
Senator the Hon Robert Hill 
Leader of the Government in the Senate 

Minister for the Environment and Heritage 
 

September 25 2000 
Mr Martin Grace 
Head 
Woodlands and Grasslands Working Group 
Watson Community Association Inc 
21 Piddington Street 
WATSON ACT 2602 
 
Dear Mr Grace 
 
Thank you for your letter of 17 July 2000 regarding the woodland site at North Watson 
and the endangered Regent Honeyeater. I share your concerns over the potential 
degradation of the woodland. 
 
Nationally threatened species are protected under the Commonwealth Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), which commenced on 
16 July 2000. Any action that will have, or is likely to have, a significant impact on a 
listed threatened species, needs to be referred to Environment Australia for assessment. 
 
With respect to your view that the site should be assessed for its significance as habitat 
for the Regent Honeyeater by the national recovery team, I suggest that you write to the 
national coordinator of the Regent Honeyeater recovery program, David Gerring of the 
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, Dubbo. 
 
I am also concerned about the planned removal/degradation of mature remnant vegetation 
for reasons that you have brought to my attention: 

• the Commonwealth Government is funding projects under the National Heritage 
Trust that involve replanting of the  same vegetation community; 

• that degradation of remnant vegetation is contrary to the national goal of the 
Bushcare program, which is to reverse the long-term decline in the quality and 
extent of Australia’s native vegetation cover; and 

• that one of the main concerns agreed to in the National Heritage Trust Partnership 
Agreement with the ACT Government was ‘the cumulative affects of clearing 
small areas of native vegetation’. 

 
I have therefore written to Mr Brendan Smyth MLA expressing my concerns and 
inquiring about the proposed development’s likely impact on the Regent Honeyeater. A 
copy of the letter is attached for your information. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Robert Hill 



Senator the Hon Robert Hill 
Leader of the Government in the Senate 

Minister for the Environment and Heritage 
 

September 25 2000 
Mr Brendan Smyth MLA 
Minister for Urban Services 
ACT Legislative Assembly 
London Circuit 
CANBERRA ACT 2601 
 
Dear Minister 
 
On the 17 July 2000 I received a letter from Mr Grace, Head, Woodlands and Grasslands 
Working Group, Watson Community Association, expressing concern that a planned 
residential and other development will degrade a stand of mature native vegetation. The 
stand is at North Watson and consists of 14 hectares of Yellow Box/Red Gum trees that 
are estimated to be over 200 years old. 
 
The proposed development on the North Watson woodland raises three issues that are of 
concern to the Commonwealth Government. 

• likely impact on a national threatened species; 
• clearing of mature vegetation community remnant which is being replanted in the 

same region by National Heritage Trust funded projects; and 
• clearing of remnant stands of mature vegetation remnants contrary to the 

environment outcomes agreed under the National Heritage Trust Partnership 
Agreement. 

 
As you may be aware, Mr Grace asserts that the North Watson woodland is adjacent to a 
site known to have been used by the endangered Regent Honeyeater in 1995-1996 and 
Regent Honeyeaters have been recorded feeding on the trees of the North Watson site. 
Mr Grace raises the issue that the site does not meet the definition of ‘regular use’ by the 
Regent Honeyeater, but does fit within the bounds of habitat under the national Recovery 
Plan. The ACT Action Plan no 20 – Regent Honeyeater notes that ‘the infrequent or 
irregular use of a site does not necessarily reduce the site’s conservation significance’. 
 
Under the Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
1991, which commenced on 16 July 2000, any likely significant impact on a listed 
threatened species needs to be referred to Environment Australia for assessment. 
 
I am yet to be convinced that this proposal will not have a significant impact on a matter 
of national environmental significance while at the same time the Commonwealth 
Government has approved $ 3 545 794 for National Heritage Trust projects in the 
Australian Capital Territory. Many of these Trust-funded projects have involved 
conservation and restoration of remnant vegetation patches. I am sure that we are both 



aware that the intrinsic value of remnant vegetation is well documented and cannot be 
easily or quickly replaced by replanting. 
 
In the National Trust Partnership Agreement, your Government agreed to work towards 
the national goal of Bushcare to reverse the long-term decline in the quality and extent of 
Australia’s native vegetation cover. In this Agreement, the main concern in your 
jurisdiction was identified as being ‘the cumulative affects of clearing small areas of 
native vegetation’. Additional outcomes agreed to for the Territory were: 

a) the long-term conservation of native vegetation remnants; and 
b) that any clearing of native vegetation is managed so that requirements to conserve 

native biodiversity are not compromised. 
 
Mr Grace informs me that the major ecological value of the site is that it supports the 
lowest altitudinal component of a gradient of open-forest and woodland communities 
from the ridge of Mount Majura down to meet the naturally treeless grassland on the 
valley floor. The ACT Action Plan No 10, Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodlands; an 
Endangered Ecological Community notes the rarity of examples of this transition in the 
Australian Capital Territory. The action plan also addresses the management of 
woodlands with degraded understoreys and remnant trees. It states that ‘individual trees 
or stands of tree may nevertheless retain significant ecological values, particularly as 
habitat for birds and other animals.’ 
 
In the recently finalized ANZECC National Vegetation Framework Work Plan – ACT, 
your Government agreed that for discrete sites containing critical habitat or other values 
of significance that ‘application of off-reserve conservation mechanisms and responsible 
town planning is the preferred approach’. 
 
Mr Grace informs me that you have written to him on two occasions reassuring him that 
the conservation values of the woodland can be largely retained within a residential 
development. He remains concerned however that the essential character and ecological 
functioning of the woodland will be destroyed with the imposition of residential or 
similar urban development. I share his concerns. I would be grateful if you could advise 
me regarding the likely impact the proposed development poses for the Regent 
Honeyeater, and the impact the proposed development would have on meeting national 
native vegetation goals. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
SIGNED 
 
 
Robert Hill 
 
 
 
 



WATSON COMMUNITY ASSOCIATION INC. 
WOODLANDS AND GRASSLANDS WORKING GROUP 

21 Piddington Street Watson ACT 2602 
 

Mr David Geering 
National Coordinator 
Regent Honeyeater Recovery Program 
C/- NSW Western Directorate 
PO Box 1007 
DUBBO NSW 2830 
 
Dear Mr Geering 
 

Re: Assessment of North Watson Woodlands 
By Regent Honeyeater National Recovery Team 

 
On 19 July I forwarded you a copy of Ecological Values of the North Watson Woodland 
– A Case for Preservation. 
 
At the same time I wrote to Senator Robert Hill, outlining the ecological values of the 
North Watson site and expressing our concerns about the ACT Government’s proposed 
development of the site. A copy of this letter is enclosed for your information. 
 
I have now received a reply from Senator Hill. Senator Hill shares our concerns and has 
written to the ACT’s Minister for the Environment in that vein. A copy of these letters is 
also enclosed for your information. 
 
Senator Hill shares our concerns at the ‘planned removal/degradation of mature remnant 
vegetation’ and states that he is ‘yet to be convinced that this proposal will not have a 
significant impact on a matter of national environmental significance’. 
 
As you will see from letter of 17 July 2000 to Senator Hill, our Working Group is of the 
view that the North Watson site should be assessed for its significance as habitat for the 
Regent Honeyeater. Senator Hill has suggested that I write to you on this matter. 
 
Although our report (a copy of which has already been forwarded to you) concentrated on 
Sections 72, 79, 80 and Block 6 of Section 64 of Watson, the remnant woodlands in the 
whole of the North Watson area are of concern to our Group. Our concerns relate not 
only to the protection of habitat for the Regent Honeyeater, but also to the need to protect 
remnant Yellow Box-Red Gum woodlands, irrespective of the status of their understorey. 
The need to protect such woodlands is highlighted by recent CRA data (refer to page 7 of 
Ecological Values of the North Watson Woodland – A Case for Preservation) relating to 
the proportion of pre-European settlement levels of these woodlands currently protected 
in the ACT and surrounding region. 
 



In 1994 much of the North Watson area was rezoned to permit residential development. 
Until early this year, no interest had been expressed in redeveloping the areas closest to 
the 1995-96 nesting sites of the Regent Honeyeater (see enclosed article by Bounds, 
Brookfield and Delahoy). 
 
Since the release of our report in July, the ACT Government has granted Prime TV an 
extension of its lease boundary to include a 20 metre-wide strip of Block 6 of Section 64 
to allow construction of a car park, necessitating the removal of one, or more, mature 
Yellow Box trees. We understand that Prime TV has expressed an interest in constructing 
further broadcasting facilities, thus necessitation further incursion into Block 6 of Section 
64, and the possible removal of many more Yellow Box trees. 
 
This week, I was notified of the planned redevelopment of the National Capital Village 
(NCV) motel site on Block 7 of Section 74, for housing. As you will see from the Bounds 
et al article, the Mugga Ironbarks on the NCV site provided a major food source for the 
Regent Honeyeater during the 1995-96 nesting season. The NCV site has many mature 
trees on the site, which may also be of importance to the Regent Honeyeater’s future. On 
the basis of the Regent Honeyeater’s recorded use of the site in 1995-96, I believe that 
the proposed residential development should trigger the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. I have apprised the proponent of this belief. 
 
I would like to formalize Senator Hill’s suggestion, and request that the Regent 
Honeyeater National Recovery Team undertake a complete assessment of not only the 
North Watson woodlands referred to in our report, but the whole North Watson area. 
 
I believe this request to be a matter of some urgency, especially given recent 
developments. 
 
I have included for your information a figure which relates the 19955-96 nesting sites to 
the: woodlands covered by our report; Prime TV site; and proposed NCV residential site. 
 
Could you please advise me as to the process involved and what, if any, further action our 
Working Group needs to take. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Lynn Davey 
for Martin Grace 
Chair, Woodlands and Grasslands Working Group 
 
18 October 2000 
 
 
 
 
 



WATSON COMMUNITY ASSOCIATION INC. 
WOODLANDS AND GRASSLANDS WORKING GROUP 

21 Piddington Street Watson ACT 2602 
 

Senator the Hon. Robert Hill 
Minister for the Environment and Heritage 
Parliament House 
CANBERRA ACT 2600 
 
Dear Senator Hill 

Re: National Recovery Program – Endangered Regent Honeyeater 
 

Thank you for your letter of 25 September 2000, in which you suggested that I write to 
the national coordinator of the Regent Honeyeater recovery program, David Geering 
requesting that the national recovery team asses the site for its significance as habitat for 
the Regent Honeyeater. 
 
David Geering has just advised me that he does not have the resources to assess 
individual areas. He has suggested that I contact Jenny Bounds of Canberra 
Ornithologists’ Group and ask her to carry out the assessment. I am in the process of 
carrying out David Gerring’s suggestion. 
 
I wish to bring to your attention another matter related to the National Recovery Program 
for the Regent Honeyeater. 
 
Local builders/developers, Milin Brothers, have an option to purchase the National 
Capital Village site on Antill Street Watson (Block 7 of Section 74 Watson), and to 
redevelop it for housing. This block is across the road (about 100 metres) from the 1995-
96 nesting sites of the Regent Honeyeater, and the birds were seen to feed on the Mugga 
Ironbarks on the site for approximately 50 per cent of the time. I discussed the proposal 
and the use of the Mugga Ironbarks by the Regent Honeyeater with David Geering. He 
agrees with me that the redevelopment proposal should trigger the EBPC Act. 
 
Alan Wylucki of McCann and Associates, on behalf of Milin Brothers, has made two 
presentations to the Majura Local Area Planning and Advisory Committee, in addition to 
consulting extensively with ACT’s Planning and Land Management (PALM), regarding 
the redevelopment proposal. 
 
Some of the trees on the site are not native to the area, having been planted when the site 
was set up around 20 years ago, and include the Mugga Ironbarks, on the south eastern 
boundary of the site. A tree survey has been carried out and Mr Wylucki has said that a 
tree surgeon recommended that some trees be removed, but that some 200 year old trees 
are retained. No further details have been provided and I am trying to obtain a copy of the 
tree survey. 
 



As PALM permits buildings to be constructed just outside the drip-line of the trees, I am 
not convinced that the trees will not be stressed either during the construction phase or 
later. About 140 townhouses/units are planned for the site. Preliminary plans show the 
site will have very little open space. Retained trees would be very close to building, 
which would not encourage regeneration, and would make their long-term survival 
unlikely. In addition, falling limbs are likely to become a safety issue, providing an 
excuse for harsh pruning, or even removal, of these trees. 
 
I would welcome a meeting with you to discuss how Watson Community Association 
Inc. (WCA) might help the Regent National Recovery Program in the North Watson area. 
 
Brendan Smyth wrote to me on 13 October 2000. The substance of this letter was the 
same as that of previous letters to me – that is, that a suburb could be sensitively designed 
to retain some of the valuable trees – but written in rather more conciliatory language 
than previous communications. He makes no mention of your letter to him. I cannot say 
whether his letter was a result of his having received your letter or not. In either case the 
intention to build a suburb on this woodland is unchanged. 
 
If it is appropriate, I would appreciated it if you could advise me of Brendan Smyth’s 
response to your letter to him of 25 September 2000 (a copy of which you provided to 
me). 
 
I look forward to hearing from you at your earliest convenience, and thank you for your 
support in these matters. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Martin Grace 
 
Chair, Woodlands and Grasslands Working Group 
Watson Community Association Inc. 
 
18 December 2000 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Watson Community Association 
c/o 67 Irvine Street 
Watson, ACT 2602 

Senator the Hon Robert Hill 
Leader of the Government in the Senate 
Minister for the Environment and Heritage 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 
 
Dear Senator Hill, 
 
Thank you for your letters to Martin Grace, on 1 February regarding protection of habitat 
for the endangered Regent Honeyeater in the North Watson area of Canberra, and on 25 
September 2000 attaching your letter to Mr Brendan Smyth, ACT Minister for Urban 
Services. 
 
We appreciate your support for our concerns. This letter is to ask whether you would 
support in principle our application under the National Heritage Trust program to restore 
the land and promote conservation of the Regent Honeyeater and a possibly crucial 
habitat in the ACT, because despite the inference of Mr Smyth’s letter, the issue is 
pressing. 
 
In his response to your letter, Mr Smyth stated that it is premature to speculate as to what 
will be proposed and how conservation issues will be addressed. He reassured you that: 
 

‘The development of land at North Watson is not scheduled until 2003-4. At that 
time it will be appropriate for any proposal likely to have a significant effect on a 
listed threatened species to be referred to the Commonwealth under the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999’. 

 
This is not true. It is regrettable that in his letter of response, Mr Smyth did not inform 
you that: 
 

• the ACT Government’s current Budget provided funds this financial year (2000-
2001) for construction of Negus Crescent at North Watson, threatening a number 
of these significant mature Yellow Box and Red um trees; 

• the ACT Government has before it a proposal for a 120-unit townhouse 
redevelopment of a recorded feeding ground for the Regent Honeyeater (RH) at 
the National Capital Village at North Watson. The development proponent has 
received the implausible advice that – despite potential destruction of most of the 
134 native trees on the site – the development ‘is not likely to have a significant 
adverse impact on the Regent Honeyeater as a nationally threatened species and 
therefore should not require approval from the Commonwealth Environment 
Minister under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
1999’. 



This is clearly a concern, and inconsistent with the advice provided by Mr David Geering 
(National Coordinator of the Regent Honeyeater Recovery Program) to Mr Martin Grace 
of the WCA that such development would trigger the Commonwealth Act. 
 
Furthermore, the National Capital Village proposal is clearly a proposal that must be 
assessed for its cumulative effects on the RH in the North Watson area. The original 
assessment of the North Watson area, conducted by the development proponent in 1991, 
predated the listing of both the RH and concerns at the threat to the survival of its grassy 
woodland habitat, and failed to take into account its high conservation values. (We have 
previously sent you Gilles study of the Ecological Values of the North Watson 
Woodland; attached also is a statement by Canberra Ornithologists Group supporting 
inclusion of the site in the reserve system because of its value as a habitat, corridor and 
connectivity to the existing reserve system. 
 
You also advised that the ACT Government has agreed under the recently finalized 
ANZECC National Vegetation Framework Work Plan – ACT, that for discrete sites 
containing critical habitat or other values of significance, ‘application of off-reserve 
conservation mechanisms and responsible town planning is the preferred approach’. 
 
However, Mr Smyth’s letter dated 26 October shows that he views existing plans for high 
intensity development in the form of residential development of North Watson as the 
only relevant response. In Mr Smyth’s view, ‘responsible town planning’ and ‘off-reserve 
conservation mechanisms’ means applying some currently unspecified covenants to the 
proposed development of several hundred townhouses and houses at North Watson. This 
is unlikely to be effective in preserving the high conservation values of the site. The 
widespread re-growth now around 4 metres high would not be retained. Nor will planting 
trees in the Canberra Nature Park replace for hundreds of years the many large and 
vigorous mature trees that will be lost from residential development on this particularly 
fertile woodland area. 
 
As you noted in your letter, the ACT’s National Heritage Trust Partnership Agreement 
identifies ‘the cumulative effects of clearing small areas of native vegetation’ as its main 
concern. Additional outcomes under the Agreement were ‘the long term conservation of 
native vegetation remnants’ and ‘managing any clearing of native vegetation so that 
requirements to conserve native biodiversity are not compromised’. Mr Smyth’s response 
to your letter on the issue at North Watson is clearly inadequate and shows he is not 
taking critical conservation issues seriously. His planned high intensity urban 
(residential) development will not protect the high conservation value remnant vegetation 
at North Watson. The ACT’s responsibilities under the National Heritage Trust 
Partnership Agreement, the national Bushcare program, and the Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act clearly require much more. 
 
We are presently considering making an application under the National Heritage Trust to 
restore the land, and promote conservation of the Regent Honeyeater (RH) and its habitat 
through community education, by: 
 



• conducting research and experimental restoration of grassy understorey in the 
high conservation value Yellow Box/Red Gum grassy woodland remnant at North 
Watson; 

• surveying, monitoring and conducting site specific research on the ecology of, 
and appropriate food plantings for the nationally endangered RH, which is known 
to have very successfully nested at North Watson; 

• facilitating the provision of suitable information signs, community liaison and 
public education on the value of conserving the RH and its associated grassy 
woodland habitat. 

 
Our proposal and the particular activities we suggest for funding, are based on the 
information needs identified in ACT Action Plans for the RH and for the Yellow 
Box/Red Gum grassy woodland community. They would involve collaboration and close 
coordination with work elsewhere including the National Recovery program for the RH. 
They are also consistent with the national Bushcare program goal of reversing the long-
term decline in the quality and extent of Australia’s native vegetation cover, and with the 
Natural Heritage Trust Partnership Agreement with the ACT. This aspect of our proposal 
raises no significant issues other than obtaining access permission from the ACT 
Government. 
 
However, we also propose to purchase development rights from the ACT and/or private 
landholders at North Watson for sites that adjoin a reserved RH breeding site and/or 
provide a southern corridor to another favoured RH habitat at Newline Quarry. 
 
This requires some further explanation. In the ACT, public purchase of the rights to 
freehold title is not necessarily the appropriate approach to environmental protection and 
conservation because all land, in principle at least, is vested in the Commonwealth, and 
managed by the ACT Government according to provisions of the Commonwealth 
Planning and Land Management Act 1988. The NHT criteria on the other hand, relate to 
States with freehold tenure systems. A more economical and appropriate approach to the 
problem at North Watson is purchase of ‘development rights’ rather than land title. That 
principle is the basis of our purchasing proposal. However, as the matter is complex, and 
does not fit easily within the NHT guidelines we would like to discuss it further with you. 
 
We wrote recently to the ACT Government seeking access to the public land included in 
our proposal. In a recent meeting with the ACT Chief Minister, we presented a proposal 
whereby the ACT Government’s aims of reducing the infrastructure costs of residential 
development could be addressed by residential redevelopment of publicly owned, but 
lower conservation sites along the western edge of the North Watson area. 
 
We would like to meet with you to discuss our proposed NHT proposal in more detail 
and ascertain your views on the proposed approach involving a purchase of land 
redevelopment rights, and on an appropriate process for dealing with this issue. 
 
We would like to also take this opportunity to invite you to a public rally for the Watson 
Woodlands, which will be addressed by well-known conservationist Phillip Toyne, which 



is to be held on 10 March 2001 at around 4pm. Should you also wish to address our 
Rally, we would be happy to discuss any necessary arrangements. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Julie Smith 
Chairperson 
Watson Community Association 
February 16, 2001 
 

 


