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Introduction 
 
The preparation of this document was commissioned by the Watson Community Association 
Inc. (WCA) in response to the current ACT Government's expressed intention to construct a 
residential development on sections 72, 79 and 80 of North Watson.  Sections 72 and 80 
currently support a stand of approximately 14 ha of Yellow Box/Blakely's Red Gum woodland.  
An adjacent additional area of woodland occurs on Block 6, Section 64 which is currently 
under lease to Prime Television, and this is also threatened by potential future development.  
There is strong community support, for a variety of reasons, for both these patches of woodland 
to be protected from inappropriate development.  This document focuses on the conservation 
values of this woodland and presents a strong ecological case for this and other similar 
woodland remnants to be protected. 
 
 

Regional Setting and Landscape Value of the North Watson Site 
 
The North Watson site is situated on the western penneplain of Mount Majura and is located 
immediately north of the residential suburb of Watson, to the west of Antill Street.  A tributary (now 
modified) of Sullivans Creek borders the site to the south.  Approximately 14 ha of woodland and 
open-woodland occurs on the gentle west-facing slope of the site.  At the western edge of the site the 
woodland meets an area of several hectares of a naturally treeless grassland which forms part of the 
floor of the North Canberra valley.  The grassland is a remnant of what was known as the Limestone 
Plains prior to the establishment of Canberra.  The woodland is separated from the Mount Majura 
section of Canberra Nature Park (CNP) by a strip of partially-cleared grazing land about 200 m wide.  
This link is interrupted by Antill Street which runs north-south between the two areas. There are two 
television stations situated adjacent to the northern side of the site and the southern boundary is well 
defined by Stirling Avenue Reserve which provides a wide buffer to the urban areas of Watson and 
also contains the tributary to Sullivans Creek mentioned above (see Figure 1 and front cover aerial 
photograph).  The current landuse of the site is intermittent light grazing by cattle and horses. 
 
The North Watson site is currently partially ecologically linked to the Mount Majura section of CNP 
by the scattered woodland on the grazing land to the east of Antill Street and also by a tongue of intact 
woodland that extends down to Antill Street (opposite the Carotel Motel), 400 m north of the site.  
Large woodland trees on the Prime Television site (Section 64/6) and the adjacent Carotel Motel site 
(Section 64/1) form a link between this intact tongue of woodland (proposed by the ACT Government 
for addition to CNP) and the North Watson site. 
 
A major ecological value of the site is that it supports the lowest altitudinal component of a gradient of 
open-forest and woodland communities that extends from the ridge of Mount Majura down to meet the 
naturally treeless grassland on the valley floor.  This situation provides a now uncommon example of 
the interface of this woodland type and the naturally treeless plains.  ACT Action Plan No. 10 (ACT 
Government, 1999a) notes the rarity of examples of this transition in the ACT. 
 
The need to conserve ecological gradients has been well documented and agreed to by all State and 
Territory governments in Australia.  The National Forest Policy Statement: A New Focus for 
Australia’s Forests (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992), to which the ACT is a signatory, states that 
each Government will ‘ensure that effective corridor systems link reserves, refuges and areas with a 
relatively large range of altitudinal and other geographical variation’.  The North Watson site has 
ecologically-functional connectivity to the nearby Mount Majura section of CNP and this linkage could 
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be enhanced with appropriate management and/or supplementary tree and shrub planting (see Figure 1 
for possible options).  The protection of the site would contribute to ensuring the inclusion of the full 
range of altitudinal/topographical variation of Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy woodland in the nature 
reserve system in the north of the ACT. 
 
On a broader regional scale, covering the ACT and southern NSW, investigations were undertaken into 
the remaining proportion of pre-European settlement distribution of all forest ecosystems as part of the 
NSW Comprehensive Regional Assessment (CRA) process (Thomas et al, 2000).  The CRA study 
formed part of the joint Commonwealth-State Regional Forest Agreement Process and involved the 
identification and mapping of forest ecosystems in all States.  In the NSW Southern CRA Area, 201 
individual forest ecosystems were identified, including five defined by various alliances of Yellow 
Box/Blakely's Red Gum and associated understorey species (Thomas et. al, 2000).  The study shows 
that only 5.2% of the pre-European settlement distribution of Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland 
communities remains. There is thus a strong case that no further loss of these woodlands should be 
permitted, whatever the current condition of the understorey. 
 
There is an inclination by some in ACT Government to consider that the only remnants of woodland 
that warrant special conservation effort are those which meet the definition of the Yellow Box/Red 
Gum Grassy Woodland Endangered Ecological Community, as formally declared in the ACT under the 
provisions of the ACT Nature Conservation Act (1980).  There is no doubt that those woodland 
remnants which still have a substantial component of their native grass and forb understorey relatively 
intact represent the 'cream' of the remaining woodland and that these deserve highest conservation 
priority.  However, with only 5.2 % of Yellow Box/Red Gum grassy woodland remaining, regardless of 
understorey condition, there is a strong ecological imperative to make every effort to protect all such 
woodland remnants.  Indeed, in order to adequately conserve much of the fauna which utilise these 
woodlands it is essential to conserve patches of this woodland in a mosaic across the landscape.  It is 
particularly important to retain a network of woodland which will allow for nomadic species to 
undertake their seasonal migrations in pursuit of flowering stands of woodland and suitable breeding 
habitat.  If only those remnants with substantially intact native understorey were to be protected then 
almost certainly a large suite of now common or declining woodland dependent species will become 
threatened in the future.  An accurate figure for the proportion of surviving Yellow Box/Blakely's Red 
Gum grassy woodland in NSW which retains a relatively intact native understorey has not yet been 
assessed, however in the case of Grassy White Box woodlands, a similar Box woodland community, 
this amounts to only 0.01% of pre-European distribution of that community type. 
 
In a recent study of woodland birds on the Southern Tablelands and South-west Slopes of NSW by 
Reid (1999), the primary cause for 85 out of 250 bird species (34% of bird species occurring in the 
study area) being identified by the study as Threatened or Declining was attributed to over-clearing and 
stock grazing.  Reid commented that ‘the selective clearance of particular vegetation types on fertile 
soils has probably been the major, ultimate cause of the plight of most Declining and Threatened bird 
species in the Sheep-Wheat Belt.  Further clearance of these associations should be halted forthwith; 
these most fertile and better watered portions of the landscape should become the major focus of 
landscape remediation including, but much more than, revegetation’.  The Yellow Box/Red Gum 
grassy woodland at North Watson is an example of such woodland on a fertile, better watered site.  
Reid also commented that ‘..it is calamitous that current rates of removal of natural timber from these 
landscapes are permitted’. 
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The North Watson site is a woodland remnant of significance in an ACT regional context when 
considering the proposed future development in Gungahlin forecast by The Territory Plan.  As the 
Gungahlin region develops, there will be further incremental loss of similar Yellow Box/Red Gum 
remnants.  The residential suburbs of Kenny and Throsby, once developed, without appropriate 
conservation planning, threaten to greatly reduce the lower altitudinal Yellow Box/Red Gum remnants 
in the area, increasing the importance of securing the protection of the woodland occurring on the 
North Watson site.  The North Watson site offers an opportunity to contribute to a strategic plan for the 
longer term retention of Yellow Box/Red Gum remnants occurring on lower altitudinal sites in the 
region.  Other similarly valuable remnants of this woodland on the higher fertility sites should also be 
protected as part of such a strategy. 
 
 
Naturally treeless native grasslands are now rare in the ACT and indeed across all of temperate 
Australia, again due to: 
 
• lowland grasslands being the prime areas used for grazing since first European settlement; and 
• urban development focusing on the lowlands formerly occupied by the native grasslands.   
 
Although the North Watson grassland is disturbed, it is still valuable in the broader landscape context 
and when considering the contrasting vegetation community structure and ecosystems present on this 
site, i.e. both woodland and natural grassland are present. 
 

The Catchment Context 
 
Forests, woodlands and grasslands play a critical role in catchment hydrology, exerting a fundamental 
control on water flow and quality.  The North Watson site is bisected by a small drainage line and is 
located adjacent to a small tributary of Sullivans Creek.  The North Watson vegetation contributes to 
infiltration of steady precipitation to help promote a regulated base-flow of water out of the site.  
Surface flows lead to erosion and other land and water quality degradation problems.  Due to the level 
of disturbance in the vicinity of the site, surface flows and rapid pulses of water following heavy 
rainfall events do occur.  The concrete erosion abatement works along the tributary adjacent to the site 
have been constructed in response to this.  Attempting to maintain a regulated flow of water is also 
important for downstream ecosystems.  At present most sections of Sullivans Creek have little 
biological value, however, as part of the Sullivans Creek Catchment Management Plan, 14 
demonstration wetlands are proposed to be constructed using Commonwealth Natural Heritage Trust 
and private funding. 
 
Approximately 17% of Sullivans Creek Catchment is in conservation reserves, 49% is covered by 
urban development and 35% is in rural areas (State of the Environment Report, ACT Government, 
1995).  The rural land is to be developed for residential suburbs (Kenny and Throsby) in the future.  
Some of the buffers and ridges will remain undeveloped.  Once developed, the urban proportion of the 
catchment will be more than 80%.  The argument for reserving the North Watson site in this context is 
very clear.  It is important to retain as many areas of natural vegetation as possible in the catchment, 
particularly along creek tributaries, so as to sustain ecosystem viability in Sullivans Creek Catchment. 
 
 

Nationally Agreed Criteria for the Establishment of a Comprehensive, 
Adequate and Representative Reserve System for Forest Ecosystems in 
Australia 
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Comprehensive, Adequate and Representative (CAR)  criteria were developed in 1997 by the Joint 
Australian and New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council (ANZECC) and Ministerial 
Council on Forestry, Fisheries and Aquaculture (MCFFA) National Forest Policy Statement (NFPS) 
Implementation Sub-committee (JANIS).  These criteria, known as the JANIS criteria, are the outcome 
of all levels of government agreeing to develop  National Forest Reserve Criteria in accordance with 
The National Forest Policy Statement: A New Focus for Australia’s Forests (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 1992) as a means to implement the principles and policies outlined in the NFPS.  In 1997 the 
ACT Government endorsed the JANIS criteria through Gary Humphries’ membership of ANZECC.  
The JANIS criteria (Commonwealth of Australia, 1997) are applicable to all forests and associated 
woodlands in Australia with a canopy cover greater than 20%, and are as follows. 
 

Comprehensiveness  
A regional reserve system should contain the agreed minimum area of the entire set of forest 
communities (that is, forest ecosystems types) in the region. 
 

Adequacy  
The extent to which the ecological viability and integrity of populations, species and communities is 
ensured.  This criterion can be interpreted in terms of the design, spatial configuration and management 
of reserves, and the efficacy of protected habitat in relation to population viability.  Therefore, Yellow 
Box/Red Gum remnants must be reserved to a large extent to ensure maximum chance of survival, 
including some degraded areas of the ecosystem type.  ‘Most estimates show that the risk of loss is 
highest where only a small percentage of the distribution of the community or species is reserved and 
adjoining unreserved forest is cleared or significantly modified’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 1997).  
This is exactly the case for Yellow Box/Red Gum Woodland communities, both in the ACT and in 
surrounding NSW.  In keeping with this principle, the maximum amount of ACT Yellow Box/Red 
Gum Grassy Woodland remnants should be protected in reserves with accompanying buffer zones. 
 
In the Biodiversity Criteria section of the CAR system, it is stated: ‘As a general criterion, 15% of the 
pre-1750 distribution of each forest ecosystem should be protected in the CAR reserve system’ and 
that, ‘the proportion of Dedicated Reserves should be maximised’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 1997).  
The forest ecosystems are defined primarily by their tree species composition and structure, and also to 
some extent by their understorey composition. 
 
The above criterion requires 15% of the pre-European extent of recognised associations of the Yellow 
Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland forest ecosystems to be protected in dedicated reserves across their 
range (including both the ACT and NSW).  This target includes woodlands, such as at the North 
Watson site, that have degraded understoreys and therefore do not meet the ACT Government 
definition of the Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland Endangered Ecological Community.  A 
reserve system in the ACT that fails to include 15% of such a woodland community, whether or not its 
understorey is degraded, cannot claim to adequately conserve the Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy 
Woodland Forest Ecosystem.  The North Watson site is a good candidate for reservation to help meet 
this target, particularly when considering the need for conservation across the landscape, its high 
biological productivity, high habitat values and its high level of connectivity to Mount Majura section 
of CNP. 
 
Table 1 presents summary figures from a recently completed (Thomas et al, 2000) NSW Southern 
Region CRA process for Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland Forest Ecosystems occurring in that 
region, together with comparable figures for the ACT extracted from ACT Action Plan No. 10: Yellow 
Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland, An endangered ecological community (ACT Government, 1999a).  
The NSW figures include data for the four recognised Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland Forest 
Ecosystems which are likely to be subsets of the Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodlands occurring in 
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the ACT.  Specifically these NSW Forest Ecosystems are numbers 116 (Western Slopes Herb/Grass 
Woodland), 159 (Northern Slopes Dry Grass Woodland), 160 (Northern Slopes Dry Grass Woodland − 
E. blakelyi/E. melliodora/Danthonia racemosa/Austrostipa scabra) and 161 (Tablelands and Slopes 
Dry Herb/Grass Woodland), as documented in Thomas et al (2000).  Forest Ecosystem 160 is the 
predominant Yellow Box/Blakely's Red Gum Forest Ecosystem modeled by the CRA process as 
occurring in the ACT. 
 
 
Table 1.  Summary figures for the distribution of Yellow Box/Red Gum woodlands in southern 
NSW and the ACT 
 

Region Pre-1750  
 
 

(ha) 

Surviving 
1997  

 
(ha) 

NP / NR  
 
 

(ha) 

Private & 
Leasehold       

Land  
(ha) 

Pre-1750 
surviving  

 
% 

Pre-1750 
reserved 

 
% 

Surviving 
reserved 

 
% 

aNSW        
Southern 467 801 17 981 104 14 944 3.84 0.022 0.58 

CRA        
bACT (Action 

Plan) 
32,000 c7 888 c1 633 c1 504 c25 c5.10 c20.7 

Total 499 901 25 869 1 737 16 448 5.18 0.35 6.71 

Sources: aThomas et al (2000),bACT Government (1999a) 
a  Figures include NSW Forest Ecosystem Nos 116,159, 160 & 161. 
c Figures are only for woodland meeting the ACT Endangered Ecological Community definition. 
 
 
Combining the ACT and NSW figures to give a regional overview presents an alarming picture, and a 
compelling case that no more Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland should be destroyed.  On a 
regional basis only 5.18% of pre-1750 distribution survives and of this amount only 6.71 % is in 
reserves.  The regional figure of the proportion of the pre-1750 distribution currently in reserves is only 
0.35%.  Even if all the remaining 5.18% of woodland were to be reserved this would still fall 
drastically short of the nationally agreed target of 15%. 
 
The figures presented here can be expected to accurately reflect the national situation for Yellow 
Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland Forest Ecosystems.  The distribution of these woodlands extends 
beyond the southern CRA Region only a short distance into north-eastern Victoria and northwards to 
parts of the NSW Northern Tablelands and North West Slopes.  These are all extensively cleared 
agricultural areas.  It is generally acknowledged and documented, for example Reid (1999), that the 
vegetation in those areas has suffered a similar plight to that on the NSW South West Slopes and 
Southern Tablelands. 
 
It is clear from these figures that this woodland type has survived the impact of European settlement 
considerably better in the ACT than in surrounding NSW (24.65% of the pre-1750 distribution with a 
native grass understorey in the ACT compared with only 3.84% (either with or without a native grass 
understorey) in NSW).  The proportion of the surviving woodland which is protected in reserves is also 
significantly better in the ACT than in NSW (20.7% of the extant woodland in the ACT is reserved 
compared with only 0.58% in NSW).  The proportion of woodland in reserves of the estimated        pre-
1750 distribution is of course much lower (5.1% in the ACT and 0.022% for NSW) and falls 
considerably short in both the ACT and NSW of the nationally agreed target of 15%. 
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Representativeness  
Those sample areas of the forest that are selected for inclusion in reserves should reasonably reflect the 
diversity found within the recognised forest communities/ecosystems - for example, the range in 
understorey species composition and site productivity. 
 
Most of the area of Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland currently protected in the ACT reserve 
system is located on the hills and ridges.  Such samples of this forest ecosystem were on the margins of 
the original distribution of this community and survived because they were on the less favoured sites 
for agriculture and urban development.  Typically, the woodland on these marginal sites consists of 
more numerous, but smaller, often stunted or multi-stemmed trees.  In comparison, the larger more 
umbraceous trees which formed the core of this forest ecosystem grew on the more fertile and better 
watered lower areas in the landscape.  The North Watson woodland is an example of this latter 
structural type, which is much less well represented in both the ACT and NSW reserve system. ACT 
Action Plan 10 for the Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland Endangered Ecological Community 
does not address this issue, and the reservation statistics for this woodland type do not distinguish such 
structural/ecological differences. 
 
The more productive lowland sites attract different fauna species and support different floristic 
communities than those found on the nearby hill slopes.  It follows that representation of high 
productivity sites within a regional reserve system is essential for ensuring the ecological integrity and 
viability of both common and rare/threatened species and communities.  A regional reserve system that 
lacks high productivity sites is therefore not representative of inter-forest ecosystem variability and 
cannot claim to be adequate.  The inclusion of the North Watson site and other similar Yellow 
Box/Red Gum woodland remnants in the regional reserve system would contribute to the adequacy and 
representativeness of the reserve system, both in the North Canberra area, and in a regional context. 
 
Additional JANIS conservation criteria have been established for the conservation of rare, endangered 
and threatened plant and animal species (Commonwealth of Australia, 1997). 
 
 

Vegetation on the North Watson Site 
 
The North Watson site has an overstorey comprised of an approximately 80% / 20% mix of Eucalyptus 
melliodora  (Yellow Box) and Eucalyptus blakelyi  (Blakely's Red Gum) respectively, with a few trees 
of Eucalyptus bridgesiana  (Apple Box) also present.  The grassy understorey on the site has been 
disturbed significantly, however the Yellow Box/Red Gum woodland has many large healthy mature 
trees with diameters at breast height of over 1.3 m (the largest measured is 1.8 m).  Based on studies by 
Banks (1997) these are likely to be at least 200 to 300 years old, and some could be more than 400 
years old.  These trees have been observed in recent years to be unaffected by dieback, a condition 
which has impacted on many other similar woodland remnants across the region. 
 
The North Watson woodland now also contains several extensive patches of regeneration comprising 
saplings estimated to be about 10 years old.  This regrowth is occurring wherever mature trees remain 
and provide a seed source for recruitment.  This cohort of recruitment was presumably initiated through 
a combination of favourable seasonal conditions and relatively low levels of grazing pressure at critical 
times about 10 years ago.  Since then, stocking rates have been low enough to allow this recruitment to 
develop, although the regeneration was observed as having experienced periodic 'setbacks' due to 
damage caused by grazing cattle.  The site contains a few open areas where the mature tree cover has 
apparently been selectively felled in the past and some have also been lost through storm damage.  
There is a noticeable absence of recruitment in those places where there are no surviving mature trees. 
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The adjacent treeless grassland on the western end of the site contains numerous exotic pasture species 
and weeds which have resulted from past domestic stock grazing.  However, the grassland still contains 
patches of the native grass species, Stipa bigeniculata, and other native grasses, including Wallaby 
grasses (Danthonia spp.), are also present.  Similar patches of these native grasses also occur within the 
woodland and several extensive patches were mapped by Crawford (1995).  Briggs (pers. comm.) 
advises that these extensive patches of Stipa were still present in March 2000 and that in some patches 
the Stipa is dominant and contributes an estimated understorey cover of over 80%.  Most of the native 
forbs have been lost from both the grassland and the woodland components of the North Watson site.  
Several pasture grass species and herbaceous weeds, such as Scotch Thistle, currently dominate much 
of the understorey.  Only a few plants of woody weeds occur on the site. 
 

Habitat Values of the North Watson Site 
 
The habitat values of the trees on the North Watson site are high, particularly for canopy-dwelling 
small woodland birds.  The trees on the North Watson site are large-crowned and mature, providing an 
important seasonal nectar source and valuable foraging habitat for canopy-dwelling birds and arboreal 
fauna as well as a range of hollow sizes in which a variety of hollow-dependent bird species can breed.  
Eighty-one native species of birds (excluding occasional sightings of water birds passing through the 
area) have been recorded using the Yellow Box/Red Gum woodland in the vicinity of the North 
Watson site  (Bounds et al, 1996).  Overs (pers. comm.) has been conducting a regular bird census in 
the woodland in CNP adjacent to the North Watson site.  He has recorded an additional seven native 
bird species in this area over the past few years, thus increasing the number of bird species recorded to 
88.  Overs reports that many of the bird species he has recorded in this part of CNP also utilise the 
woodland on the North Watson site.  This observation confirms the important contribution the North 
Watson woodland is almost certainly making to the high bird species diversity recorded in the area. 
 
The history of human settlement has left very few sites of Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland on 
the fertile, highly productive agricultural land which still support stands of old, large trees with      
well-developed hollows.  Some of the larger and less disturbed remaining examples include those now 
in the reserve system at Mulligans Flat and at Campbell Park, and the currently unreserved woodlands 
on leasehold land at Gooroo, located to the north of the Mount Majura section of CNP.  The hollows in 
the trees on the North Watson site, and the potential for these to enlarge/increase in number in the 
relatively near future, make the trees highly valuable to retain for the long-term habitat of          hollow-
dependent bird and bat species, and other arboreal fauna in the ACT.   
 
Studies by Gibbons et al (in press) on Brown Barrel (Eucalyptus fastigata) and Messmate (E. obliqua) 
trees in temperate forests of south-east Australia have shown that a majority of trees will not develop 
hollows greater than 2 cm diameter until they are a minimum of about 180 years old, and that a 
majority of trees of these species will not develop hollows greater than 10 cm diameter until they are a 
minimum of about 240 years old.  A similar study by Mackowski (1987) of Blackbutt (E. pilularis) on 
the NSW North Coast showed that the development of hollows suitable for occupancy by larger species 
of possums and gliders did not occur until trees reached at least 224 years of age.  Another study by 
Wormington (1996) of Scribbly Gum (E. signata) in south-east Queensland found that small hollows 
(up to 2 cm diameter) began to develop in trees between 200 and 235 years old and that larger hollows 
did not occur until trees were at least 280 years of age.  These and other studies show that in eastern 
Australia, regardless of which forest ecosystem is being considered, it consistently takes a minimum of 
180 years for trees to develop small hollows (less than 2 cm diameter) and over 200 years for hollows 
over 10 cm diameter to develop.  It is thus clear that the occurrence of hollows suitable for most 
arboreal wildlife cannot be replaced by new tree plantings in less than tens of generations of those 
species that depend on these hollows.  Recruitment of new cohorts of trees is essential for the longer 
term maintenance of such woodland ecosystems.  However, those hollow-dependent wildlife which 
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inhabit such woodlands must also have an ongoing and continuous source of hollows if those species 
are to survive to use the future hollows of todays seedlings. 
 
Er (1995), Reid (1999), Freudenberger (1999), and others, have all recorded that bird species’ diversity 
increases with an increase in patch area.  This provides an argument to reserve North Watson to 
increase the patch size of the Yellow Box/Red Gum woodland currently proposed for protection on the 
eastern side of Antill Street in Watson, and that already protected within the adjacent Mount Majura 
section of CNP.  Er & Tidemann (1996) argue that there are three principles for maximising bird 
diversity  in Yellow Box woodland remnants.  The first is to increase patch area as discussed above.  
The second is to maintain high heterogeneity or complexity.  That is to ‘maintain a good spread of 
successional stages such as large eucalypt trees, saplings and regrowth, interspersed by open grassy 
areas and clumps of acacia shrubs’ (Er & Tidemann, 1996).  The North Watson site currently has 
extensive recruitment of seedling and sapling eucalypts.  The third principle discussed by Er & 
Tidemann (1996) is tree species diversity.  The North Watson site supports predominantly Yellow Box 
and Blakely's Red Gum, with a few trees of Apple Box also present.  Freudenberger (1999) has found 
that woodland patches less than about 10 ha in area and more than 1 km from other woodland patches 
become depauperate in the bird species they support.  It is notable that the North Watson site is over 10 
ha in area and is closer than 1 km to another significant area of woodland.  North Watson possesses 
several of the necessary attributes to encourage bird diversity. It merits inclusion in the examples of 
Yellow Box/Red Gum protected within the ACT reserve system on this basis, as well as for its other 
biophysical conservation values.  The North Watson woodland is also adding to the effective size of 
the adjacent CNP.  Overs (pers. comm.) considers the woodland at North Watson to be a very useful 
buffer for bird species utilising the Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland on the lower slopes of 
Mount Majura.  Loss of the North Watson Yellow Box/Red Gum woodland may have a deleterious 
effect on the number of bird species able to use those areas of CNP, if they were to be in close 
proximity to residential development.  The protection of this woodland would thus contribute to 
landscape scale conservation and assist in the prevention of further fauna species becoming threatened. 
 
 

Woodland bird species in the ACT with potential to use the North Watson site 
 
There are a number of bird species listed as threatened, both nationally and for NSW and the ACT, 
which inhabit Yellow Box/Red Gum woodland in the ACT.  The populations of several species have 
reduced dramatically in the ACT over the last few decades.  There are 6 threatened woodland bird 
species with potential to inhabit the North Watson site, particularly if the current flush of tree 
regeneration is allowed to develop and the ecological quality of the understorey is enhanced. 
 

 Regent Honeyeater (Xanthomyza phrygia) 
This is the most likely of the threatened bird species to utilize the North Watson woodlands, at least in 
the immediate future, and it is discussed in detail later in this document. 
 

 Brown Treecreeper  (Climacteris picumnus) and  

 Hooded Robin (Melanodryas cucullata) 
Both of these small woodland birds are known to utilise Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland 
(ACT Government, 1999c,d; Overs, pers. comm.).  These species have previously been recorded in the 
Mount Majura and Mount Ainslie sections of CNP and are still known from the Yellow Box/Red Gum 
Grassy Woodlands on leasehold land at Gooroo (Overs, pers. comm.). There is potential for these 
species to recolonise the Mount Majura and Mount Ainslie sections of CNP and even to occasionally 
use the woodland at North Watson if it can be appropriately managed.  The likelihood of this will be 
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increased if the woodland links to the Gooroo area are protected and enhanced.  It is important to note 
that understorey structural diversity, rather than composition, is of greatest importance to the habitat of 
these species.  For example, the Brown Treecreeper feeds mainly on ants crawling on fallen timber (as 
well as on insects on the boles of standing trees) and a native grass understorey is not essential to the 
habitat of this species (Overs, pers. comm.).  Rehwinkel (pers. comm.) has observed this species in 
woodland to the north of the ACT which has an entirely introduced pasture grass understorey, but 
where significant quantities of fallen timber were present. 
 
Similarly, the Hooded Robin can occupy woodland with degraded native understorey, so long as there 
is fallen timber and branches and some shrubs to provide it with perching sites from which to pounce 
on its insect prey.  Again this species has the potential to recolonise the Mount Majura and Mount 
Ainslie sections of CNP, and even to use the woodland at North Watson if it can be appropriately 
managed. 
 

 Swift Parrot  (Lathamus discolor) 
This species is an autumn and winter seasonal visitor to the mainland, including the ACT, where it 
primarily feeds on winter flowering eucalypts such as Red/Mugga Ironbark and White Box.  The 
species also feeds on insects, particularly lerps, and sometimes utilizes Yellow Box/Red Gum grassy 
woodland as it travels in search of stands of flowering eucalypts (Overs, pers. comm.).  Overs also 
advises that in 1998 this species was observed in the Yellow Box/Red Gum grassy woodland in the 
Campbell Park area of the Mount Majura and Mount Ainslie sections of CNP. 
 

 Superb Parrot  (Polytelis swainsonii) 
This species moves down to about the ACT border during its spring breeding season and is known to 
nest in the Hall area.  Given the previous records, there is not a high probability that it would use the 
North Watson site.  However, the woodland there must be considered potential habitat for the species.  
This species nests in relatively large tree hollows in Box woodlands, including Yellow Box/Red Gum 
Grassy Woodland, and feeds both on grass seeds on the ground, as well as foraging for nectar and other 
food in the tree canopies. 
 

 Painted Honeyeater  (Grantiella picta) 
This species has not been seen in the ACT for 15 years, but it can appear unexpectedly, as it is a 
nomadic species and has probably been under-reported throughout the South West Slopes (Overs, pers. 
comm.). This species has the potential to visit the Mount Majura and Mount Ainslie sections of CNP, 
and even to use the woodland at North Watson if that area can be appropriately managed.  This species 
is dependent on fruiting mistletoe and also feeds on flowering eucalypts. 
 
 
 

Nationally endangered species - Regent Honeyeater 
 
The Regent Honeyeater is a nationally endangered species that was once considered abundant, at least 
at some localities, but in the past two or three decades it has declined greatly in numbers and 
disappeared from parts of its range.  'In the ACT region, the species used to be fairly common and was 
recorded in areas where it is now rarely observed.  Records... show a preference for woodlands 
containing the Yellow Box Eucalyptus melliodora and Blakelys Red Gum E. blakelyi along the lower 
slopes of Mounts Ainslie and Majura, and extending through Mulligans Flat Nature Reserve to the 
Sutton and Lake George area' (ACT Government, 1999b). Action Plan No. 20 Regent Honeyeater 
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(Xanthomyza phrygia): An endangered species (ACT Government, 1999), and Bounds et al. (1996), 
report and describe the successful breeding of four pairs of Regent Honeyeater on the lowest western 
slopes of Mount Majura adjacent to the North Watson site in December/January 1995/96.  The 
likelihood that these nationally endangered birds would utilise the canopies of the Yellow Box trees on 
the North Watson site as a vital food source is very high.  Overs (pers. comm.) reports that these birds 
travel several hundred meters to obtain food whilst breeding and that the Regent Honeyeaters were 
travelling to the woodland trees on the west side of Antill Street during the time they were breeding in 
the vicinity of the North Watson site.  Overs (pers. comm.) has also observed that the Regent 
Honeyeater does not often nest in the trees which are providing the major nectar source (presumably 
due to potential harassment from other competing nectar feeding birds), but instead nests near to the 
major food source.  Importantly, ACT Action Plan No. 20 notes the following:  ‘The 1995 breeding 
episode at North Watson and breeding attempts at another northern ACT site emphasise the abundance 
of mature flowering eucalypts as being of significant habitat value to the species, irrespective of the 
structure and nature of the understorey.’  Menkhorst (1993) reports that the Regent Honeyeater ‘...has 
specialised habitat requirements with an apparent reliance on a small number of favoured sites’.  
Menkhorst also notes that ‘Stands of the favoured tree species growing on high quality sites where 
nectar production is copious and relatively predictable appear to be critical to the survival of the 
Regent Honeyeater’. 
 
Webster and Menkhorst (1992) (also cited in Action Plan No. 20), report ‘This Honeyeater appears to 
favour large, fully mature trees in the woodlands but mature stands are now rare and often harvested 
for fuelwood or the stands are fragmented’. The North Watson site is an example of such a high quality 
site and contains large emergent Yellow Box trees that are fully mature, and these are in close 
proximity, and partially linked, to other stands of Yellow Box trees on the lower slopes of Mount 
Majura. 
 
In line with both the National Action Plan and the ACT Action Plan aiming to implement strategies to 
save the Regent Honeyeater from extinction, the high habitat value of trees present at North Watson 
has effectively been acknowledged by the ACT Government and warrants protection.  Action Plan 
No. 20 states that ‘Where possible, patches of Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodland known to be 
used by X. phrygia need protection from development causing habitat degradation or loss. Areas of 
high conservation value may be incorporated into existing reserves.  Those patches of woodland that 
are identified as being habitat for the species should receive highest priority for protection’ (ACT 
Government, 1999b).  The North Watson site is adjacent to a recorded breeding site of the Regent 
Honeyeater and as Action Plan No. 20 states ‘ Protection of woodlands surrounding or connecting 
known habitat areas should be encouraged, particularly those remnants containing mature trees’ (ACT 
Government, 1999b).  It is commendable that the ACT Government proposes to incorporate an area of 
18 ha on the east side of Antill Street into CNP.  However, this protects only the eastern part of the 
area which was used by the birds in the last recorded breeding event.  The birds were observed 
(Bounds et al., 1996; Overs , pers. comm.) to heavily utilse habitat to the west of Antill Street.  The 
development of a residential area on the North Watson site is clearly incompatible with the protection 
of the habitat 'surrounding or connecting known habitat areas' of the Regent Honeyeater . 
 
Furthermore, Action Plan No. 20  refers to the regeneration on sites close to Regent Honeyeater habitat.  
The regeneration on the North Watson site of Yellow Box/Red Gum trees is vigorous. Action Plan No. 
20  states, ‘Regeneration should be enhanced through careful management of grazing pressures.  The 
removal of stock grazing close to areas used by the Regent Honeyeater in box woodland on rural leases 
can be encouraged through Property Management Agreements (PMAs)’. It is clear by these statements 
that if the landuse of the North Watson site were in keeping with the recommendations of Action Plan 
No. 20,  then this site which is adjacent to a known Regent Honeyeater breeding site should not be used 
for residential or other development and the existing linkages to CNP through the Prime TV and 
Carotel Motel sites should be retained. 
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Although there is no record of the Regent Honeyeater breeding at the Antill Street site since 1996, the 
following comments by Menkhorst (1993) should be noted - 'Because of the complex movement 
patterns of the Regent Honeyeater, a given site may be used only intermittently, but may be of critical 
importance during its use.  Thus, infrequent or irregular use of  a site does not necessarily reduce the 
site's conservation significance.' 
 
In the 1998/99 breeding season one pair of Regent Honeyeaters was found nesting in Yellow Box/Red 
Gum Grassy Woodland on leasehold land at Gooroo, 4-5 km to the north-east of the North Watson site 
(Overs, pers. comm.), with another three pairs nesting in Mulligans Flat Nature Reserve, indicative of 
the annual variation in their breeding site selection within a known preferred area of visitation. 
 
 

Potential for Enhancement of Conservation Values 
 
The woodland on the North Watson site has clearly been subject to some thinning of the tree density 
that existed prior to European settlement, as evidenced by a few old stumps scattered through the site 
and a few patches (particularly along the southern edge) with no remaining mature trees.  Storm 
damage is also known to have caused the loss of additional trees in recent years. 
 
As discussed earlier in this document, in spite of periodic cattle grazing, extensive natural tree 
regeneration has occurred over much of the site.  This regeneration varies in density from scattered 
saplings to some dense thickets.  Most of this regeneration is thought to be 5-10 years old and is 
already providing some structural diversity to the site.  There is however, a noticeable lack of 
recruitment in areas away from existing mature trees (due to the relatively short dispersal distance of 
eucalypt seed).  These areas could be the focus of a re-planting program, using seedlings raised from 
seed collected on the site, to enhance the future tree cover and further increase structural diversity.  
This would result in associated benefits to wildlife, particularly to small birds.  As the tree canopy 
cover on the site is increased, the growth of the grassy understorey could be expected to be reduced 
with a resulting reduction in biomass build up and an associated reduction in fire hazard.  
 
As discussed in the Habitat Values section of this report, restoration of the understorey to 
predominantly native species is not essential for the site to have many wildlife conservation values, 
including value as threatened species habitat.  However, if the woodland is protected, the North 
Watson site offers an opportunity to re-establish a native grass dominated understorey, and to 
reintroduce many of the native forbs which are likely to have occupied the site prior to the impact of 
domestic stock grazing. 
 
Restoration efforts need not be immediate, and could be undertaken in a staged manner over perhaps 
several decades, depending on available resources, community interest, etc.  Successful low cost 
techniques for the re-establishment of native grasses have already been developed (McDougall, 1989; 
Jefferson et al, 1991; Stafford, 1991; Sindel, 1993; Philips & Hocking, 1994), and the techniques are 
continually being refined.  A native pastures conference organised by Stipa (the Native Grasses 
Association) and held at Mudgee in March 2000 highlighted the use of grazing management and other 
techniques to successfully re-establish the dominance of native grasses on a broad scale for use as 
native pastures in farm production.  Some of the successes in re-establishment of native understoreys 
are yet to be published.  McDougall (pers. comm.), for example, in re-establishment trials using a 
variety of techniques at Organ Pipes National Park west of Melbourne, reports that after 10 years a 
total of 49 species of native forbs were successfully re-established into an area of farmland previously 
re-established with native Kangaroo Grass (Themeda australis).  This is an encouraging diversity of 
native forbs to have successfully re-established and furthermore, many are reproducing and increasing 
their population size at the site. 
 



 14 

Mechanical native grass seed harvesters have now been developed and are available for hire to collect 
large quantities of seed quickly.  In the Gundaroo area to the north of the ACT there are extensive 
unimproved paddocks of dense Kangaroo Grass which could, if needed, provide ample seed to treat the 
whole of the North Watson site.  
 
Judicial re-planting of some of the locally occurring native shrubs such as Australian Blackthorn 
(Bursaria spinosa), Hickory Wattle (Acacia implexa), Bitter Cryptandra (Cryptandra amara) and Pink 
Five-corners (Styphelia triflora) could also be undertaken to increase habitat value for birds.  The 
establishment of a dense shrub layer would not, however, be appropriate, as this woodland type is 
characterised by having a predominantly grassy understorey. 
 
 

Management of the Site 
 

Fire 
 
Stirling Avenue Reserve and Antill Street provide useful boundaries for the management of the site, 
particularly in regard to providing easily-maintained fire breaks.  The verges of these easements/roads 
could be slashed or burned to enhance the effectiveness of these firebreaks. 
 
As the regeneration on the site develops, the increased crown cover will tend to reduce the rate of grass 
growth on the site.  The encouragement of the current Kangaroo grazing on the site may control the 
biomass build-up sufficiently.  However, if biomass levels were to build up to unacceptable levels, then 
pulse/crash grazing using domestic stock could be used.  Alternatively, patches of the site could be 
strategically burnt.  Even if some of the regeneration were to be burnt, either by a control burn or by 
wildfire, the tree species on the site are lignotuberous and most saplings could be expected to resprout 
and recover from an occasional fire event. 
 

Weeds 
 
Many of the herbaceous weed species could be expected to decline with the removal of cattle grazing 
and increasing tree cover.  Some of the more persistent weeds could be selectively treated with 
herbicide.  The weed growth in any areas replanted to native grasses could be expected to be 
substantially contained by the re-establishment process.  The few woody weeds on the site could be 
readily poisoned and removed. 
 

Loss of conservation values in a residential suburb 
 
A view has been expressed by ACT Government (Smyth, 1999, 2000) that the conservation values of 
the North Watson woodland can be largely retained within a residential development.  Such a view 
shows a lack of ecological understanding, for whilst individual mature trees might be retained, at least 
in the short term, the essential character and ecological functioning of the woodland will be destroyed 
with the imposition of residential or similar urban development. 
 
The shyer, less common birds and other fauna species will cease using trees retained in an urban 
setting due to several deterrents, including noise from traffic, machinery and people, lighting at night, 
presence of domestic pets, increased competition from introduced bird species and native bird 
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disturbance opportunists, loss of grassy understorey and loss of the characteristic spatial arrangement 
provided by an intact woodland. 
 
Further, regeneration of woodland trees will be severely restricted in an urban setting and inevitably 
mature trees will be gradually pruned or felled due to concerns expressed by residents about the 
potential damage and hazards resulting from falling limbs. 
 
 

Conclusion 
Grassy Box Eucalypt Woodlands are the most threatened forest ecosystems in South Eastern Australia.  
On a regional basis, only about 5% of the pre-European distribution of Yellow Box/Blakely's Red Gum 
Grassy Woodland communities survives in southern NSW, including the ACT, and of this only 0.35% 
is currently reserved.  Even though these figures include all woodland remnants regardless of the 
understorey condition, they fall very short of the nationally agreed target of 15% reservation of the  
pre-European distribution of each forest ecosystem.  These statistics provide the most compelling 
reason why every effort should be made to avoid further loss of Yellow Box/Blakely’s Red Gum grassy 
woodland, and there should be strong efforts to appropriately manage and reserve where possible the 
remaining stands.  For this reason alone, the North Watson woodland should be protected from 
development and incorporated into CNP.   
 
The following additional factors further justify the protection of the woodland at North Watson. 
 
• The woodland provides habitat for many forest/woodland canopy-dwelling species which do not 

require native grass understorey, for example, bats and arboreal fauna, and many of the 88 species 
of birds which use the woodlands in the North Watson area. 

 
• The woodland provides potential habitat for one ACT-listed endangered (Regent Honeyeater) and 

five ACT-listed vulnerable bird species (Swift Parrot - nationally listed as endangered, Brown 
Treecreeper, Hooded Robin, Superb Parrot and Painted Honeyeater), none of which are dependent 
on native grassland in the understorey. 

 
• Implicit in the implementation of ACT’s Action Plan for the Regent Honeyeater is the protection of 

the large umbraceous woodland trees occupying the North Watson site. 
 
• The North Watson site is a high fertility, well-watered site, which supports an example of the 

largest growth form trees known to develop in Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy Woodlands.  Such 
structural forms of this forest ecosystem are particularly poorly represented in the reserve system, 
particularly when considered in a regional context. 

 
• The findings of Freudenberger (1999) indicate that the North Watson woodland is likely to be more 

ecologically effective and likely to support significantly greater diversity of bird species than many 
other remnant woodlands.  This is because the North Watson site is less than 1 km from another 
patch of woodland and greater than 10 ha in area. 

 
• There is strong potential to enhance the ecological linkages between the North Watson woodland 

and the Mount Majura section of CNP, since the intervening area is also publicly owned and 
currently used for grazing domestic horses. 

 
• Numerous patches of natural regeneration of varying density have already established on the North 

Watson site.  This already affords the site some structural diversity and minimizes the need for 
enrichment planting in a possible future rehabilitation program. 

 



 16 

• There is potential for understorey habitat enhancement and rehabilitation of understorey through 
both appropriate management, re-planting of shrubs, and re-establishment of the native grass 
understorey using a range of proven and published techniques. 

 
• The North Watson site is in public ownership, which means lost opportunity costs associated with 

protection of the site are not incurred by private individuals, and there are few potential 
impediments to applying appropriate management for conservation purposes. 

 
• Protection and enhancement of the North Watson woodland would provide an excellent opportunity 

to involve the local community, including local schools, universities and other researchers in on-site 
conservation enhancement programs and the associated monitoring of the effectiveness of those 
actions.  Such programs could include the re-establishment of native understorey, tree regeneration, 
and monitoring for increased usage by wildlife, including threatened species.  This process would 
also serve to inform and educate the community on the conservation values/issues for the site and 
the range of options available to manage and enhance the conservation values of such a site. 
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