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A snapshot moment - one of the many environmental protection works happening across the
Australian Alps. Here volunteers from the Wollangarra Outdoor Centre construct boardwalks
alongside sensitive Howitt Plains peatlands.

ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION is WORKING
There’s a lot going on to protect threatened plants, animals and landscapes across
the Australian Alps. Each project may be different, but together they’re aiming for
the same result. Take a look and you’ll be impressed with the scale of what’s going
on, the knowledge, the ingenuity, and best of all, the results. There’s a lot of good
news out there.

taking care of the peatlands
Monica Hersburgh’s job title includes two words which provide a major hint about what she
does – intensive management. Working across the Victorian section of the Australian Alps,
she co-ordinates a diverse portfolio of projects, all with a common aim: to tackle threats to
the landscape. To see what this means in action, let’s take a look at one of the Alp’s most
threatened landscapes.
“In mid 2013, we started the Victorian Alpine Peatland Protection Program. Taking a
holistic approach, we’ve spent the last five years tackling threats across this landscape.
There were a suite of projects: weed and pest animal control; restoration work; community

consultation; and fire management.” This flurry of activity didn’t spontaneously kick in; each
of the items on the to-do list was informed by the Victorian Alpine Peatland Spatial Action
Plan that had taken the previous five years to assemble. Thanks to the plan, precious
resources have been able to be directed where they’ve proven to be most effective in
making a difference.
“For example, after the 2003 fires, we were faced with bare areas easily colonised by
weeds where the sphagnum bogs and associated fens had burned.” The main threat here
was willow which colonises readily and as it establishes itself, literally sucks the water out
of the peatlands, profoundly altering the way that particular landscape functions. But Parks
staff built community support and a series of willow treatment events were held where
volunteers searched for and destroyed willow by cutting and painting the stems with
herbicide. During the last five years, these willow-destroy sessions have happened each
year, making a consistent contribution to their ongoing control.

The best way to grasp what’s going is to get everyone out to have a look. These 4WD tracks up on
the Howitt Plains have now benefitted from smart works that will keep them accessible and restore
the natural water flows.

As well as killing willow, the bogs are also benefitting from some interesting protection
projects involving vehicle and walking tracks. “The Butcher Country 4WD Track leads up
onto the Howitt Plains, running adjacent to the peatlands, near enough to affect the
hydrology of those peatlands.” Water which would normally move through under the track,
instead gathered in ruts and formed pools. This created a situation where the road would
need to be closed to protect traffic from becoming bogged. To sort the situation – to
reinstall the natural water movement – Parks staff met on site with a range of stakeholders,
including 4WD Victoria, to assess the issues. Then in April this year work was carried out
to stabilise the track in a way that would allow the water to move beneath it. This involved
using a combination of large rock, geofabric and gravel. Some short boardwalks were also
constructed along the edges of a couple of peatlands at other sites. “The volunteers from
the Wollangarra Outdoor Centre, did a great job and learnt how the peatlands benefit
without the disturbance from walkers.”
Near Spion Kopje on the Bogong High Plains, an abandoned aqueduct, constructed last
century as part of the Kiewa Hydro Electric scheme has, until recently, been diverting water
away from the adjacent peatland. As part of Parks Victoria’s peatland rehabilitation
program staff cut two breaches in the aqueduct to return water to the peatland. “Using
rocks, biodegradable weirs and hessian socks filled with soil and seed, we have
successfully redirected water, bringing this landscape back to life”.

Another section of the track – before and after.

But wait, there’s more. In a brilliant move to protect peatlands from fire and fire suppression
actives, Victoria has recently added peatlands as a high value asset on their fire mapping
interface. This means that they’re more visible in relation to fighting fires in the Australian
Alps. “In the event of fire, they’re on the mapping software so that their presence now
informs decisions on how best to fight the fire while protecting the peatlands. As well as
this, if they are burnt, we receive funds for restoration works as part of the post fire
recovery.” Gone forever are the days when well-meaning bulldozers cut fire breaks through
the peatlands’ precious and fragile ecosystems. Gone also is the need to scramble for
restorative funds by gleaning them from other budgets.

action in the peatland
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taking a holistic approach, various threats to the sphagnum bogs and associated
fens are being tackled using a ‘priority list’ supplied by an action plan that took five
years to compile
harnessing hands-on community support, a post 2003 willow control program has
been able to be continued on a regular basis to maintain control and reduce the
colonising and drying of the bogs
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physical restoration work is also being done to reinstate natural water flow to and
from the peatlands: creating 4WD track sections that allow water to flow through;
breaching an obsolete hydro aqueduct to redirect water to the bogs
having peatlands mapped and identified as assets means that they are considered
appropriately when making fire fighting decisions.

the power of chunky funding

Not your everyday deployment – 1,000 concrete roof tiles, aka future homes for Alpine She-oak
skinks.

Mel Schroder has been working in environmental monitoring and threatened species in
Kosciuszko National Park since 2008, and her patch includes the NSW Parks section of
the Alps. Part of a team, she supports staff who manage the landscape so that threatened
species are given the best opportunities to survive into the future. Two years ago these
existing programs, along with some new ones, received a very chunky boost of funding.
Suddenly these worthy, but at times stretched programs have been buoyed up by the NSW
State Government’s Saving Our Species program which is injecting $100 million state-wide
over five years. “We now have more funds to address the threats.”
Despite having such a significant injection of funds, one aspect of Mel’s work remains
unchanged. She’ll always be focused on gathering field information so that decisions can
be made about how to manage these landscapes most effectively. And that’s because
anyone who spends their time and budget - for example, controlling pests and weeds needs to know they’re getting the best possible outcome. As a result, Mel and her team are
constantly refining their recommendations to management. “It’s about being smart about
how and where you use your resources to get the maximum impact to protect the park’s
ecological values, including threatened species.” It's also about knowing the threats you
can control and the ones you can’t.
Understanding that wildfire and other factors linked to climate change are beyond local
control, it makes sense to aim your efforts where you can make a difference. Under the
new Saving Our Species program, Mel gives a snapshot of two projects, one pre-existing
and another being freshly rolled out.

The Alpine She-oak Skink is what’s known as a data deficient species: we don’t know a
great deal about this animal in New South Wales, however we do know it occurs above
1200m and is most likely to be found in grasslands. In Victoria’s Bogong High Plains,
research on the skink has been carried out by Nick Clemann from the Arthur Rylah Institute
and this model is being closely followed by a project that’s just kicked off on our side of the
border. Renee Hartley, an ANU Fenner School PhD candidate is gathering information on
the only known population in Kosciuszko NP - their distribution, biology and ecology - so
we understand more about how to best manage this species. She’s also assessing impacts
from exotic introduced species such as pigs and deer.

Who thought doing a PhD could be this action packed – Renee Hartley laying out the roofing tiles on
a brilliant day.

“Working with us, Renee has just finished laying 1,000 concrete roofing tiles stretching
across over 100 kilometres, each providing artificial homes to attract the skinks. From
November through to March, we’ll be checking these monthly, capturing skinks and noting
their size, weight, condition and sampling their DNA.” The information that’s being gathered
should provide a better understanding of their distribution, restriction in the population’s
movement, their genetic relationship to the Victorian populations and any stresses and any
threats that sharing the landscape with pest animal species may pose.

As for pre-existing projects, work continues to be done around the endangered Mountain
Pygmy-possum (Burramys parvus). Monitoring led by Dr Linda Broome is now in its 32nd
year. Given a lot is now known about the species, here the focus is on getting a better
handle on how best to reduce one of its major threats, feral predators – foxes and cats.
These possums are found above 1200m and there are only two distinct populations in
NSW, one in the central part of Kosciuszko around Cabramurra and the Southern
population centred largely around the NSW ski resorts. The total population in NSW is
estimated to be around 1015. “Which is why consistent funding for predator programs is so
important. In autumn and winter when there is less food available, we’re fox baiting. All
year round we are undertaking feral cat control using a combination of cage and soft jaw
traps. Fox baiting increases the efficacy of the soft jaw trapping program – there are fewer
foxes so we have the opportunity to catch more feral cats in the traps. This is one facet that
impacts negatively on this species and we can manage that. Unfortunately we can’t
manage the other threats associated with climate change.”

The Mountain Pygmy-possum has fewer predators to avoid thanks to clever work being done to
reduce feral fox and cat numbers.

What the Saving our Species program also brings to the work being carried out across the
Alps is just that, encouragement and support for management at a landscape scale of
multiple threatened species. “It’s likely that we’ll get better outcomes if we work together,
not just species by species or dealing with threats individually.”
There is no question that there are greater benefits to be had by managing collectively, by
looking at complete systems rather than species in isolation. For example, pest control to
reduce pressure on the Mountain Pygmy-possum is also benefitting its equally delicious
landscape co-habitant the Broad-toothed Rat (Mastacomys fuscus). Gathered data
indicates foxes are fans of a meal of rat: Mel conjectures this may be because the rats are

both less aggressive and not as smelly (which may translate to an improvement in taste).
Regardless, by reducing predator numbers in the neighbourhood, both the rats and the
possums benefit. Same effort – double benefit. Take this approach whenever possible and
a powerful ripple effect is set in motion.

saving our species
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a NSW state wide program that aims to secure threatened species in the wild
existing programs in the Australian Alps now benefit from funding over five years;
new programs are being made possible
bringing together conservation work across the landscape is boosting efficacy
other species and communities being funded include Southern & Northern
Corrobboree Frogs, Alpine Bogs & Fens, Max Mueller’s Burr Daisy, Leafy Anchor
Plant, Pale Golden Moths Orchid, Spotted Tailed-Quoll, Perisher Wallaby Grass

room to make a go of it

Given it’s not easy to spot and trap wallabies even within free range enclosures, infra-red motion
sensing field cameras are often used to monitor and make observations. Ear tags also help: different
coloured tags are used, placed in left or right ears depending on gender. This animal is a female.

A few years back, the standard approach for when things looked bad for a threatened
species was to focus pure and simply on building population numbers through captive
breeding. As it turns out, there’s a lot more to be gained by taking a broader view – one
where genes now inform the way threatened species recovery is tackled. Jennifer Pierson,
Senior Wildlife Officer with ACT Parks at Tidbinbilla, knows a fair bit about this shifting
worldwide trend.
“I came in to lead the wildlife program, looking to transition the existing captive collection,
and moving away from the previous trend which focussed on display and education.”
Jenny’s academic background is in population ecology and conservation genetics so she’s
interested in what takes place when threatened species are protected in fenced areas.
“With this method there are issues with maintaining genetic diversity given the gene flow is
restricted with the restriction of the movement of the animals.” To put it simply, if you box a
group of animals in, they can only breed with each other and over time you lose genetic
diversity. Unfortunately there are also other factors which could negatively impact on a
precious painstakingly bred collection of threatened individuals.

“Captive breeding is likely to encourage attributes which favour a captive population, but
not necessarily one that would live in more natural circumstances. The advantages in the
captive scenario may not prove helpful for adaptation and survival in the wild.” Ideally the
greater the variety of genes, the better an individual or population is able to meet different
scenarios. “The more genetic diversity, the better the survival advantage in, for example, a
scenario of warmer temperatures, or simply to evade capture. With a reduction of genetic
diversity there is what is termed inbreeding depression and with it, a greater susceptibility
to disease.”
When you grasp the importance of this, it’s easy to see the relevance given what’s
happening at Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve. Population numbers of captive bred animals are
building thanks to many previous years’ worth of intensive, skilled husbandry and study.
This means there are enough animals in the bank to allow a new free range approach to be
explored. Take the case of the Southern Brush-tailed Rock-wallabies*.
Within Tidbinbilla, 120 hectares is being surrounded with a fence. It’ll be 1.8m high with
mesh fine enough to exclude even baby rabbits and kittens, with a 300mm apron extending
out and covered with gravel to prevent burrowing. Floppy wire on the top on both inner and
outer faces will prevent climbing in or out, and the whole thing is electrified.

Rock-wallaby foot facts: their well padded hind feet and textured soles give them good grip as they
leap across the rocks. They also have three toes with four claws – an evolutionary carry over when
two toes fused together making a two clawed grooming claw.

Twenty-five rock-wallabies are being introduced into this safe space. “These will be high
quality individuals with the best possible foundation for genetic diversity, carefully tested
and selected, using advance genomic tools.” This population will be allowed to grow

naturally and over an expected 3.5 years it should reach 100 individuals. Managing this
free range but protected site will be a relatively minimal affair, with data gathered
periodically via night trapping.

In the existing enclosures, supplementary feeding is necessary to maintain good body condition.
Here a female is enjoying the mix of lucerne which is often spiced up with carrot, sweet potato,
turnip and silver beet. In the new 120 hectare enclosure, foraging will be more natural.

“In captive scenarios the animals are coddled and given every comfort. This doesn’t help or
equip them to survive and thrive in the wild. In the free range setting there will be minimal
supplementary feeding - we’ll be applying proper land management protocols to ensure as
much natural food sources as possible.”
As Jennifer points out, reintroductory biology is a long game to play: it takes years to
genetically monitor and assess the results. The initial goal will be to reach 200 insurance
animals. And along the way we’ll be gaining a priceless greater understanding of the
species such as: how many to release, and in what configuration of males to females; what
food do they seek and in what quantities. Ultimately the information gathered will help
identify in the future where best to release individuals into the unfenced wild.
*The program is being carried out in tandem with the Victorian Department of Sustainability and Environment, Zoos
Victoria and Mount Rothwell Conservation & Research Centre.

Rock-wallabies to go slightly wild
!
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the genetic diversity and robustness of captive bred animals declines over time,
hence the need to develop new ways to manage threatened populations
at Tidbinbilla in the ACT, Southern Brush-tailed Rock-wallabies are being released
into a large protected area as part of a process to learn more about how best to
release threatened animals into the wild

snippets
OUR STRATEGIC PLAN: In October this year, the Australian Alps Program ran a strategic
planning workshop at Namadgi National Park. It was well attended by a good cross section
of partner agency representatives with appropriate expertise. The aim of the workshop was
to critically review the current strategic plan and develop content for the next one. Craig
Cormick facilitated the day and did a great job guiding discussions. There were no

passengers at this workshop. Everyone made a contribution and we achieved what we set
out to achieve. There are still a few hurdles to jump, but the aim is to have a new strategic
plan ready for July 2019 when NSW take over as host agency for the Alps Program.

The Australian Alps Program Convenor Brett McNamara visited Chitwan National Park in October
and says it’s amazing.

WORLD RANGER CONGRESS: The International Ranger Federation has announced that
the next World Congress of Rangers will be held at Chitwan National Park in Nepal
between Nov 11th & Nov 17th 2019. These gatherings are held every three years, bringing
together rangers from around the world to share experiences and skills. Chitwan NP is a
World Heritage listed site in the foothills of the Himalayas. It was first proclaimed a park in
1973 and is now renowned for its protection of one horned rhinos, Royal Bengal tigers and
Gharial crocodiles. Another spectacular choice for this triennial event. For information and
updates check the website: https://www.internationalrangers.org/about/world-rangercongress/
TELL US YOUR STORY: We are always looking for stories to include in this newsletter.
What’s happening in your part of the Alps? If you’ve built a new bridge, or cleared a track
or installed some new signs, why not send me a photo and a few words. Maybe you just
went for a particularly fabulous walk and would like to share your experience. We accept
stories from staff members, volunteers and members of the general community.

News from the Alps is published by the Australian Alps national parks. Program Manager and Editor is John
McRae, ACT Parks & Conservation Service, Namadgi National Park, Naas Road, Tharwa ACT 2620,
John.McRae@act.gov.au . For more information about the Alps, including information about the Parks, other
publications and news, visit the Australian Alps web page, https://theaustralianalps.wordpress.com/. Thank
you to those who have made the time to be interviewed, and to the photographers for their images. Without
this support, News from the Alps would not be possible.

