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1 Introduction 

The Strategic Management Plan for the Western 
Port Ramsar site is an integral component of a 
program to develop a comprehensive management 
framework for Victoria’s Wetlands of International 
Importance (or ‘Ramsar sites’) listed under the 
Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar, Iran, 1971). The 
primary goal of the management framework is to 
maintain the ecological character of Victoria’s 
Ramsar sites through conservation and wise use. 

1.1 Strategic Directions Statement 

The Strategic Directions Statement establishes 
Management Objectives for Victoria’s Ramsar sites 
and Statewide Management Strategies to achieve 
these objectives (NRE 2002). The Strategic 
Management Plans for individual Victorian Ramsar 
sites apply the Management Objectives and 
Statewide Management Strategies, promoting a 
range of specific management actions that will 
maintain, and in some cases restore, the 
ecological character of the sites. Individual plans 
cover 10 of Victoria’s 11 Ramsar sites. Victoria’s 
eleventh Ramsar site, the Edithvale-Seaford 
Wetlands Ramsar site, was listed in 2001 and is 
covered by a separate management plan. A 
diagram of the framework and related documents 
is shown below in Figure 1.1. 

The Strategic Directions Statement provides the 
overarching policy framework for managing 
Ramsar sites in Victoria. It establishes 
Management Objectives for Ramsar site 
management across the State, which are then 
translated to the site-specific level by each of the 
Strategic Management Plans. The Management 
Objectives outlined by the Strategic Directions 
Statement are as follows: 

1. Increase the scientific understanding of 
wetland ecosystems and their management 
requirements. 

2. Maintain or seek to restore appropriate water 
regimes. 

3. Address adverse processes and activities. 

4. Manage Ramsar sites within an integrated 
catchment management framework. 

5. Manage resource utilisation on a sustainable 
basis. 

6. Protect, and where appropriate enhance, 
ecosystem processes, habitats and species. 

7. Encourage strong partnerships between 
management agencies. 

8. Promote community awareness and 
understanding and provide opportunities for 
involvement in management. 

9. Ensure recreational use is consistent with the 
protection of natural and cultural values. 

10. Develop ongoing consistent programs to 
monitor ecological character. 

The Strategic Directions Statement also provides 
background information on the suite of relevant 
international conventions, as well as related 
Commonwealth and State policy and legislation 
which directs and supports the management of 
Ramsar sites. The Strategic Directions Statement 
and Strategic Management Plans are therefore 
intended to be read as complementary documents. 

1.2 Purpose of the Strategic 
Management Plan 

The primary purpose of the Strategic Management 
Plan (SMP) for the Western Port Ramsar site is to 
facilitate conservation and wise use of the site so 
as to maintain, and where practical restore, the 
ecological values for which it is recognised as a 
Ramsar wetland. This will be achieved by 
implementing site-specific management strategies 
under each of the key objectives (derived from the 
Strategic Directions Statement). 

The SMP for the Western Port Ramsar site 
provides management agencies and stakeholders 
with an appropriate management framework and 
the necessary information to ensure that decisions 
regarding land use and development, and ongoing 
management are made with full regard for wetland 
values in environmental, social and economic 
terms.  

Figure 1.1 Framework for the strategic management of Victoria’s Ramsar sites 
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Table 2.3 Lead management agencies and their key responsibilities 

Agency Responsibility Local agency Responsibility 

Victorian Channels 
Authority 

Establish, manage, dredge and 
maintain channels in commercial 
port waters; provide and maintain 
navigation aids in connection with 
commercial shipping; direct and 
control movement of commercial 
vessels within port waters. 

Toll Westernport (a 
division of Toll 
Holdings)  

Manage the declared Port Waters of 
the Port of Hastings and commercial 
shipping channels leading from Bass 
Strait to the Port of Hastings 

Department of 
Defence 

Management of Commonwealth 
land. HMAS Cerberus Manage the naval base. 

DSE Port Phillip 
Regional Office, Box 
Hill 

Provide policy advice for the 
management of the Western Port 
Ramsar site. Manage hunting, at the 
Western Port Ramsar site.    

Department of 
Sustainability and 
Environment (DSE) 

Strategic direction for park and 
reserve management; flora and 
fauna management and 
implementation of the Ramsar 
Convention in Victoria; catchment 
and water management,  forest 
management, coastal and port 
management; leasing, licensing 
and management of public land, 
strategic and statutory land use 
planning including the 
administration of the Victorian 
Planning Provisions. 

DSE South East 
Metropolitan Office 

Administer the French Island and 
Sandstone Island Planning Scheme. 

Department of 
Primary Industries 
(DPI) 

Provides strategic direction for 
fisheries management and 
research, agricultural services and 
sustainable development of 
Victoria's energy and mineral 
resources. 

DPI Port Phillip 
Regional Office, Box 
Hill 

Manage commercial and 
recreational fishing for Western Port 
Ramsar site in accordance with 
Fisheries Act 1995. 

Parks Victoria Manage parks and reserves. Parks Victoria 
(Rosebud) 

Manage French Island National Park 
and various Crown Land reserves. 
Manages recreational activities on 
Western Port and related navigation 
aids. 

Environment 
Protection Authority 
(EPA) 

Responsibility for and coordination 
of all activities relating to the 
discharge of waste into the 
environment and the generation, 
storage, treatment, transport and 
disposal of industrial waste and 
the emission of noise and for 
preventing or controlling pollution 
and noise and protecting and 
improving the quality of the 
environment. 

EPA South 
Metropolitan Region 

Licence sewerage and other 
discharges. Monitor water quality. 

Victorian Catchment 
Management 
Council 

Advise State Government on 
catchment management, and land 
and water resource issues and 
priorities. Encourage cooperation 
between land and water 
managers. Promote community 
awareness on catchment 
management issues. 

The Port Phillip and 
Westernport 
Catchment 
Management 
Authority 
(PPWCMA) 

Implement the Port Phillip and 
Westernport Regional Catchment 
Strategy. Prepare and implement 
Catchment Action Plans. 

Parks Victoria 
(Rosebud) 

Municipal Councils 

Elected Committees 

Committees of 
Management 

Manage reserved Crown Land on 
behalf of the Minister. Committees 
are usually the local Shire or 
publicly elected. 

Phillip Island Nature 
Park 

Manage reserves for the purposes 
for which they are gazetted. 
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Agency Responsibility Local agency Responsibility 

Victorian Coastal 
Council 

Strategic statewide coastal 
planning; preparation of the 
Victorian Coastal Strategy; advise 
the Minister; monitor development 
of Coastal Action Plans; and 
coordinate the implementation of 
the Victorian Coastal Strategy and 
Coastal Action Plans. 

Central Coastal 
Board 

Develop Coastal Action Plans and 
guidelines for coastal planning and 
management within the region; 
provide advice to Minister and 
Council on coastal development 
within the region; and implement and 
facilitate public awareness of the 
Victorian Coastal Strategy, Coastal 
Action Plans and coastal guidelines. 

Urban Water 
Authorities 

Management of designated rivers, 
streams and drains and 
responsibility for floodplain 
management. 

Melbourne Water Manage drains, rivers and streams 
flowing in to Western Port. 

 

Provision of water and sewerage 
services and the management of 
water supply storages and 
catchments. 

Westernport Region 
Water Authority 

Provide water and wastewater 
services to townships within the 
Western Port catchment. 

Rural Water 
Authorities 

Manage and operate the Irrigation 
Districts and the Stock and 
Domestic system, and administer 
the diversion of water from 
waterways and the extraction of 
groundwater. 

Southern Rural 
Water 

Manage rural water resources 
across the southern half of country 
Victoria, including headworks and 
surface water and groundwater 
licensing. 

Shire of Bass Coast 

Mornington 
Peninsula Shire 
Council 

Shire of Cardinia 

Municipal Councils 

Regulation of adjacent 
development through planning 
schemes, on ground works, 
manage urban and some rural 
drainage. 

City of Casey 

Administer the planning scheme. 
Manage foreshore reserves where 
the Council is the established 
Committee of Management. 

Department of 
Infrastructure 

Develop strategies and implement 
policies for Victoria’s ports. 

Toll Westernport (a 
division of Toll 
Holdings)  

Establish, manage and maintain the 
declared Port Waters and 
commercial port facilities for the Port 
of Hastings under management 
agreement with the State 
Government. 
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2.5 Adjacent land use 

Between Point Leo and San Remo, Crown Land 
reserved for recreational use and privately owned 
grazing abuts Western Port and the narrow 
foreshore reserves. At some localities, such as at 
Grantville, rural residential allotments extend close 
to the Ramsar site boundary. 

On the western shoreline of Western Port is the 
town of Hastings with its harbour and marina, the 
HMAS Cerberus Naval Base, and the Port of 
Hastings. The Port of Hastings incorporates the 
Esso/BHP Billiton Refractionation Plant and 
petroleum products storage area, the BHP Billiton 
Western Port Steelworks, the Crib Point Jetty and 
Shell (former BP) site at Crib Point, the gasoline 
tank farm at Bayview Road, and Crib Point 
Engineering. 

Along the western and northern shorelines of the 
Western Port Ramsar site are extensive, narrow 
tracts of saltmarsh and mangroves. 

French Island is a mixture of National Park (set 
aside for recreation and conservation) and 
privately owned grazing land. Two Reference 
Areas extend to the Western Port Ramsar site on 
the northern coastline of French Island. Freshwater 
wetlands on both French and Phillip Islands and on 
the mainland, although not listed on the Ramsar 
Convention, are used as supplementary habitat by 
many waterbirds that inhabit the marine areas of 
the Ramsar site. 

The various Crown Land reservations around 
Western Port are variously managed by DSE and 
by appointed Committees of Management: 
including Parks Victoria, The Phillip Island Nature 
Park, Municipalities and local community groups.  

The Commonwealth Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC), that 
came into force on 16 July 2000, identifies Ramsar 
sites as matters of national environmental 
significance for which the Commonwealth has a 
significant responsibility. Wise use principles 
extend beyond the Ramsar site boundaries. The 
EPBC Act sets out procedures for assessing 
actions with potentially significant impacts on 
Ramsar values,  whether these actions are 
proposed within or outside site boundaries.  

2.6 Catchment setting 

Western Port receives drainage water from the 
Mornington Peninsula and from the Western Port 
catchment. The main rivers and streams draining 
into Western Port are the Bass River, Lang Lang 
River, Yallock Creek, Bunyip Main Drain, and 
Cardinia Creek. These waterways drain extensive 
dryland grazing and horticulture areas. The 
designated urban growth corridor between 
Dandenong and Pakenham extends across the 
upper part of the Western Port catchment. 

2.7 Local Government 

Four municipalities adjoin Western Port: 
Mornington Peninsula Shire Council, Shire of Bass 
Coast, Shire of Cardinia, and the City of Casey. 
French Island is not incorporated within a 
municipality and is administered for planning 
purposes by DSE. 
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3 Policy Framework 

The suite of relevant international conventions, and 
the Commonwealth and Victorian legislation and 
policy that directs management and use of Ramsar 
sites, are outlined in the Strategic Directions 
Statement (NRE 2002). This Chapter covers the 
local policy framework comprising plans, strategies 
and municipal planning provisions as well as 
statewide strategies approved after publication of 
the Strategic Directions Statement. 

3.1 Strategies 

There are a range of existing plans and strategies 
that provide for the protection and enhancement of 
the natural and cultural values of the Western Port 
Ramsar site. Victoria has a strong planning 
framework and as a result these plans and 
strategies demonstrate a high level of integrated 
planning and address many aspects of wise use. 
These plans and strategies are outlined below.  

In October 2000, the Western Port Ramsar site 
was added to the East Asian-Australasian 
Shorebird Site Network. The establishment of a 
shorebird network is a key action of the Action 
Plan for the Conservation of Migratory Shorebirds 
in the East Asian-Australasian Flyway: 2001-2005, 
which in turn is a key component of the Asia-
Pacific Migratory Waterbird Strategy: 2001-2005. 

Western Port has been subject to detailed 
environmental investigations since the early 1970s. 
The most comprehensive investigation was the 
Western Port Bay Environmental Study 1973-74, 
(Shapiro 1975), which was an intensive gathering 
of quality baseline data and resulted in over 200 
publications. Phase Two of the study continued for 
a number of years with reports being published in 
the early 1980s.  

The above work resulted in extensive knowledge 
of the environmental values and processes in 
Western Port, which laid the foundations for very 
high standards of environmental planning around 
Western Port. These high standards have been 
kept ever since and reflected in subsequent 
planning documents and strategies. 

A number of recent State Government agency 
strategies, reports and plans are particularly 
relevant to the management of the Western Port 
Ramsar site. They are: 

• Victorian Coastal Strategy (VCC 2002); 

• Melbourne 2030 (DPI 2002) 

• The Port of Hastings Environmental 
Management Plan (TW 2002);   

• Draft State Environment Protection Policy 
(Waters of Victoria) (EPA 2002); 

• State Environment Protection Policy Schedule 
F8 Waters of Western Port and Catchment 
(EPA 2001); 

• Draft Port Phillip and Western Port Native 
Vegetation Plan (PPCALPB 2000); 

• Western Port Perspective (PPK Environment 
and Infrastructure Pty Ltd 2000); 

• Phillip Island Nature Park Management Plan 
(PINP 2000); 

• Western Port Catchment Action Program 
(PPWPCLPB 1999); 

• French Island National Park Management 
Plan (PV 1998); 

• Port Phillip and Western Port Regional 
Catchment Strategy (PPCALPB 1997); 

• Victoria’s Biodiversity: Directions in 
Management (NRE 1997); 

• Melbourne Area, District 2, Review – Final 
Recommendations (LCC 1994); 

• Westernport Bay Strategy (WRPCC 1992); 
and 

• Foreshore Management Plans prepared by 
Committees of Management. 

(See Appendix 2 for complete reference.) 

Catchment management authorities in Victoria are 
currently reviewing their regional catchment 
strategies. The revised regional catchment 
strategies, once accredited by government, will 
guide future investment in the catchment under 
some State natural resource management 
programs,  the National Action Plan for Salinity and 
Water Quality and the Natural Heritage Trust. This 
strategic management plan will be recognised 
under the Port Phillip and Westernport Regional 
Catchment Strategic framework. 

Melbourne 2030 is a 30-year plan to manage 
growth and change across metropolitan Melbourne 
and the surrounding region, including the areas to 
the north and east of Western Port. It gives a high-
level overview of the directions metropolitan 
Melbourne is expected to take. Its focus is the 
management of future growth, land use and 
infrastructure investment. 



STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT PLAN FOR THE WESTERN PORT RAMSAR SITE PAGE 11 

Three recently developed statewide strategies are 
relevant to the management of Western Port 
Ramsar site. 

The Victorian River Health Strategy (VRHS) 
provides a framework that enables Government 
and community to manage and restore rivers in the 
State.  The VRHS aims to achieve healthy rivers, 
streams and floodplains which meet the 
environmental, economic, recreational and cultural 
needs of current and future generations (NRE 
2002d). The VRHS establishes regional planning 
processes for CMAs to prepare regional river 
health strategies which will coordinate other river-
related action plans and direct the development of 
annual works programs. 

The Indigenous Partnership Strategy (NRE 2001) 
provides the framework for building effective 
relationships with Indigenous communities, who 
have a fundamental role in the management of 
Victoria’s natural resources, as traditional 
custodians of the land and waters. This strategy 
sets out key initiatives to assist in the development 
and delivery of services to Indigenous people, 
which should be applied during management 
planning. 

Victoria’s Native Vegetation Management – A 
Framework for Action (NRE 2002d) establishes the 
strategic direction for the protection,  enhancement 
and revegetation of native vegetation across the 
State. The framework focuses on managing native 
vegetation to provide sustainable landscapes and 
to protect productive capacity and environmental 
values of land and water resources. 

3.2  Municipal Strategic Statements, 
zoning and overlays 

New Planning Schemes were introduced for the 
four municipalities and for French Island during 
1999 and 2000. The zones and overlays in the 
new planning schemes cover the land adjoining 
Western Port. The various planning scheme maps, 
which are available for inspection at the municipal 
offices and at DSE, show the precise boundaries 
of the zones and overlays. Although there is 
capacity for planning schemes to extend offshore 
(i.e. beyond municipal boundaries) this option has 
not been incorporated along Western Port’s 
shorelines. 

With the exception of the intensively used areas of 
the coast, coastal public land along the Western 
Port coast is zoned Public Conservation and 
Resource Zone (PCRZ). This has been applied to 
most parts of the site. The PCRZ aims to: 

• protect and conserve the natural environment 
and natural processes for their historic, 
scientific, landscape, habitat or cultural values;  

• provide facilities that assist in public education 
and interpretation of the natural environment 
with minimal degradation of the natural 
environment or natural processes; and 

• provide for appropriate resource based uses. 

In addition to the PRCZ for public land (including 
shoreline areas of the Ramsar site), private land 
adjacent to the Ramsar site is generally classed as 
‘Environmental Rural Zone’ (ERZ). The ERZ aims 
to: 

• conserve and permanently maintain flora and 
fauna species, soil and water quality and 
areas of historic, archaeological and scientific 
interest and areas of natural scenic beauty or 
importance so that the viability of natural 
ecosystems and the natural and historic 
environment is enhanced; 

• encourage development and the use of the 
land which is in accordance with sound 
management and land capability practices, 
and which takes into account the 
environmental sensitivity and the biodiversity 
of the locality; and 

• ensure that subdivision promotes effective 
land management practices and infrastructure 
provision. 

The ERZ requires planning permits for a broad 
range of activities with potential impacts on soil, 
water and biodiversity. In this way, Councils can 
exercise tighter control over works and 
development. 

The provisions of the ERZ are particularly 
important as areas of intertidal saltmarsh and 
mangrove adjacent to but functionally linked to the 
Western Port Ramsar site occurs on this adjacent 
private land. 

The Special Use Zone (SUZ 1 – Port Related 
Uses) is used to ensure the strategic development 
and sustainable use of land for port related 
purposes. 

Much of the coast of Western Port, including the 
Ramsar wetland areas, is covered by overlays 
within the planning schemes of the four 
municipalities. Overlays operate in addition to zone 
requirements and generally concern 
environmental, landscape, heritage, built form, and 
land and site management issues.  
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The Overlays applied to the Western Port Ramsar 
site are broad, and do not provide adequate 
protection to rare and threatened species and 
wetland habitats. Similarly Overlays do not 
adequately identify areas within the Ramsar 
catchments where land use decisions have the 
potential to impact on Ramsar site values. 
Relevant overlays currently used to cover the coast 
include: 

• Significant Landscape Overlay (SLO), the aim 
of which is to regulate uses close to the 
sensitive coastal landscape of Western Port 
(numbers and detailed provisions vary slightly 
between municipalities); and 

• Environmental Significant Overlay (ESO), the 
aim of which is to regulate uses close to and in 
environmentally significant areas around 
Western Port (again, numbers and detailed 
provisions vary slightly between 
municipalities). 

The Statement of Planning Policy No. 1, which 
originally defined the Hastings Industrial Port area 
has been replaced by the Hastings Port Industrial 
Area Land Use Structure Plan (1996).  

The overlays in each municipality that cover the 
Western Port Ramsar site and adjacent land are 
summarised in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1 Overlays applied to the Western Port Ramsar site 

Municipality Overlays 

Mornington 
Peninsula Shire 
Council 

• ESO5: Western Port Hinterland (generally south to Watson’s Creek and south from 
Warringine Creek). 

• ESO18: Wetland and Swamp (generally south to Watson’s Creek and within part of HMAS 
Cerberus). 

• ESO27: Merricks Environmental Management Overlay (part of area west from HMAS 
Cerberus). 

• ESO20: Cliff and Beach (part of area west from HMAS Cerberus). 

• SLO6: National Trust Recorded Landscape (part of HMAS Cerberus and part of area west 
from HMAS Cerberus). 

• SLO2: Coastal Landscape (part of area west from HMAS Cerberus). 

City of Casey • ESO1: Coastal Environs. 

• SLO2: Western Port Coast. 

Shire of Cardinia • ESO2: Western Port. 

• SLO2: Western Port (northern section of Cardinia coast). 

Shire of Bass Coast • ESO1: Areas of Environmental Significance (most of coast). 

• ESO2: Geomorphological and Geological Significance. 

• ESO3: Significant flora and fauna. 

• ESO5: Environmental Significance Overlay 5 (unsewered areas). 

• VPO2: Vegetation Protection Overlay 2 (much of Phillip Island, including coastal areas). 

• SLO2: Significant landscape Schedule 2 (includes Western Port mainland coastal areas). 

French Island • ESO2: Coastal Areas. 

• ESO3: Streamlines and Wetland Areas. 

• SLO1: French Island 
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4 Values 

The key environmental values of the Western Port 
Ramsar site for which it was listed 
(representativeness, flora and fauna and 
waterbirds) are summarised below. Other values 
described include natural function, cultural 
heritage, scenic, economic, education and 
interpretation, recreation and tourism and 
scientific. 

4.1 Wetland representativeness 

In Victoria wetlands are classified into eight 
categories. The Western Port Ramsar site includes 
areas of two of these wetland types including 
areas of the State’s most depleted wetland 
habitats and wetlands least represented in 
Victoria’s protected area network. 

Western Port is an internationally significant 
wetland because it has an unusually wide variety 
of habitat types, including White Mangrove, which 
fringes 40% of the coastline and seagrass beds, 
which cover 38% of the site. Salt marshes occupy 
less than 10% of the coastline yet are an important 
part of the vegetation in this region. They extend a 
kilometre or more from the shoreline in many 
places, are floristically rich and relatively 
undisturbed.  

4.2 Flora and fauna 

Terrestrial flora 
Six Broad Vegetation Types have been identified 
in terrestrial areas adjacent to Western Port:  

• Coastal Grassy Woodland; 

• Coastal Scrub and Grassland; 

• Grassland; 

• Heathy Woodland; 

• Lowland Forest; and 

• Swamp Scrub. 

None of these types are represented by large 
areas within the Ramsar site, and are generally 
confined to the coastal wetland environments of 
Western Port. More than 350 indigenous plant 
species have been recorded in the Western Port 
Ramsar site. A total of 93 introduced plant species 
are also present in the site. Twelve Victorian rare 
or threatened species have been recorded in 
Western Port (Appendix 4). One species (Marsh 
Sun-orchid), is listed as endangered in Victoria, 
two species are vulnerable (Dense Leek-orchid 
and Spotted Gum), two species are poorly known 
and are suspected to be extinct, endangered, 
vulnerable or rare in the State (Green-comb 

Spider-orchid and Single Bladderwort) and seven 
species are rare (Coast Wirilda, Creeping Rush, 
Marsh Saltbush, Salt Lawrencia, Tiny Arrowgrass, 
White Mangrove and Yellow Sea-lavender). 

Two species are poorly known species in Victoria 
that are suspected to be extinct, endangered, 
vulnerable or rare in the State. The Dense Leek-
orchid, listed as vulnerable, is the only Australian 
Threatened Species in the Western Port Ramsar 
site. 
Fauna 
Three hundred and thirty indigenous fauna species 
have been recorded in the Western Port Ramsar 
site, and 25 introduced species (NRE 2000a). 

Based on records in the NRE Atlas of Victorian 
Wildlife, 89 threatened species have been 
recorded in the Western Port Ramsar site 
(Appendix 5). Thirty-six of the faunal species 
recorded are listed under Schedule 2 of the Flora 
and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (Appendix 5). 
Action Statements under the Act have been 
prepared for the following species: 
• Freckled Duck 

• Grey-crowned Babbler 

• Helmeted Honeyeater 

• Hooded Plover 

• Little Tern 

• Orange-bellied Parrot 

• Powerful Owl 

• White-bellied Sea-Eagle 

• San Remo Marine Community 

• Long-nosed Potoroo 

• New Holland Mouse 

• Southern Right Whale 

• two marine opisthobranch (covered in the San 
Remo Marine Community Action Statement). 

In the absence of Action Statements and lack of 
information, broad scale habitat management is 
considered the best approach. 

Twenty-nine species listed under the Japan-
Australia Migratory Birds Agreement (JAMBA) and 
31 bird species listed under the China-Australia 
Migratory Birds Agreement (CAMBA) regularly 
occur in the Western Port Ramsar site (Appendix 
6). The significance of Western Port for migratory 
shorebirds has been recognised by its designation 
as part of the East Asian - Australasian Shorebird 
Reserve Network. 
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The Little Tern has not been recorded breeding in 
Western Port, although small numbers have been 
recorded. It is suggested that these individuals 
may originate from Gippsland, other parts of 
Australia and northern Asia. 

Marine flora and fauna 
Three broad marine vegetation types occur in the 
tidal and sub-tidal areas of Western Port: 

• saltmarshes; 

• mangroves; and 

• seagrass meadows. 

These vegetation types are the most important 
source of primary production in the Western Port 
ecosystem, providing energy and nutrients in the 
form of organic detritus on which most other 
organisms in Western Port depend. 

Seagrass communities are a particularly important 
component of the marine flora of Western Port. 
Three species of seagrass (Zostera muelleri, 
Heterozostera tasmanica and Amphibolis 
antarctica) and one of algae (Caulerpa cactoides) 
are the major components of marine vegetation 
biomass (Shapiro 1975). 

The diverse marine habitats of Western Port 
support a wide range of invertebrates (VIMS 
1996). A detailed study of marine intertidal and 
sub-tidal invertebrate communities along the 
Victorian coast included a number of sites within 
Western Port. These sites consistently showed a 
diversity of invertebrates higher than most other 
parts of the Victorian coast (Marine Research 
Group of Victoria). Two marine invertebrate 
species are of particular importance: the bivalve 
mollusc and the archaic brachiopod. 

Of particular significance is the San Remo Marine 
Community, which is listed under Schedule 2 of 
the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. An 
Action Statement has been prepared for this 
community. More than 630 species of marine 
invertebrates have been recorded in the reef and 
seagrass flats off San Remo. Some 125 species of 
sea slugs (Opisthobranchs) have been identified. 
Two taxa, Rhodope genus. and Platydoriis 
galbana, are vulnerable in Victoria and separately 
listed under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 
1988. 

Fur seals, dolphins and whales visit Western Port, 
and the seagrass beds are important nursery 
grounds for King George Whiting and other 
commercially and recreationally important fish 
species. 

Marine protected areas 

The exceptional value of the marine environment of 

Western Port is reflected in the Victorian 
Government’s response to the Environment 
Conservation Council (ECC) Marine, Coastal and 
Estuarine Investigation Final Report (2000). In 2002, 
the Government established three Marine National 
Parks in the Ramsar site under the National Parks 
Act 1975. These highly protected areas contribute 
to a statewide system representing the range of 
marine environments in Victoria, and in which no 
fishing, extractive or damaging activities is 
permitted.  

Parks Victoria (PV) is undertaking the 
management planning for the marine parks 
system, and as a first stage has prepared a 
Management Strategy for Victoria’s System of 
Marine National Parks and Marine Sanctuaries 
(2002). The strategy provides a consistent, 
statewide approach to the management of our 
Marine National Parks and Marine Sanctuaries. 
Over the next three years PV will be encouraging 
community participation and involvement in the 
development of park and sanctuary specific 
management plans (PV 2002). 

The three Western Port Marine National Parks are: 

• Yaringa Marine National Park (c. 980 ha in the 
north-western corner of Western Port adjacent 
to Quail Island Nature Conservation Reserve); 

• French Island Marine National Park (c. 2,800 
ha extends 15 km along the northern shore of 
French Island); and 

• Churchill Island Marine National Park (c. 670 
ha south of Rhyll on the eastern shore of 
Phillip Island). 

The Government also accepted recommendations 
for five special management areas in Western 
Port. DSE will work with other management 
agencies and local government to develop an 
implementation strategy for protection and 
management of each area, taking into account its 
special values. The Marine Special Management 
Areas are: 

• Honeysuckle Reef Special Management Area 
(25 ha off Shoreham); 

• Crawfish Rock Special Management Area 
(45 ha off the north-western tip of French 
Island); 

• Rhyll Special Management Area (375 ha off 
Rhyll); 

• San Remo Special Management Area (70 ha 
at San Remo); and 

• Bass River delta Special Management Area 
(635 ha off the Bass River mouth). 

Each of the special management areas except 
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Honeysuckle Reef is within the Ramsar site.  

Long term saltmarsh and mangrove monitoring 
sites have been established at Koo Wee Rup, 
Quail Island, northern shoreline of French Island 
and at Rhyll Inlet (Rogers et al. 2001). 

4.3 Waterbirds 
The Western Port Ramsar site contains important 
foraging areas, high tide and other roosts, and 
breeding areas for a number of waterbird species 
including migratory waders. The site is also an 
important drought refuge for waterbirds during the 
summer months as, being marine, it provides 
habitat all year round. 

Western Port is one of the three most important 
sites in Victoria in terms of wader numbers and 
density, supporting approximately 10,000 birds of 
37 species. It periodically supports more than 
10,000 ducks and black swans. The site supports 
more than 5% of the Victorian population of eight 
migratory shorebird species:  

• Bar-tailed Godwit; 
• Common Greenshank; 
• Curlew Sandpiper; 
• Double-banded Plover; 
• Eastern Curlew; 
• Red-necked Stint; 
• Semi-palmated Sandpiper; and 
• Whimbrel. 

It is also an important breeding area for the Fairy 
Tern, Pied Oystercatcher, Pied Cormorant and 
Australian Pelican. French Island holds one of the 
largest breeding populations of Pied 
Oystercatchers in Victoria (Victorian Wader Study 
Group data). This may be due to the lack of foxes 
on the island, which are known to prey on the eggs 
and young of this species. 

The Victorian Institute of Marine Science (VIMS 
1996) has identified some 32 localities within the 
Western Port Ramsar site that are important - refer 
to the Coastal Resource Atlas for a complete list. 
Volunteer groups have also significantly 
contributed to this knowledge including the 
Victorian Wader Study Group, the Australasian 
Wader Studies Group and the Bird Observers Club 
of Australia. Essentially, the identified sites consist 
of waterbird habitats including some 24 roosting 
sites. Localities of particular significance include:  

• French Island north shore mudflats; 

• Western Port north shore mudflats; 

• Tea Tree Point mudflats; 

• South-west French Island;  

• Freemans Point to Blue Gum Point on French 
Island; 

• Mudflats (Sandy Point to Yaringa);  

• Eastern mudflats (Yallock Creek, Stockyard 
Point and Pioneer Bay); 

• GMH Drain/The Gurdies; and 

• Bass River mudflats.  

Important high tide roosts include Rams Island, 
Chilcott Rocks, Tortoise Head, Long Island Point, 
Barralliar Island, Bunyip River mouth, Yallock 
Creek mouth, Pelican Island, Stockyard Point and 
Reef Island. Observation Point at Rhyll Inlet is an 
important site for both feeding and roosting. 

4.4 Natural function 
The Western Port Ramsar site provides a range of 
important functions that contribute to the 
maintenance of the wetland and surrounding 
ecosystems. The saltmarsh and mangrove 
communities filter pollutants, stabilise sediments, 
trap and process nutrients, and protect the 
shoreline from erosion. The site provides food, 
nesting, and nursery areas for many animals 
including a variety of reptile and amphibian 
species, mammal species, fish species and a 
number of endangered or threatened bird species.  

4.5 Cultural heritage 
There are a number of Aboriginal cultural heritage 
sites on the shores of Western Port. All Aboriginal 
sites, places and objects are protected under the 
Archaeological and Aboriginal Relics Preservation 
Act 1972 (Vic.) and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Heritage Protection Act 1984 (Cwlth). 
Twelve Aboriginal archaeological sites within the 
Ramsar site are listed on the site register 
administered by Aboriginal Affairs Victoria (AAV). 
Two sites (Corinella and Cowes) are listed in the 
‘Indigenous Places’ section of the Register of the 
National Estate, which is administered by the 
Australian Heritage Commission under the 
Australian Heritage Commission Act 1975.  

Documented sites are dominated by shellfish 
middens along foreshore areas, particularly 
adjacent to rock platforms, with small numbers of 
lithic sites (isolated artefacts, surface scatters) also 
represented (PPKEI 2000). 

Other Aboriginal sites undoubtedly exist given the 
use made of coastal areas by Aboriginal people. 
Very little systematic and extensive survey 
coverage of the region has been undertaken and 
to date, only preliminary statements about pre-
contact Aboriginal society and culture have been 
made (Gaughwin 1981). 

Ongoing discussions need to take place with local 
Aboriginal people in order to facilitate the 
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management of Aboriginal cultural heritage. In 
particular, managers need to ensure that Aboriginal 
heritage values are not adversely impacted in the 
course of implementing other site management 
strategies. 

There are a large number of documented 
European cultural heritage sites from small wattle 
and daub huts, jetties and chicory kilns to 
extensive homestead complexes, however, most of 
these lie outside the Ramsar site itself (PPKEI 
2000). Churchill Island is listed in the Victorian 
Heritage Register and thereby afforded protection 
through provisions in the Heritage Act 1996. 

The entire Western Port Ramsar site has recently 
been listed in the Natural Environment section of 
the Register of the National Estate for its 
outstanding marine and coastal environmental 
values.  

4.6 Biosphere Reserve 

A nomination in July 2002 to the Man and 
Biosphere Program of the United National 
Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO) for the creation of a Mornington 
Peninsula and Western Port Biosphere Reserve 
was successful. The whole Western Port Ramsar 
site is included in the new Biosphere Reserve.  

Biosphere reserves are areas significant on a 
world scale for their characteristic landforms, 
plants and animals, and the way they have been 
used by people. They have three functions: 
conservation; sustainable development; and 
logistic support (in the form of demonstration 
projects, environmental education and training, 
research and monitoring related to issues of 
conservation and sustainable development). 

Biosphere reserve designation does not alter the 
legal status of the land and there are no 
internationally legally binding requirements 
regarding their management. Participation by 
individual landowners in a biosphere reserve is 
voluntary and the success of a biosphere reserve 
depends on the extent to which the local 
community, local government and associated 
businesses, organisations and other stakeholders 
support and involve themselves. A Biosphere 
Advisory Committee has been convened as a 
coordinating group for the biosphere reserve.  

4.7 Scenic 

The landscape of Western Port is varied and 
ranges from cleared farmland backed by rolling 
hills, largely undisturbed mangrove fringed 
coastline small coastal villages to the larger 
settlement of Hastings with its commercial port 

facilities. The bay itself dominates the landscape, 
the views across the large expanse of water only 
broken by French Island and Phillip Island. 

Western Port is listed as a ‘significant landscape’ 
by the National Trust, while French Island is a 
Classified Site. These designations have no legal 
standing but lead to public expectation that 
landscape values will not be compromised. 

4.8 Economic 

Western Port is a significant State economic asset. 
It contains an important commercial port, as well 
as being a commercial and recreational fishing 
venue, a recreational destination and includes rural 
and urban residential areas. 

Port of Hastings 

The Hastings Port Industrial Area includes the BHP 
Western Port Steelworks, the Esso/BHP 
Refractionation Plant, the Western Port-Altona-
Geelong Pipeline site and Crib Point Engineering. 
In addition, large areas of land adjacent to the port 
have been set aside for future port-related uses. 

The Port of Hastings is a major commercial port. 
Details are provided below based on Western Port 
Regional Planning & Coordination Committee 
(1996). In 1992-93, the port experienced in excess 
of 250 commercial shipping movements a year to 
the oil refinery and steel works (WPRPCC 1996). 
Movements have, however, decreased from more 
than 450 per annum in the mid 1980s.  

Vessels using the port typically include medium 
and long range tankers, dry cargo coastal traders 
and dry-bulk vessels. The Crib Point Jetty and the 
Long Island Point pier can accommodate tankers 
to 160,000 dwt and 165,000 dwt respectively. 
Liquid cargoes (crude oil and petroleum products) 
account for 90% of the port’s throughput in 
tonnage, and this represents 57% of the bulk liquid 
trade in Victoria. 

The Port of Hastings is considered to be of 
national economic significance due to its natural 
deep water and represents a focus for potential 
development in the future. Due to the area’s 
significant environmental values there is an 
alternative view that this site is not appropriate for 
bulk carrying ships and should not be further 
developed. 
Fishing and aquaculture 
The estimated annual wholesale value of the 
commercial fish catch from Western Port in 
2001/02 was $275,000 (NRE 2002b). The 
commercial fish catch from Western Port has 
experienced a slow decline since the mid-1960s. It 
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has dropped from around 200 tonnes in the late 
1970s to 51 tonnes in 2001/02.  

Commercial boats operate out of San Remo, 
Hastings, Flinders, Stony Point, Corinella, Rhyll 
and Cowes. Recreational craft operate mainly from 
Stony Point, Hastings, Warneet, Tooradin, 
Corinella, Newhaven, Rhyll and Cowes, where 
there are boat launching ramps. 

The only aquaculture activities are an onshore 
abalone hatchery at Newhaven and a 400 ha 
marine aquaculture area near Flinders producing 
mussels and abalone. Both are outside the 
boundaries of the Ramsar site. The Victorian 
Government has accepted the ECC‘s Marine, 
Coastal and Estuarine Investigation Final Report 
recommendations to expand the existing Flinders 
aquaculture zone from 400 to 440 hectares. 

Over the last decade, Western Port has seen a 
considerable increase in recreational fishing effort 
through changes in technology (e.g. depth 
sounders) and greater numbers of fishers, which 
has led to more fishing effort and greater pressure 
being placed on fish stocks in Western Port. While 
there is comprehensive data on commercial fish 
catches over a long period, there have been few 
estimates of the recreational catch from major 
waters in Victoria. The scale of recreational fishing 
in Western Port would have a significant positive 
economic impact on towns around Western Port, 
particularly those towns near major boat ramps, 
such as Hastings, Tooradin, Grantville, San Remo, 
Newhaven and Rhyll. 

4.9 Education and interpretation 

The Western Port Ramsar site has not been used 
extensively for education and interpretation in the 
past. The Tooradin Marine Studies Centre, 
catering mostly for school groups, has been 
operating for many years and the former McLeod 
Prison on French Island is also used by school 
groups for educational purposes.  

The Dolphin Research Institute relocated into the 
marina at Hastings in early 2002 and established a 
Marine Conservation Centre. The Institute has an 
expanding research and educational role in 
relation to the dolphin populations of both Port 
Phillip and Western Port Bays.  

In addition, the Warringine Park Committee is 
currently planning an environment education 
centre in the local area. 

Detailed interpretive signage has been installed at 
two sites within the Western Port Ramsar site – 
San Remo and Warneet. The signage at San 
Remo was established in 1996 as part of a 
statewide Ramsar interpretation project. The 

Warneet signage was established in 2002 as part 
of a conservation and education project sponsored 
by Bayer Australia Ltd and Parks Victoria. 

4.10 Recreation and tourism 

The Western Port Ramsar site does not contain 
any major tourist destinations within its boundaries. 
French Island National Park receives about 6,000 
visitors per year and Churchill Island 17,000 
visitors per year. However, the various 
components of the nearby Port Phillip Nature Park 
are one of Victoria’s most popular tourist venues, 
attracting some 1.5 million visitors a year. 

The Penguin Parade on Phillip Island is the most 
popular tourist node receiving 528,000 visitors a 
year, including 300,000 international tourists. The 
Koala Conservation Centre regularly records 
100,000 visitors (PINPBoM 2001). 

Western Port and sections of the shoreline are 
popular recreational venues. Boating is a common 
activity, particularly fishing for whiting and other 
common bay species. There are marinas at 
Hastings and Newhaven and boat launching ramps 
at 23 locations around Western Port, many are 
over beaches and intertidal flats and are poorly 
maintained. Hastings and the Newhaven-Rhyll 
regions are the most popular sailing areas in 
Western Port.  

Hastings has been identified as a key recreational 
boating location in the Victorian Coastal Strategy 
and the draft Recreational Boating Strategy. 

A number of beaches are popular family 
destinations with holiday and other houses flanking 
the coast, particularly between Point Leo and 
Sandy Point, at Crib Point and Hastings, and 
between Newhaven and Rhyll on Phillip Island. 
Adjoining beaches are visited by local residents 
and holiday-makers, and include family groups, 
walkers, bird watchers and nature lovers. 

With the exception of Phillip Island, no information 
on visitor numbers is available for recreational 
venues around Western Port. 

4.11 Scientific 

Over the past three decades various aspects of the 
Western Port environment have been extensively 
studied by consultants, and by researchers from 
Government agencies and academic institutions. 
Western Port was extensively studied during the 
early 1970s (Shapiro 1975) and much of the 
information presented remains relevant. 

Given the high, and in some instances 
deteriorating, environmental values, and the 
threats posed to many of the values, it is 
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anticipated that Western Port will continue to 
provide opportunities for scientific investigation and 
research. 

Geological sites 

Rosengren (1989) and the Victorian Institute of 
Marine Sciences (1996) have identified 56 sites of 
geological and geomorphological importance, 
although the sites have no legislative protection. 

Two of the sites, the Western Port Tidal Watershed 
between Pelican and Stockyard points and the 
Quaternary stratigraphy at Pioneer Bay, are 
considered to be of international significance 
(Buckley 1993). 

Waterbirds 

Western Port has been surveyed systematically for 
waterbird abundance and distribution since 1973. 
The survey work has been undertaken by 
volunteers from the Bird Observers' Club of 
Australia and the Australasian Wader Studies 
Group and represents the second longest series of 
counts of waterbirds at any coastal wetland in 
Australia (Loyn et al. 2002). The site is one of over 
20 sites throughout Australia monitored twice per 
year for shorebird abundance that together form a 
robust sampling program to monitor flyway and 
global populations of migratory shorebirds. 

Marine invertebrates 

A detailed study of marine intertidal and sub-tidal 
invertebrate communities along the Victorian coast 
included a number of sites within Western Port. 
These sites consistently showed a diversity of 
invertebrates higher than most other parts of the 
Victorian coast (Smith et al 1975). This makes 
Western Port of outstanding scientific interest for 
marine biologists. Monitoring and survey for marine 
invertebrates should be carried out to investigate 
how the population dynamics of these animals 
influence the ecology of this Ramsar site. The San 
Remo Marine Community is of particular 
importance to the marine invertebrate community 
of Western Port and is protected under the Flora 
and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. 

Hydrology 

There are a series of hydrodynamic models for the 
key inputs to tidal dynamics at Western Port 
produced through the Engineering Department at 
Monash University. The models were developed as 
a result of the work done for the Shapiro study 
from 1973 to 1974. There is a need for up-to-date 
models that consider changes to the site over the 
last 25 years and use 3-dimensional modelling 
technology. 

 

The channelling of watercourses and the drainage 
of the Koo Wee Rup swamp has resulted in 
changes to stream hydrology. In particular, faster 
flows down steeper channels to Western Port have 
increased the amount of sediment reaching the 
northern and eastern sections of Western Port. 
This has smothered extensive areas of seagrass 
beds near the Bunyip and Lang Lang Rivers and 
the Yallock Creek. Sediment yield has also 
increased due to changed flow characteristics in 
those sections of watercourse flowing through 
agricultural (i.e. cleared) land. 

Freshwater wetlands on French Island provide 
important feeding, resting and breeding habitat for 
a large number and diversity of waterbirds found in 
the Western Port Ramsar site (Quinn and Lacey 
1999). The wetting and drying cycles of these 
wetlands contributes to the ongoing productivity of 
these wetlands. Hydrological inputs and outputs to 
these wetlands have been altered through the 
introduction of drains or channels. Quinn and 
Lacey (1999) suggest that in some cases the 
drains should be blocked in order to restore natural 
hydrological regimes. 

The State Environment Protection Policy (Waters 
of Victoria), Schedule F8, Waters of Western Port 
and Catchment, was recently revised in 2001. The 
policy outlines commitments and actions designed 
to restore the environmental quality of Western 
Port to acceptable standards, including further 
research to assist in planning and decision making 
in relation to water quality and hydrology. 

Reference areas 

Two Reference Areas on the north coast of French 
Island - the North and East Reference Areas - 
extend to the Western Port Ramsar site. Reference 
Areas contain essentially unmodified natural 
habitats that can be used for scientific study and 
for comparative (reference) purposes. The two 
areas on French Island are examples of essentially 
unmodified heath and wetlands. 

Marine National Parks (see Section 3.1) have the 
potential to perform an important scientific and 
environmental monitoring function as control sites 
against which to compare change due to human 
activities elsewhere. 

4.12 Condition of values 

Vegetation 

During the late seventies and early eighties, 
aquatic vegetation has been degraded or 
destroyed, particularly seagrass communities. 
Between 1971 and 1985, the area of sea grass 
declined from 250 to 72 km2 (Blake and Ball 2001). 
Although some recovery has been observed, 



STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT PLAN FOR THE WESTERN PORT RAMSAR SITE PAGE 19 

extensive areas remain in a poor state. 

An overview done for Parks Victoria and the 
Central Coastal Board (PPKEI 2000) found that 
approximately 70% of the coast of Western Port, 
including French and Phillip Islands, supported 
vegetation of medium or higher levels of 
intactness. These levels of intactness were defined 
as more than 50% of the length of the coast 
supporting intact indigenous vegetation displaying 
undisturbed natural zonation from terrestrial to 
marine vegetation in a transect perpendicular to 
the coast. 

Water quality 

The EPA has undertaken monitoring at three sites 
in Western Port: off Hastings, off Corinella, and at 
Barralliar Island between French Island and 
Tooradin. The results of this monitoring indicate 
that water quality is similar at the Hastings and 
Barralliar Island sites but the water quality off 
Corinella is significantly lower, with higher levels of 
total phosphorous, total nitrogen and suspended 
solids (EPA 1999a). Very little comprehensive 
water quality monitoring data exists for the Ramsar 
site to adequately determine water quality and the 
changes and trends in water quality levels over 
time. More information on the nature and sources 
of pollution in Western Port is provided in Chapter 
5. 
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5 Management of Risks 

The key risks to the environmental values of the 
Western Port Ramsar site are discussed below 
and summarised in Table 5.1. The risks include 
altered water regimes, salinity, pollution, pest 
plants and animals, inappropriate resource 
utilisation, port development, recreation and 
erosion. Some of the risks were established prior 
to the listing of the site.  

These risks result from activities in Western Port, 
on adjoining land and in the wider catchment. 
Protection of the site therefore requires an 
integrated approach. A wide variety of measures 
are being implemented in Western Port to deal 
with risks. They include planning, research, site 
works, catchment works and education. A brief 
summary of these measures relevant to each risk 
is provided. 

5.1 Altered water regimes 

The clearing of a significant proportion of the 
catchment of Western Port has fundamentally 
changed the hydrological characteristics of its 
watercourses, accelerating runoff, increasing local 
flooding and increasing catchment yield. Seventy 
percent of the freshwater flows to Western Port 
occur via three watercourses: the Bunyip Main 
Drain, Lang Lang River and Bass River. These 
rivers drain predominantly agricultural areas so the 
nature of freshwater flows to Western Port has 
probably changed significantly from their pre-
European settlement condition. The impact of 
altered flows is not well documented. 

The channelling of watercourses and the drainage 
of the Koo Wee Rup swamp resulted in changes to 
stream hydrology and in particular increased the 
amount of sediment reaching the northern and 
eastern sections of Western Port (see Section 
4.11). 

Smith and O'Connor (1999) indicated that the 
population of the south-eastern region of 
Melbourne, much of which lies in the north-western 
catchment of Western Port, increased by 31% 
since 1986. More than half the dwellings approved 
in this region from 1993 to 1998 were in the City of 
Casey, which lies in the Western Port catchment. 
Urbanisation in this part of the catchment is 
expected to continue with an estimated 235,000 
people moving into the south-east region of 
Melbourne by 2020. The extent and growth in 
urban and industrial areas in the north-western and 
western catchment represents an increasing risk to 
the already significantly altered hydrological 
regime of watercourse and drains entering 

Western Port. In 1996, 3.0% of the Western Port 
catchment was urbanised; by the year 2015, an 
estimated 7.0% will be urbanised (PPWPCALPB 
1999). Increased runoff, extended low- or no-flow 
periods, and increased stream and bank erosion 
from higher peak discharges have the potential to 
affect the coastal and marine environmental values 
of Western Port. 

There is a range of activities underway to address 
the risks identified above. For example, Melbourne 
Water is working to restore some physical habitat 
characteristics to the Bunyip River. Also, a 
Catchment Action Plan for the Western Port 
Catchment is currently being prepared and the 
municipalities Mornington Peninsula, Casey and 
Cardinia are preparing Stormwater Management 
Plans. 

5.2 Salinity 

Salinity is generally not an issue within the 
Western Port Ramsar site, however, localised 
dryland salinity occurs on Phillip Island and on the 
Bass River floodplain (Woodward Clyde 1998). As 
the Ramsar values of Western Port are almost 
entirely dependent on marine influences, dryland 
salinity is unlikely to affect them. However, 
localised loss of riparian vegetation on 
watercourses has the potential to contribute to 
increased stream and bank erosion, and 
associated sedimentation and water quality 
problems in Western Port near the mouths of 
affected watercourses. The consequences of this 
problem are likely to be confined to relatively small 
areas. 

No major works are underway to remedy this 
problem, as it is not considered to be serious 
compared with other parts of the state. 

5.3 Pollution 

The water flow patterns in Western Port are 
relevant to any water quality risk assessment. 
Research has shown that the tide flows around 
Western Port in a clockwise direction, however, 
flows are significantly reduced in the eastern arm 
of Western Port due to restricted tidal flows 
through the eastern entrance. This increases 
residence time in this part of Western Port, leading 
to higher concentrations of pollutants (EPA 1999a). 
The three main rivers, representing 70% of 
freshwater flows to Western Port, enter in this 
region. The risks to water quality in the eastern 
arm are therefore significantly higher than 
elsewhere in Western Port. 
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According to the EPA (1999a) the following issues 
are of concern in Western Port and its catchment 
as they represent significant risks to water quality 
in Western Port:  

• The levels of wastes and litter from shipping 
and boating activities and the potential for oil 
spills from the large tankers visiting the Port of 
Hastings; 

• The quality of run-off from existing urban 
areas and the impact on water quality of future 
urban development; 

• The availability of sewerage and the impacts 
of non-sewered townships, as well as 
problems with some sewage treatment plants 
in the catchment; 

• Dryland grazing and other land management 
practices that lead to erosion of agricultural 
areas, particularly on unprotected stream 
frontages and in the higher slope area of the 
Strezlecki Ranges; 

• Horticultural areas, especially around Koo 
Wee Rup, where fertiliser and biocide use is 
higher than in other agricultural areas; 

• Logging in the forested parts of the catchment 
leading to higher sediment yields to streams;  

• Current and likely increases in intensive 
animal industries (e.g. pigs, chickens) and 
associated effluent problems; 

• The impacts of dairy farming on water quality; 

• The potential impacts of existing and 
expanded sand extraction near the eastern 
arm of Western Port, particularly on sediment 
loads in surface waters; and 

• The levels of toxins in some marine sediments 
in Western Port. 

Litter left by recreational fishermen can cause 
damage to marine life and unsightly pollution such 
as fishing line, discarded beer top rings and plastic 
bait bags. 

Nutrients 

Nitrogen and phosphorus represent a risk to the 
marine ecosystems of Western Port. These 
nutrients can increase algal growth on seagrass, 
leading to reduced photosynthesis and production 
(potentially critical given the important role of 
seagrass in Western Port's ecosystems - see 
Section 5.3). This results in increased macro algae 
production leading to smothering of seagrass beds 
and intertidal areas. In addition, high nutrient levels 
have the potential to cause localised 
eutrophication near river mouths, leading to 
changes in intertidal ecology and associated 
waterbird and fish usage. 

Total nutrient loads are likely to be highest in the 
northeastern and eastern parts of Western Port as 
the three main rivers here represent 70% of 
freshwater flows to the bay. Urban waterways in 
the northwest of Western Port (Kings and Watson's 
Creeks) and the streams draining the intensive 
horticultural areas (Cardinia and Yallock Creeks) 
and dairy farming areas with higher slopes (Bass 
River) are the principal sources of nutrients 
entering Western Port. 

Nutrient pollution from sewage occurs in a number 
of areas (EPA 1999a). The town of Somers is yet 
to be sewered. Runoff from this area has the 
potential to reduce recreational amenity of this 
popular swimming beach. It is also possible that 
chronic effects may occur in the nearby 
Honeysuckle Reef, which was recommended by 
the former Environment Conservation Council as a 
Marine Special Management Area. Warneet, 
Cannons Creek, Blind Bight, Tyabb and Tooradin 
are either unsewered or lack adequate sewage 
treatment plants. The Drouin Sewage treatment 
plant currently does not treat to a high standard 
and requires upgrading. The Lang Lang sewerage 
treatment plant has wet weather capacity problems 
and the Pakenham Sewage Treatment Plant has 
had capacity problems but is currently being 
upgraded. Other towns in the Western Port 
catchment that require reticulated sewerage 
include Loch, Poowong and Nyora. Parts of 
Corinella, Grantville, Pioneer Bay, Coronet Bay 
and Phillip Island still have some unsewered 
residences. 

Sediments and turbidity 

Sediment pollution of Western Port has a range of 
consequences. Sediment can smother seagrass 
beds, leading to widespread loss of seagrass. The 
associated instability of intertidal and sub-tidal flats 
leads to erosion, reworking of sediments and 
further turbidity, smothering and erosion. The risk 
of this negative feedback process being triggered 
in Western Port is higher than elsewhere in Victoria 
due to comparatively fast tidal currents. The exact 
links between water quality and seagrass loss in 
Western Port have not been confirmed but is the 
subject of a forthcoming investigation by the EPA 
and Melbourne Water. 

Increased water turbidity caused by sediment 
pollution reduces light penetration and rates of 
photosynthesis. The reduced productivity of 
seagrass affects energy fluxes through the food 
web, leading to reduced marine ecosystem 
productivity. The significant reduction in 
seagrasses in Western Port has been implicated in 
the reduced commercial fish catch over the same 
period (EPA 1999a). 
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Sediments can smother benthic invertebrates 
interfering with their breathing and feeding 
behaviour. This can cause reductions in the 
abundance and diversity of marine invertebrates. 
Reduced visibility can also interfere with some fish 
species feeding, reducing fish populations in 
affected areas (Currie and Parry 1998).  

Increased turbidity also reduces the amenity of the 
affected parts of Western Port. Muddy water 
makes Western Port less attractive for bathing and 
affects visitor perceptions of the site’s scenic value 
and environmental quality. 

Sediment and other pollution that affects water 
clarity can enter waterways and Western Port from 
a range of sources including sewer overflows and 
effluent discharges, urban stormwater runoff, 
stream and bank erosion, logged areas and 
sewerage treatment plants. Non-catchment (in situ) 
sources of sediment pollution include coastal 
erosion, dredging and erosion of destabilised 
intertidal and sub-tidal sand banks (e.g. where 
seagrass has declined). The Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
(CSIRO) is in the last phase of a Western Port 
Sedimentation Source Study, which picks up on 
work since the Shapiro study and will be 
completed in 2003. 

Watercourses with the highest concentrations of 
sediment that flow into Western Port based on 
EPA (1999a) are: 

• Kings Creek (Hastings - probably related to 
urban impacts on flow and sediment load); 

• Cardinia Creek (probably related to intensive 
horticulture); 

• Bunyip River (related to catchment and 
channel bed and bank erosion); 

• Yallock Creek (drainage from intensive 
horticulture and channel bed and bank 
erosion); and 

• Lang Lang River (erosion of agricultural land 
and channel bed and bank erosion). 

Heavy metals 
Measurements have been made of cadmium, zinc, 
arsenic and mercury by the EPA (1999a) at three 
sites around Western Port. These pollutants in 
high enough concentration can poison 
invertebrates and fish, and accumulate in higher 
and higher concentrations through the food chain, 
leading to chronic physiological and genetic 
effects. There is no evidence from Western Port 
that heavy metal pollution has caused any 
significant ecological problems. The highest level 
of these pollutants occurs at the Corinella offshore 
sampling site in the eastern arm of Western Port. 

This again highlights the vulnerability of the 
eastern arm of Western Port to water pollution. 

Measurements of pollution in Western Port are not 
comprehensive and there may be other heavy 
metal hot spots, especially associated with long 
established marinas (e.g. tributyl tin used for anti-
fouling) and urban and industrial effluent drains 
(e.g. near Hastings). 

Consequences of water pollution 

Over the past few decades the aquatic ecosystems 
of Western Port have been severely affected by 
pollutants entering the bay from the many streams 
that drain into it. As a result, the once extensive 
seagrass beds in Western Port declined by 
approximately 70% between 1971 and 1985 (EPA 
1996). In 1995, an EPA survey indicated that 
between 20 and 30% of the degraded areas had 
revegetated to varying degrees of density. 
Although the exact causes of the losses are not 
known, it is generally accepted that sediment 
inputs from the surrounding streams, and to a 
lesser extent from dredging, have been the main 
contributory causes by reducing photosynthesis 
rates and reducing water depths (EPA 1996). 

Seagrass is of vital ecological importance because 
it: 

• provides habitat for juvenile fish which are the 
primary food source for many fish and birds; 

• assists in the recycling of nutrients; 

• helps maintain water clarity; and 

• helps control seabed erosion. 

Critically, the natural production of seagrass 
detritus, and detritus from the epiphytic flora of the 
seagrasses, is one of the most important sources 
of energy and nutrients on which most of the 
organisms in Western Port rely, either directly or 
indirectly through the food web. The loss of 
seagrass beds has contributed to a decline in the 
fin fish harvest. The harvest has dropped from 
around 269 tonnes in the 1970s to 51 tonnes in 
2001/2 (NRE 2002b). At the same time, significant 
declines in Black Swans and Grey-tailed Tattlers 
were also observed (Bird Observers' Club of 
Australia data). 

The issue of pollution in Western Port is receiving 
attention, with the release of the revised State 
Environment Protection Policy (Waters of Victoria), 
Schedule F8, Waters of Western Port and 
Catchment in 2001. This policy promotes actions 
designed to restore the water quality of Western 
Port to acceptable standards.  
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5.4 Shipping activities 

Pollution from shipping, port activities and 
associated industrial activities represents a risk to 
Ramsar values. Pollution could result from: oil and 
chemical spills, discharge of ballast water, shipping 
accidents, recreational boating, marinas and 
launching ramps, sewage and bilge water, litter 
and other debris. Currently, pollution from these 
sources appears to be low, although there is no 
systematic monitoring of water quality in the vicinity 
of the Port of Hastings (EPA 1996). 

Increasing port traffic and possible future port and 
industrial development will increase the intensity of 
pollution from shipping activities in Western Port.  

In 1996, the Hastings Port Industrial Area Land 
Use Structure Plan was prepared by the Western 
Port Regional Planning and Coordination 
Committee to establish a framework for the 
development of the Port of Hastings. It contains, 
inter alia, assessment of land-use issues and 
recommendations relating to the expansion of port 
facilities and port related industrial activities.  

There is further scope for improving the 
management of both commercial and recreational 
marinas in Western Port. The Port of Hastings 
Environmental Management Plan was released 
earlier this year and outlines their commitment to 
environmental practices. 
Dredging 
Dredging in Western Port is undertaken for three 
purposes:  
• commercial shipping channels by the Victorian 

Ports Manager;  

• Parks Victoria management for recreational 
vessels; and  

• private piers, jetties and boat ramps. 

Dredging in Western Port is infrequent and 
currently limited. The approach channels were last 
dredged in the mid 1990s. Currently, the volume 
removed is less than 5,000 m3 per annum, in 
contrast to the 300,000 m3 dredged annually from 
the Gippsland Lakes entrance and 200,000 m3 
from the Port of Melbourne. Most of the dredging 
undertaken is to keep small harbours and inlets 
open for recreational boating (e.g. Newhaven, 
Cannons Creek, Rutherford Inlet). Dredging did 
take place in 2002 at the Port of Hastings around 
the Steelberths. 

To protect the sensitive environment of Western 
Port, dredging operations from 1992 to 1999 were 
carried out in accordance with the EPA’s ‘Trial 
Dredge Protocol’. This protocol was reviewed and 
currently all dredging operations are carried out in 
accordance with the Best Practice Environmental 

Management Guidelines for Dredging (EPA 2001). 
This protocol is designed to reduce the potential 
risks to water quality in marine waters from 
dredging, and requires consent under the Coastal 
Management Act 1995. 

Disposal of dredge spoil must be taken into 
consideration during any dredging operation and is 
specifically highlighted in the Best Practice 
Environmental Management Guidelines for 
Dredging (EPA 2001). 
Oil 
Hastings in the northwestern part of the bay is one 
of Victoria’s four major commercial ports, with most 
ships carrying liquid fuel. A major spill of oil or 
chemicals could have serious consequences given 
the relatively slow time for water to move through 
Western Port and the likelihood of dispersion 
throughout the bay. Prevention of such pollution is 
legislated through the Environmental Protection 
Act 1970 and the Pollution of Waters by Oil and 
other Noxious Substances Act 1986.  

In the case of a spill of oil or other chemicals there 
is a framework to handle response to such an 
emergency. The National Framework for Oil and 
Other Noxious and Hazardous Substances 
establishes procedures on a national level. The 
Victorian Marine Pollution Contingency Plan which 
is legislated under the Marine Act 1988 covers the 
state response plan. At a regional level the 
Western Port Oil Spill Response Committee and 
has developed a Regional Plan.  

Toll Holdings, which manages the Port of Hastings 
is developing initiatives to increase and diversify 
trade through the port. Increased oil trade may 
increase the risk of oil spills (see Section 5.7). 

Introduction of marine pests 

Western Port is relatively free of marine pests, 
however the discharge of ships’ ballast water and 
mussel rope transfers from Port Phillip Bay are two 
high risk activities that could lead to pest 
introduction. The Port of Hastings, Western Port, is 
the location of a National Demonstration Project to 
determine how international and domestically 
sourced ballast water can be best managed. The 
project will provide a model for ballast water 
management that can be implemented on other 
ports in Australia. The EPA is managing the 
project, which is supported by the shipping and 
port industries and relevant Commonwealth 
Government agencies. Mussel rope transfers are 
managed under an innovative cleaning protocol 
that sterilises the ropes and ridding them of marine 
pests prior to their movement (PV 2002). Section 
5.5 below provides further information on marine 
pests. 
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5.5 Pest plants and animals 

A number of terrestrial and marine pest plants, 
animals and diseases have been identified in 
Western Port, although quantitative information of 
current extent and changes over time is limited.  

Pest plants 

Pest plants contribute to a reduction in or 
displacement of indigenous flora and fauna. 
General effects are: 

• reduced opportunities for regeneration of 
indigenous flora through competitive growth 
and changing soil conditions required for 
successful germination and growth; and 

• providing harbour for pest animals and 
invertebrates that may feed on or predate 
indigenous flora and fauna. 

There are 93 non-indigenous plant species 
recorded within the Western Port Ramsar site. 
These weed species include six species listed as 
noxious weeds under the Catchment and Land 
Protection Act 1994: 

• One-leaf Cape Tulip; 

• Boneseed; 

• Spiny Rush; 

• African Box-thorn; 

• Blackberry; and 

• Furze. 

The One-leaf Cape Tulip is a Regionally Prohibited 
pest plant in Western Port and the remaining five 
are Regionally Controlled species.  

A further 14 weeds are considered to be major 
environmental pest plants (Appendix 7). The extent 
of infestation is considered low except for Bridal 
Creeper. Infestation levels of this species and 
Pittosporum are thought to be increasing. 

Spartina is considered to pose the greatest direct 
threat to the wetland ecosystem of Western Port. It 
is known to have serious impacts on shorebirds 
and on intertidal ecology (Lane 1991). Infestation 
leads to increased rates of sedimentation, 
encouraging more infestation and eventually the 
creation of raised meadows of much lower habitat 
value for fish and most waterbirds. Open intertidal 
areas most favoured by waterbirds (including most 
migratory shorebirds) are reduced dramatically in 
extent to narrow banks of deep tidal creeks. 
Reductions in shorebird numbers of up to 90% 
have been recorded overseas in areas infested 
with Spartina (Lane 1991). Spartina has been 
listed as a noxious aquatic species under the 
Fisheries Act 1995. 

The most significant infestation of Spartina in 

Western Port is between the Bass River and Reef 
Island. Parks Victoria is undertaking an intensive 
control program in this area, as well as monitoring 
for its invasion of other coastal areas of Western 
Port. Another area where infestations occur is in 
the drains around Tooradin where it is invading 
nearby saltmarsh. 

Melbourne Water regularly sprays infestations in 
the channels. Parks Victoria, in partnership with 
Melbourne University Botany Department has 
mapped infestations of Spartina in Western Port to 
identify priority areas for control. These joint efforts 
require coordination and are expected to be 
successful in containing and gradually reducing the 
area of infestation in Western Port. 

Spiny Rush occurs in Western Port although the 
infestations are not extensive. Experience in 
saltmarshes elsewhere shows that this weed can 
spread to occupy large areas and exclude 
indigenous vegetation. Its spread in Western Port 
would represent a significant risk to the integrity of 
the highly significant coastal saltmarsh 
communities around much of the Western Port 
shoreline. 

Other species are considered to represent a 
medium risk to natural values in coastal parts of 
Western Port, as they are capable of growing in 
slightly elevated areas within coastal wetlands, or 
in the paperbark swamp scrub immediately 
adjacent to the saltmarsh. They include Box Thorn, 
Bridal Creeper, Pittosporum and Bluebell Creeper. 

Cinnamon Fungus occurs in terrestrial vegetation 
adjacent to Western Port where it causes dieback 
(e.g. Grantville, The Gurdies and Cannons Creek). 
The risk to wetland vegetation from this root 
pathogen is generally considered low although it is 
a significant management issue in terrestrial 
vegetation. French Island remains free from 
Cinnamon Fungus. It is vital to prevent the 
establishment of new diseases such as Cinnamon 
Fungus, which can be introduced by transport of 
infected soil, gravel or plant material. Management 
strategies are in place to investigate any 
vegetation exhibiting symptoms of dieback across 
the whole island for potential infestation by 
Cinnamon Fungus, and initiate control measures 
as necessary. Actions to help prevent infestation 
include increasing public awareness of the threat 
and precautionary measures such as use of plant; 
soil and road-making material previously tested 
and certified clean (PV 1998). 

Other weed control activities include routine control 
of environmental weeds (e.g. Blackberry, Bridal 
Creeper) in reserves managed by Parks Victoria. 
Phillip Island Nature Park has recently employed a 
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Pest Plants Officer to increase the park’s pest plant 
and animal control program. 

Pest animals 
Nine species of terrestrial pest animals have been 
identified at the Western Port Ramsar site: 

• Red Fox; 

• Black Rat; 

• Domestic and Feral Cat; 

• Domestic Dog; 

• Feral Goat; 

• Rabbit; 

• House Mouse; 

• Common Mynah; and 

• Starling. 

Infestation by foxes, domestic and feral cats and 
domestic dogs is high and increasing. These 
species kill adult birds and nestlings and small 
mammals, take eggs and generally disturb native 
populations.  

Fox infestation is widespread and there is a 
particular need for a strategic control program 
along the northern shoreline of Western Port. 
Among the pest animals, foxes, along with feral 
cats (see below) are considered to be the most 
significant risk to native wildlife. Foxes do not occur 
on French Island and it is imperative that this 
situation is maintained. The high numbers of 
breeding Pied Oystercatchers on French Island 
compared with most other parts of Victoria has 
been attributed to the absence of foxes. 

Feral and domestic cats are a problem on French 
and Phillip islands and along the western 
shoreline. Disturbance by dogs of native wildlife, 
particularly waterbirds, occurs in all areas, 
particularly along the more urbanised sections of 
the coastline. 

Quantitative information on the impact of foxes, 
cats and dogs is not available but observations 
indicate that fox and cat populations are 
increasing. Increasing urbanisation will potentially 
result in increased fox densities in some areas, as 
well as increased domestic cat predation on native 
wildlife. 

Feral goats cause damage on French Island, 
although only small numbers remain and an 
eradication program is underway in the French 
Island National Park. 

On several occasions feral pigs were introduced to 
French Island for illegal hunting activities. Parks 
Victoria officers have successfully removed them 
each time. 

The rabbit, although widespread around Western 
Port and known elsewhere to cause significant 
damage to saltmarsh vegetation (e.g. Port Phillip 
Bay), is not considered to represent a significant 
risk to wetland habitats around Western Port. 

Fox monitoring occurs regularly on French Island 
where Parks Victoria deals quickly with any 
occurrences. Elsewhere Parks Victoria and the 
Phillip Island Nature Park control foxes and rabbits 
as part of routine park management activities. 
Management of pest animals occurs by some 
private landholders as part of programs such as 
Rabbit Busters and the Good Neighbour program. 

Marine pests 

The extent and impact of marine pests, which 
includes flora, fauna and viruses, has been limited 
in Western Port, but the potential for ‘new’ species 
to be introduced is considered to be potentially 
high (ENRC 1997). 

Marine pests are most likely to be introduced to an 
area in discharged ballast water and from fouled 
ships hulls and other surfaces, but there is also the 
potential for their introduction during aquaculture 
activities (ENRC 1997).  

Although the Port of Hastings receives the second 
smallest number of ship visits per year to Victorian 
commercial ports, it receives the greatest quantity 
of ballast water. Approximately 70% of ships 
visiting the port load cargo and consequently, 
discharge ballast water during loading (Walters, 
1996). The majority of vessels visiting Western 
Port have a last port of call in either Botany Bay or 
Port Kembla. A significant amount of ballast water 
comes from Botany Bay and a lesser amount from 
Brisbane (Walters 1996). 

Western Port also receives more than twice the 
volume of ballast water from ships with an 
international last port of call than any other 
Victorian port. The most common international last 
ports of call for vessels visiting Western Port are 
Taiwan and South Korea (Walters 1996).  

In a recent survey in the Port of Hastings, seven 
species of marine pest were found: 

• European Shore Crab; 

• European Clam; 

• Asian Mussel; 

• Asian Bivalve; and 

• Cosmopolitan Bryozoans (Bugula dentata, 
Bugula neritina, Watersipora subtorquata). 

Only Bugula dentata is considered to be 
sufficiently abundant to have an ecological impact 
(EPA 1999b).  
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In 1998, Codium or Broccoli Weed was found at 
Newhaven and San Remo and was investigated by 
DSE. The resulting report serves as a case study 
towards the development of a Victorian protocol for 
managing exotic marine organism incursions (NRE 
1998). It is probable that it was brought to Western 
Port by fishing boats from Gippsland Lakes or Port 
Phillip Bay. 

The potential for extensive and serious infestation 
of Western Port by marine pest species is high. 
Evidence from elsewhere suggests that the 
proliferation of marine pests could severely affect 
marine and littoral ecosystems with disastrous 
implications for Ramsar values. Comments relating 
to the eight organisms considered by the 
Environment and Natural Resources Committee of 
Parliament to be of particular concern with respect 
to Victorian waters are given in Appendix 8. 

A number of measures have been taken to reduce 
the risk of marine pest introduction and spread. In 
1996 the Victorian Channels Authority introduced a 
‘Code of Practice’ that prohibits the in-water hull 
cleaning of vessels greater than 200 tonnes. In 
1998, the government released a ‘Victorian Ballast 
Water Management Policy’, the aims of which are 
to minimise or prevent risks and to establish 
protocols. The Interim Victorian Protocol for 
Managing Exotic Marine Organism Incursions was 
released by DSE in December 1999, as was the 
EPA’s ‘Draft Industrial Waste Management Policy 
(Ships’ Ballast Water and Hull Cleaning) (EPA 
1999c). DSE also released Action Statement 
No. 100 responding to the listing of marine pests 
as a threatening process under the Flora and 
Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. 

On 1 July 2001 Australia's new ballast water 
management requirements came into force. The 
mandatory requirements are publicised through a 
ballast water brochure being distributed by 
quarantine staff across Australia. The brochure 
briefly outlines the mandatory requirements, which 
will be implemented in Australia. 

The Australian Ballast Water Decision Support 
System (DSS) is a computer application developed 
by the Australian Quarantine and Inspection 
Service (AQIS) that preforms a risk assessment on 
ship's ballast water.  

Under the new requirements ballast water details 
are entered using the DSS for each ballast tank, 
uptake and intended discharge port. Ballast water 
information can be lodged with the DSS at the 'last 
port of call' or as early as possible prior to entry 
into Australia waters (12 nautical mile limit). This 
allows the ship adequate time to perform an AQIS 
approved management option (e.g. full exchange 

at sea), if required, prior to entering port.  

Ballast water risk assessments will be fully 
automated and will be conducted by electronic 
means. The DSS will provide a risk assessment on 
the information provided by the ship's Master, as to 
the likelihood of the ballast water introducing an 
exotic marine species into Australian ports or 
waters. Based on these details the DSS will 
provide a 'high' or 'low' risk rating for each tank. If a 
ship receives a 'high' risk for a tank they will be 
required to carry out an AQIS approved 
management option before arrival in Australia. If a 
ship receives a 'low' risk rating they will not be 
required to carry out any treatment of the ballast 
water for the specified tank.  

5.6 Resource utilisation 

Extractive industries 

Sand extraction occurs just outside of the Ramsar 
boundary in the Grantville - Lang Lang area, and it 
is anticipated that extraction of both fine and 
concrete sand will expand significantly over the 
next 10 to 20 years as the resources at 
Heatherton-Dingley decline (DoI 1996). There are 
two potential risks associated with this activity: 
increased sediment loads entering Western Port 
and the introduction and spread of Cinnamon 
Fungus. The latter is unlikely to affect wetland 
vegetation but may affect the immediate fringing 
terrestrial vegetation, such as paperbark swamp 
scrub. 

The Department of Infrastructure (1996) developed 
a sand extraction strategy for the Lang Lang to 
Grantville region. It identified potential pollution of 
surface water from run-off and water use (sand 
washing that produces fine particulate "slimes") 
within sand extraction operations as a potential risk 
to the environment. The potential for significant 
pollution during floods in lower lying areas was 
also identified as a risk. The protection of surface 
water during planning and operation of sand 
extraction was considered particularly important in 
view of the short distance of operations from 
Western Port. 

The strategy provides for very high environmental 
standards in the event that new resources are 
developed in this region, with particular attention 
being paid to environmental management 
measures to maintain surface water quality. 

Fishing 
The main risks associated with fishing relate to 
pollution from boats and over-exploitation of the 
resource. There have been few surveys of the 
ecological requirements of recreational fish 
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species in Western Port. The level of pressure on 
fish populations in Western Port is poorly 
understood. The Marine and Freshwater 
Resources Institute (MAFRI) conducted a survey of 
the recreational fish catch in Western Port between 
1998 and 2000 and, while details of the study are 
not yet available, early indications are that the 
recreational fish catch is larger than the 
commercial fish catch in Western Port which was 
51 tonnes in 2001/02. There is, however, no long-
term data on the recreational fish catch within 
Western Port. More detailed assessment of the 
recreational fish catch would enable the extent of 
this risk to be gauged. 

The Marine and Freshwater Resources Institute 
will use the survey of the recreational fish catch in 
Western Port as a basis for developing measures 
to ensure fishing activities are sustainable. 

Agriculture 

At the time of European settlement, White 
mangrove and saltmarsh extended almost 
unbroken around the northern and much of the 
eastern and western fringes of Western Port, as 
well as around French Island. Mangroves 
extended up to 100 m wide in places, with 
saltmarsh extending up to 1 km inland. Mangroves 
and saltmarsh provide habitat for migratory birds, 
insects, crabs, reptiles and flora, assist in recycling 
nutrients entering Western Port, reduce turbidity, 
and help mitigate coastal and seabed erosion. 

Since European settlement, large tracts of 
saltmarsh and mangrove have been cleared for a 
number of purposes. In recent years 35ha of 
marshland was lost to grazing at Jacks Beach near 
Crib Point and levee banks constructed between 
the mangrove and saltmarsh at the northern end of 
Western Port to protect grazing land has resulted 
in the loss of saltmarsh by excluding sea water. A 
positive outcome is that grassland habitat has 
been created for species including the rare Swamp 
Skink. Currently the levee banks do not need to be 
maintained, however, if they begin to significantly 
deteriorate their management will need to be 
reviewed.  

Over the past 20 years, extensive areas of 
saltmarsh, mangroves and seagrass have 
disappeared in the north-eastern sector of Western 
Port between Lang Lang and Jan Jeruc. Further 
destruction of mangrove and saltmarsh would 
exacerbate coastal erosion, threaten waterbird 
species and adversely impact on recreational and 
commercial fishing yields. 

Some work is being done to address the issue of 
coastal erosion in agricultural areas, and the 
impacts of agriculture on water quality in Western 

Port are a major focus of both the Regional 
Catchment Action Program (1999) and the State 
Environment Protection Policy (Waters of Victoria) 
– Schedule F8, Waters of Western Port. 

Aquaculture 

There is one onshore aquaculture facility at 
Newhaven and one aquaculture zone in Western 
Port at Flinders (outside the Ramsar site). 

Potential risks associated with aquaculture include: 

• the alteration of coastal foreshores and 
habitat; 

• waste production resulting in local increases in 
nutrient and organic loading; 

• introduction of exotic organisms and disease 
through transfer of equipment and use of 
imported feed; 

• increased disturbance of birds and fish by 
boats; and 

• loss of visual amenity. 

The Victorian Government supports aquaculture 
initiatives in aquaculture zones subject to 
environmental assessment. Any future marine 
aquaculture proposal within the Ramsar site would 
be subject to environmental assessment as well as 
necessary administrative and regulatory controls. 

5.7 Port development  

Review of a number of recent planning documents 
highlights a range of issues associated with the 
Port of Hastings (WPRPCC 1996, Smith and 
O'Connor 1999, Maunsell McIntyre 2000). The 
Hastings Port Industrial Area Land Use Structure 
Plan (WPRPCC 1996) identified two areas set 
aside for port development. These include: 

• The coast between Stony Point and Crib Point 
(currently coastal wetland); and 

• The coast north from the BHP wharf to just 
south of Bluff Point. 

Toll Holdings, which manages the Port of Hastings, 
is developing initiatives to increase and diversify 
trade through the port. Trade through the port 
increased by 14% in 1997-98, mostly due to crude 
oil exports from Long Island Point. Increased oil 
trade would invariably increase the risk of oil spills.  

A number of developments have been proposed or 
mooted in the Port of Hastings, none of which have 
yet been approved. They include: 

• The establishment of a vehicular ferry link 
from Stony Point to Cowes (the preparation of 
an EES for this development has been 
recommended by the Minister for Planning); 
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• A very fast ferry service from Stony Point to 
Burnie in Tasmania (negotiations with a 
private operator have taken place); 

• Possible establishment of another wharf 
between Long Island Point Pier and the BHP 
wharf;  

• Promotion by landowners of a private port 
development north of The Bluff;  

• BHP Billiton has long-standing reclamation 
rights over an area of the Western Port coast 
and waters north from their current wharf to 
just south of The Bluff and for almost 2 km 
below the high tide mark. The Hastings Port 
Structure Plan (WPRPCC 1996) recommends 
negotiating the return of this reclamation area 
to the Crown, while the more recent Victorian 
Ports Strategic Study (Maunsell McIntyre 
2000) recommends consideration be given to 
reclamation in the area; and 

• Establishment of a new container terminal at 
the Port of Hastings. 

These proposed developments have the potential 
to result in significant changes to coastal land and 
water use, leading to a range of potential local 
ecological impacts (e.g. loss of coastal vegetation 
and habitat, increased stormwater run-off). They 
may also lead to an increase in the area of the 
western part of Western Port subject to dredging 
and associated spoil disposal. Without adequate 
assessment and ongoing environmental 
management to contain environmental impacts, 
these developments could put the ecology of 
Western Port at greater risk. 

Inappropriately designed and managed 
development and reclamation would pose 
significant risks to the natural values of Western 
Port. This would include, but not be limited to, 
potentially widespread hydrodynamic and coastal 
sediment movement changes, removal of intertidal 
and sub-tidal vegetation and habitats, dredging, 
increased stormwater run-off and construction-
related impacts. 

No specific investigations or measures to address 
the potential environmental impacts of these 
proposals on Western Port have been undertaken 
to date. However, the approval process for such 
developments under existing State legislation and 
policies requires high levels of environmental 
assessment and high environmental management 
standards. Such proposals, with potential to impact 
on Ramsar site values, would also require detailed 
environmental assessments under the 
Commonwealth’s Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. 

5.8 Recreation 
Visitor impacts are varied and dispersed and 
mainly relate to recreational boating activities 
(including wind surfing and jet-skiing), disturbance 
by people walking their dogs, and disturbance by 
helicopters and light aircraft. 

Birds are disturbed when powerboats approach 
their feeding, resting and nesting areas within 
Western Port or around the bay periphery. This is 
exacerbated when people disembark for picnics or 
exploration. Sites where recreational boating 
activities are concentrated include the Tooradin 
and Warneet areas. Some boat owners approach 
and land at a number of key bird habitats including, 
Barralliar Island, Tortoise Head, French Island, 
Observation Point at Rhyll and other small islands 
in Western Port. The higher tidal range in Western 
Port and consequent deeper high tide water makes 
islands and roosts accessible to most recreational 
craft at high tide when birds are roosting. Phillip 
Island Nature Park is researching the effects of 
disturbance on shorebird roosting and feeding 
areas at Observation Point.  

An increasingly popular form of boating activity is 
the use of personal watercraft (e.g. jet skis). These 
craft generate noise and move quite rapidly (up to 
80 km/h). Recently, hovercraft and hydrofoils, 
which are also noisy and move rapidly, have been 
observed in Western Port. Although poorly 
documented, personal watercraft represent a 
significant risk of disturbance to waterbirds as this 
form of boating provides access to the shallow 
areas preferred by waterbirds not normally 
accessible by other boats (Collins et al. 2000). 

“No boating” zones can be declared under the 
Marine Act 1988 but only on the basis of marine 
safety. At this time, there is no legislative 
mechanism available to prohibit boating activities 
in environmentally sensitive areas. The lack of a 
basis for controlling and enforcing access to 
sensitive habitats represents a significant risk to 
the internationally important waterbird populations 
of Western Port. There may be scope for reviewing 
some activities in the new Marine National Parks. 

Disturbance by people walking, horse riding and 
walking dogs is concentrated near residential 
areas, such as between Somers, Sandy Point and 
Rhyll Inlet, and in the Hastings area. Increasingly, 
local tourist groups and operators are promoting 
some of the Western Port wetlands. Although 
ecotourism can foster appreciation of wetland 
values, there is a need to ensure that ecotourism 
activities do not compromise these values through 
trampling of sensitive coastal vegetation or 
disturbance of wildlife. 
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An under-appreciated form of disturbance is by low 
flying sightseeing helicopters and light aircraft, 
particularly in the vicinity of Harewood, Woolami 
and Tyabb. Low flying aircraft vary in their impact 
on birdlife. Birds may habituate to regular 
disturbance of this nature. However, intermittent 
disturbance by aircraft has the potential to disturb 
the high tide roosting flocks of shorebirds and 
other wading birds that gather around Western 
Port. More critically, low flying aircraft can disturb 
waterbird breeding colonies (e.g. French Island, 
Rhyll Swamp, Rhyll Inlet) leading to significant 
mortality of eggs and chicks. 

Disturbance can result in species no longer visiting 
a site, a reduction in nestlings and a decline in 
numbers. There is potential for disturbance to 
impact on migratory species in the short period 
when they must increase body weight before 
migrating to the Northern Hemisphere. A shortage 
of stored energy may jeopardise the long flight 
northwards. 

Coastal reserves, nature reserves and National 
Parks in Western Port are managed consistent 
with former Land Conservation Council 
recommendations (1994), legislation and 
objectives for conservation reserves. Management 
plans have been developed that include measures 
to moderate the impacts of recreational usage on 
sensitive environmental values. Specific measures 
to prevent waterbird disturbance may be 
necessary in some cases. 

The reservation of land adjoining the Ramsar site 
for recreational purposes can act as a protective 
buffer, but can also result in risks through providing 
easier access to sensitive areas and providing 
conditions conducive to the spread of pest plants. 
For example, in the Blind Bight area, horse access 
has resulted in the spread of weeds to coastal 
vegetation near the recreation area. 

Such areas are usually subject to a management 
plan that includes adequate measures for 
managing a range of recreational impacts on 
sensitive coastal features. 

5.9 Erosion 
Over the past 5 to 10 years, there has been 
accelerated erosion of the coastline along the 
north-eastern arm of Western Port. The coastline 
has retreated, headlands are being eroded and the 
dendritic tidal channels through the mud flats are 
disappearing. As a consequence, extensive areas 
of saltmarsh, mangroves and seagrass have been 
lost. Light winds are enough to stir up the fine silts 
deposited in the area, which take days to settle 
and adversely affect fish and other marine life.  

Whether the erosion is a natural phenomenon, or 
is related to changes in sediment delivery or tidal 
changes associated with the creation of shipping 
channels in the 1960s is unknown. Coastal erosion 
is particularly prevalent along the north-eastern 
and eastern shoreline of Western Port, partly due 
to mangrove clearing. This erosion threatens earth 
sea walls constructed during the early years of 
agricultural development of the hinterland. There is 
a risk that erosion will cause significant losses of 
agricultural land due to saline inundation. This may 
lead to pressure from landholders for shoreline 
stabilisation that would alter natural sediment 
movement on the coast and habitat characteristics 
for significant flora and fauna. There is a need for 
further understanding of coastal processes 
including erosion in Western Port. 

The proposed review of the Port Phillip and 
Westernport Regional Catchment Strategy in 2003 
provides an opportunity to address the issue of 
coastal erosion in Western Port. 

5.10 Level of risk to Ramsar values 

The goal of the integrated management framework 
(incorporating the Strategic Directions Statement 
and corresponding Strategic Management Plans) 
is to facilitate the maintenance of ecological 
character at Victoria’s Ramsar sites by minimising 
risks to values. This objective will be achieved 
through the implementation of strategically 
prioritised management actions. The proposed 
management actions are prioritised according to 
their ability to address the identified threats or 
risks. 

A strategic risk assessment process based on the 
broad concepts and principles of ecological risk 
assessment has been undertaken for the Strategic 
Directions Statement and Strategic Management 
Plans (NRE 2002 – Appendix 7). This process 
relied on a clear understanding of the range of 
direct and indirect pressures facing the wetlands, 
as well as the legislative and policy context.  

A systematic and strategic analysis of risk provides 
the necessary information to site managers; and 
facilitates priority setting, resource allocation and 
informed decision-making. It also provides a better 
understanding of management issues. 

The strategic risk assessment process has 
established the basis for objectively assigning 
higher, medium and lower priority levels to risks at 
Ramsar sites and the management actions 
designed to address them. The strategic risk 
assessment approach also facilitates an 
understanding of the relationship between specific 
risks and values. The strategic risk assessment 
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framework draws on two major relevant 
documents: the US Environment Protection 
Authority’s Guidelines for Ecological Risk 
Assessment (1997), and the Ramsar Convention’s 
Wetland Risk Assessment (1999). 

The main risks to the environmental values and 
ecological character of the Western Port Ramsar 
site are summarised below in Table 5.1. It should 

be noted that the level of risk has not been 
assessed against the effort currently being applied 
to mitigating the risk.  

Based on our current understanding pollution and 
marine pests are considered the most serious 
threat to the site’s environmental values and 
ecological character. 

 

Table 5.1 Level of risk at the Western Port Ramsar site 
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♦♦♦ Higher priority risk - risks that currently or 
may potentially result in the significant loss of 
the site’s environmental values and ecological 
character. 

♦♦ Medium priority risk - risks that currently or 
may potentially result in the moderate loss of 
the site’s environmental values and ecological 
character. 

♦ Lower priority risk - risks that currently or 
may potentially result in the minor loss of the 
site’s environmental values and ecological 
character. 
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6 Site Management Strategies 

A number of Site Management Strategies have 
been developed in response to the analysis of 
risks to the values at the Western Port Ramsar 
site. The Site Management Strategies are grouped 
under the relevant Management Objectives 
established by the Strategic Directions Statement.  

The Site Management Strategies for Western Port 
promote a range of specific management actions 
that will maintain, and in some cases restore the 
ecological character of the site. The Site 
Management Strategies are designed to: 

a) address risks that are having an adverse 
impact, or are likely to have an adverse impact 
on ecological character; and 

b) highlight existing strategies and actions that 
are consistent with wise use principles. 

The successful coordination and cooperation of the 
lead agencies as well as the continued efforts of 
the many community and interest groups, is 
essential for the long-term conservation of the 
Western Port Ramsar site. The Strategic Directions 
Statement, statutory mechanisms, management 
plans and management strategies will guide the 
implementation of this Strategic Management Plan. 

DSE will have overall responsibility for: 

• facilitating the implementation of the Strategic 
Directions Statement and Strategic Management 
Plans for Ramsar sites by ensuring relevant 
agencies incorporate relevant strategies into their 
work programs; 

• coordinating and reporting on the progress and/or 
issues with implementation of the Strategic 
Directions Statement and Strategic Management 
Plans for Ramsar sites; 

• ensuring monitoring programs are established in 
accordance with the Strategic Directions 
Statement and Strategic Management Plans for 
Ramsar sites; 

• ensuring the regular review of Strategic 
Management Plans for Ramsar sites; 

• preparing the Victorian chapter of Australia’s 
National Report to triennial Conferences of the 
Contracting Parties to the Ramsar Convention; 
and 

• the six yearly update of the Ramsar Information 
Sheets for each site. 

 

In order to clarify accountabilities, the lead agency 
responsible for the implementation of each 
strategy is identified. Lead agencies will monitor 
implementation of the strategies for which they are 
responsible. Lead agencies are encouraged to 
record progress on their responsibilities and extent 
of implementation and provide information in the 
form of annual summary reports to DSE. This 
information will be consistent with a format to be 
developed by DSE and will contribute to Victoria’s 
chapter in the National Report to the Convention 
on Wetlands, prepared every three years. 

A rating of relative priority accompanies each Site 
Management Strategy. Definitions of these 
priorities are as follows: 

Higher: Strategies that, when implemented, will 
significantly contribute to the maintenance of 
ecological character. 

Medium: Strategies that, when implemented in 
conjunction with Higher priority strategies will 
support the maintenance and contribute to the 
restoration of ecological character. 

Lower: Strategies that, when implemented in 
conjunction with Higher and Medium priority 
strategies, will result in enhancement of ecological 
character. 
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Management Objective 1 

Increase the scientific understanding of wetland ecosystems and their management requirements 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

1.1 Prioritise and coordinate environmental research by accredited research and 
education organisations (including community groups) in Western Port and 
encourage research in areas of direct relevance to management issues. 

EPA, MW, DSE, 
PV, PINP Higher 

1.2 Investigate the causes of accelerated coastal erosion and the effect of water 
movement on habitat throughout the Ramsar site. 

DSE, CCB, PV, 
PINP Medium 

 

Management Objective 2  

Maintain or seek to restore appropriate water regimes 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

2.1 Ensure future coastal development has minimal impact on coastal 
hydrodynamic characteristics and associated features and habitats. 

DSE, Councils, 
VCC Higher 

2.2 Support strategies in the Draft SEPP (Waters of Victoria) and draft Catchment 
Action Program relating to runoff generation and river flows. 

PPWCMA, MW, 
EPA Medium 

 

Management Objective 3 

Address adverse processes and activities 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

3.1 Support strategies and initiatives in the Draft SEPP (Waters of Victoria) and 
Draft Catchment Action Program to reduce nutrient and sediment loads 
entering Western Port along watercourses, including the development of a 
'Special Area Plan' for the East Arm segment of Western Port under the 
Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994. 

PPWCMA, EPA, 
MW, CCB, DPI, 
DSE, Councils 

Higher 

3.2 Investigate the feasibility of and parameters for creating retention wetlands for 
improving water quality at the downstream end of priority streams entering 
Western Port. 

MW, EPA Higher 

3.3 Minimise dredging within Western Port, and ensure that the provisions of the 
EPA's ‘Guidelines for Dredging: Best Practice Environmental Management 
Publication’ are strictly adhered to. 

DSE, PV, VCA, 
Toll Western 
Port, EPA, 
Councils 

Higher 

3.4 Ensure proponents are made aware that development proposals that may 
impact on Ramsar values should be referred to Environment Australia or an 
approved State authority as directed by the EPBC Act 1999. 

DSE, PPWCMA, 
CCB Higher 

3.5 Take all precautions to avoid accidental and deliberate oil and other chemical 
spills into Western Port.  

EPA, MBV, Toll 
Western Port, 

PV 
Higher 

3.6 Ensure awareness, commitment and resources to the ‘Western Port Regional 
Marine Pollution Contingency Plan’. DSE, PV, MSA Higher 

3.7 Take all precautions to prevent the introduction and spread of aquatic pest 
plants, animals and diseases, including the implementation of the ‘Victorian 
Ballast Water Management Policy’ and the ‘Code of Practice’ relating to the 
discharge of ballast water. 

DSE, VCA, 
MBV, EPA, Toll 
Western Port 

Higher 

3.8 Develop contingency plans for dealing with threatening infestations and 
establish a marine pest monitoring and reporting program for Western Port. DSE, EPA Higher 

3.9 Ensure future port development is subject to an appropriate level of 
environmental impact assessment and that measures to mitigate impacts of 
approved developments are put in place and monitored. 

DSE, PV Higher 
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Management Objective 3 continued 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

3.10 Investigate options for controlling boating activities in or adjoining sensitive 
habitats. DSE, PV, MBV Higher 

3.11 Educate the general public of the risks to Ramsar bird species associated with 
disturbance (e.g. walking, horse riding, and exercising dogs). 

DSE, PV, 
Councils Higher 

3.12 Restrict access where grazing and/or inappropriate access are damaging 
coastal vegetation and habitat or, if necessary, work with landholders to ensure 
coastal values are protected. 

DSE, PV Higher 

3.13 Monitor the extent of Spartina Grass invasion within and adjacent to the 
Western Port Ramsar site and continue to implement plans to reduce the 
extent of invasions.  

DSE, PV, MW Higher 

3.14 Identify causes of mangrove and seagrass dieback, and take appropriate 
remedial action. DSE, PV, EPA Higher 

3.15 Constantly monitor to ensure that foxes do not become established on French 
Island and develop a clear contingency plan in the event that the fox is found 
on the island. 

PV, DSE Higher 

3.16 Participate in appropriate consents for use and development on adjacent land 
under the Planning and Environment Act 1987 and during the Environmental 
Effects Statement process (Environmental Effects Act 1978). 

PV, DSE Higher 

3.17 Develop and implement plans to eradicate or limit the spread of priority pest 
plants in coastal areas. 

DSE, PV, 
Councils Higher 

3.18 Maintain current or higher levels of fox and rabbit control around Western Port 
in cooperation with private landowners. DPI, PV Higher 

3.19 Monitor and address the effects of foxes, cats and dogs on shorebird roosts. DSE, PV Medium 

3.20 Develop an interpretation program to educate the public and tourism operators 
on wetland values and risks. 

PV, DSE, 
Councils Medium 

3.21 Undertake an inventory to establish key areas and prescribe priority actions to 
address coastal erosion within the Ramsar site. CCB, DSE Medium 

3.22 Investigate the extent to which low flying aircraft adversely affect important bird 
habitats and develop with the Civil Aviation Authority strategies for reducing 
any identified impacts. 

DSE, PV, PINP Lower 

 

Management Objective 4 

Manage within an integrated catchment management framework 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

4.1 Establish a coordination mechanism for the management of the Western Port 
Ramsar site, involving all appropriate state land and water management 
agencies and local Councils and including integration with the Port Phillip and 
Western Port Regional Catchment Strategy, the Western Port SEPP and the 
Victorian Coastal Strategy. 

DSE, All public 
land and water 

managers 
Higher 

4.2 Implement the Western Port Catchment Action Program. DSE, All public 
land and water 

managers 
Higher 

4.3 Ensure coastal erosion in the northeastern arm of Western Port is recognised 
as a priority for action in the review of the Port Phillip and Westernport 
Regional Catchment Strategy. 

PPWCMA Higher 
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Management Objective 5 

Manage resource utilisation on a sustainable basis 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

5.1 Participate in appropriate consents for use of adjacent land including, 
mineral extraction, intensive animal husbandry, and forestry under the 
Planning and Environment Act 1987 and during the Environmental Effects 
Statement process (Environmental Effects Act 1978). 

PV, DSE Higher 

5.2 Monitor the recreational fish catch as a basis for determining revision of 
bag limits for recreational fishers. DPI Higher 

5.3 Develop a Fisheries Management Plan for Western Port that provides a 
sustainable basis for the Western Port commercial fishery. DPI Higher 

5.4 Continue to consolidate commercial fishing licences in Western Port 
consistent with Western Port and Inlets review of commercial fishing. DPI Higher 

5.5 Implement the environmental assessment and management 
recommendations of the Regional Sand Extraction Strategy – Lang Lang 
to Grantville. 

DSE, Councils Higher 

5.6 Ensure Management Plans are developed to protect the Marine National 
Parks established within the Ramsar site.   PV Higher 

5.7 Ensure that future aquaculture developments in and near the Ramsar site 
only occur if they do not impact on Ramsar site values and also meet all 
state legislative and administrative requirements. 

DPI, PV Higher 

5.8 Ensure that no further clearing of native coastal vegetation occurs in or 
adjacent to the Ramsar site for agriculture or urban development. Councils Higher 

5.9 Implement actions related to fishing in the French Island National Park 
Management Plan and Phillip Island Nature Park Management Plan. PV, PINP Medium 

 

Management Objective 6 

Protect, and where appropriate enhance, ecosystem processes, habitats and species 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

6.1 Protect and monitor existing saltmarsh and mangrove habitats and, where 
practicable, rehabilitate areas subject to degradation. DSE, PV Higher 

6.2 Protect important habitats for internationally important migratory waders, 
particularly FFG, JAMBA/CAMBA and Bonn listed species, including protecting 
all intertidal and saltmarsh feeding habitats from alteration, and ensuring 
important high tide roosting sites are not regularly disturbed by people. 

DSE, PV, 
Councils Higher 

6.3 Ensure that the recommendations in the French Island National Park 
Management Plan and the Phillip Island Nature Park Management Plan 
relating to wetland dependent species are implemented. 

PV, PINP Higher 

6.4 Ensure implementation of the provisions of Action Statements under the Flora 
and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 for all listed species. DSE, PV, PINP Higher 

 

Management Objective 7 

Encourage strong partnerships between relevant agencies 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

7.1 Encourage and support the involvement of community groups and landholders 
in environmental research and management in Western Port. 

All land and 
water 

management 
agencies 

Higher 

7.2 Develop a consistent approach to the application of planning schemes within 
and around the Western Port Ramsar site. DSE, Councils Higher 
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Management Objective 7 continued 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

7.3 Develop a coordinated coastal planning framework for Western Port under the 
Coastal Management Act 1995  that ensures wise use of the Western Port 
coast, consistent with the protection of the site's Ramsar values. 

CCB Higher 

7.4 Promote a co-ordinated approach to environmental research and management 
planning and implementation between land and water management agencies 
in Western Port. 

PPWCMA, CCB, 
EPA, MW, DSE, 

PV, Councils 
Higher 

7.5 Support non-agency and local government Committees of Management to 
protect and enhance Ramsar values. 

PV, DSE, 
Councils Medium 

7.6 Maintain ongoing liaison with the Biosphere Advisory Committee to ensure 
Western Port's Ramsar values are considered in planning and implementing 
the biosphere program. 

DSE, PV, PINP, 
Councils Medium 

 

Management Objective 8 

Promote community awareness and understanding and provide opportunities for involvement in 
management 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

8.1 Develop and implement a Ramsar Western Port wetland information and 
interpretation program. 

DSE, PV, 
Councils Higher 

8.2 Enable local interest groups to participate in the management of the Ramsar 
site. CCB, PV, DSE Higher 

8.3 Encourage involvement of local Aboriginal people in all facets of Ramsar site 
management, consistent with the commitment of the Indigenous Partnership 
Strategy to recognise the fundamental role Aboriginal indigenous communities 
have in natural resource management. 

PV, DSE Higher 

8.4 Consult with local Aboriginal people to ensure that other site management 
strategies in this plan do not adversely impact on Aboriginal cultural heritage 
values. 

PV, DSE Higher 

8.5 Encourage community groups, local schools and educational institutions to 
visit the Ramsar wetlands, and become involved in monitoring and 
rehabilitation. 

PV, DSE, 
Councils Medium 

 

Management Objective 9 

Ensure recreational use is consistent with the protection of natural and cultural values 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

9.1 Educate local communities and visitors about the risks that recreational 
activities pose to Ramsar values, particularly to coastal vegetation and 
waterbird populations. 

PV, DSE Higher 

9.2 Monitor the effect of fishing and bait collection on shorebird feeding patterns 
and roosting habitats. DSE, PV Higher 

9.3 Support local ecotourism initiatives that are compatible with the maintenance 
of Ramsar values. 

DSE, PV, 
Councils Medium 

9.4 Implement an ecotourism accreditation scheme to ensure tour operators adopt 
clear strategies and procedures to reduce disturbance of the natural 
environment. 

Tourism Victoria, 
PV Medium 

9.5 Prohibit the approach of boats within 150 metres of the mean high water mark 
on Barralliar and Rams islands, except in an emergency or for authorised 
research or management. Discourage landings at Tortoise Head, Pelican 
Island, Observation Point and similar sites and encourage landings at 
Tankerton outside of the French Islands National Park.  

PV Medium 
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Management Objective 10 

Develop ongoing consistent programs to monitor ecological character 

 Site Management Strategy Lead agency Priority 

10.1 Closely monitor the status and management requirements of the critically 
endangered Orange-bellied Parrot. DSE, PV Higher 

10.2 Support continued monitoring by community groups of the status of water birds 
in line with the Ramsar site environmental monitoring program. DSE, PV, PINP Higher 

10.3 Establish a regular seagrass monitoring program for Western Port as a basis 
for determining the effectiveness of water quality management and as an 
indicator of environmental quality. 

DSE, PV Higher 

10.4 Continue monitoring the status of Spartina infestations in Western Port as a 
basis for control works. DSE, PV Higher 

10.5 Design and implement a soundly based environmental monitoring program for 
Western Port involving government, community and research organisations, 
incorporating key indicators, integrating existing programs and supporting new 
or expanded programs where necessary to monitor key degrading processes 
(see also subsequent recommendations). 

EPA, MW, DSE, 
PV, PINP, 

PPWCMA, CCB, 
Councils 

Higher 

10.6 Support continued monitoring of the status of the Pied Oystercatcher breeding 
population on French Island. DSE, PV Medium 

10.7 Encourage the collection of more detailed data on shorebird roosting and 
feeding habits. DSE, PV Medium 

10.8 Prepare vegetation condition reports for the terrestrial parts of the Ramsar site. DSE, PV Lower 

Lead agency key: 

CCB  Central Coastal Board 

Councils Mornington Peninsula Shire 
Council, Shire of Bass Coast, Shire 
of Cardinia and City of Casey. 

DPI Department of Primary Industries 

DSE Department of Sustainability and 
Environment  

ECC  Environment Conservation Council 

EPA  Environment Protection Authority 

MBV  Marine Board of Victoria 

MW  Melbourne Water  

MSA Marine Safety Authority 

PINP  Phillip Island Nature Park 

PPWCMA Port Phillip and Westernport 
Catchment Management Authority 

PV  Parks Victoria 

VCA  Victorian Channels Authority 

VCC  Victorian Coastal Council
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Further information on the new ballast water 
arrangements, the Decision Support System and 
the forms required: ballastwater@aqis.gov.au 
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Appendix 3 Research List 

 

Priority Research Topic 

Higher • Establish measuring and monitoring of marine pest numbers in the bay. 

• Develop contingency plans for dealing with threatening infestations. 

• Design and implement an environmental monitoring program for Western Port involving 
government, community and research organisations, incorporating key indicators, integrating 
existing programs and supporting new or expanded programs where necessary to monitor key 
degrading processes. 

Medium • Research into effects on seagrasses from pollutants entering the bay. 

• Research cause of dieback of Mangroves and seagrass. 

• Expand monitoring program into presence of heavy metals in the bay.  

• Monitor predator impact on shorebird roosts. 

• Monitor impact of commercial and recreational aircraft. 

• Monitor management requirements of the Orange-bellied Parrot. 

• Establish data collection on shorebird roosting and eating habits. 

• Monitor and survey marine invertebrates to investigate how their population dynamics influence 
the ecology of the site. 

• Monitor saltmarsh communities. 

Lower • Undertake a sediment profile to determine toxicity of soft sediments. 

• Investigate the impact of large-scale bait collection at Observation Point. 
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Appendix 4   Threatened status of flora 

Common name Scientific name FFG Listed Status in 
Victoria 

Status in 
Australia  

Coast Wirilda Acacia retinodes var. uncifolia  r  

Creeping Rush Juncus revolutus  r  

Dense Leek-orchid Prasophyllum spicatum  v V 

Green-comb Spider-orchid Arachnorchis dilatata s.s.  k  

Marsh Saltbush Atriplex paludosa ssp. paludosa  r  

Marsh Sun-orchid Thelymitra longiloba  e  

Salt Lawrencia Lawrencia spicata  r  

Single Bladderwort Utricularia uniflora  k  

Spotted Gum Corymbia maculata  v  

Tiny Arrowgrass Triglochin minutissimum  r  

White Mangrove Avicennia marina ssp. australasica  r  

Yellow Sea-lavender Limonium australe  r  

Source: Victorian Flora Information System DSE (2003) 

FFG Listed 

L Listed under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee 
Act 1988. 

Status in Victoria 

e Endangered in Victoria, i.e. rare and at risk 
of disappearing from the wild state if 
present land use and other causal factors 
continue to operate.  

v Vulnerable in Victoria, i.e. rare, not 
presently endangered but likely to become 
so soon due to continued depletion, or 
which largely occur on sites likely to 
experience changes in land use which 
would threaten the survival of the species in 
the wild. 

r Plants which are rare in Victoria but which 
are not considered otherwise threatened. 
This category does not necessarily imply 
that plants are substantially threatened, but 
merely that there are relatively few known 
stands. 

k species poorly known, suspected of being 
in one of the above categories. 

Status in Australia under the EPBC Act 1999 

CE A native species is eligible to be included in 
the critically endangered category at a 
particular time if, at that time, it is facing an 
extremely high risk of extinction in the wild 
in the immediate future, as determined in 
accordance with the prescribed criteria. 

E A native species is eligible to be included in 
the endangered category at a particular 
time if, at that time: 
(a)it is not critically endangered; and  
(b)it is facing a very high risk of extinction in 
the wild in the near future, as determined in 
accordance with the prescribed criteria. 

V A native species is eligible to be included in 
the vulnerable category at a particular time 
if, at that time:  
(a)it is not critically endangered or 
endangered; and   
(b)it is facing a high risk of extinction in the 
wild in the medium-term future, as 
determined in accordance with the 
prescribed criteria.  
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Appendix 5 Threatened Status of Fauna 

Common name Scientific name FFG Listed Status in 
Victoria 

Status in 
Australia 

Mammals     

Grey-headed Flying-fox Pteropus poliocephalus  Vul V 

Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae L Vul V 

Long-nosed Potoroo Potorous tridactylus L End V 

New Holland Mouse Pseudomys novaehollandiae L, A End  

Southern Brown Bandicoot Isoodon obesulus obesulus  LR E 

Southern Elephant Seal Mirounga leonina   V 

Southern Right Whale Eubalaena australis L, A Cen E 

Swamp Antechinus Antechinus minimus L LR  

White-footed Dunnart Sminthopsis leucopus  Vul  

Birds     

Australasian Bittern Botaurus poiciloptilus L End  

Australasian Shoveler Anas rhynchotis  Vul  

Azure Kingfisher Alcedo azurea  LR  

Baillon’s Crake Porzana pusilla L Vul  

Barking Owl Ninox connivens L End  

Black Falcon Falco subniger  Vul  

Black-browed Albatross Thalassarche melanophris  End  

Black-chinned Honeyeater Melithreptus gularis  LR  

Black-faced Cormorant Phalacrocorax fuscescens  LR  

Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa  Vul  

Blue Petrel Halobaena caerulea   V 

Blue-billed Duck Oxyura australis L End  

Brown Quail Coturnix ypsilophora  LR  

Cape Barren Goose Cereopsis novaehollandiae  LR  

Caspian Tern Sterna caspia L LR  

Chestnut-rumped Heathwren Hylacola pyrrhopygia  Vul  

Common Diving-Petrel Pelecanoides urinatrix  LR  

Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos  Vul  

Eastern Curlew Numenius madagascariensis  LR  

Fairy Prion Pachyptila turtur  Vul V 

Fairy Tern Sterna nereis L End  

Freckled Duck Stictonetta naevosa L, A End  

Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus  LR  

Great Egret Ardea alba L Vul  

Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris L End  

Greater Sand Plover Charadrius leschenaultii  Vul  

Grey Goshawk Accipiter novaehollandiae  Vul  

Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola  LR  

Grey-crowned Babbler Pomatostomus temporalis L, A End  
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Common name Scientific name FFG Listed Status in 
Victoria 

Status in 
Australia 

Grey-headed Albatross Thalassarche chrysostoma  Vul V 

Grey-tailed Tattler Heteroscelus brevipes L CEn  

Gull-billed Tern Sterna nilotica L End  

Hardhead Aythya australis  Vul  

Helmeted Honeyeater Lichenostomus melanops cassidix L, A CEn E 

Hooded Plover Thinornis rubricollis L, A Vul  

Hooded Robin Melanodryas cucullata L LR  

Intermediate Egret Ardea intermedia L CEn  

King Quail Coturnix chinensis L CEn  

Latham’s Snipe Gallinago hardwickii  LR  

Lesser Sand Plover Charadrius mongolus  Vul  

Lewin’s Rail Rallus pectoralis L Vul  

Little Button-quail Turnix velox  LR  

Little Egret Egretta garzetta L End  

Little Tern Sterna albifrons L, A Vul  

Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta  DD  

Magpie Goose Anseranas semipalmata  Vul  

Musk Duck Biziura lobata  Vul  

Nankeen Night Heron Nycticorax caledonicus  LR  

Northern Giant-Petrel Macronectes halli L LR V 

Orange-bellied Parrot Neophema chrysogaster L, A CEn E 

Pacific Golden Plover Pluvialis fulva  LR  

Pacific Gull Larus pacificus  LR  

Painted Snipe Rostratula benghalensis L CEn  

Pied Cormorant Phalacrocorax varius  LR  

Powerful Owl Ninox strenua L, A Vul  

Red Knot Calidris canutus  LR  

Royal Albatross Diomedea epomophora  Vul  

Royal Spoonbill Platalea regia  Vul  

Sanderling Calidris alba  LR  

Shy Albatross Diomedea cauta  Vul V 

Sooty Oystercatcher Haematopus fuliginosus  LR  

Southern Giant-Petrel Macronectes giganteus L Vul E 

Spotted Harrier Circus assimilis  LR  

Spotted Quail-thrush Cinclosoma punctatum  LR  

Swift Parrot Lathamus discolor L End E 

Terek Sandpiper Xenus cinereus  End  

Wandering Albatross Diomedea exulans  End V 

Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus  Vul  

Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybridus  LR  

White-bellied Sea-Eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster L, A Vul  

White-faced Storm-Petrel Pelagodroma marina  LR  
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Common name Scientific name FFG Listed Status in 
Victoria 

Status in 
Australia 

Birds continued     

White-fronted Tern Sterna striata  LR  

White-winged Black Tern Chlidonias leucopterus  LR  

Yellow-nosed Albatross Thalassarche chlororhynchos  Vul  

Reptiles     

Eastern Bearded Dragon Pogona barbata  DD  

Glossy Grass Skink Pseudemoia rawlinsoni  LR  

Swamp Skink Egernia coventryi L Vul  

Tree Goanna Varanus varius  Vul  

Amphibians     

Southern Toadlet Pseudophryne semimarmorata  Vul  

Fish     

Macquarie Perch Macquaria australasica L End E 

Marine     

Marine opisthobranch Platydoris galbana L, A Vul  

Marine opisthobranch Rhodope sp. L, A Vul  

Marine community     

San Remo Marine Community Several marine invertebrate species L, A   

Source: Atlas of Victorian Wildlife DSE (2003) 

FFG Listed 

L Listed under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee 
Act 1988. 

A An action statement has been prepared for 
the management of this species. 

 
Status in Victoria  
CEn Critically Endangered: A taxon facing an 

extremely high risk of extinction in the wild in the 
immediate future. 

End Endangered: A taxon that is facing a very high 
risk of extinction in the wild in the immediate 
future. 

Vul Vulnerable: A taxon that is facing a high risk of 
extinction in the wild in the medium-term future. 

LR Lower Risk - near threatened: A taxon that is 
close to qualifying for Vulnerable 

DD Data Deficient: Taxon that has inadequate 
information to make an assessment of its risk of 
extinction. Listing of taxa in this category 
recognises future investigations will show that a 
threatened classification is appropriate. 

Status in Australia under the EPBC Act 1999 

CE A native species is eligible to be included in 
the critically endangered category at a 
particular time if, at that time, it is facing an 
extremely high risk of extinction in the wild in 
the immediate future, as determined in 
accordance with the prescribed criteria. 

E A native species is eligible to be included in 
the endangered category at a particular time 
if, at that time: 
(a)it is not critically endangered; and  
(b)it is facing a very high risk of extinction in 
the wild in the near future, as determined in 
accordance with the prescribed criteria. 

V A native species is eligible to be included in 
the vulnerable category at a particular time if, 
at that time:  
(a)it is not critically endangered or 
endangered; and   
(b)it is facing a high risk of extinction in the 
wild in the medium-term future, as determined 
in accordance with the prescribed criteria.  
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Appendix 6 JAMBA, CAMBA and Bonn Species 

Common name Scientific name JAMBA CAMBA Bonn 

Arctic Jaeger Stercorarius parasiticus    

Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica    

Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa    

Broad-billed Sandpiper Limicola falcinellus    

Brown Goshawk Accipiter fasciatus    

Caspian Tern Sterna caspia    

Cattle Egret Ardeola ibis    

Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia    

Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos    

Common Tern Sterna hirundo    

Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea    

Double Banded Plover Charadrius bicinctus    

Eastern Curlew Numenius madagascariensis    

Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus    

Great Egret Ardea alba    

Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris     

Greater Sand Plover Charadrius leschenaultii    

Grey Plover Pluvialis squataroia    

Grey-tailed Tattler Heteroscelus brevipes    

Latham’s Snipe Gallinago hardwickii    

Lesser Sand Plover Charadrius mongolus    

Little Tern Sterna albifrons    

Magpie Goose Anseranas semipalmata    

Marsh Sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis    

Oriental Plover Charadrius veredus    

Oriental Pratincole Glareola maldivarum    

Pacific Golden Plover Pluvialis fulva    

Pectoral Sandpiper Calidris melanotos    

Red Knot Calidris canutus    

Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis    

Ruddy Tumstone Arenaria interpres    

Ruff Philomachus pugnax    

Sanderling Calidris alba    

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper Calidris acuminata    

Short-tailed Shearwater Puffinis tenuirostris    

Terek Sandpiper Xenus cinereus    

Whimbrel Numerius phaecopus    

White-bellied Sea-eagle Hallaeetus leucogaster    

White-throated Needletail Hirundapus caudacutus    

Source: Primary source DSE database (2002a)
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Appendix 7 Pest Species in the Western Port Ramsar Site 

Weeds 

Common name Scientific name 

African Box-thorn Lycium ferocissimum 

Asparagus Asparagus officinalis 

Blackberry Rubus fructicosus spp. agg 

Bluebell Creeper Sollya heterophylla 

Boneseed Crysanthemoides monilifera 

Bridal Creeper Myrsiphyllum asparagoides 

Cape Ivy Delairea odorata 

Cord Grass Spartina spp 

Dipogon Dipigon lignosos 

Fescue Vulpia spp 

Furze Ulex europaeus 

Gladiolus Gladiolus undulatus 

Large Quaking Grass Briza maxima 

Lesser Quaking Grass Briza minor 

Myrtle-leaf Milkwort Polygala myrtifolia 

One-leaf Cape Tulip Homeria flaccida 

Pampas Grass Cortaderia selloana 

Prickly Saltbush Salsola kali 

Sharp Rush Juncus acutus 

Spanish Heath Erica lusitanica 

 

Animals 

Common name Scientific name 

Blackbird Turdus merula 

Black Rat Rattus Rattus 

Common Mynah Acridotheres tristis 

Domestic Dog Canis familiaris 

Domestic and Feral Cat Felis catus 

Feral Goat Capra hircus 

House Mouse Mus musculus 

House Sparrow Passer domesticus 

Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus 

Red Fox Vulpes vulpes 

Starling Strumus vulgaris 
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Marine 

Common name Scientific name 

Asian Bivalve Theora lubrica 

Asian Mussel Musculista senhousia 

Cosmopolitan Bryozoans Bugula dentata, Bugula neritina, Watersipora subtorquata 

European Clam Corbula gibba 

European Shore Crab Camicus maenus 
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Appendix 8 Exotic Marine Species Found in Victoria 

Northern Pacific Sea Star (Asterias amurensis) 

The Northern Pacific Sea Star is a voracious 
predator of shellfish and is also known to prey on 
sponges, crustaceans, polycheates and fish. In 
fact, the sea star will consume almost any animal 
tissue it can capture’ (ENRC, 1997). It poses a 
threat to ‘marine ecosystems, aquaculture, wild 
fisheries and biodiversity’. The eggs and larvae 
are susceptible to uptake in ballast water. In 
recent years the sea star has been recorded in 
Port Phillip Bay. 

Toxic dinoflagellates 

It is thought that Toxic dinoflagellates species are 
transported in ballast water. They and have been 
found along the Victorian coast. Toxic algal 
blooms can lead to the closure of shellfish farms. 

Japanese Kelp (Undaria pinnatifida) 

Japanese kelp is transported in ballast water and 
may also be spread by commercial fishing boats 
through the kelp being caught up in nets. It poses 
a threat to endemic algal communities and can 
carry species of fungi which are pathogenic to 
native algae and seagrass. It is present in Port 
Phillip Bay.  

Sabella Worm (Sabella spallanzanil) 

The sabella worm is transported on the hulls of 
ships and probably also in larval form in ballast 
water. It is present in Port Phillip Bay where 
populations have exploded and contracted over 
recent years.  

European Shore Crab (Carcinus maenas) 

The European Shore Crab occupies inter and 
subtidal zones and is ‘an aggressive and 
voracious predator’. It is present in Western Port. 
Although it does not appear to have had any 
significant impact in Australia, overseas 
experience indicates that it can impact on 
aquaculture and threaten native species. 

Asian Mussel (Musculista senhousia) 

The Asian mussel can be transported on the 
exterior surfaces of ships and in larval form in 
ballast water. It is abundant in Port Phillip Bay. 
Mussel colonies can spread rapidly, adversely 
affect native fauna and pose a threat to mussel 
farms. 

European Clam (Corbula gibba) 

It is believed that the presence of this clam in Port 
Phillip Bay has contributed to the decline in 
scallop numbers. Other potential impacts are 
unknown. 

Broccoli Weed or Codium (Codium fragile 
tomentosoides) 

This algae is spread as a fouling organism on 
ships hulls and on the nets of fishing vessels. It 
‘displaces native benthic flora and fauna, fouls 
shellfish beds, competes with seagrass’ and may 
adversely affect fisheries. It is present in Port 
Phillip Bay and was found at Newhaven and San 
Remo in Western Port in March 1998 (NRE, 1998 
a, b). 
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Appendix 9 Western Port Ramsar Information Sheet1 

                                                                  
1 Ramsar Information Sheets are formal documents lodged with the Ramsar Bureau. They are updated every six years. The 
last update was in 1999. New or revised information has not been added since 1999 and there may be inconsistencies with 
that in the body of the plan. The Ramsar Information Sheets will be updated next in 2005. 

Information Sheet on Ramsar Wetlands 

Categories approved by Recommendation 4.7 of 
the Conference of the Contracting Parties. 

1. Date this sheet was completed/updated: 

May 1999 

2. Country: 

Australia 

3. Name of wetland:  

Western Port, Victoria 

4. Geographical coordinates: 

Latitude: 38° 12' to 38° 31' S 

Longitude: 145° 02' to 145° 32' E 

5. Altitude: 

Less than 20 metres above sea level 

6. Area: 

59,297 ha 

Note: This is a revised area figure based on GIS 
Mapping (1995) and does not represent any 
change to the Ramsar Site boundary. 

7. Overview: 

Western Port is of national zoological significance 
as a foraging area and high tide roosting site for 
migratory waders, as well as for its population of 
the endangered Orange-bellied Parrot. It is of 
national botanical significance for its extensive 
saltmarsh communities and also has a number of 
sites of national and international 
geomorphological significance. 

8. Wetland Type: 

Marine : B, G, H and I 

9. Ramsar Criteria: 

1a, 1b, 3a, 3b and 3c 

Please specify the most significant criterion 

applicable to the site:  

10. Map of site included? 

Please tick   yes �   -or-   no  

11. Name and address of the compiler of this 
form:  

Parks Victoria 
378 Cotham Road 
Kew VIC 3101 Australia 

12. Justification of the criteria selected under 
point 9: 

1(a) The wetland is a particularly good representative 
example of a natural or near-natural wetland 
characteristic of the appropriate biogeographical 
region. 

Western Port Bay is a particularly good example 
of a natural wetland marine embayment with 
extensive intertidal flats, mangroves, saltmarsh, 
seagrass beds within the South East Coastal 
Plain. 

1(b) The wetland is a particularly good representative 
example of a natural or near-natural wetland 
common to more than one biogeographical region. 

Western Port is a very good example of a 
saltmarsh-mangrove-seagrass wetland system. 

3(a) Regularly supports 20,000 waterfowl 

Western Port regularly supports about 10,000 
migratory waders and periodically supports in 
excess of 10,000 ducks and Black Swans Cygnus 
atratus. 

3(b) Regularly supports substantial numbers of 
waterfowl from particular groups 

Western Port is one of the three most important 
areas for migratory waders in Victoria. Wader 
surveys indicate that Western Port supports about 
10,000 waders (approximately 12% of the 
Victorian population). 

3(c ) Regularly supports 1% on the individuals in a 
population of one species or subspecies 

Western Port has supported more than 5% of the 
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Victorian population of the Whimbrel Numenius 
phaeopus, Grey-tailed Tattler Tringa brevipes and 
Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica (Australian 
Nature Conservation Agency 1996). Western Port 
has also supported internationally significant 
numbers of several waterfowl species (Australian 
Nature Conservation Agency 1996). 

13. General location: 

Southern Victoria east of Port Phillip Bay. 

14. Physical features: 

Western Port is a large bay off Bass Strait in 
Southern Victoria, surrounding French Island and 
incorporating 270 km2 of tidal mudflats. 

Six rivers from the north and east of the 
catchment flow into the northern and eastern 
shores of Western Port and several minor rivers 
and creeks on the eastern slopes of the 
Mornington Peninsula drain into the western 
shores. The streams are (from west to east) 
Cardinia Creek, Toomuc Creek, Bunyip River, 
Tarago River, Lang Lang River and Bass River. 

The Bay has a roughly annular water area 
surrounding French Island and two entrances 
which are substantially closed off from the sea by 
Phillip Island. A proportion of the water mass is 
circulated in a clockwise direction around French 
Island. In addition some water, after completing a 
circuit around French Island, may recycle around 
the island again. Thus some of the material 
entering the Bay waters may be retained for a 
considerable time before entering the open 
ocean. Because of this, biological systems, 
especially the supply of oxygen, are probably 
more delicately poised than in other bays, for 
example Port Phillip. 

There are 2 sites of international 
geological/geomorphological significance, 3 of 
national significance, 27 of state significance, 19 
of regional significance and 6 of local significance. 

Sites Of International 
Geological/Geomorphological Significance 

Pioneer Bay - Quaternary Stratigraphy 

This is the best documented and dated site in the 
Western Port region to contribute to an 
understanding of late Quaternary sea level 
changes. It therefore constitutes a site of 
international significance as part of the growing 
network of such localities on the Australian coast. 
These sites are of interest to Quaternary 
scientists attempting to elucidate the nature of sea 
level change on different continents. 

Western Port - Tidal Watershed 

This is a major tidal divide system. It is one of the 
most intensively investigated tidal watershed 
systems on the Australian coast and is of a size 
and complexity that warrants inclusion on an 
international register of such features. The 
dynamics of the area play a critical role in 
determining the nature of tidal flow in other parts 
of the Bay. The sea floor sediments here are of 
considerable interest for the data they hold 
concerning the development of the on-shore 
swamplands, and for the history they record of 
late Quaternary sea level changes in the northern 
Bay. 

Sites Of National 
Geological/Geomorphological Significance 

Bass River Delta and Floodplain 

This site includes the point of largest natural 
sediment influx into the bay and is one of the most 
closely investigated quaternary sedimentological 
and geomorphological sites in Western Port. The 
delta is a feature of considerable complexity and 
provides opportunity for continuing research into 
deltaic and intertidal dynamics. 

Yallock Creek - Swamp Sediments 

The site includes one of the few remnants of the 
landscape of the great swamp areas that existed 
to the north-east of Western Port. It illustrates the 
hydrological and topographical distinctiveness of 
the area between the Tobin Yallock and Koo-
Wee-Rup swamps. The outcrops in the coastal 
cliffs are of particular interest to display the 
phases of wetland sediment accumulation. 

Lyall Inlet to Bunyip River - Coastline 

The area displays the impact of the drainage of 
the Koo-Wee-Rup Swamp upon the adjacent 
coast. By comparison with records and maps 
dating back to 1842 the site provides a major 
reference point for measuring the rates and 
nature of coastal change. Comparison may be 
made with areas such as Watsons Inlet which 
have been less affected by drainage schemes. 
The distinctive low cliff between the saltmarsh and 
the fluvial and swamp deposits (as marked by the 
abandoned cliff) is an important feature in 
determining the Holocene sea level history of the 
Western Port region. 

The annual rainfall is about 750 mm. 

15. Hydrological values: 

Western Port has a surface area of 68,000 ha and 
a catchment of 3,240 sq km. There are 17 
inflowing streams supplying an average discharge 
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of water into the bay of approximately 1,100 
megalitres a day, small in comparison to its 
volume. 

16. Ecological features: 

There is an unusually wide variety of habitat types 
in Western Port, ranging through deep channels, 
seagrass flats, extensive mangrove thickets and 
saltmarsh vegetation. Such variety is not common 
elsewhere in Victoria. 

White Mangroves (Avicennia marina) line 40% of the 
coastline. On a world-wide basis the mangrove 
communities are of considerable interest since, with 
the exception of Corner Inlet, they are the only large 
community situated so far from the Equator. 

Seagrass beds cover some 38% of Western Port, 
main species are Zostera muelleri, Heterozostera 
tasmanica and Amphibolis antanica. 

Site Of National Botanical Significance 

Western Port salt marshes are one component of a 
fairly uniform community found from Port Augusta to 
Corner Inlet. However, despite this large 
geographical range (approx. 2,000 km of coast) the 
salt marsh is restricted to relatively few areas and 
actually occupies less than 10% of this coastline. The 
Western Port salt marshes are an important 
component of the vegetation in this range for a 
number of reasons: 

(1)  Extent:  Salt marshes extend a kilometre or more 
from the shoreline in many places (e.g. Quail Island, 
northern French Island, Tooradin) and occupies a 
large proportion of the coast of Western Port.   

(2)  It is floristically rich:  Although salt marsh is 
floristically poor when compared to most other 
communities, the Western Port salt marsh is richer 
than most other salt marshes on the southern coast. 
For example, there are extensive expanses of salt 
marsh in Corner Inlet, Victoria, which support only 
Arthrocnemum and Sarcocornia, whereas most 
Arthrocnemum dominated vegetation in Western Port 
supports six or more species. 

(3)  It is relatively undisturbed:  A good deal of the salt 
marsh around Spencer Gulf in South Australia has 
suffered from the heavy industrialization in that area. 
Similarly salt marsh on the Victorian coast west of 
Melbourne, particularly that on the western shores of 
Port Phillip Bay, has been disturbed by industry and 
heavy grazing, and often supports a significant weed 
flora. The Western Port salt marsh, however, does 
not have a serious weed problem nor does it appear 
to have suffered greatly from grazing or heavy 
industry. 

Thus Western Port can be said to support one of the 
most significant stands of salt marsh in south-eastern 
Australia, and thus can be considered to be of 
national significance. 

17. Noteworthy flora: 

Threatened Species 

Rare in Victoria 

• Creeping Rush (Jancus revolutus) 

• Tiny Arrow Grass (Triglochin minutissimum) 

• Coast Ballart (Exocarpos syticola) 

Vulnerable in Victoria 

• Dense Leek-orchid (Prasophyllum spicatum) 

18. Noteworthy fauna: 

The Bay provides habitat for numerous species listed 
in the Japan-Australia Migratory Birds Agreement 
(JAMBA) and the China-Australia Migratory Birds 
Agreement (CAMBA). 

Western Port is one of the three most important 
areas for waders in Victoria. Wader surveys indicate 
that Western Port supports about 10,000 waders 
(approx. 12 per cent of the Victorian population). 
16,000 were recorded in 1974-75 (Loyn, 1975). It is 
estimated that Western Port periodically supports in 
excess of 10,000 ducks and Black Swans Cygnus 
atratus. 

There are 5 sites of national zoological significance, 4 
of state significance and 2 of regional significance. 

Sites Of National Zoological Significance 

Primary Foraging Area of Waders in Western Port 

Western Port is one of the three most important 
areas for migratory waders in Victoria with respect to 
total numbers and density. A recent survey of the 
Victorian coast showed that Western Port supported 
12.3% of the overall number of waders recorded. 

Thirty-seven species of waders, five of which are 
vagrants have been recorded in Western Port. Ten 
species, including the Eastern Curlew, Whimbrel, 
Bar-tailed Godwit, Grey-tailed Tattler, Greenshank 
and Terek Sandpiper occur in some of their highest 
numbers in Western Port. The Bay is also a 
stronghold for the Whimbrel population in Victoria. 
This site includes the most important feeding areas of 
migratory waders in the bay and also some of the 
important roosting areas such as Tortoise Head, 
Rams Island, Barralliar Island, Rhyll Inlet, Blue Gum 
Point, Bunyip River, Long Island, Stockyard Point 
and Fairhaven. 
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The rare and endangered Orange-bellied Parrot has 
been recorded from Barralliar Island. 

Yallock Creek Mouth 

Yallock Creek is a major high tide roost for migratory 
waders. It is important for the Greenshank, Curlew 
Sandpiper, Red-necked Stint, Sharp-tailed 
Sandpiper, Eastern Curlew and Masked Lapwing. 

Settlement Road 

This area is one of the few sites in Western Port 
where the Orange-bellied Parrot has been recorded. 
The shore here is a major high tide roost for 
migratory waders such as the Double-banded Plover, 
Curlew Sandpiper, Eastern Curlew, Red-necked Stint 
and Red Knot. 

Reef Island 

Reef Island is an important high tide roost for 
migratory waders and other waterbirds. Species 
which regularly use this roost include the Red-necked 
Stint, Curlew Sandpiper, Red-capped Plover, Ruddy 
Turnstone and Double-banded Plover. 

French Island 

The main body of French Island is not included within 
the Ramsar boundary, however the shores of the 
island can be considered to be part of the wetland 
area and these do contribute to the listing as 
nationally significant. The extensive saltmarsh areas 
provide valuable breeding sites for waterfowl, 
particularly the Australian Shelduck which in the 
catchment breeds almost exclusively on the northern 
and western coasts of the island, and the Chestnut 
Teal and Black Swan. One of only two regularly 
active Australian Pelican colonies in Victoria is in the 
saltmarsh on the north of the island. 

Tortoise Head, on the south-western corner of the 
island, is one of the two most important roosts in 
Western Port and is the most important roost for 
Mongolian Plovers and Eastern Curlews. It is the site 
of a breeding colony of Short-tailed Shearwaters and 
Caspian and Fairy Terns also breed here. 

Rams Island off the southern coast is an important 
breeding site of the Fairy Tern (vulnerable) in Victoria 
and is also used for breeding by Caspian Terns and 
Pied Oystercatchers. It is one of the most important 
roosting sites of waders, used by Bar-tailed Godwits 
and Whimbrels and also three less abundant 
species, the Ruddy Turnstone, Mongolian and Large 
Sand Plovers. 

Elizabeth Bluff (Red Bluff), a headland on the 
southern coast is the only site in Western Port where 
the White-bellied Sea-Eagle is known to breed. 

Barralliar Island, off the north western corner of 
French Island, is a large high tide roost where some 
of the highest numbers of waders for the bay, 
including rare species such as the Grey-tailed Tattler 
and Terek Sandpiper have been observed. 

Sites Of State Zoological Significance 

Yaringa 

This site includes native vegetation including 
saltmarsh and mangrove communities on the north 
western shore of Western Port. This is one of the few 
sites in the state where the New Holland Mouse has 
been recorded. The Southern Emu-wren, a 
threatened species, is locally common on the 
saltmarshes of this site. 

Secondary Foraging Areas of Waders in Western 
Port 

The mudflats of Hanns Inlet provide important 
feeding areas for the Royal Spoonbill. Those in 
Watsons Inlet and off the north coast of French Island 
are used by the Great Egret. Both species utilise 
mudflats in Hastings Bight and those off the north 
coast of French Island also provide valuable feeding 
areas for the Black Swan. All the intertidal mudflats 
included in the site provide feeding areas for the 
thirty-two species of migratory waders which are 
regularly recorded from Western Port, although they 
may be used at lower feeding intensities or when 
inclement conditions restrict feeding in primary 
feeding areas. 

Tooradin 

The Mourning Skink, a species which is generally 
regarded as uncommon and has restricted habitat 
preferences has been found in high densities at this 
site. Many species of waterbirds roost in the 
saltmarshes and mangroves during high tide. The 
Australasian Bittern (insufficiently known), a species 
which has declined in abundance since settlement is 
also known from this area. 

Bass River Mouth 

The Orange-bellied Parrot has been observed in the 
saltmarshes opposite Reef Island. The saltmarshes 
are also important for many other birds such as the 
Black Swan, Chestnut Teal, Australian Shelduck, 
Little Grassbird and Golden-headed Cisticola. 

The invertebrate fauna is extremely rich and diverse, 
with 1381 species recorded from 23 major groups. 
The invertebrate fauna of Western Port Bay contains 
three to four times the total number of species 
present in Port Phillip Bay and includes the majority 
of the species which occur in that bay. 
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The members of the amphipod family 
Phoxocephalidae found in the Bay exhibit a striking 
example of adaptive radiation of species in the 
marine environment. This is of considerable scientific 
interest. 

The bay is an important nursery area for many fish. 

Threatened Species 

Birds 

• Grey Goshawk (Accipiter novaehollandiae) - rare 
in Victoria 

• Magpie Goose (Anseranas semipalmata) - 
insufficiently known 

• Great Egret (Ardea alba) - restricted colonial 
breeding in Victoria 

• Intermediate Egret (Ardea intermedia) - restricted 
colonial breeding in Victoria 

• Australasian Bittern (Botaurus poiciloptilus) - 
insufficiently known 

• Cape Barren Goose (Cereopsis novaehollandiae) 
- rare in Victoria 

• King Quail (Coturnix chiensis) - rare in Victoria 

• Little Egret (Egretta garzetta) - restricted colonial 
breeding in Victoria 

• Letter-winged Kite (Elanus sciptus) - rare in 
Victoria 

• Black Falcon (Flaco subniger) - rare in Victoria 

• White-bellied Sea-Eagle (Haliaeetus leucogaster) 
- rare in Victoria 

• Swift Parrot (Lathamus discolor) - endangered in 
Victoria and vulnerable nationally 

• Helmeted Honeyeater (Licnenostomus melanops 
cassidix) - endangered in Victoria and nationally 

• Square-tailed Kite (Lophoictinia isura) - 
vulnerable in Victoria 

• Orange-bellied Parrot (Neophema chrysogaster) 
- endangered in Victoria and nationally 

• Barking Owl (Ninox connivens) - rare in Victoria 

• Eastern Curlew (Numenius madagascariensis) - 
rare in Victoria 

• Blue-billed Duck (Oxyura australis) - rare in 
Victoria 

• Fairy Prion (Pachyptila turtur) - restricted colonial 

breeding in Victoria 

• Australian Pelican (Pelecanus conspicillatus) - 
restricted colonial breeding in Victoria 

• Pied Comorant (Phalacrocorax varius) - restricted 
colonial breeding in Victoria 

• Royal Spoonbill (Platalea regia) - restricted 
colonial breeding in Victoria 

• Grey-crowned Babbler (Pomatostomus 
temporalis) - endangered in Victoria 

• Baillon’s Crake (Porzana pusilla) - insufficiently 
known 

• Lewin’s Rail (Rallus pectoralis) - rare in Victoria 

• Painted Snipe (Rostratula benghalensis) - 
insufficiently known 

• Little Tern (Sterna albifrons) - endangered in 
Victoria and nationally 

• Caspian Tern (Sterna caspia) - restricted colonial 
breeding in Victoria 

• Fairy Tern (Sterna nereis) - vulnerable in Victoria 

• Freckled Duck (Stictonetta naevosa) - rare in 
Victoria 

• Hooded Plover (Thinornis rubricollis) - vulnerable 
in Victoria 

Mammals 

• Swamp Antechinus (Antechinus minimus) - rare 
in Victoria 

• Swamp Skink (Egernia coventryi) - rare in Victoria 

• Southern Right Whale (Eubalaena australis) - 
endangered in Victoria and nationally 

• Humpback Whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) - 
endangered in Victoria and nationally 

• Glossy Grass Skink (Pseudemoia rawlinsoni) - 
insufficiently known 

• New Holland Mouse (Pseudomys 
novaehollandiae) - endangered in Victoria 

19. Social and cultural values: 

A number of sites of archaeological significance 
have been identified around the bay. Churchill 
Island, within Western Port, is the site of Victoria's 
first settlement (the first planting of European 
crops and the earliest known substantial building). 
The settlement was established under the 
command of Lt. James Grant in 1801. 
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20. Land tenure/ownership: 

In 1977, the Land Conservation Council's final 
recommendations were that 28,400 ha be declared 
Wildlife Management Co-operative Area under the 
Wildlife Act 1975, this recommendation has not yet 
been implemented. 

21. Current land use: 

(a) the site:  Port facilities and ship movement, 
recreation, native conservation, commercial 
fishing, source of coolant for industry and 
receiving water for wastes. 

(b) the surroundings/catchment:  Grazing, 
market gardening, industry and urban 
development. 

22. Factors (past, present or potential) adversely 
affecting the site's ecological character, including 
changes in land use and development projects:  

No significant ecological change has occurred since 
the last update of the Ramsar Information Sheet in 
1992. 

Factors affecting ecological character at selected 
locations within the Ramsar site include: 

• long term changes in the catchment including 
clearing of indigenous vegetation (particularly in 
the lower catchment) and construction of drains 
and channels leading to erosion and siltation. 

• impacts on intertidal areas due vehicle access 
and grazing of stock (leading to compaction of 
soil and damage to vegetation), rubbish dumping, 
construction of levee banks and drains and 
presence of Spartina at the mouth of the Bass 
River which has the potential to cover large 
intertidal areas. 

• the risk of oil spills associated with port 
development and shipping. 

• dredging and dredge spoil disposal. 

23. Conservation measures taken: 

The Port Phillip Regional Catchment Strategy 
1996 proposes actions to address catchment 
issues in Western Port, including the development 
of a catchment action plan. 

The exotic cord grass, Spartina sp, introduced in 
the 1930s occurs in the mouth of the Bass River. 
The Bass River infestation has not yet been 
controlled but other small infestations in the Bay 
have been eradicated, notably an infestation in 
the San Remo Marine Community in 1996/97. 

Codium fragile ssp tomentosoides, an introduced 
algal subspecies, was found in the San Remo 
Marine Community in 1998. An eradication 
program has been successfully carried out.  A 
literature review of the ecological impacts of 
Codium fragile ssp tomentosoides and possible 
control techniques has been initiated and will be 
completed by 1 August 1998. 

The Western Port Bay Strategy approved in 1992 
outlines the significant Ramsar values of the 
Western Port Bay area and recommendations for 
the management of the Bay. 

An oil spill management plan has been prepared 
to direct the response in the event of an oil spill. 

Action Statements under the Flora and Fauna 
Guarantee Act 1988 have been produced for the 
following fauna species and community that occur 
in the Ramsar site. Action statements outline 
management strategies to conserve species and 
communities. 

• Orange-bellied Parrot (1993) 

• White-bellied Sea-eagle (1994)  

• Helmeted Honeyeater (1994) 

• Little Tern (1994) 

• Hooded Plover (1992) 

• New Holland Mouse (1996) 

• San Remo Marine Community (1997) 

24. Conservation measures proposed but not yet 
implemented: 

• A project to map seagrass is proposed to 
provide a baseline for future seagrass 
monitoring. 

• A fisheries habitat assessment report is being 
prepared. 

• The Western Port Schedule to the SEPP: 
Waters of Victoria is currently being reviewed.  
The Schedule will review and update 
strategies protect water quality in Western 
Port. 

• A Coastal Action Plan is planned for Western 
Port which will review the existing Western 
Port Bay Strategy (1992) and update 
strategies for environmental protection of 
Western Port. 

• A Shoreline Response Plan is being prepared 
for 1998-99 to address potential oil spills. 
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• In an integrated approach to planning at 
Ramsar sites, management strategies are 
being prepared for all Ramsar sites in Victoria, 
including Western Port, to provide general 
strategic direction and site specific strategies. 
The strategies will be completed by June 
1999. 

25. Current scientific research and facilities: 

The Bird Observers Club Australia (BOAC) has 
conducted regular counts (approximately five per 
year) of waterbirds since 1973 and a number of 
postgraduate theses have dealt with the ecology 
of waterbirds and fish. 

26. Current conservation education:  

The Bird Observers Club Australia (BOAC) has 
conducted regular counts (approximately five per 
year) of waterbirds since 1973 and a number of 
postgraduate theses have dealt with the ecology 
of waterbirds and fish. 

27. Current recreation and tourism: 

Western Port has a very high recreational fishing 
and boating values and is a significant tourist site. 

28. Jurisdiction:  

Government of Victoria. 

29. Management authority:  

Managed under the Department of Natural 
Resources and Environment Parks Program by 
Parks Victoria - 59,204 Ha (99.8%) 

Natural Resources and Environment - 50 Ha (0.1%) 

Private Freehold - 43 Ha (0.1%) 
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