
PlainsFacts

PlainsFacts is a quarterly newsletter for landholders, land managers, researchers
and people living on, working across or interested in the Victorian Volcanic Plains
(VVP) and its natural resources. 

We hope to bring you news and ideas of this unique bioregion including flora and
fauna species of the plains, management and benefits of native vegetation,
projects and research happening on the plains, opportunities for funding,
activities, workshops and information. 

In particular we would like to see contributions from you, your ideas and
information about the Volcanic Plains, particular species, your ‘patch’, what
interests you about the area and things you have seen and learnt about the plains. 

If you have questions about a particular species, management technique or would
like us to focus on a particular issue, please let us know and we will do our best to
provide you with further information on that topic.

This edition introduces a number of projects occurring across the VVP, provides
you with information of their progress and contact details if you would like to
participate or require further information.

Hope you enjoy reading PlainsFacts

Anne Buchan
Team Leader, VVP PlainsTender
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Events and
announcements
• VVP PlainsTender

Round Two

Expression of Interest
opening late August 2005.

• STIPA 4th Native
Grass Conference

Grasslands for production
and conservation: both sides
of the fence. 11-13 October
2005, Burra SA. Inquiries:
suerahillly@bigpond.com

• Wetland 
Management Course

Every Friday for 5 weeks,
commencing Friday 5 August.
Cost $126.40. Contact Claire
Dennis on (03) 5231 6910.

VVP PlainsTender will sponsor
several landholders to attend this
course. Landholders must own
wetlands, and be registered with
VVP PlainsTender. If interested,
call Anne on  (03) 5232 9117.
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The VVP, a national biodiversity hotspot is an area of flat to
undulating plains in south-western Victoria stretching from
Melbourne west to Portland, south to Colac and north to Beaufort,
covering and area of 2.3 million hectares (10.36 per cent of the
state of Victoria). It encompasses 32 local government areas and
four catchments - Corangamite, Glenelg-Hopkins, North Central
and Port Phillip. Four CFA areas are also covered by the 
bioregion - Baron-Corangamite, Midlands-Wimmera, Outer Metro
Northwest, and Southwest. There are a number of regional centres
across the Volcanic Plains including Geelong, Ballarat, Hamilton,
Portland, Creswick, Werribee, Skipton and Portland. The vast
fertile plains were formerly characterised by grasslands and

grassy woodlands. Rising above these are volcano eruption points
such as Mt Eccles and Mt Napier, with stony rises produced from
old lava flows. As a result of being one of the earliest areas to be
settled, 93 per cent (2.19 million hectares) of the land on the
Victorian Volcanic Plains is freehold, while only 7 per cent (148,000
hectares) is public land.

Native vegetation remains on only 4.5 per cent of the area, most of
which is on private land. These remnant areas are crucial for the
conservation of indigenous flora and fauna species such as the
Blue Devil, Spiny Rice Flower, Eastern Barred Bandicoot, Brolga
and Corangamite Water Skink.

VolcanicFacts

Area of Victorian
Volcanic Plains

Description: This plant is a small shrub that grows between 
5-30cm in height. It has small green, oval shaped leaves that are
only about 2-10mm in length and small clusters of cream flowers
at the branch tips. Spines are also present on the branch tips and
it is this feature which distinguishes it from other rice flowers.

Distribution: This species is endemic to Victoria, and occurs west of
Melbourne, from Keilor to Skipton in the south and north to Echuca.
Populations occur in native grassland or open shrubland on basalt-
derived soils. Topography is generally flat but populations may
occur on slight rises or in slightly wettish depressions.

Conservation status and threats: This species is highly threatened.
On a national scale, it is listed as Critically Endangered, and in
Victoria it is listed as Endangered. This means that it faces a high
risk of extinction in the short term. The decline of this species has
been as a direct result of changes to the use and management of
its grassland habitat. Populations on the Volcanic Plains are
almost exclusively on roadsides and rail reserves, and none are
within conservation reserves. Threats to these populations include
roadside ploughing, roadside grading and maintenance,
inappropriate stock grazing, fence construction or maintenance,
weed control related disturbance, weed invasion, tree planting, soil
dumping, spray and fertiliser drift and vehicular use.

General Information: This species is one of the few grassland
species that flowers in late autumn and winter, so keep your eyes
peeled! Interestingly, we have noticed that this species has been
flowering earlier than usual which may be attributed to the heavy
rain in February this year. 

Further information: Contact Cath Grant, Department of
Sustainability and Environment, Ballarat on (03) 5336 6604 for
more information on the Spiny Rice Flower.

SpeciesFacts ~ Spiny Rice Flower (Pimelea spinescens)
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The VVP is a highly productive agricultural region and the task of
maintaining effective agricultural production while at the same
time protecting and enhancing biodiversity remains a challenge for
many landholders.

In an effort to encourage Landholders, the Australian Government
is providing financial rewards for better management of native
vegetation on their land. This has been facilitated through the
Victorian Volcanic PlainsTender which is a multi-regional project
managed on behalf of the Corangamite, Glenelg-Hopkins, North
Central and Port Philip Catchment Management Authorities.

The unique VVP PlainsTender program has allowed landholders 
to establish their own price for the management services they 
are prepared to offer to improve their native vegetation. Their bids
were compared and those offering the best value for money 
were successful.

During Round One (Spring 2004), 85 sites of native vegetation,
belonging to 43 different landholders were assessed across the
Volcanic Plains. There has been a diverse range of landholders
registering including sheep graziers, croppers and owners of both
small and large farms. Landholders registered a variety of sites
including wetlands, grasslands, grassy woodlands and stony rises. 

Every landholder who had a site assessed received a Management
Plan developed by the project, based on the decisions that the
landholder had made. 

The first round of the tender process has been completed.
Contracts worth $1 million and involving 20 landholders across
2,600 hectares from Melbourne to Portland have been signed,
allowing a wide range of on-ground activities to commence.
Project Leader Anne Buchan said this is a very important first step
for this biodiversity hotspot. 

“We have to work with private landholders to do our best to
improve the landscape, at the same time accepting this is very
productive agricultural land,” Anne said.

Results: 69 per cent of the tenders (37 sites) were successful and
covenants, which offer in-perpetuity protection will be placed on
nine sites. The management services provided include strategic
grazing eg. resting grassland during spring, maintaining a
vegetation cover of above 70 per cent, weed control and/or
elimination, not using fertiliser, not disturbing the soil and not
removing rocks, erecting fencing to provide better land
management practices, retaining all large trees and logs,
excluding grazing where required and enhancement planting.

The Australian Government’s Natural Heritage Trust has allocated
$3.8 million for the project. Tenders for further funding will open in
late August with an additional $1.3 million to go to land holders for
the management of native vegetation.

Further information: Contact Anne Buchan at Corangamite CMA
on (03) 5232 9117 for more information on the tender scheme.

Rejuvenation erupts across the Volcanic Plains

Plains Sedgy Wetland

Scaly Buttons Floral meadow Blue PincushionsFloral meadow
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The Corangamite Water Skink is an endangered lizard endemic 
to the Corangamite and Glenelg-Hopkins catchments on the 
VVP. Within the Volcanic Plain it is a habitat specialist occupying
sites that combine large basalt rock flows, remanent native
vegetation and permanent or ephemeral wetlands. Through
habitat destruction and modification the skink is now only known
from a handful of small, isolated populations on private land and
small reserves.

Over the past two years Garry Peterson from the Department of
Sustainability and Environment has been undertaking a recovery
program to re-establish and protect the remaining populations of
the skink and its habitat. The recovery program has been
undertaken in partnership with the Greening Australia Borrell-a-
kandelop project as well as with a number of other organisations

including Lismore Landcare, Trust for Nature, the Alvie Tree
Planters, West Lake Colac Action Group and the Department of
Primary Industries. 

Funding for this project has been obtained from the Australian
Government’s Natural Heritage Trust via the Corangamite and
Glenelg Hopkins catchment management authorities.

The majority of these projects have been conducted on private land
with the cooperation of enthusiastic landowners. The projects have
included on-ground actions such as the rehabilitation of wetlands,
wetland protection through fencing, revegetating sites with native
species beneficial to the skink, weed removal, and enhancing
habitat through building and extending rocky areas. Approximately
16km of fencing has been or is in the process of being
implemented to protect the skink and its habitat. As well as the on-
ground actions community awareness and education has also
been important for the success of this project. 

“It is about enhancing and protecting what skink habitat we’ve got
left as well as engendering a sense of ownership of this lizard in
local landholders and letting them know they are helping to protect
an endangered species that occurs nowhere else in the world” Mr
Peterson said.

Further information: For more information regarding the
Corangamite Water Skink recovery program contact Garry
Peterson, Department of Sustainability and Environment,
Warrnambool on (03) 5561 9915 or 0427 592 999.

On the road to recovery ~ Corangamite Water Skink

A range of wetland types are found on the Volcanic Plains,
including freshwater meadows through to permanent saline lakes
and volcanic craters.

They are important for the conservation of many of our native
species and the ecosystem services they provide. Lake
Corangamite is the largest permanent and saline lake in
continental Australia, nine lakes across the VVP are listed under
the RAMSAR convention, and 28 wetlands are listed under the
Directory of Important Australian Wetlands. It is estimated that the
total number of wetlands has reduced from 5,117 wetlands
(160,000 ha) pre-1750 to 4,031 wetlands (102,000 ha) currently. This
loss has occurred particularly over the seasonal wetlands such as
freshwater meadows and shallow freshwater marshes which have
been impacted through clearing, grazing and drainage.

Plains Grassy Wetland occurs in very shallow depressions on the
VVP. Some of the areas are meanders of prior streams, others are
discrete depressions. The unifying feature is the heavy clay soil
which holds moisture as distinct from the more free-draining soils
of the adjacent terrestrial vegetation. Inundation is periodic over
the winter months alternating with dry periods during the
summer months. 

Few examples remain and much of the diversity has been lost. It is
a (usually) treeless shallow seasonal wetland. River Red Gum may
occur on the perimeter or, less frequently, be scattered
throughout. Structure is generally a grassland, grading into
sedgeland or herbland. Aquatic species are present during periods

of inundation. Grasses include Veined Swamp Wallaby-grass,
Australian Sweet Grass and Brown-back Wallaby-grass. These
may be flanked by tall Tussock-grass. Forbs include Drumsticks,
Swamp Daisy, Hairy Willow-herb, Rough Raspwort, Common
Sneezeweed, Small Loosestrife, Buttercups, Poison Lobelia,
Sprawling Bluebell, and Prickfoot. Aquatic species typical of
inundated sites include Running Marsh-flower, Australian
Lilaeopsis, Floating Pond-weed, Common Nardoo, Water Plantain,
Pacific Azolla, Common Spike-sedge, Swamp Lily, Upright Milfoil,
Tiny Milfoil and Amphibious Milfoil. Rushes and sedges include
Hollow Rush, Toad Rush, Yellow Rush, Joint-leaf Rush. Rush
Sedge may dominate wetter areas. Significant species include Stiff
Groundsel (endangered in Victoria and Australia), Barren Cane
Grass (vulnerable in Australia) and Water Starwort (vulnerable in
Victoria and Australia).

Plains Grassy Wetland

Grassy Wetland

Corangamite Water SkinkCorangamite Water Skink
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Over the past year or so you may have noticed roofing tiles have
appeared on roadsides throughout the southwest. These tiles are
not there as the result of a cyclone, a loose load, or illegal dumping.
Roofing tiles are part of a survey for the endangered Striped
Legless Lizard (Delma impar). The Striped Legless Lizard is a thin,
snake-like lizard, growing up to 300mm, which is unique to the
grasslands of southeastern Australia. It is pale grey to brown in
colour with a dark head and often a yellow face. The Striped Legless
Lizard lives predominantly in native grasslands that are dominated
by tussock forming grasses such as Kangaroo Grass or Spear
Grass. It is a creature that is rarely seen as it shelters in soil cracks,
in crevices under rocks, or in the base of the grass tussocks.

The aim of the project, which is being led by the DSE, is to
determine the distribution and status of the Striped Legless Lizard
within southwestern Victoria. About 220 survey grids, each
consisting of 50 roof tiles laid out in a grid pattern, have been
established on private and public land throughout the Corangamite
and the Glenelg-Hopkins catchments. The project is soon to extend
into the Wimmera catchment.

All survey grids were checked in spring last year to see if the
Striped Legless Lizard was present at any of our sites. In the
Corangamite Catchment 11 survey grids were found to have the
Striped Legless Lizard present, and 19 individuals were found.

These were at sites around Vite Vite, Derrinallum, Foxhow, Cressy,
Shelford, Rokewood and Lethbridge. All of these sites were
roadsides, except for Rokewood Common. Within the Glenelg-
Hopkins Catchment 20 survey grids were found to have the Striped
Legless Lizard and 33 individuals found. The sites represented a
variety of land tenure including roadsides, rail reserves, Parks
Victoria reserves and private land.

A number of these sites have new records for the species. Follow
up surveys are currently being conducted. At this time of the year
rather than looking for individuals we are looking for skins shed
under the tiles.

As well as the Striped Legless Lizard, a number of other small
grassland fauna species have been found to use the tiles: nine
skink species, three snake species, four frog species and two
small native mammal species. Therefore the survey is providing a
better understanding of our entire small grassland vertebrate
fauna, which we know little about.

With the help of students from the University of Ballarat SMB
campus are undertaking these surveys in the Corangamite
catchment. Vegetation and soil surveys are being undertaken to
help us determine what characteristics may influence the
presence/absence of the Striped Legless Lizard. 

Monitoring of the tiles will continue throughout 2005 and beyond.

We must stress that these tiles are part of a scientific study and
must NOT be checked or disturbed.

Further information: If you have any queries in regards to this
project, please contact:

Garry Peterson
Department of Sustainability and Environment, Warrnambool
Ph: (03) 5561 9915 or 0427 592 999
Email: Gary.Peterson@dse.vic.gov.au

Cath Grant
Department of Sustainability and Environment, Ballarat
Ph: (03) 5336 6604
Email: Cath.Grant@dse.vic.gov.au

Striped Legless Lizard

Striped Legless LizardStriped Legless Lizard

Tiles used in surveys for the lizard

It’s winter and it’s cold and windy across the Plains. There’s not
many flowers out, the native grasses and other plants are
dormant, and only on the really sunny days do you see any reptiles
or other animals at all - and even then only if you are lucky! This
means though, that there is an opportunity to carry out some
management to improve the quality of your native vegetation, with
less impact on the native species. 

Serrated tussock, sweet vernal, phalaris, saffron and spear thistles
(to name a few) can be spot-sprayed, sweet briar can be ‘cut and

painted’, Gorse can be spot-sprayed and burnt, rabbits and foxes
can be controlled through shooting. High density pulse grazing or
slashing (and removal of thatch) during winter can be used to
control species such as phalaris, soft brome, tall fescue and
Yorkshire fog grass to prevent their seed-set. 

Further information: 
VVP PlainsFacts
PO Box 159, Colac VIC 3250
Ph: (03) 5232 9117  Email: vvp@ccma.vic.gov.au

Native vegetation management ~ during winter
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A JOINT INITIATIVE BY:

For further information:  T: (03) 5232 9117 E: vvp@ccma.vic.gov.au   W: www.ccma.vic.gov.au

What’s been happening? In the last few years scientists from the
DSE’s Arthur Rylah Institute (ARI) in Melbourne have been leading
a research program on the VVP focussed on how to protect,
enhance and restore native grassland plants, and particularly
grassland flowering plants, in a grazing environment. Two projects
were funded under the Department of Primary Industries (DPI)
Ecologically Sustainable Agriculture Initiative (ESAI), ‘Grazing for
biodiversity and profit’ and ‘Protection of threatened species in
agricultural landscapes’. Steve Clark from the DPI, Hamilton, and
Dr Josh Dorrough, Dr Vivienne Turner and Ms Jaimie Mavromihalis
from ARI have been involved in ‘Grazing for biodiversity and profit’
(known as the Eco-rich Grazing project). Dr Dorrough and Ms Claire
Moxham, also from ARI, studied the endangered, highly palatable
and nutritious, perennial inter-tussock plant, Small Scurf-pea,
(Cullen parvum). A third project was conducted by Ms Rhiannon
Apted, an honours student at La Trobe University, Bundoora.
Rhiannon investigated the responses of native inter-tussock forbs
(ie. non-grass herbs), to sheep and exotic slug grazing.

The Small Scurf-pea study was conducted on a farm at Shelford,
and the eco-rich grazing project on three farms across the VVP at
Hamilton, Darlington and Birregurra. The honours study used the
latter two sites. Fenced plots were set up on the properties in order
to investigate season and duration of grazing as follows: always
rested, never rested, winter rest, spring rest, summer rest, spring
and summer rest. The gates were shut to exclude stock from the
spring plots when Early Nancy first started to flower. Similarly,
gates were shut to exclude stock from the summer plots when
native grasses first started to flower.

What did we find out? The key message emerging from this work
is that giving pastures a rest from grazing at some stage during the
year is beneficial from both an economic and ecological
perspective. Rotational grazing and resting native pastures in
warmer months was more profitable than grazing year round.
Totally resting pastures led to the most variability in the height of
the grass sward. This is considered likely to be beneficial for a
whole range of native animals and grazing sensitive plant
species.However the diversity of native plants in general was best
under a grazing regime and particularly one which rested pastures
during the warmer months, especially spring. Also, resting during
this period produced a lot more feed during summer than winter or
summer rest. Just to confuse things we discovered that the yummy
endangered legume, Small Scurf-pea, does better if rested from
grazing in summer! So long as there is diversity in grazing
strategies across properties and the landscape, farmers and our
native plants and animals should do better.

Exotic slugs were found to love herbaceous daisy seedlings which
is a bit of a worry! We don’t know if this fondness extends to other
grassland wildflowers like lilies, orchids and legumes. Controlling
them may be a big step towards making our grasslands more
colourful thanks to wildflowers.

We were very pleased to discover new populations of regionally
rare wildflowers in intermittently grazed native grassland (our
experimental site at Darlington): Prasophyllum suaveolens
(Scented Leek Orchid), Microseris lanceolata (Yam Daisy) and
Eriochilus cucculatus (Parsons Bands Orchid).

Where to from here? While some trends in the data are already
evident there is a lot of statistical ‘noise’ that will decline with the
collection of data over a longer timeframe. Although the ESAI
funding has come to a formal end, the landholders are keen to
maintain the grazing treatments within the fenced plots.
Establishment of experimental infrastructure is costly, although
the benefits of maintaining such an experiment are considerable.
The vision for this project is to maintain the plots for some time to
come. This will enable us to examine the long-term responses of
native grasslands to the range of grazing strategies. However, in
order to do this more funds are needed. Negotiations are currently
under way with VVP, DSE and Grain & Graze to secure support for
the annual collection of data from the experimental plots,
dissemination of information to key stakeholders, and to monitor a
landscape scale adaptive management ‘experiment’ provided by
some of the PlainsTender properties. Watch this space!

Further information: Contact Dr Vivienne Turner on (03) 9450 8662
or email vivienne.turner@dse.vic.gov.au for more information, or
visit: www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/vro/vrosite.nsf/pages/ecorich_grazing

Cutting edge research ~ management of native grassland plants on farms
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