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1 Background to the study
1.1 Introduction
Two Social Impact Assessment (SIA) scoping studies were conducted as part of the development of a
social impact assessment methodology and capability within VicForests. Noojee was selected as one
of these ‘learning by doing’ studies. Each study included both desk-based research and fieldwork,
and, as well as providing a training experience, aimed to identify the range of potential social
impacts arising from forest operations each community.
This type of study is referred to as a social impacts scoping study because it is typically carried out as
a preliminary exercise to determine what the key social impacts might be.
In this case, the field studies were preceded by workshop-based training for VicForests staff in SIA
theory, practice, and methods, and was tailored to the certification requirements of the Forest
Stewardship Council (FSC).
This report outlines the outcomes of the scoping/training study in the town of Noojee carried out
over the week of 21-25 August 2017.

1.2 Social Impact Assessment
SIA is the process and practice of analysing and managing social changes and impacts on people and
communities that are likely to occur as a result of a development, plan, programme, or policy. SIA
can also be applied to regular or ongoing operations such as those undertaken as part of forest
management. SIA typically includes stakeholder and community involvement in identifying,
evaluating and managing the impacts. The aim is to avoid, minimize or manage the negative impacts
on local people while maximizing the benefits.
“Social impacts” refers to changes in any aspect of peoples’ lives that they consider valuable or
important (IAIA, 2003). This includes actual or perceived potential changes in peoples’










Biophysical living environment;
Way of life (living patterns, recreation, work, rest, social interaction, etc);
Livelihoods;
Community relations, cohesion, character, services, facilities & infrastructure;
Health and wellbeing;
Culture and cultural expression;
Participation in decision making;
Rights, both personal and property;
Fears and aspirations.

Systematic assessment of “social risks” to local people and communities of forest management
activities is part of the Forest Stewardship Council’s (FSC) requirements for FSC forest management
certification. Hence VicForests has initiated a programme of SIA capability development and
implementation in support of its achievement of FSC certification.
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1.3 The Field Training Aspect
The purpose of the SIA field studies was threefold:
 to demonstrate and practise the learnings from the workshop training (learn by doing),
 to scope the potential impacts of “typical” coupe operations on local communities,
 to proactively and directly engage with local community members over VicForests plans and
their potential impacts.
Immediately following the fieldwork in the two communities, the study teams come together for a
debriefing, a formal evaluation of the social impacts, and formulation of options for impacts
management.
The rest of the report presents the pilot studies in more detail.

1.4 The SIA pilot study
Potential pilot study sites and criteria for their selection were identified by staff during the workshop
training. Criteria for inclusion were:
 the sites should be associated with a coupe/s that are on the current Timber Release Plan
(TRP)
 the area had to be accessible for the team members involved;
 the particular coupes and haulage route/s should be relatively close to a settlement with a
potentially-affected resident population.
Nominated sites included Noojee, Mirboo North, Alexandra, Bairnsdale, and Mansfield. Following
several rounds of discussion within the team and with management, Noojee (with 3 coupes on the
TRP) was selected as fitting with the criteria for an SIA scoping study. VicForest staff were assigned
to one of two teams – one for each of the field studies.
Figure 1: Location of Noojee
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Prior to the fieldwork, social information about each area and the relevant coupes was assembled
from online and in-house sources, including ABS census community profiles, local and state
government websites, listings of community organisations and groups, and VicForests stakeholder
database. Maps and satellite imagery identifying the particular coupes in each area were prepared
in hard and soft copy.

1.5 The study timetable
Monday 21 August







Finalise plan for the week
Review of preparatory work (profiling, mapping, and stakeholder lists) and available data.
Briefing on fieldwork methods
Making appointments for interviews
Travel to sites
local VicForests staff briefing (or Tues am)

Tuesday 22 August – Thursday 24 August





Orientation and site visit - location of the local coupes, settlements, neighbours and other
potentially affected persons and places (Tuesday)
Making contact with neighbours, APs etc, and key community informants
Conducting interviews and meetings, local observing
Evenings- review the day’s work and planning for the following day.

Thursday 24th August




Review information in hand, gap-filling, follow-ups, and assembly of notes.
Return travel to base or near to Woori Yallock
Follow-up phone calls as necessary.

Friday 25th August





Sharing of fieldwork experience and general observations
Structured impact evaluation for each site
Recommendations for impacts avoidance, mitigation or management
Recommendations for follow-up SIA work.

2. Social profile of Noojee
2.1 Basic socio-economic profile
Noojee is a small town of about 160 people in the Gippsland region in the Baw Baw local
government area. The town lies at the junction of the Latrobe and Loch Rivers on the Mt Baw Baw
Tourist Road (C426) approximately 38km north of Warragul (the main regional centre) and 129km
east of Melbourne. It also lies within the country of the GunaiKurnai people, the traditional land
owners and recognised Native Title holders of Gippsland. Nerrim South, some 20km to the south, is
the closest shopping and service centre.
Noojee began its life in the 1860s, initially based on gold mining and then native forest logging. Its
close association with the logging and timber milling industry was facilitated by the opening of the
railway line to Warragul. While the railway line closed in the 1950s, the alignments and impressive
wooden trestle bridges remained and today are important historic heritage features. At one stage in
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the 1930s there were over 30 saw mills operating in the immediate district, and the population was
close to 400 people. Over time these mills were destroyed, closed down, and/or consolidated into
larger operations with increasingly mechanised and automated technology. Today only one log and
timber processing operation remains, i.e., A.G. Brown Saw Mill PTY LTD (“Brown’s Mill”) (Figure 2)
Figure 2: Brown’s Mill complex at Noojee (from Google Street View)

The town’s fortunes have waxed and waned with the forest industry but have been especially
shaped by wild bushfires - the town, its infrastructure, and timber mills having been almost
completely destroyed by wildfires in 1926 and 1939, and severely threated by fires in 1983. Noojee
has therefore had a long and deep connection with forestry – evident in the historic sites, museum,
and heritage features in and around the town.1
Despite the towns’ long involvement with logging and milling, A.G Brown reported that as of August
2017 only 2 residents were working at their Noojee mill out of a staff of over 20, with most of the
workers commuting in from other settlements in Gippsland (e.g. Nerrim North and Warragul).
Browns employ over 50 people spread across 3 sites in the region. Recently the State government
built a well-furbished shared facility in Noojee for its forest, lands and emergency management
agencies, including VicForests which has staff located at this centre. According the facility’s
management, most of the staff of the various agencies at the Noojee centre commute from other
towns.
Today, provision of hospitality and other services to tourists is the mainstay of the local economy,
with visitors drawn to the area by the beauty of the forest, rivers, and the logging and railway
heritage. Internet information on Noojee emphasises the natural beauty, heritage attractions, and
outdoor sporting opportunities for visitors.

2.2 Current population2
Noojee’s resident population appears to be in decline: from 261 in 2006, then up slightly in to 277 in
2011, and then 157 in 2016. There were 36 families in Noojee in 2016. Locals suggest that elderly
permanent residents are slowly being replaced by semi-permanent “weekenders”. Some note that
most new permanent and semi-permanent residents are people seeking a change in lifestyle by
moving to a forested rural area, or “tree changers”.

1
2

See https://www.travelvictoria.com.au/noojee/photos/ for an album of views of Noojee.
Data from ABS: http://www.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/

4

Compared with the rest of the state, Noojee has a reasonable gender balance in the population.
However, it has an older population, the median age being 53 years compared with 37 years for the
State. 65% of the residents are aged 45 and over, and 28% are of retirement age. The proportion of
elderly people has increased since 2006, as has the median age, while the proportion of children and
young people has gone down. In 2016, 70% of local families were a couple only (i.e., no children)
compared with 37% for the State.
As expected, there are comparatively few children in Noojee. In 2016 there were 13 children aged 014 years (i.e. 8% of the population), compared with 38 in 2006 (i.e., 15% of the population). Noojee
Primary School currently has 8 pupils. The 2016 census recorded that there were at least 4 locallyresident children attending secondary school.
Local people’s registered and social marital status is typical for Victoria, though there is a relatively
high proportion of divorced persons, but not necessarily living alone.
Educational achievement among local residents is comparatively low: only 15% had a degree or
advanced diploma compared with 34% for Victoria, while 31% had achieved no more than Year 10
schooling compared with 18% for the State’ population.
Census data on cultural heritage indicates that
 Approximately 4% of Noojee’s permanent residents are Aboriginal Australians;
 25% of locals were born overseas, most of whom arrived in Australia before 2000 (typically
in the 1950s and 60s);
 35% of residents have Australian-born parents, and most have Anglo-Saxon heritage;
 Almost everyone is a monolingual English speaker.

2.3 Dwellings & Households
In 2016 there were 63 occupied dwellings and 59 unoccupied dwellings. Locals interviewed for the
study report that the houses that were recorded as unoccupied on census night are mostly weekend
and holiday homes for Melbourne people. One long-term local resident reported that “over half the
houses in the town belong to people who are absent during the week”. This is consistent with the
statistics from the census.
Local households are small: 85% consist of one-person or a couple-only, and the median household
size is 1.8 persons (versus 2.6 for Victoria as a whole). Importantly, housing is very affordable, with
95% of householders owning the dwelling they live in (compared with 68% for the State).
Home internet access is also lower than elsewhere in the State (69% vs 84%). As might be expected
for a rural town, there is a comparatively high ownership of motors vehicles – with an average of 1.9
per household. Fortunately, the town has a vehicle repair shop.

2.4 Livelihoods & Economy
The 2016 census data on local livelihoods and the labour force reported that there were 72 residents
in the labour force, with 51% in full time employment, 35% part time, and 10% unemployed
(compared with 57%, 31% and 7% respectively for the State). The available data indicates that local
people work fewer hours per week than workers across the whole State.
The 2016 Census data on industry of employment is unusable due to the low numbers of workers.
Interviewees reported that hospitality is the largest employment sector, followed by the public
/government sector, and sawmilling.
In 2016 among employed residents the most common occupations were Managers 23% (typically in
public service or own businesses), Clerical and Administrative Workers 17%, Labourers (17%), Sales
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and service workers 17%, Technicians and Trades Workers 14%, Machinery Operators & Drivers 6%,
and Professionals 4%. This pattern of occupations is typical of a small rural service town.
Census data indicate that, while there is considerable forest-related economic activity in the district
(e.g. forest management, timber milling etc), the numbers of local residents employed in the forest
sector is low and has been steadily declining. For example, in 2006, 18 locals worked in ‘Log
Sawmilling and Timber Dressing’ compared with 8 in 2011. This is consistent with interviewee’s
claims that most people who work in the sector do not live locally but rather commute from larger
towns in the region.
Noojee residents have comparatively low incomes: in 2016 the median personal weekly income was
$452 or 70% of that for Victoria state ($644), while the median weekly household income was only
58% of the state median ($820 versus $1,419).
Pension and superannuation payments are reported to be the main source of household incomes.
Some local residents reported that they ‘stretch’ their incomes by collecting firewood from the
forest, by hunting, and fishing etc.

2.5 Services and organisations
Noojee has limited social and community services. Locally there is a Fire Brigade and primary school.
Commercial services consist of a general store with post office, café, restaurant/bar, hotel, and a
mechanic. Community facilities include the Heritage Centre, the Noojee community hall, Anglican
Church, the River reserve camping ground, tennis courts and various walking tracks.
Nerrim South and Warragul are the main centres for accessing health & community well-being
services, Shire Council and government services, secondary schools, and sports clubs. Noojee itself
has a Progress Association (which runs a monthly market at the railway station) and Historical
Society.
Even through there are few organisations, an above average proportion of residents aged 15 and
over reported in the 2016 census that they did voluntary work through an organisation or group.

2.6 Tourism
Most interviewees emphasised the importance of domestic tourism for Noojee. The district is known
to be a destination for day trippers from Melbourne and around the region and that visitors stop at
Noojee for lunch or dinner as part of a round-trip. According to an interviewee with many years’
experience in the local hospitality sector, more than 50 people would be employed in the three
“visitor-centred” businesses on a busy Sunday, and between these businesses they would serve up
to 1000 meals. Most of these workers live in other centres around the district.
Visitor accommodation is provided by the Outpost Retreat, the Noojee Hotel, a motor camp, and
several B&Bs. There are several retreat-style accommodation facilities and camp grounds in the
surrounding district.
Visitor activities include
 sightseeing -driving following the West Gippsland Hinterland Drive;
 motoring (e.g. motorcycle touring, car touring);
 bushwalking/hiking - especially on the Trestle Bridge Rail Trail, Ralph Cornwall Loch Valley
Tramway Walk, and forest roads and tracks;
 Off-road four-wheel driving and motorcycling;
 mountain bike riding;
 Picnicking;
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heritage appreciation (e.g. Museum);
visitor attractions such as the Alpine trout farm, Noojee Heritage Centre, Trestle bridge,
Toorongo water falls, and the Ada tree;
Vineyard touring & wine tasting.

There are also occasional specialist activities such as motor car rallying, which use the surrounding
forest roads, and deer stalking.
The local forest environment is reported to be an important attraction for visitors. The highly
accessible VicForests’ Backdoor Coupe, McCarthy Spur Road, Boys Camp Road and their off-shoot
tracks and firebreaks are used for public recreation (especially 4WD, motorbike trail riding, horse
riding, jogging, and walking). For instance, during our fieldwork study three groups of keen
bushwalkers, consisting of up to 30 people, from a Gippsland walking club were observed on their
twice yearly bushwalk through the forests at Noojee. Tracks off McCarthy Spur Road show signs of
recent off-road four-wheel driving and dirt bike riding. There is reportedly an active group of fourwheel-driving enthusiasts in the region.
Stretching west from Noojee towards Powelltown, both sides of the La Trobe River are included in a
Special Management Zone, intended to protect landscape values by maintaining a foreground visual
buffer between the Mt Baw Baw Tourist route and the commercially harvestable forest areas lying
north of the river, including Backdoor coupe.

3 The Potential Social Impacts of the Proposed Operations on Noojee
3.1 Proposed VicForest Operations
Three coupes near Noojee and adjacent to the LA Trobe River are on the 2017 Timber release plan –
“Backdoor”, “Lodge” and “Boys Shelter” (Figure 3).
The forest operations unit of immediate interest is the “Backdoor” coupe, which is situated
immediately to the north-west of the village centre and bordering on the VicForests/Department of
Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) regional facility (figure 4). The other coupes lie to
the east of Backdoor.
The Backdoor coupe has a gross area of 55ha and an estimated harvestable area of 36ha. It is
directly accessible from McCarthy Spur Rd – a well formed gravel road that traverses the coupe and
used to haul logs harvested from coupes to the northwest (e.g., from “Marios Bowman” and
“Immolate” coupes). Boys Shelter Road skirts the southern boundary of the coupe and is adjacent to
the Special Management Zone that stretches east-west along the north bank of the La Trobe River.
The southeast boundary of the coupe lies approximately 350m from the nearest residence (on Loch
Street) and 400m from the Outpost Retreat and Toolshed bar.
For the purposes of the assessment it was assumed that
 Backdoor would be regarded as a ‘shoulder coupe’- able to be harvested in all but the
wettest months in the next year,
 it would be clear felled,
 harvesting would take place over 3 months, possibly in 2018,
 haulage of logs would be via McCarthy’s Spur Road, Bennett Street (which passes through
the Noojee village centre) and Mt Baw Baw Tourist Road (C426),
 The harvest slash would be burnt in situ and then the coupe regenerated by reseeding.
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At the time of the scoping study, advanced operations planning for the Backdoor or adjacent coupes
was in progress but had not be completed.
Figure 3: Location of VicForests’ Coupes at Noojee (with Special Protection Zone)

3.2 Previous consultations
At the time of the study, VicForests’ communications register had 18 entries relating to
communications with local stakeholders about its plans and operations. The earliest of these
communications is June 2011, and the most recent was November 2016. Nine of these contacts
were requests for more information regarding plans for the coupes and/or requests to be kept
informed. Ten contacts were specifically about current or potential future impacts of the company’s
local operations, though the database is light on detail of these issues.
The effects of concern noted from these communications include
 the potential for significant loss of visual amenity, natural beauty, and wildlife from the
clear-felling of Backdoor and the adjacent coupes;
 the potential negative impact on tourism from loss of visual amenity, and natural outlook,
 intrusive noise from harvesting activities and from log trucks passing through the town at
night and on weekends
 current dangerous practises of log-truck drivers on the narrow Loch Valley Rd.
While there was follow-up with those who made contact, there appears to have been no previous
assessment of the potential effects, especially the negative visual impacts of harvesting a coupe so
close to the town, and the consequences for tourism and the local economy.
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Figure 4: Satellite Image of the location of Backdoor and other coupes relative to Noojee township
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Figure 5: Looking north from Bennett Street (in the Noojee village centre) towards the Backdoor
Coupe to the left - 0.6km distant.

(image from Google Streets, 2017)

3.3 Fieldwork research in Noojee
During the SIA scoping study fieldwork 20 semi-structured interviews and 2 focus groups were
conducted by the VicForests team. These included Loch Street residents (neighbours), forest users,
representatives of community organisations, government agencies, most local businesses, other
residents, and visitors. The interviews covered background information, awareness of the VicForest
planning (and provision of a briefing if necessary), perceived potential negative impacts and benefits,
and measures to avoid or mitigate the impacts. Notes were made of the key points. The focus
groups included local people who had previously made contact with VicForests to discuss concerns
about the potential impacts of harvesting the local coupes on the TRP, and those who self-identified
as forest users (e.g. hunters). The interview/consultation notes were subsequently entered into a
database and analysis consisted of identification and classification of the key concerns.
Site visits were also made to the key locations in the forests and elsewhere as mentioned by
interviewees, and some sites were photographed.

3.4 Impacts
Among the interviewees there was considerable consistency about the potential social impacts of
the proposed operations on Noojee. These are summarised below in order of concern and perceived
potential seriousness.

3.4.1 Tourism and the local economy
Several interviewees noted that VicForests had already been contacted about the potential negative
impact of its proposed Backdoor coupe operations on local tourism. The importance of tourism to
the local economy has been outlined above. Aspects of the proposed operation are seen as
potentially seriously reducing the attractiveness of Noojee for visitors and putting a break on local
development. These include:
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a significant alteration to the immediate landscape and the town’s backdrop from clearfelling;
loss and/or displacement of native birdlife and animals, and a decrease in forest biodiversity
which are part of the attraction for visitors;
industrial /mechanical noise intruding into the peace and quiet of the village and its
environs, and for those camping in various locations near the town;
the presence of logging trucks within the village and on the tourist road network would add
to parking and road safety problems already experienced on busy weekends, and reduce the
overall attractiveness and amenity of the town and environs;

For a small town that relies on visitors, especially on holiday weekends, a loss of visitor trade could
compromise the local economy. While some of the effects would be only short lived, the landscape
and visual effects will be longer term, that is, until the forest is fully regenerated. This major
landscape change would be compounded if VicForests then went on to harvest the Lodge and Boys
Camp coupes. Once lost, it may be hard to win back the tourism interest in the district.
A local vintner noted that the smoke from regeneration burn off, which is likely to take place around
the same time that grapes are nearing harvest, could damage his crop and vines if the smoke were
to drift over local vineyards.

1.1.1 Recreation
As noted, the forests in the immediate vicinity of Noojee are regularly used for recreation by local
people, visitors, and sports groups from around the region. Some noted that some of this recreation,
especially from motor vehicles, was destructive to tracks and the forest itself.
Backdoor coupe is especially accessible and convenient for the town’s people. The creation of a
public exclusion zone for safety purposes for the period of VicForests’ harvesting and regeneration
operations will therefore significantly reduce local recreational opportunities. Particular issues
raised during the study include:





loss of use of McCarthy Spur Road by hikers, runners, cyclists, motorcyclists, 4W Drivers, and
horse riders etc;
potential and unexpected encounters with log trucks on Boys Camp Road;
loss of natural environment for those who undertake in-forest activities, such as
bushwalking, birdwatching, and hunting;
reduced forest-related recreational opportunities and /or quality of recreational experience
for those with limited ability and mobility.

3.4.3 Health and wellbeing
Several interviewees noted the potential for increased risks to health and well-being from the
proposed operations at Noojee. Issues raised included





smoke from regeneration burn offs would drift over the residential parts of the town and
possibly pool in the valley. This would have a negative effect on some peoples’ health,
especially those with respiratory illnesses. Some householders on Loch Street felt they
would be especially vulnerable;
those who had experienced trauma from wildfires in nearby forests in 2009 are likely to be
retraumatized by a significant burn off so close to town;
log trucks and other work traffic passing through the Bennett Street area is felt by many to
be a danger to visitors and residents alike, and this would be exacerbated by the traffic
associated with the proposed harvesting nearby.
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some locals believe that noise from operations in the Backdoor coupe would most likely be
audible in the main part of Noojee settlement and could be intrusive at the closest
residences. Such noise would become more problematic with northerly and northwest wind
conditions. Households with infants and any shift workers trying to sleep in the day time
could be disturbed.
harvesting activities and log haulage on weekends would be a significant psychological
annoyance and stressful for some people, especially those who get away from the city to
their weekend residences in Noojee.

3.4.4 Visual amenity
The sudden and longer term decrease visual amenity that would result from clear-felling Backdoor
and other nearby coupes is a common concern, especially among those who had moved to the town
because of its aesthetic appeal. Several people referred to the existing highly visible ‘scars on the
landscape’ in the district from clear-felling, and “ugly” remnants of harvesting on ridgelines, for
example, those visible from the road to the east and to Nerrim South.
Backdoor and adjacent coupes are visible from the main part of the town, and especially from
residential properties on the upper side of Noojee Street, and newer properties in forested blocks on
Nerrim North-Noojee Road. The quality of life for these residents could be negatively affected for
many years and these impacts are a particular concern for those residents such that they oppose
harvesting of the Backdoor, Lodge, and Boys Shelter coupes. There is also concern for the future
integrity of the Special Protection Zone between the forest and the La Trobe River.
Many of the interviewees in the study queried whether VicForests would leave a forest buffer to
protect the visual amenity, while others specially requested a that a buffer be left if and when the
proposed harvesting proceeded.

3.4.5 Other impacts
Several interviewees noted that having a harvesting and re-establish operation located so close to
the town presented an opportunity to demonstrate to visitors, schools etc VicForests’ approach to
native forest management.
Several people, including some involved with the CFA, also felt that the clear-felling of the coupes
located close to the town would significantly reduce the threat of spread of forest wildfire.
Additional information is required on this matter.

3.4.6 Indigenous people
There is no indication from native title claim documents and associated maps that the interests of
Aboriginal traditional owners would be affected. However, no representatives were identified or
contacted by VicForests prior to or as part of the SIA fieldwork.

4. Recommendations for impacts management
As noted earlier, SIA study participants in Noojee were asked what action they thought
VicForests should take to avoid, mitigate or manage the potential impacts and to enhance
any benefits that might be possible. The following were specifically noted:
Control over hours of operation
The strongest recommendation regarding the potential social and economic impacts was that no
harvesting or other potentially intrusive activities take place on weekends, and that there be strictly
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no log haulage from Friday evening until Monday morning on any weekend or through to Tuesday
morning on long holiday weekends when Noojee has the greatest number of visitors.

No harvesting
A good number of those interviewed felt that the impacts on Noojee and its residents would be best
avoided by VicForests choosing not to harvest the Backdoor and adjacent coupes at all. Some also
noted that by not harvesting these coupes VicForests would positively contribute to the
development of tourism as an alternative to logging and saw milling.
Some also argued that the quality and quantity of the timber that would be insufficient to justify the
lost of the forest environment. The no-harvest option should be fully evaluated.

Inclusive participatory planning
A number of the identified impacts could be avoided or mitigated by ensuring that there is timely
detailed information provided to the community and other stakeholders about the planned
operations. This will enable local businesses and residents to do any preplanning, and for them to
actively participate in the planning for the operations should they go ahead. It will also enable
alternative sites for recreational activities to be identified and where necessary infrastructure put in
place, and for alternative haulage routes to be identified.
Commonly people complimented VicForests for initiating the social impact study. Some felt that
because of the range of potential interests and effects for Noojee, there should be more attempt at
integrated planning and impact assessment.

More active landscape management
A number of community members recommended that VicForests look more closely the effects on
landscape and visual amenity, and especially noted that ridgelines need to be better managed, and
greater consideration given to the effects on view sheds, especially adjacent to towns such as
Noojee. Several people suggested that carefully designed visual buffers be left around Backdoor
coupe were it to be harvested. Others suggested that coupes close to the town could be selectively
logged to avoid or reduce potential negative visual impacts.
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