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Dear Sir/Madam,

Brisbane City Council welcomes the opportunity to present our comments on matters relating to the regulation, control and management of invasive species and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Amendment (Invasive Species) Bill 2002.  

In summary:

·  Brisbane City Council welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this important process;

· The bill is to be applauded as a seminal piece of legislation in relation to the recognition of invasive species and their impacts to Australia’s environment and economy;

· Council believes that the nature and extent of threat by invasive species has increased alarmingly in the past decade.  However, the development of appropriate regulation and increase in funding have not evolved accordingly;

· Concerns were raised that the legislation may not provide for effective enforcement ;

· Similarly, concerns were raised that enforcement responsibilities and costs would continue to be devolved to local government, again, without appropriate funding to support this responsibility;

· Nationally, Brisbane may be the most vulnerable capital city in Australia.  Due to its national significance as a destination and arrival point for commercial, import and tourist trades and its sub-tropical climate, the City is very vulnerable to the introduction of pests via transportation routes and therefore of national importance in the prevention, eradication and management of invasive species;

· Overall, Council is of the opinion that current expenditure both at Commonwealth and State level is not achieving effective results in any of the areas of management – prevention, eradication, containment and mitigation.

Detailed comments (in blue) follow the terms of reference in the document that follows.

Should you wish to discuss any aspect of Council’s comments, please contact myself or Dorean Hull on T: 07 3403 9551 or e-mail epb5@brisbane.qld.gov.au

Regards,

Russell Luhrs

Manager

Environment & Parks Branch

Brisbane City Council

Inquiry into the regulation, control and management of invasive species and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Amendment (Invasive Species) Bill 2002

 (1) The regulation, control and management of invasive species, being non-native flora and fauna that may threaten biodiversity, with particular reference to:

(a) the nature and extent of the threat that invasive species pose to the Australian environment and economy;

Australia is in the grip of an invasive species epidemic, but appears to be waiting to see how bad it might get before acting.

Brisbane City Council spends over $2 million annually on pest management.  Over 1/3rd of the budget is spent on preventative survey, legislative enforcement and eradication measures, almost 2/3rds on containment and a smaller component on impact mitigation works and community awareness raising.   Brisbane City Council also has a local law (Natural Assets Local Law 2002) regulating the requirements for pest vegetation species not currently covered by State legislation and an Operational Pest Management Plan setting out management requirements for Council’s operations.

Brisbane is also fortunate to have 119 voluntary Bushcare and Catchment Management groups operating, whose primary focus is weed management and whose unpaid labour is estimated to be worth the equivalent of over $750 000 (approximately 50 000 person hours).

By most Queensland local government standards, BCC would be considered to have a large budget and similarly, a large paid and voluntary labour force. However, an assessment of weed diversity, extent and severity conducted in 2002, identified that almost all of the approximately 19,000ha of natural areas under Brisbane City Council’s control, required high priority impact mitigation works against pest vegetation invasions.  This work did not include Commonwealth, State and private lands.

Brisbane is arguably the most biodiverse capital city in the Southern Hemisphere, with a nature-based tourism industry worth billions of dollars to the broader economy.  The homogenisation of Brisbane’s natural landscapes through pest vegetation invasion threatens to turn Brisbane’s unique landscapes into that of any other sub-tropical City in the world, and in turn, threatens this industry.

Brisbane has 123 significant flora species and 171 threatened vertebrate fauna species threatened by habitat lost (clearing, degradation and modification by  pest vegetation of natural habitat areas).  

In a Capital city experiencing an unprecedented population boom, it is significant to note that pest vegetation is considered the second greatest threat to Brisbane’s biodiversity after land clearing.  It is believed that upon further assessment of the impacts of pest vegetation on natural areas and significant landscapes, that this ranking may be amended to the ‘greatest threat’.

Due to Brisbane’s national significance as a destination and arrival point for commercial, import and tourist trades, the City is very vulnerable to the introduction of pests via transportation routes and therefore of national importance in the prevention, eradication and management of invasive species.

Pest Animal Threats:

FIRE ANTS

Due to Brisbane’s importance as a destination and arrival point for commercial trading, the City is very vulnerable to the introduction of pests via transportation routes. The City’s vulnerability was highlighted in February 2001 with the introduction of the Red Imported Fire Ant (RIFA).

Although the current RIFA eradication program is achieving excellent results in eradicating the ants within the Department of Primary Industries (DPI) designated treatment and surveillance areas, concern is being expressed that the location of all RIFA nests are not known. Recent findings outside of the above-mentioned areas such as Yamanto/Amberley and other locations within Brisbane City, Ipswich and Logan support this concern. 

New findings add to the cost of the program, which currently stands at $144.5 million dollars. The Australian Bureau of Agriculture and Research Economics has estimated that failure to eradicate the RIFA will cost the Australian economy around $7 billion dollars over the next 30 years.

The Commonwealth and States/Territories initially provided funding of $123 million dollars (2001) over the five-year life of the program.  In 2002 this figure increased to $144.5 million dollars.  Some States expressed concern that additional funding was required and advised that they would review their contributions.  However at that point of time they agreed to the additional funding.  As new infestations are found within South-east Queensland resulting in the DPI designated treatment and surveillance areas increasing, additional funding may well be required for 2003/04.

Based on the North American experience where RIFA has established a stronghold since the 1930s, an uncontrolled RIFA infestation will have serious impacts on local biodiversity, agriculture and lifestyle.

It is essential that Brisbane City Council is confident that should eradication modelling programs indicate that RIFA cannot be eradicated within the set five year program, or that other States cease or reduce their financial contributions, then the Federal and Queensland State government has contingency plans in place to continue with the program without placing additional financial burdens on Council or the community at large.

(b) the estimated cost of different responses to the environmental issues associated with invasive species, including early eradication, containment, damage mitigation and inaction, with particular focus on:

It is difficult to estimate the cost of various responses, as it is patently clear that current resources are not adequate, and there is insufficient information available to make informed judgements.  Despite this, it is dangerous to treat a lack of empirical data to substantiate additional funding as a reason not to provide additional funding and resources.  Brisbane City Council increased its funding for weed management by an additional $500,000 for the 2003/2004 financial year.  After the 2002 assessment of weed diversity, extent and severity across the City however, officers estimated that even a doubling of current annual resources would only provide for significant improvement in early detection, eradication and containment of critical areas.  Effective inroads into damage mitigation could well require the same amount again.

(c) the adequacy and effectiveness of the current Commonwealth, state and territory statutory and administrative arrangements for the regulation and control of invasive species;

Current State and Commonwealth administrative arrangements are inadequately resourced and as a result, ineffective.   The steady increase in newly naturalised species, areas of infestations of well established species and growing cost to the community via local government expenditure, impacts on the economy and human health, demonstrate clearly, that current regulatory and administrative arrangements are inadequate and ineffective.
It has traditionally focussed on weed species of concern to the southern agricultural regions.  While the broadening to include tropical weeds in applauded. There has been no commensurate increase in funding.

The Weeds CRC is a Federally funded organisation producing invaluable results, however, compared to the number of species of Weeds of National Significance, and the order of magnitude of the impacts, the Cooperative is grossly under resourced and under staffed to provide enough timely information and direction.

Recently introduced Queensland pest legislation, the Land Protection (Pest & Stock Route Management) Act 2002, continues to place the burden of responsibility both as land managers and enforcement agency for the Act to Local Government.  

Additionally, the State requires an annual precept payment from local governments, to fund the preparation and supply of research and educational material – back to the same local governments.  This is clearly double dipping by the State and placing an even greater resource drain on local government.  

A stark example of the pulling back by the Queensland State Government from even maintaining the services it currently supplies to local government is the recent destruction of the only available collection of declared species without consultation with the local governments that have effectively paid for it. 

Key tools for effective preventative action such as risk assessment and early intervention programs are either inadequate or non-existent, particularly for application at regional and local scales.

(d) the effectiveness of Commonwealth-funded measures to control invasive species; and

The national funding of the WONs programs is considered totally inadequate.  The deliberate reduction rather than increase in funding commitment to these programs by the Commonwealth is even more inadequate.

The inadequate and rapidly reducing funding has not provided any demonstratively effective results.  The WONs programs only provided enough funding for the on-ground treatment of a handful of sites, some survey work and a range of posters and stickers as awareness raising material.

Additionally, the selection of only 10 species for funding is totally inadequate in relation to the number of species threatening various parts of the country with nationally significant impacts.

(e) whether the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Amendment (Invasive Species) Bill 2002 could assist in improving the current statutory and administrative arrangements for the regulation, control and management of invasive species.

The proposed amendment Bill is a significant step towards the development of appropriate Commonwealth statutory regulation and is welcomed by Brisbane City Council.  It is widely accepted that the development of regulatory frameworks assists in increasing the awareness of and impetus for greater energy and resources to be expended on the object of the regulations.

A primary concern of Brisbane City Council’s as a local government is that neither State nor Commonwealth invasive species legislation adequately reflects the seriousness of the problems they seek to address.  Issues include:

· Invasive species definition does not include native species that are invasive outside of their natural range (while it is difficult to address this, it is never-the-less essential to do so);

· The failure of both Commonwealth and State governments to commit to an active regulatory role regarding their respective legislation;

· Penalty and enforcement provisions which do not adequately act as deterrents and do not justify the enormous costs of enforcement;

· The ongoing deferral of the Commonwealth government (via the Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment) to the States with respect to invasive species management, which never the less may have implications nationally;

· Insufficient effort to address the most cost effective measure – prevention. 
(2) That the order of the Senate adopting Report No. 4 of 2003 of the Selection of Bills Committee be varied to provide that the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Amendment (Invasive Species) Bill 2002 be referred to the Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee instead of the Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee.

No comment
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