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Plate 1 Example of HCV within VicForests' operational areas

Source: VicForests

Plate 2 Example of HCV within VicForests' operational areas

Source: M Ryan, B Drouyn - VicForests
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1 Introduction
This document presents an overview of VicForests’ management systems for
High Conservation Values (HCVs), in its eastern Forest Management Unit (FMU), as part of
its broader remit and responsibility for the sustainable harvest, regrowth and commercial sale
of timber from public native forests on behalf of the Victorian Government.
VicForests’ management systems for HCV form an integral component of the company’s
Forest Management Plan, which communicates the policy settings that govern our operations,
describes our responsibilities and proposed approaches to forest management, and invites
ongoing collaboration with stakeholders to help us realise continual improvement in the way
we look after Victoria’s unique native forests.

This document sets out an overview of:
•

VicForests’ roles and responsibilities
and the Forest Management Units
within which it operates (section 2);

•

An overview of the management
framework for HCVs within Victoria’s
State forests (section 3);

•

An overview of the assessment process
for HCVs within Victoria’s State forests
(section 4);

•

An
overview
of
VicForests’
management systems and standard
operating procedures for assessing and
managing forest values – including
HCVs - within the scope of its
operations, at the FMU level through to
the coupe level (5);

•

Monitoring, evaluation and reporting
principles and processes (section 6);
and

•

Plate 3 Mature growth stage Messmate, near
Swifts Creek

Credit: Mike Ryan, VicForests

Occupational health and safety considerations, for staff, contractors and other
stakeholders (section 7).
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2 About VicForests
VicForests is a State-owned business responsible for the sustainable harvest, re-growing and
commercial sale of timber from public forests on behalf of the Victorian Government.
VicForests has an eastern FMU and a western FMU (Figure 1). VicForests’ eastern FMU is
delineated in its Ecologically Sustainable Forest Management Plan1; which refers to a defined
forest area comprising approximately 1.82 million hectares of State forest, located east of the
Hume Highway, and defined by the Allocation Amendment Order 2019.
Figure 1 Extent of VicForests' eastern and western FMUs

Source: VicForests Area Statement 2014

In the eastern FMU, VicForests’ operations are limited to allocated areas of public
native forests within State forest that are designated as available for commercial timber
production. The annual area harvested and regenerated is approximately 3,000 ha, less than
0.05% of the total public native forest estate (Figure 2).
Under the Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004, the Minister for Agriculture is responsible
for allocating timber in State forests to VicForests for the purposes of harvesting and selling,
or harvesting or selling, timber resource2. The allocation to VicForests is made through an
Allocation Order, which is intended to provide long-term access to Victoria's timber resources.
VicForests may only harvest and/or sell vested timber resources in accordance with the
Allocation Order or harvesting is permitted outside the Allocation Area, in these cases, harvest
is licensed under a Forest Produce License regulated by DELWP (e.g. roading through SPZ,
modelling or mapping errors).

1
2

VicForests, 2019. VicForests Forest Management Plan.
Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004. Refer section 13.
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Figure 2 Proportion of public native forests available for timber harvesting, 2014

Source: VicForests Area Statement 2014

In accordance with the Act, the Allocation Order describes the forest stands within State forest
to which VicForests has access. This description includes the location of those forest stands,
the total extent and available areas of those forest stands, the maximum area available for
timber harvesting in any five-year period, and, the conditions VicForests must comply with in
carrying out its functions under the Order.
The conditions that VicForests must comply with include complying with all relevant Codes of
Practice, including but not limited to the Code of Practice for Timber Production 2014 (‘the
Code’). In addition, VicForests must comply with the Forest Management Zoning Scheme for
Victoria. The Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) is responsible
for managing the Forest Management Zoning Scheme, comprising Special Protection Zones,
Special Management Zones and General Management Zones.
This guide to VicForests’ management systems for HCVs relates specifically to its operations
across its eastern FMU. The Allocation Order specifies the Allocation Area and the area of
forest stands available for harvest with 5-year limits. The Allocation Area extent, which is
spatially represented, at a coarse scale map resolution (Figure 3).

3|Page

VicForests’ High Conservation Values Management System

Figure 3 Extent of VicForests’ Allocation Order

Source: Victorian Government Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions
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3 HCV Management Framework
3.1 HCV categories
The Forest Stewardship Council® (FSC®) developed the HCV concept in the late 1990s3 to
ensure the maintenance or enhancement of significant environmental and social values within
managed forests. HCVs are recognised internationally under six categories.
In 2013, FSC® Australia released its HCV evaluation framework (Final 3.4, March 2013), for
use in the context of assessing conformance to the FSC® Principles and Criteria and
Controlled Wood standards. VicForests addressed this evaluation framework in its HCV
management strategy developed during 2017; and in its evaluation audit in December 2017.
In 2018, FSC® Australia launched the FSC® National Forest Stewardship Standard of
Australia4, which came into effect in February 2019. The new standard sets out an updated set
of HCV categories and definitions, which are summarised in Table 1 (below).
Table 1 HCV categories under the FSC® national standard of Australia
HCV #

Principal values

HCV components

HCV 1

Species diversity

Concentrations of biological diversity* including endemic
species, and rare*, threatened* or endangered species, that are
significant* at global, regional or national levels.

HCV 2

Landscape*-level
ecosystems* and
mosaics

Intact forest landscapes* and large landscape*-level
ecosystems* and ecosystem* mosaics that are significant* at
global, regional or national levels, and that contain viable
populations of the great majority of the naturally occurring
species in natural patterns of distribution and abundance.

HCV 3

Ecosystems and
habitats*

Rare*, threatened*, or endangered ecosystems*, habitats* or
refugia*.

HCV 4

Critical ecosystem
services*

Basic ecosystem services* in critical* situations, including
protection* of water catchments and control of erosion of
vulnerable soils and slopes.

HCV 5

Community needs

Sites and resources fundamental for satisfying the necessities
of local communities* or Indigenous Peoples* (for livelihoods,
health, nutrition, water, etc.), identified through engagement*
with these communities or Indigenous Peoples*.

HCV 6

Cultural values

Sites, resources, habitats* and landscapes* of global or national
cultural, archaeological or historical significance, and/or of
critical* cultural, ecological, economic or religious/sacred
importance for the traditional cultures of local communities* or
Indigenous Peoples*, identified through engagement* with these
local communities* or Indigenous Peoples*.

Source: FSC® National Forest Stewardship Standard of Australia (FSC®-STD-AUS-01-2018 EN).
Note: asterisks (*) indicate defined terms in the national standard.

3

FSC® International, 1999. FSC® Principles and Criteria for Forest Stewardship, FSC®-STD-01-001 (version 40).
4 FSC® Australia, 2018. The FSC® National Forest Stewardship Standard of Australia: FSC®-STD-AUS-01-2018
EN. Approved 10 November 2018; effective date 10 February 2019.
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VicForests has adopted the HCV categories and definitions in the new national standard,
noting that in July 2019, FSC® Australia released an updated version of its HCV Evaluation
Framework; for use in the context of implementing Controlled Wood standards (Version 1-0,
June 2019)
Furthermore, VicForests is continuing to work towards full conformance with the FSC® forest
stewardship standard in Australia; and therefore, working to align its operations with the new
national standard.

3.2 HCV assessments
VicForests first conducted a comprehensive HCV assessment across its eastern FMU in 2014,
using FSC® Australia’s HCV Evaluation Framework (V3-4), released in March 2013. The 2014
assessment formed the basis for VicForests’ HCV management strategy that was presented
as part of VicForests’ evaluation audit for FSC® Controlled Wood in December 2017.
VicForests has updated this HCV assessment, across its areas of operations, using the
new FSC® national forest stewardship standard with its updated and expanded definitions for
the six HCV categories. An outline of VicForests’ assessment of HCVs in 2014, combined with
national perspectives presented in the most recent FSC® National Risk Assessment
framework is presented in section 4. VicForests has published this HCV assessment.5
However, the following section describes how the responsible management of HCVs within
State forests is addressed at multiple scales - firstly at the State and regional level, under the
primary direction of DELWP and state regulatory frameworks; and secondly at the FMU and
coupe level, through management systems developed and implemented by VicForests in
accordance with appropriate regulatory frameworks.

3.3 Responsibility for managing HCVs
The management of HCVs within VicForests’ eastern FMU is addressed at multiple scales and
by multiple responsible agencies. In broad terms, the agencies with primary responsibilities for
managing HCVs – that is, identifying, retaining and protecting these values - within
State forests and VicForests’ Allocation Order, are outlined in Table 2.

5

VicForests HCV Assessment, July 2019 available online:

http://www.vicforests.com.au/static/uploads/files/vicforests-harvesting-and-regeneration-systemswfnqhtdsrvow.pdf
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Table 2 Overview of primary agency responsibilities for managing HCVs in State forests
Scale of management

Primary responsibilities
for assessing HCVs and
protecting extant values

State

• DELWP

Regional

FMU and coupe level

Associated responsibilities for
assessing HCVs and
protecting extant values
•

VicForests

•

Scientific community

•

Other stakeholders

• DELWP

•

Scientific community

• VicForests

•

Other stakeholders

• VicForests

•

Scientific community

• DELWP

•

Other stakeholders

Source: VicForests

An overview of key planning processes and regulatory controls relevant to managing HCVs
are outlined below.
3.3.1

State and regional level

VicForests’ operations are regulated under a legislative framework that governs sustainable
timber harvesting in Victoria. Under this framework, DELWP carries primary responsibility for
developing forest management plans and maintaining a forest management zoning scheme
(FMZs) across State forests6. The FMZ identifies three main management zones within
State forest, which comprise:
•
•
•

Special Protection Zone (SPZ);
Special Management Zone (SMZ); and
General Management Zone (GMZ).

The forest management zones were designed to meet objectives for conservation,
management and uses including timber harvesting. SPZs are managed for specific
conservation values, forming a network designed to complement the formal conservation
reserve system. Timber harvesting operations are excluded from SPZs. SMZs are managed
to conserve specific features, while catering for timber harvesting operations under special
conditions specified in SMZ plans and the Planning Standards. GMZs are managed for a range
of uses and values, including timber harvesting. Almost all VicForests’ operations are
conducted within GMZs.
The forest management zones were developed in the 1990s and early 2000s, with expertise
from forestry, botany, wildlife biology, catchment management, water resources, cultural
heritage and recreation planning, and drawing on public consultation7. They reflect public
datasets and other spatial information available at that time on the uses and values of the
forests (including natural, cultural, social, resource and economic); and to a large extent reflect
6

The FMZS was established pursuant to relevant forest management plans created under section 22 of the
Forests Act 1958, for all applicable Forest Management Areas by predecessors of DELWP.
7 DELWP, 2019. Forest management plans. Available online: https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/forestmanagement/forest-management-plans
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the data compiled and assessed in the Comprehensive Regional Assessments (CRAs) that
informed Regional Forest Agreements (RFAs). DELWP carries responsibility for regular
updates of forest management zones, and maps are typically updated on a quarterly basis.
In this way, the forest management zones incorporate mapping of values that constitute HCVs,
e.g. rainforest communities, old-growth forests, and threatened species habitat. Where these
values have been identified in previous assessments (noting that some of these assessments
and datasets are now more than 10 years old), most are mapped as SPZ and therefore
excluded from GMZ areas that can be made available for timber harvesting.
DELWP carries responsibility for updating the zoning scheme as more accurate and current
data becomes available; which may include data provided by VicForests and other
stakeholders. However, VicForests does note the Department’s capacity to update the zoning
scheme on a regular basis over time has been constrained by various factors, including
resources and available datasets; and this has limited the extent to which the forest
management zoning scheme incorporates mapping that encompasses all HCVs.
In this context we note there is an inter-governmental process underway between the
Commonwealth and State government to review the adequacy of the RFA process and
associated zoning schemes for ensuring the ongoing balance in managing a broad range of
forest values, including environmental values that encompass HCVs, as well as Indigenous
values, social values, economic values and ecosystem service values. A full review of all
Victorian RFAs (i.e. region by region) is underway and shall be completed by March 2020 when
the RFAs are due for renewal. Further information on the RFA process and the status of the
modernisation program in Victoria is available on websites maintained by the Victorian
Government8 and the Commonwealth Government9.
3.3.2

FMU and coupe level

Under the regulatory framework outlined above, VicForests operations are subject to internal
and external auditing to ensure compliance with the Code, and its incorporated Management
Standards and Procedures (MSPs). DELWP is responsible for regulating VicForests’
compliance with the Code and conducts regular audits and spot checks on VicForests’ systems
and operations. In addition, VicForests has maintained compliance with the Responsible Wood
standard (formerly the Australian Forestry Standard), which is endorsed by the world's largest
forest certification scheme, the Programme for Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC).
However, following the FSC® Controlled Wood evaluation audit completed in 2017/18,
VicForests has recognised the need for an increased level of focus on managing HCVs,
particularly at the landscape level and coupe level, i.e. the more granular scale for operations.
While landscape-level conservation measures are addressed principally at the State and
regional level through RFA and forest management planning processes (section 3.3.1), coupe
level requirements require additional attention through more adaptive management.
Specifically, VicForests has identified the need for greater focus on individual habitat elements
such as hollow bearing trees, and ecosystem functions that habitat trees provide such as,
maintaining connectivity between retained forest areas, and incorporating their protection into
DELWP, 2018. Modernising Victoria’s regional forest agreements. Available online:
https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/forest-management/regional-forest-agreements
9 Department of Agriculture and Water Resources, 2019. Regional Forest Agreements. Available online:
January 2019: http://www.agriculture.gov.au/forestry/policies/rfa
8
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variable retention harvesting and regeneration activities. These efforts will complement the
reserve network and existing zones.
The strategies for increasing this focus are discussed further in the context of VicForests’
revised harvesting and regeneration systems10.

3.4 VicForests’ retention of habitat trees
Habitat trees provide critical resources for a range of Victoria’s forest fauna but can take a long
time to form. To ensure that habitat tree population dynamics are maintained on coupes and
at broader scales, VicForests has defined three categories of habitat trees based on current
and future provision of hollows. These three categories are set out in Table 3.
Table 3 VicForests' habitat tree categories to inform retention and conservation measures
Habitat Trees

Hollow resource

Type 1

Hollow Resource through time

Hollow resource

80-100 years

Live, large hollow bearing trees (e.g.
pre-1900 trees* in ash forests); in
mixed species forests these trees are
senescing (Mature to Over Mature)
trees (typically with low market value).
* Note this category includes trees that
VicForests is obliged to identify, retain
and protect under existing regulatory
controls in Victoria.

Dead trees with hollows.

Hollow Resources

•

Hollows of dimensions (width,
depth) suitable for a range of
arboreal species

•

Multiple hollow types and
locations on the tree

•

Hollows of dimensions (width,
depth) suitable for a range of
arboreal species
Multiple hollow types and
locations on the tree
Thermal properties of hollows
diminish as trees deteriorate and
collapse

•

•

Today

80-100 years

•

Hollow resource

Type 2 - Alive

Type 2 - Dead

Today

Tree Characteristics

Mature trees that have hollows or are
highly (>80%) likely to have hollows
based on their growth form and girth
Today

•

•

80-100 years

Hollow resource

Type 3

•

Regrowth and early mature trees with
small hollows/injuries
Today

80-100 years

•

•

Fewer hollow types and locations
on the tree
Hollows suitable for a smaller
range of species than dead trees or
Type 1 trees
Hollows increase in number and
quality as tree ages

Hollows recently formed or in the
process of forming
Suitable for a small number of
arboreal species
Hollows increase in number and
quality as tree ages

Source” VicForests

10

VicForests, 2019. VicForests Harvesting and Regeneration Systems. Available online:
http://www.vicforests.com.au/static/uploads/files/vicforests-harvesting-and-regeneration-systemswfnqhtdsrvow.pdf
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Several examples of these Habitat tree categories are set out below. A more comprehensive
pictorial reference guide for these categories of habitat trees is presented at Annex B.
Figure 4 Examples of habitat tree classifications for current and future retention

Habitat Category 1

Habitat Category 2

Habitat Category 3

Source: VicForests

VicForests acknowledges the considerable body of research in Australia on factors that
influence the extent to which large old trees can be maintained in harvested native forests.
Specifically, VicForests notes a range of studies by researchers at the Australian National
University over the past 12 years on the conservation of large old trees in native forest
landscapes – for example, Lindenmayer, 201611; Gibbons et al., 201012; and Gibbons et al.,
200813. The findings and recommendations from these studies are closely aligned in
recommending guidelines to maintain the function provided by old trees over the long term.
The general principles that apply comprise:
•

Protect the existing individual large old trees, through measures that may include
establishing retention patches or clumps around these trees, reducing fuel loads around
the base, and applying buffers to reduce the risk of damage from fire or windthrow;

11

Lindenmayer, D.B. (2016) Conserving large old trees as small natural features, Biological Conservation (2016),
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2016.11.012.
12 Gibbons, P., McElhinny, C., Lindenmayer, D.B (2010). What strategies are effective for perpetuating structures
provided by old trees in harvested forests? A case study on trees with hollows in south-eastern Australia. Forest
Ecology and Management 260 (2010) 975-982.
13 Gibbons, P., Cunningham, R., Lindenmayer, D.B (2008). What factors influence the collapse of trees retained
on logged sites? A case-control study. Forest Ecology and Management 255 (2008) 62-67.
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•

Ensure there is enough recruitment to replace existing large old trees as they senesce and
die or collapse, with some of the research suggesting the retention of two recruitment trees
for every old tree retained14;

•

Select habitat trees to maintain habitat connectivity or recruitment to provide habitat in the
future, and minimise risk of tree mortality or collapse in the near term;

•

Facilitate the development of uneven aged stands, e.g. use of single tree selection or
thinning systems, with the objective to recruit new trees within the cutting cycle; and

•

Monitor health and vigour of retained trees over the course of operational practice (i.e. 35 years onwards), to inform future decisions about tree retention configurations.

VicForests acknowledges these principles arising from relevant research and is incorporating
them in its new approach to applying a more adaptive suite of harvesting and regeneration,
and in its HCV management system.
In this context, VicForests has devised a field data collection process that records the attributes
of trees (including location and types of hollows) and assigns tree categories according to the
physical characteristics of the tree. These tree attributes and classifications are based on the
dynamics of hollow formation in different Eucalyptus species presented in the scientific
literature15. VicForests will aim to maintain the density and distribution of category 1 habitat
trees where they are present; and retain cohorts of category 2 and 3 trees to eventually replace
this resource as it declines over time. On coupes or in areas where a history of timber
harvesting, or other anthropogenic disturbance, has disproportionately removed habitat trees,
structural complexity will be created by retaining both extant habitat trees and a selection of
regrowth trees, i.e. the next cohort.
Having developed its field data collection process and undertaken a pilot assessment project
of hollow bearing trees across different forest types, VicForests will identify the most suitable
harvesting and regeneration system to achieve these objectives while also ensuring that a
productive forest results from any harvest activity. Generally, as the density of habitat trees
increases, VicForests will tend to implement harvesting systems that facilitate high-density tree
retention and regeneration systems that rely on greater use of mechanical disturbance
techniques.
There are other factors beyond habitat trees that need to be considered in the decision of the
most suitable harvesting and regeneration system, e.g. social/community values and
cultural/heritage values. However, under VicForests’ HCV management system, these other
factors will only complement the priority for retention and protection for Habitat Trees and other
HCVs, and not diminish their values in any way.

14

Gibbons et al., 2010. ibid.
Gibbons, P. and Lindenmayer, D. B. (2002) Tree Hollows and Wildlife Conservation in Australia. Collingwood:
CSIRO Publishing.
15
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4 HCV Assessments
VicForests first conducted a comprehensive HCV assessment across its eastern FMU in 2014,
using FSC® Australia’s HCV Evaluation Framework (V3-4), released in March 2013. The 2014
assessment formed the basis for VicForests’ HCV management strategy that was presented
as part of VicForests’ evaluation audit for FSC® Controlled Wood in December 2017.

4.1 Previous assessments
The 2014 assessment identified a broad range of HCVs within VicForests’ eastern FMU and,
where possible, provided mapping and area statements. These included, for example:
•

•

•

•

HCV 1 – the species distributions and habitat for Threatened and Endangered species,
and Endemic species, that exist within Victoria’s state forests. These include:
o

Recognition of the comprehensive listings provided in the Flora and Fauna Guarantee
Act 1988 (Vic) and Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC)
1999 (Cth), for an extensive range of vertebrate and invertebrate fauna, vascular and
non-vascular plants, fungi and lichens, and communities of flora and fauna.

o

Recovery plans in place and HCV management plans for a range of species; including,
for example, Leadbeater’s Possum (Gymnobelideus leadbeateri), Long-Footed
Potoroo (Potorous longipes), Spot-Tailed Quoll (Dasyurus maculatus maculatus),
Smoky Mouse (Pseudomys fumeus), Greater Glider (Petauroides volans), Powerful Owl
(Ninox strenua) and the Large Brown Tree Frog (Litoria littlejohni).

HCV 3 - forest areas that are in or contain rare, threatened or endangered ecosystems.
These include:
o

Extant rainforests

o

Old-growth forest ecosystems

HCV 4 - forest areas that provide basic services of nature in critical situations (e.g.
watershed protection, erosion control). These include forests critical to water catchments,
including:
o

Yarra Tributaries catchment

o

Thomson catchment

o

Tarago catchment

o

Bunyip catchment

o

Learmonth’s Creek catchment

HCV 6 - forest areas critical to local communities’ traditional cultural identity (areas of
cultural, ecological, economic or religious significance identified in cooperation with such
local communities. These include numerous Culturally Significant Sites and sensitive
areas.

However, since 2017, significant changes have included the release of the new FSC® national
forest stewardship standard, with an updated set of HCV definitions, and finalisation of an
FSC® National Risk Assessment for Australia, which did address datasets for assessing HCVs
and risks to HCVs across Australia.
12 | P a g e
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Furthermore, with these changes, and considering the 2017/18 evaluation audit and further
stakeholder engagement, VicForests has reviewed its interpretation of various HCVs.
For example, VicForests previously considered that HCV 2 (based on the previous definition
of ‘forest areas containing regionally significant large landscape level forests’) related primarily
to Wilderness Areas; and concluded that such areas are designated and protected through the
National Parks and conservation reserves network, and VicForests operates outside these
areas in zones designated as suitable for timber production. However, under the revised
definition for HCV 2 (‘Intact Forest Landscapes and large landscape-level ecosystems and
ecosystem mosaics that are significant at global, regional or national levels), as specified in
the FSC® national forest stewardship standard, and further guidance provided through the
Controlled Wood evaluation audit in 2017/18, VicForests now considers HCV 2 to be
represented within its broader FMU – and therefore requires specific address through a
comprehensive update of VicForests’ HCV assessment in 2019.

4.2 Current assessment
In this context, VicForests has completed an update for HCV assessment, across the extent
of its eastern FMU, using the new FSC® national forest stewardship standard with its updated
and expanded definitions for the six HCV categories.
In compiling this updated assessment, VicForests has incorporated outcomes of the National
Risk Assessment, which has made the following relevant observations in relation to
HCV categories 1-616:
•

HCV 1 - Species diversity:
o

HCV 1 values are present in native forests in all jurisdictions.

o

Rare, Threatened and Endangered (RTE) species values are specifically identified in
Comprehensive Regional Assessments, and relevant national and state/territory
legislation.

o

HCV 1 values use a range of habitats across Australia for roosting, breeding,
hibernation, shelter and migration. Identification of specific locations of these values
across the landscape is beyond the scope of this assessment. There are many
examples that can be provided of species that rely on forest sites across multiple
jurisdictions for breeding, roosting, shelter and migration.

o

For example, in Victoria, the Leadbeater’s Possum (Gymnobelideus leadbeateri) is
endemic to Victoria and it mostly confined to the Central Highlands. It is listed as
critically endangered under the EPBC Act, and up listed in 2015 from endangered, due
to the reduction in its population and available habitat: hollow bearing trees and
understorey structure, particularly following the 2009 Black Saturday fires. An Advisory
group was established by the Victorian State Government in 2013 to provide
recommendations on ways to support the recovery of the Leadbeater’s Possum while
maintaining a sustainable timber industry. This led to a wide range of actions to support
the recovery of the species including an increased effort of identifying and protecting
new colonies through targeted species surveys.

16

FSC® Australia, June 2019. FSC® National Risk Assessment for AUSTRALIA. V 1-0. Code: FSC®-NRA-AU
V1-0-HCV Assessment Framework.
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•

•

•

•

HCV 2 - Landscape-level ecosystems and mosaics:
o

HCV 2 values may be present in native forest across the states and territories
(excluding South Australia and the Australian Capital Territory).

o

HCV 2 values are represented in forests associated with areas of minimal human
disturbance, areas identified in specific referenced reports and areas with a wilderness
designation.

o

VicForests’ assessment has identified these values exist within its eastern FMU and
areas allocated under the Allocation Order.

HCV 3 - Ecosystems and habitats:
o

Rare and threatened ecosystems are present in some native forests in all IBRA
Bioregions.

o

The Australian HCV Evaluation Framework (2013) identifies a set of sub-categories; all
of which must be considered.

o

VicForests’ assessment has identified several forest habitats meeting the criteria of
HCV 3. However, habitats such as rainforest and old growth forests require more
intense assessments conducted at the coupe level. As specified in the HCV
Assessment document (August 2019) forest stands meeting old growth definition will
be excluded from harvest.

HCV 4 – Critical ecosystem services:
o

HCV 4 may be present in all regions and forest types in every state and territory. This
includes areas of highly erodible soils and designated water supply catchments.

o

It is beyond the scope of the FSC® National Risk Assessment to accurately identify
each of these areas; the onus is on forest managers to conduct the due diligence
process through using the evaluation framework (and now the new FSC® national
forest stewardship standard) to identify potential HCV 4 values.

o

VicForests’ assessment has identified and lists potential HCV 4. Many catchment
studies have been undertaken which demonstrated the criticality of well managed and
timed forestry practices in water supply catchments. In these situations, there are
additional requirements on forest managers through codes of practice, licenses and
requirements from catchment management authorities.

HCV 5 – Community needs:
o The National Risk Assessment incorporates observations based on an assessment at
the country level, because most international and national sources report on the country
level
o On this basis, the National Risk Assessment observes for HCV 5, that all of Australia
is considered Low Risk.
o VicForests has reviewed this assessment, noting it is intended to identify forest areas
that are fundamental to meeting the basic needs of local communities or Indigenous
people. This includes unique (or main) sources of water that are fundamental for
drinking and other daily uses, or the irrigation of subsistence food crops. It also includes
food and medicines fundamental for local traditional Indigenous uses.
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•

HCV 6 – Cultural values:
o Cultural and Indigenous heritage sites are present across all state and territories.
o Outstanding natural landscapes are recognized as part of the register of the National
Estate the extent to which they have evolved through human interaction is largely seen
through the prism of the Indigenous use of fire in the Australian landscape for over
60,000 years.
o Protection buffers and exclusions are required where sites are identified. Sites may be
present, but not officially known since Traditional Owners often keep the location of
sites secret or the presence of Aboriginal objects and sites are not formally registered
and therefore rely on the forest manager to undertake appropriate assessments and to
provide training for operators in cultural awareness identification.
o Cultural values include aesthetic values that will need to be considered specifically
under this HCV category.

These observations from the FSC® National Risk Assessment for Australia illustrate the types
of HCVs that are present or likely to be present within VicForests’ eastern FMU; and for which
VicForests has reviewed and updated its management strategies.
Many of these HCVs will be protected from threats through land use allocations and land
management objectives that extend beyond VicForests’ remit, i.e. protection in National Parks
and conservation reserves network, or the Special Protection Zones and Special Management
Zones established within State forests.
Within the General Management Zones, and areas specifically designated as available and
suitable for VicForests to conduct timber harvesting operations, VicForests will apply its
management systems to ensure that all HCVs are identified, retained and protected during
these operations. These management systems, which comprise standard operating
procedures for VicForests, are discussed in section 5.
---
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5 HCV Management Systems
5.1 Overview of approach
The identification of HCVs is not a static, once-off activity. It forms part of an ongoing planning
process within the broader scope of sustainable forest management, which is framed by state
and national conservation planning frameworks.
For example, VicForests’ HCV assessment needs to be updated when the status of species
or ecological communities change, either under Victorian or federal legislation. The
Threatened Species List attached to the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 and the
Threatened Species Advisory lists maintained by DELWP (e.g. 200917, 201318, 201419, and
more recent) alert VicForests to changes in species’ status and trigger a precautionary review
for management implications.
VicForests has a strong focus on risk management that is guided by the precautionary
principle. The enforceable and binding nature of the precautionary principle is embedded in
Section 2.2.2 (Conservation of Biodiversity) of the Code; and indirectly, in the associated
Management Standards and Procedures. VicForests uses a risk assessment approach to
ensure its actions are proportionate to the threat of severe and irreversible damage to
biodiversity and other values.
Furthermore, VicForests’ HCV assessment and management responses are modified based
on field observations by VicForests’ personnel. Pre-harvest surveys of coupes are conducted
on a routine basis, and they may identify previously unknown individuals or populations of
special status (listed) species or their habitats, requiring protection.
Stakeholders also contribute observations and information relevant to HCV assessment. Such
contributions may come through expert consultation or from the public, particularly during
regular public comment periods in the forest planning process.
The assessment of forest areas in the eastern FMU is a standard practice undertaken by
trained and experienced VicForests planning and operations staff. If planners consider HCVs
may be present but it is not clear based on a preliminary assessment, additional support from
VicForests’ Biodiversity Conservation and Research Group and other experts is sought.
Landscape level assessments for HCVs are undertaken using a GIS-based desktop analysis
of State Government-recognised spatial data that represents potential locations, extent and
status of forest-related attributes, land use boundaries and value records across the VicForests
eastern FMU and adjacent land units. VicForests then conducts subsequent assessment and
survey processes for HCVs, using the results of the landscape-scale analysis, and looking
beyond those results to field based assessments of values apparent at the landscape level
and coupe level. Furthermore, VicForests is working to enhance its stakeholder engagement
to address HCV values at multiple scales. These enhancements are incorporated in
VicForests’ five-year coupe planning process initiative.

17

DELWP 2009a. Advisory List of Threatened Invertebrate Fauna in Victoria
DELWP 2013. Advisory List of Rare or Threatened Plants in Victoria
19 DELWP 2014. Advisory List of Threatened Vertebrate Fauna in Victoria
All advisory lists are available online at: https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/conserving-threatenedspecies/threatened-species-advisory-lists
18
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VicForests’ acknowledges that its landscape planning framework and the five-year coupe
planning process are in different stages of development. Further development will involve
larger-scale pattern detection for habitat identification through a network of monitoring plots on
which numerous taxa are observed. VicForests expects that conservation planning and HCV
management will continue to improve with better data and analysis in the years ahead.
In this context, VicForests has reviewed and revised its assessment process to identify, retain
and protect HCVs across its FMU. This process is outlined below (Figure 5).
Figure 5 Overview of VicForests' HCV assessment process.

Source: VicForests
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VicForests’ HCV assessment process comprises a series of steps conducted at two scales:
firstly, at the FMU level (i.e. across VicForests’ entire operations); and then, at the Coupe level,
for every coupe (harvesting unit) in which VicForests is planning to conduct timber production.
It’s important to note the HCV assessment (and other planning assessments) may lead to
business decisions not to harvest in those coupes or only in a part of the coupe.

5.2 FMU level assessments
The FMU level assessment commences with an ongoing review of which HCVs are located
within or adjacent to VicForests’ areas of operation. This assessment involves a thorough
desktop assessment of relevant databases (e.g. the Victorian Biodiversity Atlas), management
plans (e.g. DELWP’s Forest Management Plans for State forests in Victoria), legislation and
regulatory instruments (e.g. the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988). An overview listing of
these reference sources is set out in Annex A.
As part of the FMU level assessment, VicForests conducts a risk assessment of the threats to
the HCVs and assesses the effectiveness of its system to mitigate the potential impacts.
Examples of this include VicForests’ voluntary undertakings to:
•

Exclude from harvesting Ash stands originating prior to 1900, across all FMAs, while the
current regulations require this only in the Central Highlands FMA; and

•

Exclude from harvesting all large trees, as previously defined by VicForests in its Giant,
Tall and Other Large Tree Protection Instruction (last updated in 2016), and subsequently,
conformance to the State Government’s request to exclude all large trees with diameters
of 2.5 metres or more; and

•

Exclude from harvesting stands of old growth as defined within the VicForests HCV
Assessment 2019 document.

VicForests draws on the FMU level analysis and risk assessment to determine which HCVs
are or may be present in the coupe or the surrounding local landscape. This desktop
assessment is supported by:
•

Field inspections and verification, which may comprise field sampling and use of a range
of technologies (including more recently, drone imagery in selected places, particularly
where ground-based access is limited), to confirm the presence, extent and location of
HCVs within the coupe planning area; and

•

Stakeholder engagement, comprising proactive engagement with local stakeholders with
knowledge of HCVs and other forest values within the local area; and consideration of data
and other information provided by a broader range of stakeholders with interests in relevant
HCVs (e.g. third-party surveys for specific species, a range of species across the
landscape, or viewsheds and aesthetics).

This work at the FMU level informs VicForests’ planning at the coupe level, from pre-planning
of harvest operations through to development of an Interim Coupe Harvest Plan and eventually
a Final Coupe Harvest Plan.

5.3 Coupe level assessments
Every coupe proposed or approved for timber harvesting is subject to a range of surveys aimed
at identifying and addressing biodiversity conservation risks associated with harvesting activity.
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These surveys are collectively termed pre-harvest surveys. Pre-harvest surveys that focus on
identifying significant biodiversity values, including threatened species, their habitat and
threatened vegetation communities are termed ‘Pre-harvest Biodiversity Surveys’. A riskbased approach is used for every coupe to determine what and when biodiversity values are
to be surveyed for, what the most appropriate survey method(s) are, and what management
options are to be considered (Figure 6).
Whilst the value identification process has a high degree of focus at the operational scale, the
risk evaluation decisions regarding biodiversity management will consider existing
conservation representativeness of biodiversity values at much broader scales.

Figure 6 Overview of VicForests biodiversity value identification hierarchy

Source: VicForests

These multiple, hierarchical levels of assessment are outlined below.
Coupe reconnaissance
Initially, all proposed coupes undergo an office-based desktop assessment as outlined in
VicForests’ Coupe Reconnaissance instruction20. This stage of the Pre-Harvest Biodiversity
Survey process requires analysis of State government spatial data to determine the potential
occurrence of a range of values within the coupe area. These records include but are not
limited to:
•

existing habitat or threatened species records within or adjacent to the coupe;

•

rare forest characteristics within the coupe that could indicate a higher likelihood of habitat
for hollow-dependent fauna; and

20

VicForests Coupe Reconnaissance Instruction. Version 3.0, 2016. Available online:
http://www.vicforests.com.au/vicforests-forest-management-system/policies-procedures-and-instructions
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•

certain forest management zones or dedicated reserves that are known to contain
threatened species populations, threatened species habitat, or a threatened ecological
vegetation community (EVC) within or adjacent to the coupe.

Coupe transects
After the desktop assessment is conducted, intensive coupe transects are undertaken to verify
the existence of certain values highlighted in the desktop analysis.
The coupe transect or field assessment may identify features or values not recorded within the
spatial data, including the presence of a threatened species or community. Values that may
be identified during the field assessment include:
●

A high density of large, hollow-bearing trees;

●

A forest owl or bird of prey roosting, nesting or whitewash sites;

●

Rocky outcrops, caves or mine sites; and

●

HCV species, communities or habitats.

Where potential threatened species habitat or signs such as scats, tracks, or nests are
identified, photographic evidence is collected and forwarded to VicForests’
Biodiversity Conservation team for verification. If there is ambiguity as to the presence of
threatened species habitat or signs, advice is sought from specialist staff (e.g. the Manager,
Biodiversity Conservation and Research) with a follow-up of more intensive field surveys, site
inspections or targeted species surveys.
General pre-harvest surveys
Following the field reconnaissance and coupe transects, pre-harvest surveys are conducted,
principally by DELWP under the Department’s Forest Protection Survey Program (FPSP)21;
complemented by pre-harvest surveys conducted by VicForests and a range of third parties.
VicForests draws on the results of these pre-harvest surveys to develop HCV management
plans for specific coupes. These surveys are focussed on identifying significant biodiversity
values, including threatened species, their habitat, and threatened plant communities.
Every coupe proposed or approved for possible harvesting is subject to a range of surveys
aimed at identifying and addressing biodiversity conservation risks associated with roading,
timber harvesting and forest regeneration. A risk-based approach is used for every coupe to
determine when and for which biodiversity values surveys are to be conducted, what the most
appropriate survey methods are, and what management options are to be considered.
Targeted species surveys
Key features within or adjacent to a coupe that indicate the potential presence of a threatened
species must be clearly communicated from tactical planning to operational planning; and this
information is used to create lists of coupes that require a targeted species survey.
The requirement for a targeted species survey may be triggered by the desktop assessment
of spatial data records, or by tactical or operational planners after field assessments or preharvest surveys have occurred. Spatial data records such as: mapped modelled old-growth,
Leadbeater’s Possum colonies, Leadbeater’s Possum habitat, cool-temperate rainforest,
21

DELWP, 2019. Forest Protection Survey Program. Available online:
https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/forest-management/forest-protection-survey-program.
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certain eucalypt forest types and a range of other values, within the coupe area or within
specified proximities, will create a classification of high risk on the coupe area.
For further details on the triggers of a Targeted Species Survey and the classification of a highrisk coupe, refer to VicForests’ Pre-Harvest Biodiversity Survey Instruction22.
Targeted species surveys are undertaken in accordance with a specific VicForests
procedure23. These procedures replicate best available science or government supported
protocols. The survey effort details the habitat features to be noted; survey detection methods;
minimum survey period, size and effort, and experience required by the surveyor.
If a targeted species survey has been undertaken, a VicForests Biodiversity Conservation and
Research staff must review reports from the surveyor and recommend an appropriate action.
For each surveyed coupe, information regarding the location of positive detections, the species
identified, the detection method and the recommended action related to detection must be
recorded in the Pre-Harvest Biodiversity Survey Sighting Action Form.
When a positive detection for a species occurs at a coupe, the appropriate regulatory
prescriptions are determined, recorded within the Forest Coupe Plan and fully implemented.
Threatened species prescriptions are outlined in VicForests Procedures – Regulatory
Handbook24.
VicForests is continuing to develop and strengthen its planning processes to support iterative
sequence of assessing values, verifying these values in the field and with stakeholders, and
designing coupe operations to ensure that HCVs present are identified and protected. These
processes are supported by VicForests’ compliance and monitoring processes, which
incorporates regular internal compliance checks and audits, as part of the feedback loop to
inform and strengthen the assessment process at the FMU level and the coupe level.

5.4 Compliance and monitoring
VicForests’ HCV assessment process incorporates an ongoing compliance and monitoring
program, which provides feedback for both the FMU level and coupe level assessments.
VicForests has an internal audit team that conducts systematic and regular assessments of
coupes across the FMU, to check and review alignment between tactical planning and
implementation in the field.
The internal audits encompass consideration of compliance with regulatory standards set out
in the Code requirements and associated MSPs; VicForests’ policies, procedures and
instructions to address State government policies (e.g. State-wide protection of all large trees
across the FMU) and other applicable internal guidelines (e.g. increased levels of retention
and protection for designated habitat trees and the recruitment of potential habitat trees).
VicForests’ compliance and monitoring for HCVs is an integral component of a broader
monitoring, evaluation and reporting program, discussed further in section 6.

22

VicForests Pre-Harvest Biodiversity Survey Instruction. Version 2.8, 2016. Available online:
http://www.vicforests.com.au/vicforests-forest-management-system/policies
23 VicForests Pre-Harvest Surveys – Targeted Species Survey Procedure. Version 2.0, 2017. Available online:
http://www.vicforests.com.au/vicforests-forest-management-system/policies
24 VicForests Procedures – Regulatory Handbook. v3.1 2018. Available online:
http://www.vicforests.com.au/vicforests-forest-management-system/policies-procedures-and-instructions
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6 Monitoring, Evaluation and Reporting
VicForests has established a monitoring program to support regulatory compliance and
continuous improvement of its practices and silvicultural systems, with a focus on effectiveness
in terms of biodiversity conservation and sustainable forest management. These projects are
managed by the Environmental Performance team and specialists in biodiversity conservation
and research.
VicForests’ monitoring program provides the resources and mechanism for feedback loops for
planning functions and operational implementation of harvesting and regeneration operations,
in accordance with Final Coupe Plans and applicable HCV management plans. It also ensures
the management of Victoria’s environment is evidence-based and effective; and provides
guidance to VicForests’ Biodiversity Conservation and Research team on the knowledge gaps
and further information requirements.
Furthermore, the monitoring program incorporates regular reporting on VicForests’ progress
in achieving specified targets and serves to demonstrate accountability to the community in
relation to management controls and key indicators for sustainable forest management.
VicForests’ monitoring program incorporates three core elements that can be described as25:
•

Compliance - ensuring operations conform with applicable regulations;

•

Effectiveness - ensuring operations are effective in achieving management objectives;

•

Validation - Investigating the relationship between management actions and objectives.

These components are discussed further in turn below.

6.1 Compliance
6.1.1 External audit programs
VicForests’ operations are regularly inspected and scrutinised through annual internal and
external certification processes and regulatory audits.
Under its Responsible Wood certification for forest management, VicForests is subject to
independent evaluation audits on a regular basis and surveillance audits every year. DELWP
also conducts regular audits of VicForests’ operations as part of its Forest Audit Program.
These audits assess VicForests’ compliance with the regulations that govern native timber
harvesting in Victoria and are conducted each year26.
VicForests is also subject to periodic audits by the Victorian Auditor General’s Office (VAGO).
6.1.2

Internal monitoring

VicForests is committed to adopting adaptive silvicultural regimes that support HCV retention
and protection within harvest coupe boundaries, with an emphasis on increased retention of
habitat trees and other forms of habitat for RTE species.

25

Munks, SA, Kavanagh, RP and Loyn, RH 2010, Monitoring the effectiveness of forest practices to conserve
biodiversity in western North America: lessons for Australian forest management, report to the Max Jacobs Fund,
Forest Practices Authority, Tasmania, the Department of Industry and Investment, New South Wales and the
Arthur Rylah Institute, Victoria.
26 DELWP, 2019. Forest audits. Available online: https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/forestmanagement/forest-audits
22 | P a g e

VicForests’ High Conservation Values Management System

Decisions about the configuration of habitat tree retention on coupes are primarily based on
the approximate density, composition and distribution of habitat trees at the coupe-level. This
information is collected in the field on coupes pre-harvest and stored on a GIS database as
reference data. The density, composition and distribution of habitat trees are then re-measured
on coupes identified as sample sites within the research framework that supports this
monitoring plan, both post-harvest and post-regeneration treatment (fire, mechanical
disturbance) to demonstrate compliance with VicForests’ harvesting and regeneration
systems.
Compliance monitoring will focus on (though not be limited to) HCV protection and retention
as mapped on each coupe pre-harvest. Monitoring of retained HCVs post-harvest and postregeneration treatment will be compared to harvest plans to identify and quantify operational
constraints that may have impacted the implementation of these plans. Impacts may be
positive or negative, i.e. actual retention levels may be higher or lower than planned levels. In
both cases, key issues will be identified, and guidelines and training updated accordingly. To
improve identification of harvesting implementation issues, VicForests’ is moving to a process
of recording and reporting on retention constraints and their outcomes during harvest
operations, with new digital technologies in modern harvesting equipment providing the
capability to capture this information in real time with high levels of accuracy and precision.
This comprehensive survey data also contributes to VicForests’ evaluation and effectiveness
monitoring outlined below.

6.2 Effectiveness
VicForests’ will conduct detailed monitoring and analysis to evaluate key management
strategies supporting its harvesting and regeneration systems. These key management
strategies include:
•

Retaining more habitat trees (notably hollow bearing trees) and recruiting potential habitat
trees;

•

Protecting and supporting retained trees through post-harvest operations

•

Implementing alternative regeneration treatments to minimise threats to HCVs while
ensuring effective regeneration with natural species diversity.

6.2.1

Retention patterns within harvest plans

Retention patterns within coupes will contribute to the long-term occupancy of RTE species
such as the Leadbeater’s Possum, Greater Gliders and other hollow dependent fauna.
Monitoring activities will collect data on species occurrence both pre / post-harvest and
regeneration activities. These efforts will include repeated surveys over several years.
6.2.2

Survival and condition of retained trees

The survival and condition of retained trees will be monitored on all coupes from pre-harvest
to post-regeneration treatments (i.e. approximately 18 months post-harvest), through a
combination of on-ground GPS mapping and annual assessments with high-resolution
aerial photography. This will provide timely information on the outcomes of management
practises on the survival of retained trees, with the aim of identifying management activities
that can be altered to improve survival outcomes.
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Longer-term monitoring will occur on a representative sample of coupes each year as part of
targeted research projects. To be representative, sampled coupes will need to reflect the full
spectrum of silvicultural treatments, forest types, landscape contexts (disturbance history of
surrounding forest), aspect and topography. This may not be possible to achieve in any one
year but should be possible cumulatively.
High-quality habitat trees, i.e. those with hollows suitable for a range of vertebrates, are more
likely to collapse when retained after harvest and regeneration activities, particularly under
dispersed retention designs27. The condition and status of a selection of habitat trees on
sample coupes will be monitored every 12 - 24 months to develop an understanding of stag
recruitment and loss. Trees will be selected based on their level of decay, whether they are
retained as isolated or aggregated patches, and by species. This information will be used to
inform future retention designs across the many forest types and locations where harvesting
occurs.
6.2.3

Effects of harvest and regeneration treatments on forest regeneration

The regeneration of harvested coupes is a key component of ecological sustainability and
achieving regeneration stocking rates is a regulatory requirement of the Code and VicForests’
Allocation Order28. Eucalypt stocking is monitored on all coupes within 15 - 30 months of
regeneration treatments to measure the effectiveness of these treatments and trigger remedial
action when stocking rates are below a given threshold29. At the same time, classes of soil
disturbance are also recorded to determine relationships between regeneration success and
disturbance and to identify sites where remedial revegetation management is required.
Adopting higher retention levels across the forest estate may have consequences for the
composition of all regenerating plants, particularly light-demanding eucalypt species.
If regenerating areas are ‘over-influenced’ by their proximity to retained forest, eucalypts and
other species may suffer from insufficient light and competition for resources30. Therefore, it is
important to strike the right balance of tree retention (above and beyond protecting HCVs) to
allow for the positive ecological outcomes of forest influence, as well as the requirements of
successful eucalypt regeneration of harvested areas. For example, research indicates that
more than 55% forest influence is optimal to cater for potential wind throw and/or burning of
retained areas31, while influence levels of more than 85% are considered sub-optimal because
of over-influence constraints on eucalypt regeneration.
Longer-term monitoring will occur on a representative sample of coupes each year to
understand the impact of increased retention and retention configuration on regeneration of all
plant species; and investigate the impact of alternative regeneration treatments (from no
burning to high-intensity convection column burns) on regeneration of all plant species.
This research will follow the design of a current project assessing the above- and below-ground
plant communities on either side of the harvest boundary. The objective of this project is to
27

Gibbons, P. and Lindenmayer, D. B. (2002) Tree Hollows and Wildlife Conservation in Australia. Collingwood:
CSIRO Publishing.
28 DEPI, 2014. Code of Practice for Timber Production 2014.
29 Bassett, O., Fagg P., Slijkerman, C. and Lutze, M. (2014) Eucalypt Stocking Surveys and Regeneration
Monitoring. Native Forest Silviculture Guideline No. 10. Second Edition. Department of Environment and Primary
Industries, Victoria.
30 Baker, S., S. Grove, D. McElwee, M. Neyland, R. Scott, S. Read, and T. Wardlaw. (2009) Ecological goals,
biodiversity outcomes, and performance measures for aggregated retention coupes. Forestry Tasmania. Hobart.
31 Baker, S. et al, 2009. ibid.
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understand the impact of management activities on the actual and potential (soil stored)
regeneration of all plants. This will allow VicForests to identify occasions where one retention
design/regeneration treatment is preferred over another to maintain or enhance rare or locally
important vegetation communities, as well as commercially important eucalypt species.

6.3 Validation
There is an ongoing need for research and development to underpin both management
activities and strategic conservation planning as well as to respond to changing human landuse and environmental impacts - including those not yet known. There are many gaps in our
current conceptual understanding and models, and VicForests expects new challenges will
emerge that require improved ecological knowledge of species, ecosystems and ecological
processes.
For example, key impacts from native forestry on Victoria’s rare and threatened species and
ecosystems are:
(i)

fragmentation of habitat (refer Section 6.3.1); and

(ii)

decreased density of biological legacies (Section 6.3.2) that require more than one
harvest rotation to develop (e.g. hollow-bearing trees, rainforest communities).

VicForests’ overarching HCV management objective is to mitigate these two key impacts to
support the maintenance and development of critical habitat now and into the future across
Victoria’s State forests.
Validation monitoring often requires long-term investigations across broader scales to assess
cumulative management effects and to detect trends in species responses to management
activities.
6.3.1 Connectivity
Timber harvesting can cause habitat fragmentation through the reduction in structural habitat
resources and by altering environmental conditions favoured by forest-affiliated species. These
impacts are compounded when harvested areas are larger and when biological legacies which
form over long time periods (e.g. hollows in trees or late-seral plant communities), are lost
during harvest.
These impacts can be mitigated by increasing the connectivity of remnant forest or retained
trees in proportion to the harvested area(s). Ensuring that retention includes biological legacies
encourages the regeneration of harvested areas by a greater diversity of plants and animals32.
In this context, VicForests will record both the extent and habitat quality of retained patches
and single trees on all coupes using a combination of field-based monitoring data, combined
with high-resolution, GPS-referenced aerial images of coupes post-harvest. These images will
be analysed to quantify and demonstrate the connectivity of forest structure across the coupe
and linkages to formal and informal forest reserves. This will provide a snapshot of connectivity
post-harvest, when connectivity is at its lowest (connectivity increases as plants regenerate).
As more coupes are analysed, a wider picture will be created of the resulting patterns of
connectivity in relation to silvicultural treatments and forest types. Landscape connectivity
32

Franklin, J., Mitchell, R. J. and Palik, B. J. (2007) Natural Disturbance and Stand Development Principles for
Ecological Forestry. USDA Forest Service. Delaware.
25 | P a g e

VicForests’ High Conservation Values Management System

analysis, using this modelled and empirical data, will be conducted annually to evaluate the
connectivity of harvested areas in relation to key threatened species that are most impacted
by fragmentation (e.g. arboreal mammals). Management activities will focus on ensuring that
habitat connectivity is sensitive to the requirements of locally extant threatened species.
6.3.2 Providing habitat for threatened species through time
Using adaptive practices, VicForests’ aims to maintain viable populations of biological legacies
across harvested coupes to support the species that depend on them shortly after harvest and
long into the future. To establish whether this objective is met in the short-term, repeat arboreal
mammal surveys will be conducted on a representative sample of coupes 3 - 4 times per year
post-harvest. These will be compared to pre-harvest survey data collected during DELWP’s
Forest Protection Survey Program33.
In this way, VicForests can identify retention strategies that are most effective at maintaining
local populations of most vulnerable species.

In summary, VicForests’ HCV management systems are supported by a multi-faceted
monitoring program that incorporates monitoring of compliance, effectiveness and validation.
This program incorporates key elements of adaptive management practices, including:
•

the allocation of resources to an internal audit team to conduct regular internal testing;

•

feedback loops from monitoring and evaluation back into strategic and tactical planning
processes;

•

annual external audit and certification processes that provide for regular reviews of the
management systems and effectiveness of feedback loops for underpinning compliance
and continuous improvement.
--

33

DELWP, 2019. Forest Protection Survey Program. Available online:
https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/forest-management/forest-protection-survey-program
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7 Occupational Health and Safety Considerations
VicForests aims for zero harm in all that it does and, as an organisation, is committed to
supporting a culture of leadership that embraces health and safety.
As an example of this, both the People, Safety and Culture Committee and the Environment
and Stakeholders Committee of the VicForests Board, are responsible for monitoring the
effectiveness of VicForests’ practices to manage occupational health, safety and
environmental risks. To do this the Committees monitor the effectiveness of critical systems
and review significant incident investigations and corrective actions. This is achieved by
reviewing incident statistics, statements from management, audit reports, changes in
regulation and case law at regular committee meetings.
VicForests has identified that its revised suite of harvesting and regeneration systems
(incorporating adaptive practices), and an increasing focus on retaining habitat trees –
including old dead stags as well as living trees and recruitment trees – presents some
heightened safety risks to consider.
While VicForests has incorporated retained vegetation into its coupe designs as part of
standard practice, it is now increasing its focus on variable retention within and across the
harvesting areas. Compared to clear-felling, seed tree retention, and the RRH system, the
increasing focus on variable retention and single tree selection will mean that field operations,
including coupe marking, harvesting, post-harvest surveys and regeneration operations will all
need to be conducted with increased proximity to standing trees, including older senescing
trees or damaged trees that will be more prone to dropping limbs or branches, or carrying
‘hang ups’.
While VicForests is committed to ensuring
protection for HCVs, it is also fully
committed to ensuring a safe workplace for
its personnel and contractors. In this
context, VicForests will:
•

ensure the selection of an appropriate
system incorporates consideration of
safety;

•

ensure specific focus on safety in all
phases of planning and coupe design,
including aggregation and buffers for
retained trees, and the placement of
roads and landings; and

•

continue to develop and deploy
technologies
to
minimise
risks
associated with personnel operating
under or close to retained trees, e.g.
drone mapping and mechanised
harvesting.

Plate 4 Example of safety issues for groundbased forestry operations

Senescing Messmate, near Swifts Creek, Tambo FMA
Credit: Mike Ryan, VicForests
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Annex A: Reference sources for HCV assessment process
1. Existing Priority Frameworks and Statutory Documents:
•

Criteria for the Establishment of a Comprehensive Adequate Representative Reserve
System under the Regional Forest Agreements

•

National Forest Policy Statement (1992)

•

Comprehensive Resource Assessment Reports for Central Highlands (1997)

•

Comprehensive Resource Assessment Biodiversity Report Central Highlands (1997)

•

Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC) 1999 (Cth)

•

Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (Vic)

•

Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004 (Vic)

•

Allocation Order

•

Code of Practice for Timber Production 2014

•

DELWP Management Standards and Procedures

•

DELWP Forest Management Plans

•

VicForests’ Forest Stewardship Plan

2. International, National and State Conservation and Priority Status Lists
•

IUCN Red List

•

EBPC Threatened Species List

•

FFG Threatened Species List (Taxa and Communities of Flora and Fauna)

•

DELWP Advisory Lists for Threatened Species (Vertebrate and Invertebrate Fauna,
Plants)

•

List of Endemic Species of Victoria

•

Conservation International Biodiversity Hotspots

•

WWF Global 200 Ecoregions assessed as endangered or critical

3. Relevant Government Spatial Data and Maps
•

FMZ100 Layer (Existing CAR Dedicated and Informal Reserves and forest areas
available for Timber production)

•

VBA Flora and Fauna Layers (Victorian Biodiversity Atlas Threatened Species
detections)

•

Modelled Old Growth layer – Represents current extent of all Ecological Vegetation
Communities within the oldest growth stage, with no history of significant disturbance)

•

National Vegetation
communities)

•

Modelled Leadbeater’s Possum Habitat Layer

•

Recreation sites and walking tracks

Biodiversity

Layer

(Threatened

Ecological

Vegetation
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•

Historical or cultural sites and areas of significance

•

Monitoring and research locations and areas

•

Cultural Sensitivity Database

4. VicForests Business Management System Policy Documents, Procedures and Databases
•

VicForests Sustainable Forest Management Policy

•

VicForests Ecologically Sustainable Forest Management Plan

•

VicForests Operating Procedures

•

VicForests Instructions (Various)

•

Environment and Social Risk Register

•

Communications Register

•

Alleged Breaches Register

•

Stakeholder Database

•

VicForests Research and Development Strategy
--
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Annex B: Guidance on VicForests’ habitat tree categories

Habitat Category 1 Trees
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Habitat Category 2 Trees
Non-Ash Eucalyptus species

Ash species (E. regnans, E. nitens, E. delegatensis)

Dead Trees with hollows >1m
girth (DBH), > 6m tall

Dead Trees with hollows >1m
girth (DBH), > 6m tall

Mature and/or senescing
trees (hollows not visible) but
girth of a size that indicates
early maturity for a given
species

Large, Mature Grey Gum
no visible hollows

Early Mature/Advanced
regrowth trees with visible
hollows

Dead tree >1m DBH, >6m tall

Early Mature /Advanced
Regrowth trees with visible
hollows

Early Mature/Advanced Regrowth
Messmate with visible hollows

Early Mature/Advanced
regrowth trees (hollows not
visible) but girth of a size that
indicates maturity for a given
species

Early Mature/Advanced regrowth
Alpine Ash with butt scar
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Habitat Category 3 Trees
Non-Ash Eucalyptus species

Ash species (E. regnans, E. nitens, E. delegatensis)

Early Mature/Advanced
regrowth trees with no visible
hollows

Advanced Regrowth trees
with no visible hollows

Early Mature/Advanced Regrowth
1926 Advanced Regrowth Mountain Ash,
No visible hollows

Regrowth Trees with visible
hollows, often from injury

Regrowth trees with
visible hollows

Regrowth tree with mechanical
damage causing hollow

Regrowth Ash tree with visible
hollow caused by injury
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