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Aboriginal acknowledgment
The State Government proudly acknowledges the
Traditional Owners of the Victorian marine and coastal
environment as the traditional custodians of the land.
We pay our respects to their ancestors and elders, past
and present. We recognise and respect their unique cultural
heritage, beliefs and relationship to their traditional lands,
which continue to be important to them today. We recognise
the intrinsic connection of Traditional Owners to their country
and value the contribution their Caring for Country makes to the
management of the land, its coastlines, its seas and its waterways.
We support the need for genuine and lasting partnerships with
Traditional Owners to understand their culture and connections to
country in the way we plan for and manage the coast. We embrace the
spirit of reconciliation, working towards equity of outcomes and ensuring
an equal voice for Australia’s first people.
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Introduction
This report summarises the feedback received on the draft Old Growth Forest Field
Identification Procedure (draft procedure). The feedback has been analysed by
the Conservation Regulator and used to refine and improve the draft procedure to
identity old growth forest.

Project overview
On 7 November 2019, the Victorian Government
announced Victoria’s Forestry Plan, which includes
a commitment to immediately end harvesting
of old growth forest. The Minister for Energy,
Environment and Climate Change, the Honourable
Lily D’Ambrosio, asked the Conservation Regulator
to independently monitor and publicly report on
implementation of the government’s policy to
protect old growth forests by the native timber
harvesting sector (including VicForests).
To achieve this, a clear and consistent procedure
to identify and determine the extent of old growth
forest in all areas suitable for timber harvesting
throughout Victoria’s State forest, was required.
The Conservation Regulator developed a draft
procedure, which outlined a method for the
accurate identification of old growth forest.
The draft procedure was developed in consultation
with scientists from the University of Melbourne and
underwent substantial in-field testing. Feedback
was sought (submissions closed 10 January
2020), with public feedback gathered through an
online Engage Victoria survey and submissions
received directly.

During the consultation process, the Conservation
Regulator hosted an in-field demonstration of the
draft procedure with both industry and invited
community members.
Technical advice was also requested from
contractors (working with the Forest Protection
Survey Program) and a Scientific Advisory Panel
to provide an independent review of the draft
procedure, with further in-field testing undertaken.
The feedback received covered a broad
range of issues and was incorporated into the
Assessment Tool (the Final Procedure) wherever
possible. The Conservation Regulator made
significant changes based on the feedback and
additional in-field testing to ensure a balance was
reached between being simple, consistent and
repeatable, whilst meeting the requirement to
identify and protect old growth forests.
In response to feedback about clarity of scope,
the Conservation Regulator has also prepared a
Regulatory Guide which provides information on the
regulatory approach to protect old growth forest
from timber harvesting operations.
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Feedback
Guiding principles for assessment
The following guiding principles were considered in the development of the draft procedure:

Transparent

Consistent and repeatable

The procedure must be consistent with
government’s policy to identify and protect old
growth forests and be as transparent as possible.
Being transparent about our regulatory approach
ensures the Victorian community can play a role in
holding the Conservation Regulator and regulated
parties to account. It encourages regulated
parties to comply with the law leading to better
regulatory outcomes.

Promotes a consistent and repeatable approach
for surveys using a consistent procedure including
equipment, information, steps and techniques
regardless of who is undertaking the survey.
The procedure should be objective and practical to
reduce the likelihood that two different surveys of
the same location would draw different conclusions,
thereby reducing contestability.

Efficient, targeted and fit for purpose
Simple
Although the actual application of the survey
requires expertise and experience in ecology to
consistently measure tree growth stages, the
procedure needs to be clear and able to be
understood by interested community members.

The approach uses information, evidence and
effort in a way that allows for a determination as to
whether old growth forest is present to be formed
as early in the survey process as possible. It enables
survey effort to be directed where there is a greater
need to determine the absence of old growth forest.
The procedure is based on sound scientific methods
while still being practical in its application.
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Overall summary – public feedback
Two-hundred and nine submissions were received
online via the Engage Victoria survey (includes
questions 1-9 below), with 32 additional submissions
received from organisations or individuals, and a
further 976 emails via a proforma letter.
A large proportion of the feedback received,
including in the proforma letter, sought changes
to the law and its regulatory and enforcement
procedures outlined in the law. These suggestions
are out of scope for the development of the
procedure. Policy matters will be reviewed as part
of the forthcoming amendments to the Code, being
overseen by the Department of Environment, Land,
Water and Planning (DELWP).

Other key issues identified, that the Conservation
Regulator has considered included:
• Greater clarity needed regarding the definition of
old growth forest.
• Greater clarity needed regarding characterisation
of growth stages.
• Consideration for Ecological Vegetation Classes
(EVCs) required.
• Need for a clear overall regulatory approach.
• Questions around independence of those using
the procedure.
• Questions about the simplicity of the procedure
to implement.
• Greater clarity needed regarding training
requirements.
• Greater clarity needed regarding how to delineate
boundaries of old growth forest.

Overall summary – technical advice
Technical advice received from contractors (working
with the Forest Protection Survey Program) and the
Scientific Advisory Panel (established to provide
science-based advice to inform Victorian Regional
Forest Agreements), aided in the development of
the procedure.

Key issues raised included:
• Greater clarity needed on purpose, scope
and definition.
• Further illustrative guidance required for
repeatability.
• Considerations for efficiency of application.
• Subjectivity of the disturbance assessment.
• Clearer information on compliance process.
In addition, a series of key recommended changes
and advice for improvement, including revised
procedural steps were provided for consideration.
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Transparent
Question 1
How well does the procedure provide the
information required to be able to assess old
growth forest?
Submissions received online via the Engage Victoria
survey showed very limited confidence in the draft
procedure, with 78% of respondents (181) selecting
either Not at all or Not well (Figure 1). Feedback from
additional submissions varied from very well/clear
to poor/inadequate.

Question 2
What additional information should be
included in the procedure?
A substantial number of submissions called for
changes to the definition of ‘old growth’, with
concerns that the tight requirements will exclude
large areas from protection.
Specific questions as to why an area of forest must
be one-hectare or more, the reasoning behind the
regrowth requirement (<10%), and interpretation of
growth stages (e.g. early mature versus regrowth)
were common. Feedback also suggested that the
draft procedure was a ‘one size fits all’ approach,
while consideration for variations in structure and
composition of multiple flora types is required.
Further, the independence of the draft procedure
was questioned, with evidence of scientific peer
review considered necessary. Specific concerns on
the development of calculations associated with
proportional canopy area per growth stage were raised.

Technical advice
In addition to the above, technical advice suggested
that the draft procedure does not provide transparency
around purpose and scope. Inconsistencies in
the application of the definition throughout the
document was also considered a key issue.

Feedback and advice incorporated
Changes to the definition of ‘old growth’ is out
of scope of this procedure as it is included in the
Management Standards and Procedures for timber
harvesting operations in Victoria’s State forests 2014
(an incorporated document to the Code of Practice
for Timber Production 2014 – the Code). These policy
matters will be reviewed as part of the forthcoming
amendments to the Code, being overseen by DELWP.
To improve transparency and clarity, the
Conservation Regulator separated the draft
procedure into two documents: a Regulatory
Guide and an Assessment Tool. The Regulatory
Guide outlines the regulatory approach to protect
old growth forest, including further clarification
on the definition and the requirements around
application in the field. Specifically, clarification
on the regrowth requirement is included, with a
precautionary approach adopted as part of the
field assessment. The purpose, scope and objectives
of the Assessment Tool are also clearly stated.
Considering the feedback received, the
Conservation Regulator updated the Assessment
Tool to include a dedicated table and additional
visual guides to reduce ambiguity around growth
stage determination.
To account for variations in structure and
composition of multiple flora types, the Conservation
Regulator added a new qualitative assessment to
the Assessment Tool. This assessment includes the
requirement to record the forest type present and
report on centroid/grid characteristics.
To further ensure a transparent approach, the
Conservation Regulator incorporated, where possible,
the suggested changes to the procedural steps identified
as part of the independent technical advice received.
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Figure 1 Percentage of responses to Question 1
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Simple
Question 3
How easily do you think this procedure could
be applied in the field?
The majority of respondents to the Engage Victoria
survey (67% of 171 respondents) thought that the
draft procedure would be Very difficult or Difficult
to apply in the field (Figure 2). Feedback from
additional submissions varied from oversimplified to
complex and time consuming.

Question 4
How could we make it simpler to use this
field guide?
A large number of submissions questioned the
simplicity of the draft procedure, with feedback
recommending significant training for those
required to implement it.
Clarification on terminology used throughout was
a suggested improvement, with a large majority
of submissions asking why the one-hectare grid is
hexagonal and not square.
Feedback also suggested that the first procedural
step, desktop assessment, should be expanded to
highlight its importance.
Further, submissions considered that the
draft procedure was not comprehensive and
required consideration of habitat qualities
during assessment.

Technical advice
Technical advice reiterated the concerns raised
above, with confusion around the flow, and
reliance on crown cover per hectare by growth
stage measurement.

Feedback and advice incorporated
Wherever possible, the Conservation Regulator
has incorporated the feedback provided into the
Assessment Tool.
The Conservation Regulator requires that the
Assessment Tool be applied during pre-harvest
surveys and compliance assessments undertaken in
Victoria’s State forests.
As part of the Conservation Regulator’s
commitment to monitor and publicly report on
the implementation of the Assessment Tool, it is
expected that those applying the procedure have
high-level skills and experience (including data
synthesis, ecological survey techniques, species
identification, aerial photography interpretation
and reporting).
The Conservation Regulator has updated the
terminology throughout the Assessment Tool,
clarifying terms within the Regulatory Guide
to resolve questions raised in the feedback.
Additionally, based on feedback received, the onehectare grid has been changed from a hexagon
to a square, with a focus on centroids to further
improve simplicity, consistency, repeatability and
efficiency throughout.
To further simplify the implementation of the
procedure, the Conservation Regulator has included
an updated, easier to interpret, flow diagram. Each
step of the procedure is then thoroughly explained
within the Assessment Tool document to ensure
importance is understood. Simplification of the
procedure has resulted in the removal of the crown
cover per hectare by growth stage measurement,
and inclusion of the requirement to undertake a
qualitative assessment, which replaces the previous
disturbance assessment approach.
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Figure 2 Percentage of responses to Question 3
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Consistent and repeatable
Question 5
Does the procedure provide a consistent
and repeatable approach?
An overwhelming number of respondents to the
Engage Victoria survey (81% of 181 respondents)
consider that the draft procedure does not
provide a consistent and repeatable approach
(Figure 3). Most of the feedback from additional
submissions agreed.

19%
Yes

81%
No

Figure 3 Percentage of responses to Question 5

Question 6
If not, why not and how could we
improve this?
A major cause of concern was the disturbance
assessment, with submissions suggesting the draft
procedure is subjective with numerous opportunities
for error and subsequent mis‑identification.
The repeatability of the draft procedure was also
questioned, with growth stage determination
and the basal sweep method being key issues.
A question on how the grid points are standardised
was also raised.
Consideration for Ecological Vegetation Classes
(EVCs), clarity around regulation and policy, and
further information on compliance and enforcement
was requested. More detail on how the boundaries
will be determined following identification, was a
suggested improvement.

Technical advice
Technical advice not covered in the public feedback
received, focussed on the definition of the boundary
(why one-hectare units) and the boundary mapping
method. The choice of additional sampling plots
and the Basal Area Factor were considered user
dependent, with further clarity needed. Additionally,
advice considered that the high subjectivity of
the boundary mapping method would make the
procedure unreliable and operator dependent.

Feedback and advice incorporated
The disturbance assessment has been removed
from the Assessment Tool to reduce concerns
around subjectivity. A qualitative assessment
replaces the disturbance assessment and includes
the requirement to record the forest type present
and report on centroid/grid characteristics.
The Conservation Regulator has attempted to
remove, where possible, all opportunities for
observer error, with additional information on forest
types, growth stages, the basal sweep method and
measuring diameter at breast height, included
to ensure repeatability. Additionally, clarity on
skills and experience required to undertake the
procedure have been incorporated.
The Conservation Regulator has standardised the
one-hectare square grids and centroids, with these
able to be obtained from the Victorian Spatial
Data Library. Navigation to centroids in the field
is assisted by specific GPS coordinates to further
increase repeatability.
Consideration for EVCs have been added to the
Assessment Tool, with classes assigned to an
ecological vegetation division and corresponding
forest type (Ash-type forest or Mixed-species
forest). The Conservation Regulator believes that
incorporation of EVCs ensures that forest types are
then considered throughout, including as part of
growth stage determination.
Given the difficulties associated with boundary
identification, the Conservation Regulator has
added an additional section to the Assessment
Tool, boundary delineation. This section outlines a
desktop approach to map a boundary around old
growth forest identified during the field assessment.
Whilst the Conservation Regulator recognises the
limitations of this approach, it is believed to be the
best way of ensuring the protection of old growth
forest, whilst providing a procedure that is simple,
repeatable and efficient.
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Efficient, targeted and fit for purpose
Question 7
How well do you think the procedure will
identify and ensure protection of old
growth forest?
A clear response was observed from the Engage
Victoria survey, with the majority (84%) of
respondents (184) selecting either not at all or
not well (Figure 4). Feedback from additional
submissions largely fits within these two categories.

Question 8
How could we improve the procedure
to protect old growth forest?
Submissions considered that the draft procedure
was not fit for purpose, with concern that it would do
the opposite; declassify forests currently mapped as
old growth.
The efficiency of the draft procedure was put in
doubt, with application in areas of dense vegetation
and/or steep terrain likely to be significantly time
consuming. Clarity of the draft procedure was also
questioned, with confusion regarding sampling
intensity (e.g. number of sampling plots required).
Inaccurate sampling was a further concern, with
requests for information on the verification process.
Suggested improvements included further reliance
on the desktop assessment, to minimise survey
effort and ensure a more targeted field approach.

Technical advice
Along with the above, technical advice focussed on
the efficiency of the draft procedure, with survey
effort and sampling intensity as key concerns.

Feedback and advice incorporated
The Conservation Regulator has developed
the Assessment Tool to ensure the accurate
identification of old growth forest, allowing for
its protection. As such, the aim of the procedure
is to verify currently mapped old growth
forest and classify areas that are not currently
included, ensuring that actual old growth forest is
safeguarded from harvesting.
To ensure this occurs the Conservation Regulator
has made significant changes to the Assessment
Tool to increase its efficiency in light of the feedback
received, including:
• Expansion of the desktop assessment section to
ensure a thorough understanding of the survey
area prior to the field assessment; identify areas
where field assessment must occur (e.g. spatial
data indicates possibility of old growth presence)
and areas where field assessment is not required
(e.g. areas already protected from harvesting).
• Changes to the sampling intensity requirements,
with a focus on centroids and not multiple points
within the grid.
• Strengthening of guidance to ensure accurate
sampling by those required to implement
the procedure.
Further information on monitoring and reporting is
included in the Regulatory Guide.
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Additional information
Question 9
Do you have any other feedback on the
procedure for identifying old growth forest?
In addition to the above, submissions expressed
a lack of trust in the assessors (particularly
VicForests), and the inability to audit following
harvesting. This concern prompted numerous
requests for additional information on the
compliance and enforcement process.

Feedback incorporated
It is VicForests’ responsibility to comply with the
legislative framework and government policy, as
the State-owned enterprise responsible for the
sustainable harvest, regrowing and commercial sale
of timber from Victoria’s State forests on behalf of
the Victorian Government.
The Conservation Regulator’s role is to monitor
and report on compliance with the legislative
framework and with the government policy to
protect old growth forests from timber harvesting.
Details on monitoring and reporting is included
in the Regulatory Guide and is available on the
Conservation Regulator’s website.
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