 includes a patch of land just northeast of Bungalook Conservation Reserves, outlined
in yellow and with a strategic biodiversity score shown as being substantially higher than the
reserves. It contains the house and group of planted trees depicted in Figure 3. This is not a
matter of minor positional error; there is no native understorey within 200 m. Nor is the
anomaly attributable to recent clearing. There are similar anomalies scattered across Map 3.

Figure 3. This house and adjacent trees are mapped as having substantially higher strategic
biodiversity score than the nationally significant Bungalook Conservation Reserves.

A perhaps even more surprising anomaly is circled in yellow in the southeastern corner of
Map 3. The highest level of strategic biodiversity score is mapped over 199 & 201 Ridge Rd,
Mount Dandenong, which contain houses, exotic gardens and a handful of remnant trees
(Figure 4). The DEPI’s mapping of EVCs shows this area not to contain a remnant of native
vegetation. The suggestion that these two properties represent a biodiversity hot-spot seems
completely implausible. The fact that the department’s mapping shows the pre-1750 EVC to
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have been Damp Forest when it was clearly Wet Forest further erodes confidence in the
inferred biodiversity value.

Figure 4. 199 Ridge Rd, Mount Dandenong, which is mapped as being in the highest category
of strategic biodiversity score. This scene takes in most of the native vegetation within the
yellow circle at the southeastern corner of Map 3, being a handful of trees.

Statutory Planning Consequences
The strategic biodiversity score is conceptually useful for a range of purposes, a major one
being for preparing and assessing planning permit applications to remove native vegetation.
According to Section 7.1 of DEPI’s ‘Permitted Clearing of Native Vegetation – Biodiversity
Assessment Guidelines’, the native vegetation planning reforms require that an assessment of
strategic biodiversity score must accompany all permit applications to remove native
vegetation, although my reading is that this only applies to clauses 52.16 and 52.17. The
strategic biodiversity score is then a principle determinant of the offsets required for the
vegetation removal and also the credit that is given for gains at an offset site – see Chapter 9
of the ‘Biodiversity Assessment Guidelines’.
It follows that any flaws in the strategic biodiversity score like those described above will
distort not just the acceptability of permits for removal of native vegetation but also the
magnitude of the associated offset and the credit given for gains at an offset site.
As an example, an application under clause 52.17 to remove a tree from the property in Figure
2 would have to take into consideration the exaggerated strategic biodiversity score in the
mapping (which is 0.5) and the required offsets would be exaggerated by a factor of roughly
two. If the Trust for Nature’s property in Bungalook Conservation Reserves (over the road)
were proposed as the offset site, its strategic biodiversity score is understated by roughly
fourfold in DEPI’s new mapping, which means that: (a) the credit given for the offset would
be understated by a similar factor; and (b) it would have to be unreasonably rejected anyway
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under the ‘like for like’ rule that the offset must have a strategic biodiversity score that is at
least 80% of the vegetation to be removed. These consequences would be quite unfair on the
applicant, with little capacity for discretion by the responsible authority or DEPI (to which the
application would have to be referred).
Conversely, an application under clause 52.17 to remove nationally significant vegetation
from Bungalook Conservation Reserves (as in the example of the proposed new water main)
would have to be treated using the ‘low risk pathway’, with unreasonably low offset
requirements and again little capacity for discretion on the part of the responsible authority.
There would be no capacity under clause 52.17 for the responsible authority to consider any
of the known threatened species that would be affected.

Threatened Plants
As noted above, DEPI state that the mapped location risk and strategic biodiversity score are
intended to recognise the habitat of rare or threatened species. However, in the assessment
above, the mapping failed to reflect the many threatened species at Bungalook Conservation
Reserves or the Kyeema memorial area. This calls for an audit of the modelling of the habitat
of threatened species.
Consistent with standard auditing practice and my approach of investigating just a sample
area of Victoria, I selected several threatened plant species (all of them on the ‘Advisory List
of Victorian Rare or Threatened Plants in Victoria - 2005’) whose distributions I am well
familiar with and that are well documented within the sample area.
We turn first to the example of the Summer Spider-orchid (Caladenia flavovirens G.W. Carr),
whose distribution in the study area is quite well known and includes the species’ type
locality, i.e. the location from which a specimen was designated to scientifically define the
species. Type localities are of great scientific importance and are recognised by DEPI as being
of national significance (Amos 2004). The type specimen’s collector (John Eichler) recorded
the locality as Melway reference 66 B2, with approximately 200 plants in the sub-population.
In general, the species’ distribution is highly localised in densely grassy forests, strongly
associated with Kangaroo Grass Themeda triandra and most commonly seen following fire
(Carr 1991).
The modelled habitat of the Summer Spider-orchid is marked by orange blocks in the south of
Map 4. Disappointingly, the orange blocks do not include the type locality (shown as the
green oval) or locations near the type locality where the species has been seen. The orange
square on the southern edge of the map approximately corresponds to a known specimen. The
other two orange blocks contain quite implausible habitat:
 The orange square in the Olinda township mainly contains a flower farm and exotic
gardens with scattered Mountain Ash, but a small portion contains a Mountain Ash
overstorey with predominantly exotic understorey (Figure 5) that would certainly not
support a Summer Spider-orchid. The DEPI mapping of EVCs wrongly shows Damp
Forest and Shrubby Foothill Forest, which would also be implausible for the Summer
Spider-orchid;
 Three-quarters of the block in the southeastern corner of Map 4 contains Damp Forest and
Shrubby Foothill Forest with densely ferny understorey that could not support spiderorchids. The remaining quarter (the southwestern square) contains dense plantations of
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pines, cypress-pines and Angophoras surrounded by lawn – part of an arboretum on former
pasture. Such habitat is completely implausible for the Summer Spider-orchid.

Figure 5. The most natural vegetation in the block of modelled
habitat for the Summer Spider-orchid in the Olinda township.

In addition to the Summer Spider-orchid, I investigated the following plant species that are
listed as rare or threatened by DSE (2005) and are known to occur in the study area:
Caladenia oenochila, Prasophyllum lindleyana, Pterostylis × ingens, Pterostylis sp. aff.
parviflora (southern Victoria), Xerochrysum palustre and the undescribed Porphyry Wallabygrass and Kilsyth South Spider-orchid. Every case revealed the same types of problems as
with the Summer Spider-orchid, although not as severe in the case of Caladenia oenochila
and Pterostylis sp. aff. parviflora (southern Victoria). Pterostylis × ingens, Xerochrysum
palustre, the Porphyry Wallaby-grass and the Kilsyth South Spider-orchid are not mapped as
occurring in the study area at all.
There are also problems with species that do have habitat mapped but should not have. While
going through the lists of threatened species for which habitat is mapped in the study area, I
was alarmed to see a number of environmental weeds (e.g. Melaleuca armillaris and Acacia
howittii) and non-indigenous garden ornamentals (e.g. Corymbia maculata). I found that these
species are each mapped as having suitable habitat across a substantial part of the study area
(and substantial parts of southern Victoria). While it is certainly true that these species occur
in the area, they are not natural and do not contribute to biodiversity. To map them exposes
the owners of the affected land to unjustifiable red tape and expense if they apply for a permit
to remove native vegetation.

Statutory Planning Consequences
Under the native vegetation planning reforms, a permit application under clause 52.16 or
52.17 can be greatly affected if the modelled distribution of a threatened species is mapped
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over the affected land. In the case of the Summer Spider-orchid example above, a
hypothetical application under clause 52.17 to remove up to one hectare of the nationally
significant habitat at the type locality would not need to take into account the species’
presence at all. Indeed, the responsible authority would have no capacity to do so because the
land is rated on Map 2 as being in location risk category A, leading to the ‘low risk-based
pathway’.
Conversely, parts of the areas on Map 4 that are implausibly mapped as modelled habitat for
the Summer Spider-orchid (among other species) are also mapped as being in the highest
category of location risk. In those areas, a permit application to remove native vegetation
would be made unnecessarily onerous, as would the required offsets. Just how onerous would
depend on the ‘habitat importance score’, which is not yet available through DEPI’s online
mapping.

Other Legal Consequences
Consider a case in which someone illegally (but unwittingly) destroys critical habitat of a
threatened species listed under the federal Environment Protection & Biodiversity
Conservation Act 1999, after being misled by the DEPI mapping that no such species is likely
to occur there. The person may not have needed a planning permit (e.g. to build a house on a
residential lot smaller than 0.4 hectares) or may have received a permit on the basis of the
faulty mapping. The DEPI mapping may well make them feel no need to consult the EPBC
‘Protected Matters Search Tool’, which would be more likely to reveal the presence of habitat
for the threatened species.
The Act provides for very high penalties for destruction of critical habitat, regardless of
whether there has been compliance with planning law. However, the offender’s culpability
would be diminished by their reliance on DEPI’s inaccurate information, probably resulting in
a lower penalty (if any). If penalties in such cases reduce for this reason, the Act’s deterrence
value will similarly reduce in all cases where the DEPI mapping shows no threatened species.
Concerns therefore arise that:
 Honest people may be misled into infringing the Act, with potentially very serious
consequences for them and for biodiversity; and
 The deterrent effect of the penalties under the Act may be eroded because of the
diminished culpability of people who rely on flawed mapping by the state government.
There could be a similar outcome for the Victorian Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988,
except that it is ineffectual on private land.

Threatened Ecological Vegetation Classes
Maps 2 and 3 show low ‘location risk’ and ‘strategic biodiversity score’ in areas like
Bungalook Conservation Reserves that are covered with Endangered Ecological Vegetation
Classes (EVCs). This may be consistent with the stated purpose of the mapping of location
risk, but not so in the case of strategic biodiversity risk, which is claimed to represent
‘importance for Victoria’s biodiversity’.
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DEPI’s documentation that accompanies the imminent planning reforms and the ‘biodiversity
information tools’ is almost silent on threatened EVCs and their importance to biodiversity.
The only relevant information that I have found is on page 6 of ‘Biodiversity Information
Tools for use in Native Vegetation Decisions’:
‘In implementing the Native Vegetation Management Framework (2002), EVCs were the
primary driver of Conservation Significance because they provided a useful surrogate for
biodiversity and catchment management, and also because they were the only information
type that was comprehensively mapped. Consideration of other information types (for
example rare or threatened species, landscape context) was through additional criteria
which could only be assessed by ad hoc field observations and expert opinion.
‘While the native vegetation permitted clearing regulations use a broader range of
comprehensively mapped information to define strategic biodiversity values, EVCs
continue to play an important role in understanding native vegetation condition, and
changes in condition from actions’.
These words may represent a glancing recognition that the threatened status of an EVC will
no longer be recognised. If so, this important decision should be openly stated and explained.
The explanation above is disingenuous: the reason for recognising threatened EVCs until now
is not simply because they provide a ‘useful surrogate’ but because the importance of
threatened biological communities (in their own right) has been expressed in Victorian
government policy continually since the Biodiversity Strategy was introduced by the Kennett
government in 1997. The DEPI’s standard criteria for assessing the biodiversity significance
of a site (Amos 2004) assign ‘state’ significance to any site containing a patch of an
endangered EVC, without invoking surrogacy for some underlying attribute.
Page 6 of the ‘Biodiversity Assessment Guidelines’ adopts the normal definition of
biodiversity as ‘the different plants, animals and microorganisms, the genes they contain and
support, and the ecosystems of which they form a part’. EVCs represent ecosystems. If the
strategic biodiversity score disregards threatened EVCs, it falls well short of the claim made
by DEPI that it ‘is a measure of the site’s importance for Victoria’s biodiversity’.

Implications for Strategic Vegetation Management
The previous sections of this document have considered the implications of mapping errors on
the assessment of planning permit applications to remove native vegetation. However, the
implications go well beyond planning permits.
In its document titled ‘Biodiversity Information Tools for use in Native Vegetation Decisions’,
DEPI describes ‘strategic biodiversity values’ as having been mapped using the ‘NaturePrint’
approach. The department’s website explains,
‘NaturePrint is a mechanism being developed by DEPI to integrate and analyse our best
statewide information (available through DEPI databases) about biodiversity values,
threatening processes and ecosystem function at the landscape scale. It is [sic.] will
provide a consistent basis to help us better understand the synergies and trade-offs
involved in policy options and operational decisions.
‘NaturePrint provides simple-to-use outputs for
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 ‘biodiversity decision-making including strategic planning (Regional Growth Plans and
Regional Catchment Strategies)
 ‘targeting our efforts (Victorian Investment Framework, Communities for Nature and
the Victorian Weeds and Pests program).
 ‘regulatory frameworks (public land management)’.
If the mapping of ‘strategic biodiversity score’ were reliable, it would be valuable for all these
purposes. Conversely, any errors in the mapping could pervert all these purposes.
For example, in the whole Port Phillip and Westernport region, the Bungalook Conservation
Reserves are the department’s top priority site for funding under the current round of the
Victorian Environmental Partnerships Program (which replaces the Victorian Investment
Framework mentioned above). If the funding bids were to rely on the mapped strategic
biodiversity score, this nationally significant site would be deemed totally unworthy of
consideration. By contrast, some totally unworthy sites might be deemed high priorities.
Some municipal councils are reviewing their strategic planning provisions, such as overlays
and local policies, in light of the imminent native vegetation planning reforms. If they were to
rely on the mapping considered here (as well they might), the outcomes could be seriously
distorted. Such distortions could be reinforced by an update to the ‘Biodiversity’ practice note
for the Victoria Planning Provisions that is due to be published by December 2013.
The implications of flawed biodiversity mapping flow on to park management, fire planning,
community education and the efforts of volunteers such as ‘Friends’ groups.

Transparency and Quality Assurance
The metadata and DEPI’s series of reports on the new planning provisions provide scant
information about the scientific basis for the mapping tools. As a scientist with experience in
the use of GIS mapping in planning law and conservation planning, I am concerned that there
is so little adherence to scientific standards or the principles of transparency in law and
governance.
In addition to publication, one of the standard safeguards of scientific work is independent
peer review, but I have not found any indication that there has been any peer review of the
‘biodiversity information tools’. There is plenty of expertise in these matters outside DEPI but
I cannot find any indication that it has been used.
The safeguards of transparency and independent peer review are particularly important for
habitat modelling because modelling is notorious for uncertainty and sensitivity to small
variations in input parameters that are often poorly known. Modelling requires great attention
to detail and careful selection of input parameters based on expert insight into the biology and
ecology of the particular species being modelled. Modelling is a very powerful tool as long as
it is properly used and its uncertainties are taken into account. In the case of the modelling
proposed to be used for planning permit assessment, any capacity to properly deal with
manifestly erroneous mapping has been eliminated by the way the new regulations have been
drafted.
As I have been so readily able to find flaws in the mapping, there seems to have been a failure
to properly check that the mapping is fit for purpose.
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I will seek to provide information to the department to correct the flaws that I have
encountered but I understand that the mapping is proposed to remain fixed for some years. I
believe this has serious adverse implications for planning law in Victoria, with plenty of
opportunities for injustices and environmental damage to occur before any revision is likely to
be implemented.

Suggested Next Steps
The absence of any flexibility to deal with faulty mapping of location risk or strategic
biodiversity score is one of the most serious problems with the native vegetation planning
reforms. As noted above, whenever the mapping wrongly shows, or fails to show, something
of high conservation value, the incoming regulations are worded so that the mapping must
override the truth. In some cases, this will create an unfair burden on permit applicants. In
other cases, it will lead to perverse damage to the environment despite clear indications that it
is solely due to faulty mapping.
I believe that the imminent planning amendment needs to be changed to provide a mechanism
to deal with manifestly erroneous mapping or else there will be many perverse outcomes.
Making the changes will take time. In the interim, I recommend delaying the amendment that
will introduce the native vegetation planning reforms.
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