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ECOLOGICAL VALUES OF THE NORTH WATSON WOODLAND 
A CASE FOR PRESERVATION 

Executive Summary 
 

This report highlights that 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 the Southern NSW and ACT region.  Only 0.35% of pre-
European distribution of Yellow Box/Blakely’s Red Gum Grassy Woodland 
communities are currently reserved.   

These figures include all woodland remnants, regardless of the understorey condition, 
and the amount reserved falls very short of the nationally agreed reservation target of 
15% 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, regardless of the 
understorey condition, 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 Canberra 
Nature Park. 

This report identifies the following additional factors that provide further justification 
for the protection of the woodland at North Watson. 

1. The woodland provides habitat for many forest/woodland canopy-dwelling species 
that do not require native grass understorey, for example, bats and arboreal fauna, 
and many of the 88 species of birds known to use the woodlands in the North 
Watson area. 

2. The woodland provides potential habitat for one ACT Endangered (Regent 
Honeyeater - also nationally listed as Endangered) and five ACT 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. 

3. 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 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. Stands of such 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’. 

4. 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.   

5. Research indicates that the North Watson woodland is likely to be more 
ecologically effective and likely to support significantly greater diversity of bird 
species than if it were an isolated remnant.  This is because the North Watson site 
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is less than 1 km from another large patch of woodland and is greater than 10 ha in 
area. 

6. 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. 

7. There is strong potential to enhance the ecological linkages between the North 
Watson woodland and the Mount Majura section of Canberra Nature Park, since 
the intervening area is also publicly owned and currently used for grazing 
domestic horses. 

8. Numerous patches of natural regeneration of varying density have already 
established on the North Watson site.   This vigorous tree regrowth is providing 
structural diversity known to be important for providing suitable habitat for many 
of the smaller woodland bird species.  This natural regrowth will minimise the 
need for enrichment planting in a possible future rehabilitation program. 

9. 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. 

10. 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. 

11. 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. 

 

The report contests the view expressed by the ACT Government that the conservation 
values of the North Watson woodland can be largely retained within a residential 
development.  The author suggests 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.   

Shyer, less common birds and other fauna species will cease using trees retained in an 
urban setting due to several deterrents.  These deterrents include noise from traffic, 
machinery and people, lighting at night, presence of domestic pets, increased 
competition from introduced bird species and native bird 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 
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expressed by residents about the potential damage and hazards resulting from falling 
limbs. 

This report highlights the need for the ACT Government to more fully consider the 
conservation values and the need to retain those Grassy Woodlands which are 
excluded from the ACT Government’s definition of a Yellow Box/Red Gum Grassy 
Woodland Endangered Ecological Community.  Important woodlands such as that at 
North Watson are currently receiving low priority for protection.   

If significant woodland remnants such as that located at North Watson continue to be 
allowed to be destroyed then many of the region’s woodland fauna species which have 
already been recognised as seriously declining, will soon be appearing on threatened 
species lists and requiring Action Plans of their own.  The future costs and effort then 
required to try and save a wave of additional endangered species will be considerably 
more than the revenue which would be forgone now by Government now undertaking 
appropriate environmental planning. 


