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NEWSLETTER NO 49  DECEMBER 2024 

http://www.devilbendfoundation.org.au/ 

Bunurong Country 

From the President 

G’day one and all, 

The end of the year has arrived with its monotonous regularity and 

FOD was unable to go out in a blaze of glory due to inclement 

weather. The weather has put paid to many working bees this year, 

which Devilbend can ill do with considering the weediness across 

most of the reserve. 

I’d like to thank the FOD AAA Team – Attending, Aging, and 

sometimes Ailing crew. Good on you; your blood is worth 

bottling! AI is a waste of time. Effort should be put into 

developing weeding robots. They wouldn’t get tired but 

unfortunately would eventually wear out like the rest of us! 

In this issue there’s an interesting article on Port Phillip Bay by a 

guest writer Wayne Chamley: it’s a good read. I wonder if such 

in-depth studies have been done on Westernport, although luckily 

it doesn’t have to deal with sewerage farm outfall, only developers 

trying to get their foot in the door. 

I have two sets of neighbours who know not that what they do is 

not good. One has three healthy pittos and a boneseed in her 

garden, which solved the mystery of where the seedlings in my 

garden were coming from. I’m not sure she appreciated the 

Peninsula Shire weed leaflet I gave her. The other neighbour feeds 

bread to sundry birds each morning. I’ve seen the local raven 

family waiting on the fence, along with seagulls, mynas, 

blackbirds, miners, corellas and it appears the little wattlebirds are 

joining in as a parent on the fence was feeding its chick. The gulls 

number three at the moment and I’ve seen up to 20 mynas and a 

similar number of corellas when they’re in town. 

The MW contractors have mowed the catch drain at Devilbend 

and Bittern. All sapling swamp gums, various peas, epacris et al, 

have gone. Having said that, stray boneseed and pine wildlings 

have gone, but not on both sides in some places. At Devilbend it 

seems the mowing is to make the pedestrian/bike trail more 

obvious, but it hasn’t really worked because on one of the 

waterwatch days people were going the wrong way and asked 

directions. Maybe the sign isn’t a big enough hoarding at the 

bridge crossing. 

Graffiti on signs within the reserve and accumulating rubbish in 

the vicinity of the quarry is disappointing to see, i.e. discarded 

cans in the water, bottles, food packaging and clothing. I wonder 

what visitors think when they see this, or perhaps they don’t even 

notice! 

Marnie Fitzsimons, 

President 
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EDITORS NOTE 

Sears Roebuck & Co 1906 catalogue. 

Astonishing offers in fur overcoats. 

For $39.90 our very finest silver gray 

all backs wombat coat. Fur; the very 

finest silver gray wombat skin, only 

the backs of finest selected hides being 

used in the construction of this coat, 

thus cutting out all the white spots 

…What is the American wombat as 

ours are dark brown to black and 

unspotted? Coats of seal, wolf dog, 

buffalo calf, raccoon and otter to be 

had too. 

 

http://www.devilbendfoundation.org.au/
mailto:devilbendfoundation@gmail.com
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FRIENDS of DAANGEAN (FOD) 

In September the FOD bush maintenance team of four moved to a new site that we now call the Botaurus 

Wetland in honour of Liz Sarrailhe who initiated the name. The site has a massive dam that was a farm dam 

that may have supplied water to what was once orchards judging by the landscape. It is now fenced off to 

keep the cattle out, but seemingly there’s a hole in the fence the cattle use for ingress and egress leaving 

behind hoof prints in the fragile, softer low-lying edges. 

There are plenty of weeds to tackle here: blackberry, pine, 

boneseed, hawthorn, pitto, sallow wattle and gorse. The 

pines are beyond us, as is the massive gorse thicket and the 

blackberry regrowth from previous spraying. However, the 

blackberries are on the PV spraying list. The going was 

much easier at this site as there was no battling through 

gahnia and bracken.  

October 26
th

 had a team of three, one being Michelle, a 

Holmesglen student. Michelle and I dealt with boneseed 

and pittos among the pine forest while Jamie attacked 

boneseed and pines along the dam. Due to none of the 

weeded material being disposed of offsite there is the 

problem of re-sprouting boneseed fruit so the bushes 

were put in piles so sprouting would be in a few 

confined spots. In our work area within the pine forest 

was a 

sizeable 

patch of 

weeping 

grass. The 

overhead 

canopy 

was rather 

thin 

therefore letting in filtered light - plus this patch was free of 

boneseed. 

Jamie went home early to an ailing Julie while Michelle and I 

carried on. After Michelle departed I spent another hour 

dealing with Disa that was all across the dam wall. I pulled 

out 212 Disa bracteata (African Weed Orchid), some coming 

with bulbs attached if they were in soft ground. I was working 

on the bulb exhaustion principle and as the orchid was still at 

the flowering stage I reckoned it wasn’t going to send up new 

ones this season nor spread seeds. There were plenty more of 

them but by this time I’d had enough, and they would wait.   

Returning to the MW depot with the gear, I spent another 45 

mins dealing with a crop of colourful flowering Patterson’s 

curse. I did disturb a bullant nest when the roots broke ground 

FOUNDATION NEWS 

 

Dense gorse thicket - MF 

Blackberry, boneseed & pine - MF 

Disa bracteata - MF 
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there, so I kept a very careful eye on their movements. 

On Tuesday 29
th

 I betook myself back to the Botaurus Wetland to tackle the remaining Disa, 163 this time; I 

think I got them all. It was delightfully peaceful with the wind soughing through the pines, though no birds 

other than a pair of swans on the water. 

Taking a walk towards the gorse thicket to check its 

dimensions, I came across what I thought might be the 

mother hawthorn. It was the pink flowering form with 

several young ones about. I don’t know if seedlings of 

the pink or red forms are true to type or whether the 

flowers are white. On the damp ground was a 

proliferation of Isotoma fluviatilis with intermittent 

cattle pugging.   

Away from the pines birds started to make an 

appearance: kookaburras found something amusing, 

squarking cockatoos flew and sat about in some of the 

dead trees, fantails flitted as they fed on the wing, two 

male eastern rosellas flew by, and the bell miners 

clinked in the swamp gums towards the road gate. 

November 30
th

 was to be the last working bee for 

2024, however, due to the dire rain forecast the day 

was called off; however Roger and Annabel put in 

effort in the rain. The following Saturday wasn’t 

forecast to be much better, but as it turned out, 

would’ve been alright. 

Next year FOD may be in the running for a Melbourne 

Water Livable Communities, Livable Waterways 

grant. It will mean devoting time to a section of Bittern Reservoir where we haven’t worked before. It would 

be nice to be able to finish properly somewhere; however, any grant is better than no grant! 

I paid a brief visit to Woodland Break to check the pitto 

population and found a small patch of flowering bird 

orchids.  In the few months we’ve been absent multiple 

seedlings are rearing their heads above the gahnia and 

bracken. A young brigade is needed in there otherwise 

FOD’s 12 years will be in vain. A decent grant for our pet 

projects would be wonderful 

Marnie Fitzsimons 

VOLUNTEER WATER-QUALITY SURVEYING 

Waterwatch Report 

Our Waterwatch team has been doing our monthly trek to 

Devilbend Natural Features Reserve to carry out water 

quality monitoring for Melbourne Water, testing for levels 

of phosphates, dissolved oxygen, ammonium, turbidity, 

pH and conductivity (which tells us if the water is suitable 

for all the wildlife and plants and macroinvertebrates that 

live in and on the water). There are variations to the 

normal readings depending on air and water temperatures 

and the water levels. As water levels decrease conductivity 

(salt in the water) increases which can affect the bugs 

living in there. The quality of the water is considered to be 

very good by Melbourne Water testing standards. 

Isotoma fluviatilis - MF 

Common bird orchid - MF 
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Twice a year in autumn and again in spring we also monitor the macroinvertebrates in both reservoirs. This 

involves collecting samples from around the submerged base of the vegetation in the same areas each time. 

We then identify the bugs, the numbers, take a record of it and add the data to the Melbourne Water’s 

website. The numbers and types of bugs also give us an indication of the water quality. A couple of the 

testing sites are becoming overgrown from encroaching reeds in the water and from the bush on land 

meaning we will have to move to a clear place nearby to collect samples. 

   

 

  
Sundry waterwatch images – Mowed catch drain Bittern near Site 3, Devilbend water level, Site 1, Graham at 

Site 4 DB Creek, Yellow-billed spoonbills at Bittern, Site 3 

It is the season for snakes to be moving around so everyone needs to be aware. A snake was seen sunning 

itself on the rocks at Bittern dam wall recently. 

The amount of rubbish being discarded and left lying around by visitors to the park is increasing, 

particularly in the vicinity of the quarry. It is shameful some people do not have any respect for the 

environment. 

December waterwatch indicated good quality water at all sites, although the pH was a little higher than usual 

at 8.7. Water levels dropping everywhere and some massive dog prints in the shoreline mud at Bittern EBI 

200, near the dam wall. 

Information and the data are available on the water watch portal. 

https://www.vic.waterwatch.org.au/water_data_portal.php  

Cheers Graham White 

Waterwatch after thoughts 

Due to the fact it’s snake season I came across this article from the Public Records Office Victoria (PROV). 

What to do in case of snake bite 

A large cloth poster illustrated with limbs tied off with string bears the date 28 February 1877. Perhaps 

pinned up in school classrooms, the poster advised to find strong string to apply near the bitten part of the 

body to stop the circulation. Other advice included: 

https://www.vic.waterwatch.org.au/water_data_portal.php
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“The wound should then be well sucked for ten minutes by persons who have no wound, crack, sore or ulcer 

in their mouths, or on their lips.” 

And signed by order of the Central Board of Health and Secretary, T. R. Wilson 

This is not dissimilar to the advice given today by Ambulance Victoria who advises to apply a pressure 

immobilisation bandage, though these days it is not advised to suck the venom out. 

 

VPRS 794/P0 Box 889 Item 94/38978 

Another interesting detail on this poster is the government printer listed as John Ferres. He was appointed 

government printer in 1851, publishing the first Government Gazette the following year. This poster was 

printed a year before his first retirement. He returned to work in 1881. 

PROV Nov 2024 

PROV volunteers come across interesting items when they are digitising archive records, and this was one. 

When I was at school this was the recommended treatment. No one I knew was ever bitten so it was not put 

to the test. And what kid would be carrying around a sharp razorblade, which I think was part of the kit? 

Marnie Fitzsimons 

Macroinvertebrates 

The water bug survey, which took place on Tuesday December 17
th

, had a surprisingly small variety of 

critters at Devilbend. An abundance of glass shrimp prevailed but small numbers of other creatures. A few 

mites whizzed around, one lethargic dragonfly nymph, a couple of small mayfly nymphs, one tadpole, 

sundry Amphipoda and what appeared to be one immature gambusia whereas there are generally masses of 

gambusia at the waterline. 

Bittern had an abundance of gambusia and no glass shrimps. Two dragonfly nymphs were captured, a 

bloodworm, some mayfly nymphs, a free living caddis and a couple of cased caddis, water boatmen, back 

swimmers and side swimmers. 

The survey result may have been due to the spring flush having passed, but at Devilbend the low count may 

have been due to the recent release of trout fingerlings. 

Marnie Fitzsimons 

 

 

 

 

https://prov.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/files/media/img_0298.jpg
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BIRD MONITORING REPORT 

     

 

    

 

 

Freckled Duck, Pink-eared Duck, Musk Ducks, Blue-billed Duck images by Michael Mann 

Some Wetland Birds of Devilbend Natural Features Reserve 

(Part 1 Family Anatidae Ducks, Swans and Geese) 
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Of the 160 bird species recorded at during the monthly reserve bird counts since May 2004, 60 are closely 

connected to the wetlands for shelter, foraging and breeding. The two reservoirs, the catch drains and former 

farm dams provide a great variety of habitats. 

Wetlands are essential for the survival of large numbers of birds and other animals. Many live for at least 

part of their lifecycle there, while others visit to obtain water or food. They are important refuges in time of 

drought. The bottom mud and debris is inhabited by insect larvae, worms and crustaceans on which fish and 

diving birds feed. The aquatic and riparian plants provide food and cover for invertebrates, frogs, birds, 

mammals and turtles. The shrubs and reeds shelter many birds. 

The ecological balance has been altered by agricultural and urban pollution and changes to the earlier natural 

flow regime. Even within the Reserve, the increased sediment and nutrient load from runoff has caused 

degradation with weed species replacing much of the native vegetation. Of course, the original dams and 

then the catch drains changed the flow of the water and degraded its quality. 

Opening the Reserve to the public, permitting fishing and watercraft, then stocking Devilbend Reservoir 

with thousands of trout fingerlings from time to time, has had significant effect. The Peninsula Freeway was 

also constructed. We have also had extended periods of drought and rain. How important are these wetlands 

for birds and other animals including micro-organisms? What birds use the wetlands for breeding and 

foraging? What nesting opportunities exist? What threats are to these birds? I will attempt to look at these 

wetland-dependent birds over a few articles. 

Part 1 

During the monthly counts we have recorded 13 birds of the family Anatidae (Ducks, Swans and Geese). 

These are mainly vegetarian, except for the Shoveler and the Pink-eared Duck which take small organisms 

and water insects. 

Anatidae species recorded are:- Blue-billed Duck (recorded during 57% of the monthly surveys), Musk 

Duck (98%), Pacific Black Duck (89%), Australian Wood Duck (75%), Australian Shelduck (54%), 

Chestnut Teal (58%), Grey Teal (42%), Hardhead (35%), Australian Shoveler (21%), Freckled Duck 

(2%), Pink-eared Duck (1%), Black Swan (100%), Cape Barren Goose (15%). 

Most of the ducks exhibit sedentary and nomadic movements. Some will fly great distances to search for 

suitable water conditions when rains occur. 

Blue-billed Ducks and Musk Ducks are stiff-tailed ducks which dive for their food. Both are commonly 

sedentary with nomadic tendencies. Both take aquatic vegetation and aquatic insects from the bottom. The 

male Musk Duck has a large lobe under the bill and a musky odour, and it is larger (65cm) than the female 

(56cm). The Blue-billed Duck is about 40cm. At Devilbend rafts of Blue-billed ducks, sometimes 

numbering hundreds, spend most of their time in the deeper areas away from people. It is of concern that 

canoeists are now venturing into these areas. Musk Ducks are seen spaced out in ones and twos floating 

motionless for long periods. Both Blue-billed Ducks and Musk Ducks have regular spring breeding and 

moult twice a year. 

The Grey and Chestnut Teal species and the Pacific Black Duck are seen feeding in the shallow margins 

on mainly aquatic vegetation with some animal material. They are opportunistic nesters and will use holes in 

trees if they are available. The Chestnut is more sedentary than the Grey Teal. The Grey Teal will breed at 

any time of year, the Chestnut Teal from July to January, and the Pacific Black Duck mainly breeds from 

July to October in our part of Australia. 

Australian Wood Ducks spend a lot of time grazing and roosting on the ground with relatively little time in 

the water, being better adapted to walking than swimming. They are often in small family groups walking 

across local roads. Wood Ducks are gregarious except when breeding. Both parents care for the young. At 

spring they are often seen and their high frequency cluck heard seeking nesting holes in old banksia trunks. 

They mainly feed on terrestrial vegetation, grain and grasses. 

Australian Shelducks often move some distance from water to feed and nest. We have observed them 

resting in small numbers at the dam edge. They graze green plants on land or in shallow water. Pairs appear 

to bond for life. They are often gregarious when not breeding. They may nest in tree hollows or occasionally 

in holes on the ground and may breed from June to October. 
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Australian Shovelers are often in small parties and often with other species. They are adapted to feeding off 

the surface of the water with their long, broad bills fringed with lamellae and feed mostly on aquatic 

animals, beetles, mussels and zooplankton. They usually nest on the ground. 

Hardheads nest in water vegetation or over water in low bushes. They feed from the surface and by diving. 

They feed dabbling at the edges and also dive for deeper aquatic insects, molluscs and small fish. Sometimes 

at Devilbend we have recorded them in ones or twos, and very occasionally in larger flocks of 60 to 90 

birds. They breed in wet months and have nested from time to time in the Cumbungi on the former farm 

dam. Hardheads are sedentary and nomadic. 

Two hundred endangered Freckled Ducks flew into Bittern Reservoir in April 2018 and a small number 

hung around for about 4 months. We have no evidence of them nesting at Devilbend. Active management 

programs are needed for this species. 

Black Swans occur throughout the year at Devilbend and Bittern Reservoirs. They also breed there every 

year. The nest construction may begin just before the first egg is laid and may continue for up to four weeks 

during egg laying and incubation. It may be just a single ring of plant matter or even a large mound. Each 

year between moults Black Swans become flightless. They feed on vegetation mainly in the water. 

Cape Barren Geese have been affected by human interference over the years. They prefer grasslands and 

were seen for many years breeding on ground at the lower section of Devilbend Golf Course. This stopped 

when the freeway was built. Cape Barren Geese sometimes nest in trees. They are sedentary species that 

disperse to feeding areas and eat vegetation, mainly grasses. 

Pink-eared Ducks are rarely seen at Devilbend, only twice during our bird counts. 

Roger Richards 

30 November 2024 

Coordinator Devilbend and Woods Reserve Bird Monitoring teams 

PARKS VIC NEWS 

Devilbend Update 

No official update this time, however blackberries and pines are on the list. And the Bunurong Land Council 

team is working along the Devilbend Creek line in the Bittern reservoir section of the reserve. 

BIOLINKS UPDATE 

Mornington Peninsula Landcare Update 
Partnerships Against Pests Program and Meet Your Bushland 

The Mornington Peninsula Landcare Network (MPLN) has received funding through Agriculture Victoria’s 

Partnership Against Pests program and a steering committee has been formed to help oversee the 

“Partnering to tackle Pests on the Peninsula: a Landcare approach” project. Stakeholder and project partners, 

including experts from Melbourne Water, Mornington Peninsula Shire, Westernport Biosphere, Parks 

Victoria and the Australian Association of Bush Regenerators have been meeting with the project manager 

with the purpose of assisting the MPLN to deliver this important capacity building project. 

The project will run between May 2024 and May 2025, with project deliverables encompassing capacity 

building activities for the management of priority pest plants and animal species impacting the Mornington 

Peninsula environment. Events will include Landcare leadership training as well as workshops and field 

days for the broader community to help them understand and take action on priority pest plant and animals. 

Other project deliverables include, raising awareness through a series of print articles, brochures, updated 

webpage and signage located along key roadsides on the Mornington Peninsula.  

Keep an eye out in the MPLN newsletter and the MPLN website in the events calendar for the following 

Partnerships Against Pests community engagement events happening in early 2025. 

 How to control Rabbits on your property using best practice methodology – February 2025 TBC 

https://mplandcare.org.au/resources/newsletters/
https://mplandcare.org.au/events/
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 Developing a well thought out weed management plan for your property – March 2025 TBC 

 Weeding sensitively to protect indigenous vegetation and reduce costs and workload – The Bradley 

Method and best practice control – March 2025 TBC 

 How to develop coordinated and integrated pest animal projects (introduced predators including foxes 

and cats) - March 2025 TBC 

 Friend or Foe? How to differentiate between common lookalike weed and indigenous species – March 

2025 TBC 

 Landcare Leadership Workshop: How to promote and fund your pest animal project for maximum 

reach - Saturday 26
th

 April 2025 

Partnering to tackle Pests on the Peninsula - a Landcare approach is supported by the Victorian 

Government through the Partnerships Against Pests program. 

 

 
If you don’t currently receive the MPLNs free monthly E-newsletter, I encourage you to subscribe here: 

Newsletters | MP Landcare. The newsletter is jam-packed full of useful and topical environmental 

information as well as invitations to Landcare field days, workshops, seminars and other Landcare related 

events. 

 

Some common pest plants and animals impacting the Mornington Peninsula environment: Red Fox caught on a fauna 

camera on a private property in the Devilbend catchment; European Rabbits are browsers that impact native 

vegetation and soils; Sweet Pittosporum causes tree dieback and a loss of biodiversity 

In other news, after an extremely successful pilot in 2023-24, the MPLN’s Meet your Bushland initiative 

will run again in 2024-25 after being awarded a Victorian Landcare Grant through Melbourne Water. The 

program will help to connect 20 landholders with the native bush on their properties. After an initial 

property visit with a local bushland specialist, eligible landholders will receive a short report outlining the 

conservation values of their property including a map, a list of significant flora and fauna known or likely to 

occur there, any environmental issues there may be and the supports available to assist landowners with 

conservation efforts. There are still plenty of spots left, so if you know of anyone with a property on the 

peninsula greater than 2ha that has significant remnant vegetation or the potential to undertake revegetation, 

why not nominate them for this fantastic program. It is a wonderful opportunity for people to acquaint 

themselves with the bushland on their property. Please email me with any Expressions of Interest at 

facilitator@mplandcare.org.au 

The Victorian Landcare Grants are supported by the Victorian Government 

Images supplied by Chantal Morton 

https://mplandcare.org.au/resources/newsletters/
https://mplandcare.org.au/meet-your-bushland-meet-your-bushland-a-mornington-peninsula-landholder-engagement-program/
mailto:facilitator@mplandcare.org.au
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MPLN president, Dr Greg Holland at the Meet Your Bushland showcase event, discussing conservation efforts taken 

at Carranya in Main Ridge in 2024 

TURTLES 

The Daangean Turtle Project is a broad citizen-science community project that DFI / FOD supports. We 

encourage others to become involved: it provides a fantastic opportunity to make a real impact on turtle 

habitat and protection.  

For more information on how to be involved, contact the Daangean Turtle Project coordinator Hansi Wegner 

at thecrewatdaangean@gmail.com, or devilbendfoundation@gmail.com and we will be happy to pass on 

your details. 

The latest upside is that 54 nests were covered this season; the downside is that 247 nests were destroyed by 

foxes. 

 

 

Disclaimer: The views expressed in here do not necessarily reflect those of the editor or DFI 

THE PORT PHILLIP BAY STUDY 

From time to time, we may have been talking to another person about our disappointment with a book or 

recording, or a product that we purchased recently and the other person has replied, “Well you cannot 

always judge a book by the cover”. This is true. 

Over years I have accumulated a large library of books about a diverse range of subjects: history, 

cosmology, politics, physics, archaeology, architecture, travel, art, neuroscience etc. Amongst all of these, I 

have one little book with a cover that really does deceive the reader. This book is only 239 pages. There are 

no abstract graphics on the cover instead, a coloured, aerial photograph of Port Phillip Bay by the Landsat II 

satellite. There are no pictures or dedications and only 1000copies were ever printed. The book is a 

compendium of data sets, tables, pie charts and graphs. It has a simple title – “Port Phillip Bay 

Environmental Study Final Report”. What always jolts my memory about the publication is the fact that, in 

order to have this book written, an amount of $11.2 million was spent over a period of three years. Before 

considering some of the findings, I want to cover a couple of back stories that will allow readers to 

understand why this important study was carried out and why it was designed in the way that it was. 

CIRCA late 60s 

Sir Henry Bolte has the distinction of being Victoria’s longest-serving Premier. Serving as a member of the 

Parliament of Victoria for 19 years he came to office at a time when the State was recovering from the 

impacts and deprivations of WWII. Today his successive governments can be seen as stable and progressive 

within the constraints of the politics of the time. It must be recognised that community interests and 

understanding gave little attention to conservation values, the concept of sustainability, holistic land and 

water, maintenance of a healthy environment or clean air in these times. Governments of the day were 

focused upon development, population growth, housing and the use of resources to create wealth for the 

individual and the wider community. I think that it is fair to say that towards the end of his Premiership, and 

in regard to environmental matters, his government started to become accident-prone, with a number of 

scandals and policy miscalculations signalling to Bolte, and the two Premiers who succeeded him (Mr 

OPINIONS & OTHER COMMENTS CORNER 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer: The views expressed in Opinion Corner do not necessarily reflect those of the editor or the 

Devilbend Foundation 
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Rupert Hamer and Mr Lindsay Thomson), that community standards and expectations were changing. This 

is reflected in landmark legislation; The Environmental Protection Act (1970), the Land Conservation 

Council Act (1971) and the National Parks Act (1975). Readers might be asking how this is relevant to Port 

Phillip Bay. 

By the late 60s the slogan was “Victoria on the move”. It was the manufacturing powerhouse of Australia. 

Vehicle manufacturing, light engineering, clothing and footwear, aluminium, dairy products, processed 

foods; all of these had attracted tens of thousands to settle in the state and Melbourne was now a large 

metropolis. In contrast to Sydney, all residences and most factory sites were connected to a sophisticated 

sewage system with the effluent being pumped to a large commercial farming complex at Werribee where it 

underwent partial treatment before being pumped onto fields, where further breakdown and oxidation took 

place and a cleaned liquid was then pumped into Port Phillip Bay. All of the sewerage and drainage capital 

works and planning, as well as the operation of the Werribee farm, were the responsibility of the Melbourne 

and Metropolitan Board of Works (MMBW); a giant and all-powerful “Outer Agency” that occupied its own 

10-storey building in Spencer Street with a workforce that included hundreds of male engineers and even 

more plumbers! The Board of this entity comprised one representative from each of the 40 or more Councils 

in the metropolis and the Chairman, Mr Croxford. There are numerous anecdotes about MMBW Board 

meetings being run as a Star Chamber. Apparently Council reps would receive an agenda for each quarterly 

meeting in the week that the next meeting was to take place (on a Friday). The agenda document would 

inform each rep about the amount of money that their Council/Shire would be receiving and exactly what 

they were to do with it. Having democratically elected councils with aldermen and women was of no 

consequence. 

The MMBW had advised the Bolte government that the Werribee farm was reaching the limit of its capacity 

to handle the volume of effluent. With Melbourne continuing to expand the government needed to establish 

a second treatment complex. “Community consultation” was not a feature of governments at the time and 

out of the blue an announcement was made that a second complex for sewage disposal and treatment would 

be built - no further details with this announcement and there was little reaction to the announcement. A few 

weeks later Minister James Balfour gave an interview about the proposed project. He explained that the 

government had looked at two approaches, either building a second farm similar to the Werribee complex of 

building a modern complex where Melbourne’s waste would be chemically treated before discharge. A key 

question for either option was discharge to where? Again, no information! People and community 

organisations were now on alert and letters began to appear in local papers. The more conspiratorial were 

concluding that the MMBW was right at the centre of this initiative. A couple of weeks later, Minister 

Balfour announced that consideration of costs and impacts upon future water and sewerage rates and the 

government favoured a second sewerage farm being built in the Carrum/Seaford area and adjacent to Port 

Phillip Bay. Run off from the farm would go into the Bay. ALL HELL BROKE LOOSE! 

From St Kilda to Portsea there were sequential, almost weekly, public meetings with large numbers of 

residents and coverage by local papers and The Age newspaper. As these meetings gathered momentum, 

commercial fishermen, recreational divers, field naturalist, Life Saving clubs, sailing clubs and property 

developers got into the act and then an ABC TV program, This Day Tonight (I think), that was anchored by 

Mr Bill Peach, ran a feature program. Public outrage dialled up further. The MMBW had decided to sit it 

out. Focus on the marine environment impacts continued and then the question of air quality entered the 

discussions. 

Thousands of Melbournians had driven to Geelong at some time and taken a good whiff of “the sewerage 

farm”. Children’s memories of their experience were lasting! The public and media campaigns were now 

relentless and two Ministers, Mr Jim Balfour (President of the Board of Land and Works and Minister for 

Conservation) and Mr Murray Porter (Commissioner for Public Works) were quietly dispatched on a fact 

finding mission to the USA to look at waste disposal systems associated with large cities. The final outcome 

was a retraction of the proposal and an announcement that a state of the art treatment facility would be built 

behind Patterson Lake. It would treat waste to a tertiary stage; it would connect to an ocean outfall; it would 

discharge into Bass Strait. The new complex was commissioned in 1975. 

CIRCA 1991 

I had been working for about six years with the government of Victoria and holding the position of Director 

of Fisheries. My position was defined in the Fisheries Act and so I had certain legal responsibilities and 
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powers in respect of managing and regulating a commercial industry and conserving and protecting fish 

stocks and the marine environment. Fisheries had very knowledgeable and dedicated staff covering 

commercial licensing, others working on a diverse range of management issues relating to marine, coastal 

and freshwater environments. It operated the state’s only trout hatchery as well as two research laboratories 

at Shepparton and the Marine Science Lab at Queenscliff. 

The Minister with the portfolio was Mr Steve Crabbe. Before politics he had worked as an actuary. He was a 

careful listener, able to grasp technical information and always come to a decision quickly. I gained the 

impression that at times he was a little curious and amazed about the commercial fishing industry, its 

diversity, seasonality, multiplicity of activities, the boom and bust nature of the fish resources and the 

propensity of licence-holders to challenge management and resort to the courts. 

I remember it was a warm, sunny Monday morning in the first week of December. As I always did, I parked 

my car outside a local milk bar around 7:30am to purchase a copy of The Age. Whilst walking back to the 

car I quickly scanned the front page and thought, “Well, I and the family won’t be going anywhere for a 

beach holiday this year”. The large bold type read, “Greenpeace finds Dioxins in Port Phillip Bay”. As soon 

as I reached the office door, the secretary told me that the Department’s CEO (LF) wanted to see me 

immediately. He first asked if I had seen The Age, then he told me that Minister Crabbe had spoken to him 

and to the new CEO of the MMBW (KC). I had never met KC, an engineer who had been employed to 

manage the amalgamation of the MMBW and a number of small outer urban water authorities into a new 

government-owned company that would operate under new legislation and be called Melbourne Water. As 

always with reform of this scale there was thousands of staff, working in the water industry, who were 

nervous about their futures. 

“We need to go to KC’s office at 10:30 am. We will have to have a position on the Greenpeace claim by the 

end of today and meet with Steve by mid-morning tomorrow. He wants to announce a government response 

tomorrow afternoon. By the time of the meeting it had been established that Dioxins had not been found in 

the Bay. Instead, members of Greenpeace had entered the Nufarm chemical plant near Altona and taken 

samples of the plant’s discharge from a drain pipe that connected to Port Phillip Bay. Chemical analysis had 

been carried out by a commercial laboratory in New Zealand. 

At the meeting in the MMBW headquarters, we agreed that the CEO of the Port of Melbourne Authority 

should join the group. I remember thinking, “Where is the EPA?” The group met with the Minister on the 

Tuesday morning. We pointed out that no one understood how the Bay worked as an integrated system and 

estuary. 2000 square kilometres in area yet only 10m in depth on average, it included two commercial Ports 

and a population of several million people resided around it. The government needed to establish how 

everything worked, who used the Bay and for what purposes, what were the limits in terms of use and 

permissible pollution and what changes in its future management, taking into account projected population 

increases. Crabbe accepted the advice and directed that I would take the running on this and carry out the 

necessary work to get overall project started, and all costs would be borne by the EPA. He said that he was 

under enormous pressure from unions that covered the Nufarm complex about possible closure of the plant; 

he was worried that if public pressure grew it might eventually extend to questions about the future of the 

Werribee farm. If a second treatment complex had to be built to replace the farm, the government calculated 

that this would have the effect of nearly a doubling of residential water and sewerage rates. He requested 

that I have a brief and tender documents developed by the end of January and he had just one requirement. 

As a consequence of the work the successful tenderer must develop a mathematical model that described 

how the Bay worked and could extrapolate forward for twenty years, and they must sign an agreement that 

would require that they defend the findings in any contested litigation during this interval. Across the 

summer the Minister put out regular media material about what would be done. H alsoe did radio interviews 

and one-on-one discussions with key journalists. The tender was advertised world-wide in May. It would be 

the most detailed study of any estuary in the Southern hemisphere. 

Recall of the next three months is a blur. I needed to speak to a raft of people with varying technical 

knowledge, and their likely summer holidays were going to get in the way. From phone calls I was able to 

draw up a spreadsheet of times, dates etc. Most of the time I worked from an office in the MMBW building. 

Port engineers, hydrologists, meteorologists, mathematicians, marine chemists, local government and 

tourism experts were all on the list and each was so generous with professional time. I soaked up their inputs 

and read voraciously all manner of reports, scientific papers and survey data about users and their activities. 
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At the end of this period I could draw up the concept and the specifications that were a consequence. 

Investigations might be conducted across one, two or three years and they would measure physical, chemical 

and biological systems and parameters. 

 
Diagram 

Detail about what needed to be measured would be left up to the tenderer and would be signed off by a 

management committee that would meet quarterly to consider summary progress reports. The successful 

tenderer was to appoint a full-time technical manager who would be on site for the duration and would 

attend all management Committee meetings. The CEO of the organisation/company that won the tender 

would attend at least one meeting in every year irrespective of where they might have to travel from. This 

person could be required to attend any extra-ordinary meetings. After Minister Crabbe signed off on the 

Concept and Specifications, MMBW lawyers assisted me with the tender documents and ran the process. 

Later I was to evaluate the bids and make a recommendation to LF, KC and the Port CEO. In all, there were 

five bids from: 

A UK consortium that had recently developed the management plan for the Venetian lakes 

An international firm of coastal engineers that was based in the Netherlands 

CSIRO 

A local consortium put together by the Victorian Institute of Marines Sciences 

A consortium put together by the University of Queensland 

I held a series of phone calls with each of the bidders in order to clarify technical claims and obtain further 

details about project management and costs. I recommended CSIRO, which had made a bid with a projected 

cost up to $11.4 million! 

As soon as the CSIRO appointed the Project Manger I began working with him and some of the senior 

scientists who would make up the Study Team. Our task was to specify the various investigations that 

needed to be conducted. Once this was completed, the Team contracted out a lot of the work to a number of 

organisations and individual scientists. Included in the list were CSIRO Divisions - Fisheries, Oceanography 

and Water resources, Geosciences Australia, Marine Sciences Laboratory, The University of Melbourne, 

James Cook University, Monash University, Museum Victoria, Patterson Britton Partners, Consulting 

Environmental Engineers, Victoria and the University of Southern California, USA. The Project started in 

October 1992 and was completed in June 1996. 

Some of the findings 

For an estuary of such size and with a human population of such size, Port Phillip Bay is a remarkably 

healthy and vibrant ecosystem. It supports nearly seventy species fish species, a large population of bivalves 

(mussels and scallops) on the bottom and vast populations of invertebrates living to a depth of about 2m in 

the benthos of sand, silt and clays. The water column also supports healthy populations of phytoplankton, 

zooplankton, pico-plankton and tiny filter feeders. 

Because of the large and extended sand bar that reaches across the Bay in the region of Dromana, 

hydrologically the Bay operates as two separate bodies of water. Three forces move water around the Bay - 

tide, wind, and differences in water density. The most regular force is tidal while wind is the most pervasive 

across the nearly 2000 square Km. of water. Water between the Rip and Dromana is essentially Bass Strait 

water. It is only towards the end of each ebb (out-going) tide when nearly 80% of this Bass Strait water has 

been replaced by Bay water coming across the sand bar. Then the water exchange reverses again and by the 
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half-way interval of each flood (incoming) tide, the water to the sand bar is Bass Strait water again. Thus, 

during each 24 hour period, with two completed tide cycles there is almost a complete exchange with Bass 

Strait water.  The dynamics are very different for the Bay water between the sand bar and Altona. For this 

body of water, the average time interval for a complete exchange of water is about 380 days. In an average 

year about 3000 million litres of fresh water enters the bay via rainfall, rivers and the Werribee farm, and 

about 2400 million litres evaporates. 

The major nutrient inputs into the Bay are Nitrogen and Phosphorous. The main sources are the Werribee 

farm followed by the Yarra River. Productivity of all biota in the Bay is determined by Nitrogen. Since 

excessive Nitrogen in the form of nitrate compounds and ammonia are polluting and toxic to life, a unique 

mechanism has evolved to prevent this and this will be explained in detail later. 

The main metals that enter the Bay are chromium, copper, nickel, lead, zinc, cadmium and mercury. During 

the past two centuries, substantial amounts of these metals ended up in the Bay with all manner of chemical-

using and noxious industries operating close to foreshore areas and along the Yarra and Maribyrnong rivers 

without any regulation by the governments of the time. During the past fifty years or more, these industries 

have been removed and now half of the annual load comes from the Yarra River with very little coming 

from the Werribee farm. All heavy metals are first carried in the water column; they then attach to 

sedimentary particles and are taken by sedimentary invertebrates and filter feeders deeper into the benthos. 

Minor disturbance of the bottom by tides and density-driven currents results in a continuous flushing of the 

sedimentary particles and metals, out of the Bay and into Bass Strait. 

Levels of a range of organic toxicants (including DDT, Dieldrin and Dioxins) in Bay water samples were 

below the limits of detection at the time. Measurements of these compounds in fish and mussel tissue were 

well below the limits set by the National Health and Medical Research Council. 

A vast number of plankton species populate most of the oceans and seas around the planet. They form the 

base of the aquatic food chain. Phytoplankton can make chlorophyll and they have another important role 

because they remove vast amounts of atmospheric carbon dioxide. Zooplankton have a different role since 

they are able to remove nitrogen compounds from the atmosphere. Plankton populations can vary 

enormously, being influenced by tide, water temperature, and location, nutrient levels in the water column, 

water density, fresh/saltwater stratification and upwelling of deep water to the surface. In a healthy marine 

environment the variation in population is controlled within limits. At times, a phytoplankton bloom can 

occur and usually this bloom is triggered by a higher than average water temperature together with an 

unlimited nutrient supply. Chlorophyll can be measured and taken as a crude measure of phytoplankton 

abundance. The study indicated that levels in the Bay are usually very low. Some reported measurements are 

as follows: Portsmouth Harbour-up to 96; Tokyo Bay-up to 60; Cockburn Sound (WA)-up to 100; Port 

Phillip Bay-20 mg/cubic metre of water. Even though levels are normally low, plankton blooms occur, 

usually in summer months and following a sudden and heavy storm. The trigger is usually a sharp increase 

in the amount of nitrogen entering the Bay from the Yarra River. Nitrogen levels in proximity to the 

shoreline and city beaches rises suddenly and the bloom results in beach closure for a few days. 

The most important finding from the Study is the last one to discuss. With Phosphorous and Nitrogen being 

the most important elements required for plankton growth and as a consequence of all biota in the Bay, how 

does the system handle big loads in the absence of almost constant algal blooms? In the years during the 

investigation, on average about 1400 to 1900 tonnes of phosphorous and 6000 to 8000 tonnes of Nitrogen 

entered the water column annually. The sources for both elements were the Werribee farm, the Maribyrnong 

and Yarra rivers, as well as smaller creeks, waterways and a matrix of suburban street drains. With Nitrogen 

there is one extra source which is the atmosphere (vehicle exhaust etc. - about 1000 tonnes). 

These elements are taken up rapidly by the plankton and diatoms, which are the dominant species. For 

Phosphorous, the system is kept in balance; roughly the same amount passes into Bass Strait as enters the 

Bay each year. With Nitrogen, a fascinating mechanism was unravelled. Every day/night, millions of 

plankton are taking up the two nutrients and millions and are dying, after completing a short life cycle. 

These dead cells, particularly diatoms sink and accumulate on the floor of the Bay. The sand offers cover to 

filter feeder, small shrimp and crabs and a variety of opportunistic feeders that ingest the diatoms. In the silt 

underneath the sand there can be millions of other invertebrates (e.g. worms and polychaetes) and these are 

moving constantly, creating fissures, tubes, micro tunnels etc. This activity enables oxygen-rich seawater to 

irrigate the silt to a depth of 0.5 to 1.0m. 
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If oxygen were not present, excrement and detritus from the millions of diatom feeders and various worms 

would degrade anaerobically and putrefy with large amounts of toxic ammonia produced and accumulating 

in the silt. This does not happen. With oxygen available, bacteria incorporate the Nitrogen into Nitrates and 

Nitrites. There is production of some ammonia also but again bacteria recycle this over and over into 

Nitrates and Nitrites. These molecules must now be removed. Silt can support a variety of microbial species. 

They are all important, but one group is very important. These are the cyanobacteria. They evolved several 

million years ago when the earliest forms of plant life began to populate the earth’s oceans. Over millennia 

cyanobacteria have re-invented themselves many times in order to carry out a range of environmental 

functions. In the silt layers of Port Phillip Bay, they are critical because they can convert the accumulating, 

undesirable, Nitrates and Nitrites to Nitrogen gas. So, whenever you are standing in ankle-deep water, just 

beyond the shoreline, you may look down and see a stream of small bubbles rising from a depression in the 

sand. No, it is not Carbon Dioxide or oxygen or, heaven forbid, Ammonia. In any year animals and bacteria 

living below your feet produce this gas which rises into the atmosphere. 

The most important component of Port Phillip Bay is its sediments. Invertebrate activity and natural 

processes in this domain maintain the Bay’s health. This enables all manner of plant and animal species 

(both marine and terrestrial) to live and thrive and reproduce, and give us all great enjoyment. 

Wayne Chamley 

 

Book Review 

The Biggest Estate on Earth 

How Aborigines made Australia 

Bill Gammage 2012 Allen & Unwin 

Winner of 9 prizes including the 2012 Victorian Prize for Literature 

Review: Brian Cuming spoke highly of this work. It is dedicated to ‘the people of 1788, whose land care is 

unmatched, and who showed what it is to be ‘Australian’. 

While the clock cannot be turned back, a lot can be learnt from this examination of the Australian landscape. 

‘Across Australia, early Europeans commented again and again that the land looked like a park’. It had grass 

areas, paths and park- like scattered tree belts. Time and time again early European people described it as a 

‘gentleman’s estate’. The Aborigines tended it ceaselessly as they had done for thousands of years, shaping 

it chiefly by fire to attract wildlife into suitable locations for an easy food source. They fostered edible plants 

and animals for harvesting and kept their habitats pristine. They moved tended spaces along when nutrients 

had been depleted, again by the use of fire management. Gammage uses the word ‘templates’ to describe 

their time honoured systems – systems that had evolved down the centuries and were intrinsically connected 

to culture and totems, laws and responsibilities.   

It is well worth reading or perusing this 433 page book. It is astounding, and shows the Aborigines had an 

easy life in terms of food procuring. Their grief at the destruction of Australia by white men, hoofed 

animals, pest and disease introduction is palpable. 

“….huge implications for us today. Once Aboriginal people were no longer able to tend their country, it 

became overgrown and vulnerable to the hugely damaging bushfires we now experience. And what we think 

of as virgin bush in a national park is nothing of the kind.” 

Perhaps working bees at Devilbend could be revolutionized by adapting methods outlined in this book! 

Annabel Richards 

Found a dead rabbit? Request a sample kit today 

feralscan@feralscan.org.au 

Re: Request a free disease sample kit if you have found dead rabbits recently. 

Did you know, RabbitScan offers a free disease testing service, in partnership with CSIRO and the Centre 

for Invasive Species Solutions (CISS)? Citizen science is playing a huge role in rabbit disease monitoring 

across Australia, and you can assist by reporting dead rabbits in your local area or submitting rabbit samples 

for testing. 
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A recent surge in rabbit calicivirus (RHDV) and myxomatosis in rabbit populations is being noted amongst 

landholders and communities. If you find dead rabbits in your local area and are willing to collect a sample 

for analysis, please request a free sample kit from RabbitScan. 

How do I request a sample kit? 

1. Head to the RabbitScan Biocontrol Tracker Map 

2. After opening the map, find your location by zooming the Map to your local area. 

3. Click ‘Record Disease’ on the top left corner and drop a pin on the Map at your location 

4. Enter as much information as you can, ensuring you select ‘Submit a Sample’, then enter your postal 

address and click ‘Submit’ 

5. We will send you a sampling kit (with instructions) and a reply-paid envelope to submit your sample. 

6. Once the sample has been tested, we will notify you of the results via email and display them on the 

RabbitScan Biocontrol Tracker Map 

What do I do with the animal in the meantime? 

If possible, place the dead rabbit in a sealed and labelled plastic bag in the freezer until your kit arrives. If 

the entire rabbit cannot be stored, retaining only the liver or a hind-leg will be sufficient. *Remember to 

always wear gloves when handling animals and wash your hands thoroughly afterwards. 

Tips to identifying disease in rabbits: 

Rabbits that die from viral infection sometimes have obvious signs, including: 

  RHDV infected animals often have their heads tilted back when deceased and may have a blood-

stained nose. 

  Myxomatosis infected animals often have inflamed lesions around their eyes and nose. 

The role of citizen scientists is invaluable to understand how diseases behave in rabbit populations and 

optimising the use of rabbit diseases to reduce rabbits and the damage they cause – We thank you in advance 

for your contribution and support! Read more about the CSIRO program - Rabbit disease detectives on the 

case for virus monitoring - CSIRO 

If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to contact us via e-mail feralscan@feralscan.org.au, or visit 

the 

Contact Us page on RabbitScan 

Best regards 

Peter West and the FeralScan Team 

 

 

We will finish with the letter F 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Foxy felon spotted on a bird count - MM 

Whistling Tree Frog discovered in my garden - MF 
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DEVILBEND FOUNDATION INC 

SUBSCRIPTION – Please return form via email to DFI:  with subscription, and pay on line (place name 

in Reference for Direct Deposit and Receipt. 

YEAR JULY 2020 – JUNE 2021 

AMOUNT: $20.00 (DFI Bendigo Account: BSB 633-000 ACCOUNT NO: 129079448)  

NAME:………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

STATUS:…………………………………………………MEMBER SINCE(approx)……………………………………………………. 

(General Member, Group Representative Member- state group name) 

Address:………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

EMAIL…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

TELEPHONE NUMBER………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Paid on Line (date)…………………………………………$20 enclosed/attached (date)………………………………….. 
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DONATION TO DEVILBEND FOUNDATION Inc. 

WE ARE A TAX-DEDUCTIBLE ORGANISATION! HELP US TO RAISE FUNDS TO MAKE DEVILBEND A WORLD 

CLASS CONSERVATION RESERVE! 

All donations over $2 can be claimed by donors as tax-deductible, so do help us raise funds & benefit yourself as this 

financial year comes to a close through our Devilbend Conservation Reserve Trust Fund as we are listed on the 

Register of Environmental Organisations under Section 6.1.1 sub-section 30-55 (1) of the Income Tax Assessment Act 

1997. 

Yes I would like to donate $................... to the Devilbend Conservation Reserve Trust Fund 

[ ] I attach a cheque, or postal order addressed to:  

Westernport and Peninsula Protection Council 

Attention: Devilbend Foundation Inc. 

PO Box 9 

Hastings 

Vic 3915 

[ ] I will use the Foundation’s Bendigo Bank, Mornington: BSB 633 000, ‘Devilbend Conservation Reserve Trust 

Fund Account’ number 130522204 & let you know that I donated to this account direct (Ring DFI Treasurer Sue 

Milton on 0407 350 175). 

Name………………………………………………………….Signed………………………… 

Address………………………………………………………………………………..Date…… 

“STRATEGIC PLANNING APPROACH” BOOKLET 

Please send me a copy of the Foundation’s 20-page coloured publication ‘Devilbend Reserve – A Strategic Planning 

Approach’. Post form to Westernport and Peninsula Protection Council 

Attention: Devilbend Foundation Inc. 

PO Box 9 

Hastings 

Vic 3915  

Name…………………………………………………………..…..Phone…………………… 

Email………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Address………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

FRIENDS OF DAANGEAN VOLUNTEERS 

I’m interested in being a Devilbend Foundation supporter as a volunteer in the Friends of Daangean. Please keep me 

in touch & note my name & contact details here.  

Please contact Marnie Fitzsimons on marniefitz1@gmail.com or post this to PO Box 9 Hastings 3915 

Name………………………………………………………………………….. (Please print) 

Phone……………………………………Mobile……………………………………………… 

Email……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

My special interest in Devilbend Reserve is…………………………………………………… 

Signed…………………………………………………..Date……………. 

 

mailto:marniefitz1@gmail.com

