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2010/2011 President’s Report 

(Being part of the 2010/2011 Annual Report and presented at the AGM/Feral Feast on the 17/04/2011) [Word version 203KB]

It was a cold, wet and windy Sunday morning on August 1st last year when 20 volunteers gathered to plant 1500 shrubby forest trees of local provenance on the banks of the Barham River behind Apollo Bay (see front cover). 
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Olivia Tallis with volunteers in the background planting the banks of the Barham River
This section of the river had been infested with a species of willow that had almost blocked the summer flows and made the water foul. The banks had been choked with other weeds such as blackberry, periwinkle, and trad (Tradescantia albiflora). 

Upstream, at the site of an earlier restoration project, where the planting had become quite dense, Waterwatch (our water monitoring program) had discovered that a small rare and endangered insect, the Otway Stonefly - was now thriving. Downstream, a fishing platform had been installed to protect the riverbank and provide better access to the river. A few days before, 75 Apollo Bay school students helped to restore the banks of another Otway stream, Skenes Creek, by planting about 1600 trees for School’s Tree Day. 

At the same time, a comprehensive plan was being prepared that would provide a shared path through the wildlife corridor to link the town of Apollo Bay with the path through the Marengo Flora Reserve and back along the foreshore.

Prior to the arrival of these volunteers, following an expert river stability study, the weeds had been removed, willows mulched and the area fenced off and prepared for planting. Corangamite Catchment Management Authority staff and Board members had already planted out the other side of the river as a day away from the office. 

The weather was miserable. But on this day the community took yet another step towards rebuilding a natural linkage corridor that would help to restore biodiversity, improve the health of the river and the health of the Otway community. 

How could a community group coordinate these actions and integrate them with a wider longer-term plan to protect biodiversity and restore all the Otway streams? 

The answer is Landcare. 

The Southern Otway Landcare Network (SOLN) is a voluntary, locally focussed, community group that takes action to protect and repair our environment so that we can live, work and enjoy a healthy, productive, balanced landscape.  

Landcare’s bottom-up achievements in the Otways have become a source of interest and pride. We have hosted visits by politicians as well as the Victorian Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability, Professor Kate Auty. Late last year, Professor Auty spoke to SOLN’s Committee of Management about objectives for her State of the Environment Report and the importance of hearing community voices when communicating scientific insights.
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Professor Kate Auty with David Churchill, Doug Watson and Ken Forrester
The tenacity and continuity of Landcare serves as a platform on which we are able to build cohesive community resilience, introduce new ideas and promote the strong connections between ecological and community health.
This time last year, at a ceremony at Melbourne Docklands, then Minister for the Environment, Climate Change and Innovation, Gavin Jennings, presented the Southern Otway Landcare Network (SOLN) and the Corangamite Catchment Management Authority (CCMA) with a Special Award – Integrated Coastal Zone Management category and finalist in Natural Environment category, for protecting the estuaries of the Southern Otways. 
The award recognises the value of our partnerships and the value of long-term thinking. Partnerships with the Corangamite Catchment Management Authority, Barwon Water, Parks Victoria and Colac Otway Shire have proven to be powerful, long-term alliances for improving the natural health of the Otways. We are truly grateful for the support and encouragement of our partners. Thank you.

SOLN has developed considerable expertise in bringing together Agencies and stakeholders so that the whole is greater and more effective than the parts. The enduring success and relevance of the Otway Barham Catchment Management Framework has provided a model for convening the Otway Landslip Taskforce. The assembly of this multidisciplinary team is an example of how Landcare is integral to effective action. Almost every landholder has a slip of one kind or another. Many landholders have detailed historic property knowledge and can readily identify areas at risk and contribute to the further research required to predict and develop methods for mitigating future slips.

A future for Landcare

Compared to many other networks SOLN is doing quite well. According to the Victorian Farm Trees and Landcare Association (VFTLA) there are currently 558 Landcare groups representing 15,745 households. Of these 57% have annual incomes less than $10,000 and 86% have annual incomes less than $100,000. Following funding shortfalls, only 19% of the Groups are in a strong enough position to employ anyone. SOLN currently employs 4 part-time Coordinators. 

Sadly, these figures reflect Federal Government Policy failures. The short-term, top-down approach embodied in ‘Caring for our Country’ has undermined the capacity of many Groups and should be cause for national concern. Furthermore, in the absence of a peak body that can represent Landcare values, groups claiming some component of representative status have proliferated to the extent that Landcare’s ability to communicate clearly has been dissipated and rendered ineffective.

Landcare is a bottom-up movement where local knowledge, effort, and continuity are combined to address specific environmental problems.  Since Landcare began in central Victoria in 1986, the efforts of thousands of volunteers have developed a nation-wide capacity to engage effectively in restoring and protecting wildlife habitats, waterways, productivity, controlling pest plants and animals, as well as building community capacity and resilience. 

Our prosperity depends on integrated actions if we are to address the challenges of Climate Change and prevent environmental degradation as population increases. It is important not to lose the capacity for effective action built through Landcare. 
The challenge is to combine and integrate the various Landcare representative bodies including the Catchment Management Authorities so that they are integrated into a single Australia-wide organisation with one strong voice. This needs be achieved without losing touch with the local volunteers that drive the movement. Unless an appropriate Governance structure can be developed that incorporates a clear picture of our shared values and a sustainable future, Landcare may consume itself in the competition for scarce resources and enthusiastic office bearers. The absence of simple measures of effectiveness, or key indicators, must also be addressed. Such measures are clearly related to the notion of valuing biodiversity and healthy ecologies.

In the Otways, Landcare needs younger members. Demographic and population pressures have put up the price of land to the point where there are few young landholders. Without members Landcare will wither and die. This means that our Network must adapt and evolve into an organisation that includes more of the ‘landless’. More townsfolk, more members of the community who want to take real action, more outsiders who want to come to the Otways to learn about healthy living from natural systems.

Committee of Management

The SOLN Committee of Management has met monthly over the last year. Again Group representatives have contributed more than 1400 unpaid, voluntary hours to the process of ensuring thorough and rigorous Governance for SOLN (see table). The hours recorded do not include driving from Hordern Vale or Wye River or Melbourne and back again or the countless other inconveniences that go with putting the needs of a community before your own. 

If both the Federal and State Governments were to match the value of these hours with funding contributions for maintaining our paid staff, then SOLN would be in a far better position to maintain our current levels of capacity. 

Thanks go to Ros Jamieson, Sherryl Smith and Ken Forrester for representing SOLN at short notice. Peter Gardiner for his work as Treasurer as well as Denise Hooke for her thorough and most timely work with the HR Committee. Somehow Denise has again found the time to organise the next Barham River Festival on top of her numerous other Community activities. Ken Forester and Peter Gardiner have consistently worked the Project Committee and this has been the engine room of SOLN. 

Sincere thanks to the other enthusiastic COM members, Bruce Costin, Doug Watson, John Marriner, David Churchill and Carole Webley (who has retired from the COM).

Staff goings and comings

Our Landcare Network continues to attract and nurture very talented people: Without Luke Hynes, we would not have been able to complete the Undaria Project at the Apollo Bay harbour, or embark on the Sweet Pittosporum project, Weed Mapping and Blackberry Task Force. Nor would Agencies be working from the same maps. Nor would we have the GIS database for roadside weeds. Luke’s calm, even personality pervades the SOLN Office and we wish him the very best for his approaching fatherhood. 

Halfway through last year we were fortunate to find Natalie Houghton to fill the new part-time role of Marketing Coordinator. Unfortunately, due to family commitments Natalie had to leave us in January but in her brief tenure secured several grants and put the Network well on the road to form and nurture stronger Partnerships and more independence from ephemeral of government funding. Natalie was a fine representative for SOLN and as well as thanking her for her efforts and ideas we wish her every success with the Forest Stewardship Council.

After 3 years maintaining the Support Centre and nursery as well as the enthusiasm of the Townies Group, Dianne Inglis has decided to step into a less physically demanding role in hospitality. We thank Dianne for turning the Support Centre into the showcase it has become and wish her well. 

After a demanding year, Kristen Lees has stepped down from the role of Team Leader due to family commitments. Kristen has always ensured that whatever is approached is done professionally and with excellence. It was Kristen that co-ordinated the plantings, equipment and logistics of the many volunteers activities alluded to at the beginning of this report. She has a way with children and ensured that National Tree day and School’s Tree day were a great success. As I mentioned in my 2009 report, Kristen has been largely responsible for nurturing SOLN’s closer ties with the Indigenous community. She has been generous with her time ad enthusiasm and in inducting our New Team Leader, Quenton Gay into the complex variety of Southern Otway Landcare.

Libby Riches is SOLN’s new Community Co-ordinator. Libby has been providing cultural heritage and advice and developing complex plans of management. Her work is underpinned by a deep commitment to community engagement and consultation. She has a PhD in Archaeology from La Trobe University and moved to Apollo Bay permanently 4 years ago to raise her young family. Libby is passionate about economically, environmentally, and socially sustainable Otway communities and looks forward to working towards these objectives through her work with SOLN.   
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Quenton Gay is SOLN’s new Team Leader. He started in February 2011 and comes to us from the Leschenault Catchment Council in W.A. Originally from Timboon. Following studies in Natural Resource Management (Diploma) and Environmental Management (Degree) at the University of Ballarat, Quenton has built a career in biodiversity conservation, soil and land health assessment as well as primarily water resource management.  He is experienced in salinity and estuarine health studies, data acquisition for Feasibility Studies as well as Best Management Practices. He has an interest in rare and endangered birds (e.g. Orange-bellied Parrot, Black-eared Miner & Malleefowl) and professional experience with Birds Australia and Healesville Sanctuary.

Last, but not least, I would like to thank all our volunteers and you, the members of Landcare. We would not exist without you. Your ideas and enthusiasm drives us. You have been out there working in wind and rain when others would stay at home. When positions are declared vacant we hope you step forward and take a turn at the helm of this wonderful organisation.
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