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17 October 2018

To whom it may concern,
NSW Planning and Environment

Dear Sir/Madam,

Re: CBOC Submission on Marsden Park North Draft Masterplan

Thank you on behalf of Cumberland Bird Observers Club Inc (CBOC) for the opportunity to 
comment on this draft Masterplan. CBOC is a community organisation with about 400 members, 
based in Sydney. We are interested in native birds - both observing them and concerned about their
conservation. Birds that depend on shallow water and adjacent mud or sand flats for feeding 
(shorebirds) are of special concern, particularly species that nest in remote areas of the Northern 
Hemisphere and migrate to Australia for the spring and summer. These migrants are under 
constant threat from the loss of vital feeding ("refuelling") habitat along their flyways and within 
Australia.

Features of Riverstone Wetlands
The aspect of the Marsden Park North Draft Masterplan of main concern to CBOC (and the 
subject of this submission) is the proposed destruction of four shallow settlement ponds on the 
previous Angliss Meatworks property. These ponds constitute the "Riverstone Wetlands" referred 
to in this document. They were constructed in 1973 to process wastewater from nearby abattoir 
and tanning operations. When the meatworks closed in 1984, the fertile ponds became high quality
habitat for a great variety of wetland birds. Located near the centre of the Precinct, they occupy a 
total area of about 9.2 ha (two large ponds: 8 ha and two small ponds: 1.2ha). There are reed beds 
in the small ponds, and variable low vegetation, open water and mudflats in the large ponds, the 
proportions at any time depending on recent local rainfall.

Observations of birds in the Wetlands, 2012-2017
Observations of birds in the wetlands and surrounding paddocks by CBOC members, between 
2012 and 2017 revealed a total of 185 species. Of these, 53 were water-birds, including 9 
duck/swan species, 11 migratory shorebirds, and 6 local shorebird species. This diversity of 
wetland birds is impressive for such a small area and is due to the variety of habitats occurring 
there and the fertility of the mud substrate built up over decades, which produces abundant 
invertebrates that birds feed on.

Wildfowl such as teal and Pink-eared Duck have occurred in large flocks of hundreds, with 
uncommon species such as Shoveler, Wandering Whistling Duck and Blue-billed Duck also being 



recorded. About 200 migratory shorebirds of a wide range of species have been observed on the 
ponds on some occasions.

In spite of this diversity and abundance of birds, Government planning bodies which organised 
biodiversity surveys of Marsden Park North Precinct appeared to be unaware of the rich 
biodiversity of these wetlands until CBOC members began to draw the attention of State and Local
Government to their value. The Cumberland Plain Recovery Plan document had identified an area
within the Marsden Park North Precinct as a Priority Conservation Area; however, this did not 
include the former Riverstone Meatworks ponds.

Bird Records used by EcoLogical Australia
The NSW Department of Planning and Environment belatedly commissioned a study of the 
Wetlands by EcoLogical Australia, the purpose of which was "to inform the Marsden Park North 
Precinct Planning process regarding the value of the former Riverstone Meatworks ponds as 
migratory shorebird habitat, and the options for protection or mitigation of impact".

The report from this study (Migratory Shorebird Assessment - Marsden Park North, by 
EcoLogical Australia, March 2018) examined records of migratory shorebirds collected by CBOC 
between July 2012 and December 2016, in a total of 76 visits. These data were augmented by a 
targeted survey for migrants by EcoLogical Australia (ELA) in late 2016. 

ELA assessment of the Wetlands' "value"
Considering that the Wetlands (the study area) do provide or may provide potential habitat for 11 
migratory shorebird species, ELA assessed the importance of this habitat against DoE 2015 
guidelines (Ramsar criteria) used to define whether or not a wetland is internationally or nationally
"important" for migratory shorebirds. That is: whether it regularly supports above a fixed 
percentage of flyway population of a single species, or above a certain number of individual 
shorebirds of any species, or more than a certain number of shorebird species.

Numbers of Sharp-tailed Sandpiper at the wetlands exceeded 0.1% of the species' flyway 
population on two days, close together, in December 2015. Although these records both exceeded 
the threshold number of birds required to classify the Wetlands as "nationally important" for 
shorebirds, according to the ELA Report, they do not constitute a "regular occurrence" of >0.1% of
the species population at the Wetlands. On that basis the Wetlands were not considered "important"
for shorebirds.

Concerning migratory shorebirds, the ELA report summarises: "The ponds are frequented by listed
migratory birds, however the distribution of species records suggests that the ponds are not 
performing an important function for these species". The importance of the Wetlands for other 
water-bird groups (e.g. ducks, local shorebirds, herons etc) was not considered.

Although the above analyses of the "importance"of the Riverstone Wetlands to migratory 
shorebirds are largely objective, CBOC considers that they overlook one of the most important 
features of the site. Migratory and many other water-birds require shallow water to feed. During 
very wet seasons all other key wetlands in western Sydney flood – including the Pitt Town Lagoon
Nature Reserve and other lagoons on the Hawkesbury floodplain. As a result shorebirds abandon 
these wetlands and seek refuge in the Riverstone Wetlands. We believe these Wetlands are the only
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significant flood-free haven for migratory and local shorebirds in Western Sydney. It is thanks to 
their elevated flood-free position that they provide the only safe haven for shorebirds from 
flooding, and from destructive Gambusia and European Carp fish that are spread by floods.

Incidentally, the endangered Green & Golden Bell Frog survives in the Riverstone Wetlands but 
not in the Hawkesbury lagoons, because Gambusia there eat the tadpoles.

Alternative strategies to maintaining Riverstone Wetlands
The ELA report states: "Their [the Wetlands'] loss would affect habitat availability at a local scale 
and, therefore, it is recommended, that if removal of the ponds is proposed, that alternative habitat 
is created".

The destruction of any small local wetland is part of a continual "death by a thousand cuts" 
process that has to be reined in, or it will sooner or later impact populations of now-common 
waterbirds as well as threatened species. In the present case the main legitimate reason for NOT 
maintaining the existing Riverstone Wetlands in full or in part is the risk of mosquito-borne 
disease to future residents, assuming authorities would not be willing to redesign the precinct to 
keep houses at a safe distance from the existing ponds. This intention is evident in the Masterplan 
Frequently Asked Questions, which state: "A replacement bird habitat is proposed to the east of 
the existing ponds ..."  CBOC accepts that construction of a replacement wetland appears to be the 
best compromise in this case.

We consider that any replacement wetland should have the following basic features:

 Contain habitat areas totalling at least 8 ha. Smaller areas than the present Wetlands should 
not be considered.

 Crucially, be located above flood level, fed by local rainfall, and with fluctuating water-
levels able to periodically dry out.

 Include the range of wetland habitats present in the existing Riverstone Wetlands, with 
potentially similar food resources for water-birds.

 Have wide buffer zones of at least 100-150 m around wetland habitat areas, to exclude 
people and animals; no dogs to be off-leash.

 Include a few well-designed bird hides and external seats (but do not encourage crowds 
holding picnics for example).

 Carefully designed, with expert knowledge of details like waterbird landing approaches, 
setback of obstacles including powerlines, buildings, trees, etc.

 Little or no artificial light at night.

Possible investigation areas for new wetlands suggested by ELA are 300-500 m E to NE of the 
existing ponds and on land with similar ownership to the present wetlands. However, ELA appears
to accept that occasional flooding of part of the new area would be acceptable, and that closer 
proximity to riparian areas could be an advantage. We strongly disagree and advocate that NO 
flooding of new wetlands from watercourses should be allowed, since it would introduce 
Gambusia and possibly carp, seriously degrading the new facility and adding to complications of 
management. Freedom from these pests is one of the main advantages of the existing wetlands! 
Figure 24 of the ELA report appears to indicate sufficient areas to accommodate a wetland, well 
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removed from creeklines. If necessary, a suitable site in another part of the North-West Growth 
Centre may have to be found.

Certainly, the existing wetland ponds should not be damaged or removed before new ones 
are well-established on a suitable site, and have an appropriate management regime in place.
We suggest that both existing and new ponds should coexist for at least a full 12 months, including
at least one migrant shorebird visiting period (October to April).

A replacement wetland, if it can be carefully located and built to specifications, could become a 
unique tourist drawcard on a modest scale (note that large crowds would not be appropriate), 
especially at times when larger wetlands in the region are flooded and water-birds are likely to 
seek out areas with shallow water.

Yours sincerely,

I G Johnson
I.G. Johnson
Conservation Officer,
Cumberland Bird Observers Club Inc
e-mail: conservation@cboc.org.au
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