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Reference: 2008/4646

Re: Botanic Gardens Trust Public Environment Report: Proposed dispersal of 

Grey-headed Flying-foxes (GHFF)

Submission in response to the PER prepared by the BGT,

By the Wolli Creek Preservation Society (Inc)

P0 Box 270, Earlwood, NSW, 2206

The Wolli Creek Preservation Society has welcomed the camp established by GHFF in the Wolli Valley as an indication of the returning health of the bushland (Wolli Creek Regional Park). At its current size (around 7,000), the camp has not attracted complaint, although daytime noise has been commented on.

The Society notes that the ‘relocation’ proposed by the BGT is really displacement, as the BGT has no control over where the disturbed Flying-foxes will go. The Flying-foxes may go to existing camps in the Sydney region (although the BGT has no evidence to support this claim), or they may go to other “inappropriate locations” where they may be then subjected to further disturbance, to the detriment of their welfare, and in possible conflict situations with people living in such areas. Of the existing camps, no land owner/manager, other than in Kuring-gai, has indicated support for relocation to those camps, as they do not have capacity for additional animals. We note and support the opposed stance of RailCorp in this regard as the owner/land manager for the Wolli Valley camp.

The Wolli camp does not have the capacity to accommodate large numbers of additional animals, and the potential for conflict with surrounding residents is real in the event of the BGT’s proposal being agreed to. We are aware of the conflict that already exists in other areas of southern Sydney when Flying Foxes have established either a temporary or more permanent camp. Kareela and Oatley are cases in point, as Kareela has already received large numbers of Flying-foxes displaced from Kurnell due to the construction of the NSW Government’s desalination plant, and is in an unfavourable location from both the point of view of the Flying-foxes and the local community.  At Oatley the camp is close to residences and has seen strong and probably illegal resident action to displace them. Given that the BGT has data that indicates that most Flying-foxes from the Gardens fly out to the south and the east, there is a real risk of compounding existing tensions in locations such as Kareela and Oatley, and creating such tensions in the Wolli Valley. 

Grey-headed Flying–foxes are Vulnerable as a species, under State and Commonwealth legislation. The displacement activities listed will be stressful. The effects of sleep deprivation and of smoke/smoke inhalation have not been assessed by the BGT (no research has been provided or referenced), however as intelligent mammals, it would be expected that the Flying foxes would at least be distressed and stressed by such activities. Should this disturbance activity be repeated at locations deemed “inappropriate” as outlined in the PER, we could expect the death of some individuals, lessened resistance to disease, lowered reproduction rates, and a reduction in an overall population already massively diminished by anthropogenic habitat loss elsewhere in the state.

It would appear that the trees considered under threat within the Gardens are not classified as vulnerable or threatened species under State or Commonwealth legislation. We note that information in the PER on threatened flora species occurring within the Sydney metropolitan region (the presence of which is considered a “disqualifier’ as a relocation destination), has been based on previous, historical (principally DECCW) survey data, and not field verified. Syzigium paniculatum is one such species, and is listed as being in the Wolli valley. However, based on local knowledge, its distribution/occurrence there has not been adequately indicated in the relevant table in the PER.

The ability of the BGT to monitor impacts on the many aspects of Flying-fox biology and behaviour necessary to ascertain the success of their proposal from an animal welfare perspective, especially that of a Vulnerable species, is not demonstrated in the PER. It is acknowledged that some roost sites cannot be monitored for abortions for example. The Wolli camp is an example of a difficult to monitor camp from a “from the ground’ perspective (nor is it desirable given the unfamiliarity of human presence within the camp area). It is also not clear how monitoring of the impact of the dispersal on animals that leave the dispersal area will be carried out. The highly mobile nature of the species will make it problematic to observe the same animals at any given time.

Finally, the impact of climate change has not been considered in terms of the survival of this Vulnerable species, nor have more short range events such as the current reality and further predictions for the 2009/2010 summer period. Very high temperatures and low humidity already experienced to date have directly resulted in the heat stress related deaths of Flying Foxes (adults and dependent young) at Sydney camps. In the short and longer term, decreased flowering and fruiting due to moisture stress will also result in less food resources for Flying-foxes. This will lead to increased competition with other organisms, including orchardists, who are currently permitted in NSW, under license to shoot GHFF.  Malnutrition and death are possible consequences of this. Currently 80% of the state of NSW has been declared drought affected. Any proposal to displace Flying-foxes in autumn 2010 following such a stressful hot, dry period, in the manner described, and to unknown locations (if suitably resourced locations are even available) would have to be seriously questioned. Of all the camps in the Sydney area, the BGT camp is probably the least likely to be affected by heat stress in the event of high temperatures and low humidity, and it is within 5 km of a year-round source of high quality food, hence its attractiveness as a site.

Grey-headed Flying Foxes are the victims of human destruction of their habitat throughout their natural range. One result of this is that they now roost in the few areas of high food and other resources left to them. These happen to include the Botanic Gardens, and we blame these victims for the damage they cause, which we have brought upon ourselves. The rate of mammal species extinction since colonisation of Australia is often noted.  No doubt at the time people thought they had good reason for their actions, just as some do now.
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