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14th November, 2007 
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Camberwell, Vic.  3124 
 
 
 
Dear Mark, 
 

Willsmere-Chandler Park – Shared Path Impact Assessment 

Thank you for sending me Thompson-Berrill’s latest drawings of the proposed Darebin Creek 
Trail, numbered DCT-01 to DCT-06. This allows me to provide you with the following updated 
assessment of the likely ecological impact on Willsmere-Chandler Park of the proposed Darebin 
Creek Trail. Compared with my original assessment dated 14th September 2007, the changes are 
to take into account the minor alterations to the design of the bridge and associated vegetation 
removal. This has resulted in little change in substance and no change to most of the wording. 

In preparing the assessment, I have taken into account the effects arising from both construction 
and use of the path and bridge, relying on the design drawings and the additional information 
provided at the on-site meeting that I attended with Phillip Storer, Gavin Crawford, Richard 
O’Byrne and Jo Thompson on 11th May 2007. I also inspected the site again on 1st August 2007 
and have made use of the research that I conducted in preparing the 2006 report, ‘Inventory and 
Assessment of Indigenous Flora and Fauna in Boroondara’.  

Overview of the Ecological Risks Assessed 

Willsmere Park is one of the most biologically significant sites in Boroondara. My report, 
‘Inventory and Assessment of Indigenous Flora and Fauna in Boroondara’, explains that this is 
principally because of its: 

• Endangered vegetation types in reasonably good ecological condition, around the billabong 
and on the bank of the Yarra River; 

• Populations of rare or threatened species of flora and fauna; 

• Role as part of the Yarra River wildlife corridor. 

According to the drawings, the only native vegetation in Boroondara proposed to be removed for 
the proposed path is at the bridge, whose construction requires removal of a single large, mature 
Tree Violet. It is pleasing to see that a nearby River Red Gum is planned to be retained. 
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The significant wildlife that depend on the site are principally kingfishers, certain waterbirds, 
Platypus and certain frogs. These fauna species are all easily displaced by the presence of 
humans and (particularly) dogs, whose numbers are expected to increase once the proposed trail 
opens. The presence of humans and dogs already greatly deters breeding by the significant 
waterbirds of the area, such as the Nankeen Night Heron. 

I understand that the route and design of the proposed path have taken these risks into account 
and have made a concerted effort to minimise the impact. 

The proposed path and its use do not appear to represent any significant impediment to the 
movement of fauna along the Yarra River wildlife corridor, including wallabies, Platypus and 
birds. 

The information provided to me does not indicate any need to enter the river itself or disturb any 
aquatic life, so this report includes no assessment of effects on the aquatic environment. 

Details of Risk from the Bridge 

The design drawings show the bridge to be located slightly east of a large River Red Gum 
(which has a swing hanging from it). The river bank where the bridge is drawn supports an 
immature River Red Gum and many Tree Violet stems (probably belonging to two or three 
separate rootstocks). It is proposed to avoid removal of the River Red Gum at the expense of a 
Tree Violet. Although the Tree Violets are many decades old, most of their habitat value (which 
is principally for small birds such as wrens) could be replaced within a few years by appropriate 
planting (as proposed by Parks Victoria). By contrast, the habitat value of the River Red Gum 
would take decades to return to its present level, which would still be well below what the 
existing tree could have at that time if it is retained. I therefore think that the right choice has 
been taken in placing greater weight on retaining the River Red Gum than the Tree Violet. 

From the information provided to me, I am unsure whether it would be possible to avoid the 
proposed removal of the Tree Violet. Section E on drawing DCT-04 appears to show ample 
space beneath the bridge to accommodate the Tree Violet, but perhaps the removal is intended to 
facilitate access for machinery to install the bridge. I understand that the method of bridge 
installation and the particular machinery to be used have not been indicated to Council. I imagine 
that if cost was no object, there would be equipment available to drive the pylons and suspend 
the bridge above the Tree Violets (perhaps after trimming) without destroying the plants. 

Depending on these unknowns, I believe that the least ecological impact would result if the Tree 
Violets were to be cut back as required but not destroyed. Following the bridge construction, the 
Tree Violets could be allowed to regrow beneath the path deck. 

Even if one Tree Violet is removed, the environmental impact would be small and able to be 
compensated within a few years by the proposed revegetation. 

Whatever the final decisions regarding vegetation retention around the bridge pylons may be, 
their success will rely on proper construction specifications, temporary fencing, worker induction 
and supervision by someone responsible for protecting the retained vegetation.  

Details of the Risks Associated with Increased Human Presence 

People who walk or cycle close to the billabong discourage the presence (and often breeding) of 
the billabong’s significant fauna, including kingfisher species, waterbirds, frogs and platypus. 
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Even relatively infrequent presence of people at certain times of the year can cause birds to 
abandon nearby nests. 

Dogs are a particular problem because they often bark, enter the water, play boisterously and are 
sometimes encouraged by their owners to pursue waterbirds. Many of the most significant 
animals in the park are forced to seek refuge in the less heavily visited western and northwestern 
parts of the billabong and its banks, venturing to other areas of the park during quiet periods. 

These are existing problems that would worsen with an increase in park usage by humans or 
dogs away from the proposed path. 

Walkers, dogs or cyclists who remain on the proposed path would have much less impact 
because their effects will be fairly well confined to areas whose habitat value is already reduced. 
A cyclist generally has less impact than a dog and owner on the same path because bicycles are 
quieter, quicker to pass and perceived as less threatening by wildlife.  

One exception is that a Platypus on or next to the path might sometimes be more frightened by 
fast-moving bicycles than by a dog and owner who can be detected with ample time to take 
cover. An appropriate design response would be to make the culvert (or perhaps a short 
boardwalk) between the stormwater treatment pond and the billabong attractive for Platypus to 
travel beneath the path. The Australian Platypus Conservancy has information about Platypus 
using culverts. 

Scientific demonstration of the impact of dog-walking on bird life can be found in the article, 
‘Four-legged friend or foe? Dog walking displaces native birds from natural areas’ by Peter 
Banks and Jessica Bryant in last August’s issue of Biology Letters. 

Taking the preceding considerations into account, the level of ecological impact associated with 
usage of the proposed path depends principally on changes to the number of people and dogs in 
the critical habitat areas of the western and northwestern side of the billabong and on the banks 
of the Yarra River. 

The May on-site meeting indicated to me that the future amount of pedestrian and cycle traffic 
along the proposed path is quite uncertain, as are changes in the ongoing use of the park by 
people not using the path (e.g. the many local dog walkers). An increase in activity off the path 
and in the critical habitat areas might result from the new access provided to visitors from 
Alphington and neighbouring areas. Conversely, some dog walkers might cease or reduce their 
use of the area because of the incompatibility between cyclists and dogs off leads.  

In the absence of further information, there is a risk that more people and/or dogs will encroach 
on the critical habitat areas of the Yarra banks and the western and northwestern side of the 
billabong. The magnitude of the impact is limited only by the number of extra people and dogs 
in those areas. 

It would be prudent for Council to heed the concern that has been expressed to you about the 
prospect of cyclists taking a short cut through the fenced and gated path to the west of the 
billabong, potentially disturbing wildlife in that part of the reserve. In response, all that should be 
required would be to monitor for any cyclists along this path and, if the need arises, install more 
substantial barriers to bicycle traffic.  

I have also considered the concerns that have been expressed about damage to Willsmere Park 
by additional BMX or mountain bike enthusiasts who might be attracted by the presence of the 
proposed path. Damage of this kind has occurred at the edge of the Burke Rd Billabong and in 
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Yarra Bend Park, but I see much less risk at Willsmere Park. Challenging rides of the kind 
sought by these enthusiasts are not available at Willsmere Park other than where there is already 
a rather innocuous track network on the freeway embankment. Significant damage tends to occur 
in locations more secluded than Willsmere Park where surreptitious digging can occur unnoticed. 
In my view, the additional traffic that would result from the proposed path is more likely to 
discourage damaging activity than attract undesirable cyclists who would otherwise have stayed 
away. 

Council has power to compensate for any increase in visitor impact by reducing access to the 
billabong and its northern and northwestern banks, particularly by dogs. I am aware that this has 
proved hard to implement in the past, but it will become more important to do so (and Council 
should expect more pressure to do so) if the ecological impact of dogs and humans increases as a 
result of the proposed path. As a minimum, dogs could be prohibited from the fenced and gated 
area presently signposted as ‘Reserved for Wildlife’. A stronger measure would be to extend the 
fencing around more of the billabong. 

Another measure available to reduce the impact of greater pedestrian, dog and cyclist traffic is 
Parks Victoria’s proposal to relocate the path slightly closer to the soccer pitch than the existing 
path along the eastern bank of the billabong. This could provide an ecological benefit by 
increasing the space available for screening planting between the path and the billabong (and 
hence cover and seclusion for wildlife). 

Conclusion 

Of all the ecological threats identified here, the greatest consequences are associated with the 
potential for increased usage of the northern and northwestern banks of the billabong by 
pedestrians and dogs. It is very unclear to me from present projections how likely this threat is to 
be realised. If it is realised, Council will have to revisit the balance that it has previously 
achieved between ecological values and the desires of dog owners.  

The impact on the Tree Violet next to the proposed bridge pylons is the other identified 
ecological risk from the proposed path. I believe that with proper safeguards, pruning of the Tree 
Violet may obviate the need for its removal, depending on the machinery and methods that 
would be used to install the bridge. 
  
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Dr Graeme Lorimer 


