
I wish to object to the Riverstone Wetlands (former Riverstone Meatworks settlement ponds) and
their potential replacement in the floodplain.

How important are the wetlands for our bird life?
Local community groups have already presented the case for the wetlands protection. I particularly
draw attention to the excellent report made available by Greater Sydney Landcare Network:

https://greatersydneylandcare.org/save-the-riverstone-wetlands/#more-3017

This report stands in stark contrast to the government report in every way – it is accurate, factual
and presents an evidence-based case free from vested financial interest.

The Riverstone Wetlands are extensively evidenced as one of the best wildlife havens in the Greater
Sydney region. In one morning more than 100 native bird species and 400 individual birds have been
officially recorded here. This is an abundance of wildlife very rarely seen, not merely in Sydney but
anywhere in Australia. Professional birders in the world heritage listed Kakadu wetlands rarely see
similar diversity.

This point does not need further evidence in light of that already available in the community report.

The key point which government are now determined to ignore is why the wetlands host this
biodiversity. The Riverstone Wetlands are the only flood-free refuge for wetland birds in the
Cumberland Plain.

As a result the wetlands are critical to supporting the regional wetland bird population. Without
them every wetland in the region will suffer, immediately, and in perpetuity.

The Green & Golden Bell Frog
When reading the biodiversity assessments you could be excused for not noticing the presence of a
Green & Golden Bell Frog population at the wetlands. Their presence is given a cursory mention in
the Biodiversity and Riparian Corridors Assessment and in the migratory shorebird habitat
assessment. They were coincidentally observed and no further survey was undertaken.

This is one of the rarest species in NSW and continues to decline. The discovery of any remnant
population is a serious finding and of considerable concern at a national scale. However there is
nothing that can validly be termed an 'assessment' of Green & Golden Bell Frog at the Riverstone
Wetlands, let alone an assessment of the impact of destroying the entirety of this population (which
is completely isolated from the suburban Riverstone population).

The degree of concern raised last time a population was found in an artificial wetland – the brickpit
at Sydney Olympic Park – is nowhere to be found. The NSW Office of Environment & Heritage
Threatened species survey guidelines for amphibians seems to have conveniently disappeared also.

Why are the wetlands proposed for destruction?
It is important to understand how we got to this point.

The Riverstone Wetlands remarkable and coincidental value for wildlife was recognised as soon as
their industrial use declined. Then CBOC Conservation Officer and Angliss employee, Roger Golding
took birders to see this special place until the Meatworks closed in 1994.



When the Growth Centres were biocertified in 2008 there was no mention of the wetlands. The
certification was undertaken with practically no biodiversity survey and an open directive to not find
threatened flora or fauna species not already on government databases1. The very existence of
these wetlands, and many of the endangered and migratory species found there, wasn’t even known
by staff working on the program.

The wetlands significance was raised to the Department of Planning by local community experts
when planning for the Marsden Park North Precinct began in early 2016.

The response to these ‘new’ facts was positive. Until late in 2017 everyone (except the corporate
landowner) publicly agreed these wetlands should be protected. Department of Planning &
Environment and Blacktown City Council both publicly and internally supported retention.

The first public objection raised was by Riverstone MP Mr Kevin Connolly in July 2017. In an article
noting Council’s support for the wetlands Mr Connolly was quoted raising two reasons the ponds
should be removed:

 The risk from (unspecified) ‘contamination’ at the site
 The presence of better habitat at other local wetlands (no details provided)2

Subsequently Mr Connolly advocated with Department of Planning & Environment for the removal
of the wetlands and the facilitation of development on the property.

By October 2017 Department of Planning & Environment had reversed their position on the
wetlands. By mid 2018 Blacktown Council stated that they had no choice but to follow3.

In correspondence internally and externally these government bodies now raise four objections to
the protection of the wetlands. None of these objections originate from expert advice. It is alarming
to consider each objection and compare it to the readily established facts:

1) There is plenty of similar habitat for migratory birds locally. Actually not one migratory
wetland bird has been recorded on any of the other wetlands in the entire Precinct. Look it
up on the government database BioNET. There is no ‘similar habitat in the locality’ as
claimed in official documents4

2) ‘Contamination… associated with asbestos cement piping within the pond walls’. It seems
no-one in government reads their own guidelines. As per the Safe Work Australia Model
Code of Practice (3 Feb 2016) enclosure or encapsulation of asbestos (for example in a clay
wetland wall) is one of the safest management strategies. The risk arises with the proposed
destruction of the wetlands which will necessary expose and disturb this material, not with
their retention!

3) ‘Favourable mosquito habitat and… an arbovirus risk to future residents'. No mosquito
monitoring was undertaken and clearly no-one in government bothered to Google this claim
before happily repeating it. Because there is already a report by NSW Health published

1 This was openly stated within government and is already well known publicly.
2 Rouse Hill Times 7/28/2017 Riverstone wetlands under threat as local MP says he is not convinced of its
importance to wild life
3 An internal Council letter stated 'As we have no expertise in this area, we have consistently relied on DPE's
consultant expert to advise on the significance of the wetlands. We therefore cannot oppose the Department's
proposal for the wetlands'
4 E.g. Marsden Park North Biodiversity and Riparian Corridors Assessment 2018 09 06, p 30



specifically on mosquito risk from constructed stagnant-water wetlands in Sydney5. It found
that such structures were of very low risk. The actual culprits? Suburban gutters, pot-plants
and drains.

4) ‘Potential safety risks to future residents in the event of water inundation due to pond wall
failure or overtopping'. The wetlands can presently hold an absolute maximum of 0.7 ML of
water. By comparison the average soccer ground holds at least 0.5 ML as irrigation water.
When we asked an expert about this ‘risk’ they laughed. If we are worried about real
flooding risks we should be looking at the endless approval of housing developments in flood
prone areas.

Government agencies have literally cut-and-pasted arguments presented on behalf of a developer
without so much as a Google search to check their facts.

Why the ponds are proposed for ‘replacement’
The ponds value for endangered & migratory birds lies in being the only flood-free refuge in the
region. This flood-free value also makes it land that would otherwise be suitable for development.

The ponds are proposed for replacement to maximise development yield, by ‘moving’ them to land
in the floodplain where there is no development potential.

It should be noted that the proposal is to investigate the idea of replacement ponds. The
government propose to approve the destruction of the ponds conditional only on investigation of a
replacement. If the replacement ponds aren’t built, or if they fail to attract wildlife (which cannot be
confirmed without waiting more than 20 years at least) the original wetlands will already be
destroyed.

Can the ponds be replaced?
Of course they can. But the constraints placed by the department on potential replacement ponds
(replacement ponds are only not a proposal) ensure that these ponds can’t work.

The essential problem is that the ponds are to be removed to maximise developable flood-free land.
But the wetlands core value is in being flood free!

Replacement wetlands in the floodplain cannot have significant biodiversity value.

Green & Golden Bell Frogs cannot be supported in the floodplain.
A wetland in the floodzone will flood. Floods introduce the exotic fish Gambusia which eats Green &
Golden Bell Frog tadpoles. Sydney Olympic Park have spent millions of dollars trying to keep this frog
species alive at a similar location through the extreme measure of segmenting the wetland and
draining each segment dry to kill the Gamgusia fish in a never-ending sequence of control. This
method also necessarily kills frogs too, but it is better than nothing. Even with these drastic
measures they have failed to maintain bell frog numbers in this habitat.

5 NSW Department of Health (Pathology) 2016 [Dr Cameron Webb 2016 Managing mosquitoes in swimming
pool to pond conversions, Pathology West, NSW Health May 2016]



Floodplain will not provide a flood-free haven for Migratory birds
Do we really need to spell this out? Apparently so. The flood-free status of the wetlands is the
reason they support the birdlife they do. This can’t be supported by a wetland in the floodplain.
Water levels cannot be maintained in the floodplain during flood: they are underwater.

If the wetlands are destroyed there will be no flood refuge in western Sydney for migratory wetland
birds, and significant, permanent population declines will be inevitable.

Where to from here?
Take one last look at these wetlands. Every impartial expert who has considered this site has
acknowledged it as one of the most spectacular hotspots for biodiversity in the entire Cumberland
Plain.

The ‘assessment’ of these wetlands has shown just how little fact matters compared to vested
interests with planning in NSW today.

The constraint placed on any ‘replacement’ wetland is that it cannot be on fertile flood-free
(developable) land. If so the replacement necessarily can’t replace the biodiversity it will destroy.

Sadly it would be better to destroy the wetlands without a ‘replacement’. The replacement cannot
sustain the Green & Golden Bell Frog and migratory birds to be killed by this proposal. So the only
function of a replacement would be to whitewash the maladministration which has so shamefully
taken over what began as evidence-based planning for this precinct.

The community will not forget how the planning of the Wetlands has been managed, and the
opportunity that will be lost.

There is still the opportunity to do what is right.


