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WEPA Comments on the WCC Draft  

Urban Bushland Plan of Management 
7 March 2022 
 

Introduction 

The Willoughby Environmental Protection Association Inc (WEPA) thanks Willoughby City Council 
(WCC) for the opportunity to comment on the WCC Draft Urban Bushland Plan of Management 2022 
(UBPoM). 
 
WEPA is a non-party community organisation, active since 1981, with an interest in preserving 
Willoughby’s natural heritage, protecting local bushland and wildlife and taking action to mitigate the 
impacts of pollution and climate change on our locality and the wider environment. Over the last 40 
years or more, WEPA’s members have made a considerable contribution to WCC policies designed to 
protect and enhance our bushland and local environment generally.  
 
WEPA believes the UBPoM, to which members have contributed over the decades, has worked to 
provide a sensible framework for maintaining our bushland reserves and that its strategies, in the main, 
are of great and continuing value to the goal of preserving the bushland and biodiversity which is 
emblematic of our Local Government Area (LGA).  
 
Our comments about the draft fall into two areas: 

1. the strategic value of the draft document: its effectiveness in relation to the intended 
audience, its accessibility and the extent to which it is integrated with other Council activities; 
and  

2. some suggestions for possible additional actions and links across Council departments to 
strengthen the protection of bushland and biodiversity. 

 
1. STRATEGIC VALUE OF DRAFT UBPoM  

WEPA would like to make the following comments on the strategic value of the draft in its existing 
form: 

• the document is quite massive at 156 pages  and it was difficult to navigate to determine the 
areas updated or amended for this version.  The overview provided on Have Your Say was very 
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broad and not illuminating as to the changes made in the new draft.  WEPA would make the 
same recommendation we have made on other occasions. 
 

WEPA Recommendation 1: in future policy review exercises, complex draft WCC policy and guidelines 
should be accompanied by a more precise executive summary of the major changes between the 
original and revised policy or a marked-up version of the original document to highlight the changes 
made. 

• the document is supposed to be the result of a 10-year review but instead it appears that it has 
only been updated to reflect changes in legislation and council documents etc;  

• the document requires a more formal review which would look at: 
-   the intended audience and how best to reach them; 
- the feedback of users as to the utility or otherwise of the document; 
-   the accessibility or otherwise of the document to different groups – within and without 
 Council – seeking bushland-related information;  
-   the way in which its methods and values are integrated into or otherwise communicated 
 to other Council policy and staffing areas and the community; and 
- how it fits in with the new WCC LEP and DCP and the challenges of dealing with State 
 instruments such as the SEPPs which can be used to override local policy tools.  

 
• The document would also profit from a professional edit to eliminate repetition and make the 

text and planning structures used more accessible to its audiences. 
 
WEPA Recommendation 2: that the document be withdrawn and a complete review undertaken of its 
proposed audience, accessibility, utility and integration with other Council business.    

 
WEPA Recommendation 3: if the above recommendation is not accepted, we would recommend that, 
at the very least, the information contained in the existing draft be uploaded to the WCC website in 
separate sections so that: 

-  important information on the plan and its status relative to WCC operation guidelines and 
policies and other Government legislation is more highly visible with a link provided to this 
information in the Plan; 

- information about the bushland, natural history and policy history is removed from the Plan 
and placed at a more visible level on the WCC website (with links provided in the Plan itself); 

- WCC states clearly online and in all its communications that it is committed to the protection of 
local bushland and biodiversity, not only because of legislative requirements, but because of 
the benefits to the whole community provided by this work; and  

- that the Plan of Management action tables sit separately on the WCC website where they will 
be more easily searchable and accessible by staff and community alike.  This will allow 
background information of the sort currently found in the preambles to be linked digitally to 
each planned aim and outcome. 
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WEPA Recommendation 4: that to increase understanding and awareness of the two central objectives 
in play in this policy, the title of the draft document be changed to include Biodiversity eg Urban 
Bushland and Biodiversity Plan of Management or WCC Bushland and Biodiversity Plan. 

 
• The Plan does not make clear the relationship between the draft UBPoM and other tree and 

vegetation strategies.  For example, the UBPoM demonstrates that in order to protect 
Bushland and Biodiversity the LGA needs to identify and expand wildlife corridors and ensure 
that they include local indigenous plants to provide habitat and food.  At the same time, the 
Vegetation Management Strategy and Street Planting schemes were altered in 2019 so that 
the planting of native trees and shrubs are no longer required under these strategies.  A review 
of the Plan will require a review of other relevant Council areas, such as these, which can be 
better aligned to assist the overarching aims of the Bushland and Biodiversity Plan. 

 
• Like many urban areas across Sydney, the Willoughby LGA is experiencing rapid change and 

increasing pressures from denser and higher residential and business developments; traffic 
congestion; associated noise and light pollution; the impact of major State infrastructure 
projects and development which override Local Environment Plans (LEPs); as well as the impact 
of increasing disaster events linked to climate change – all the above will have a measurable 
impact on bushland and biodiversity. 

 
WEPA Recommendation 5: that the rapidly growing impacts on bushland and biodiversity predicate 
the need for an annual progress report to be made to Council on the measures included in the Plan and 
that a review of the Plan take place at least every 5 (five) years. 
 
2. SUGGESTED AMENDMENTS AND ADDITIONS 

The Plan of Management is very comprehensive, covering a wide range of impacts and management 
strategies as well as highly successful education, bushcare and many other programs undertaken to 
protect and conserve bushland.  Where additional actions for the Bushland team under the Plan are 
included below, the expectation is that Council will provide appropriate resourcing. 
 
Plan-wide 
• At a plan-wide level, WEPA believes that the document would benefit from the following: 

 
WEPA Recommendation 6: that most of the ‘measures’ of progress towards ‘objectives’ could be 
tightened by including timelines as well as more detailed quantitative and qualitative indicators of 
progress. 

 
• A large number of the actions contained in the plan will succeed or fail based on the 

compliance of other Council departments and staff members with the values and methods to 
protect bushland and biodiversity captured in the plan.  This is partially addressed under 
section 9 of the Plan but WEPA would also suggest that: 
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WEPA Recommendation 7: The plan should more directly indicate how staff outside the Bushland 
team, undertaking work (either at the policy or front line level), will be educated in the provisions of 
the plan; the steps which will be taken to ensure their compliance with the plan; and, if there is a 
contravention of the plan in a way which damages bushland and biodiversity, the steps which would be 
taken to rectify the damage caused and to ensure that the contravention does not continue. 

 
Section 4 Education 

• While many of Council’s officers do not reside in the Willoughby electorate, it is important that 
locals with an expertise in bushland management and the use and misuse of our bush reserves 
be available to provide on-the-ground advice.   
 

WEPA Recommendation 8: WEPA supports the continuation of the Natural Heritage and Bushland 
Advisory Committee (covered in 4.3.2, p.27) particularly in their work of reviewing and endorsing 
Reserve Action Plans. 
 
Section 5 Urban Impacts 

• WEPA notes that water sampling and monitoring of creeks and estuaries in the area is 
continuing under the Plan (5.2.d, p.33).   

WEPA Recommendation 9: WEPA would suggest that the data gathered from this program be more 
widely and regularly publicised to demonstrate Council’s commitment to deal with pollution and 
further educate the public on the importance of water quality in the region. 

 
• The section under 5.2.d (p.35)  relating to ‘Sports Fields’ requires updating as it fails to take into 

account the impact of the artificial turf  used on local sports fields on bushland settings and 
nearby waterways and estuaries.  Artificial turf ‘environmentally sterilises’ the covered ground, 
acts as a heat island and is a major spreader of  micro-plastic and other artificial material into 
the surrounding bushland and waterways.   
 

WEPA Recommendation 10: The impacts of artificial turf on the natural environment should be 
assessed by the Plan in relation to its effects on bushland and biodiversity and actions and advice 
provided to other areas of the Council, such as those dealing with sport and community recreation.   

 
• At 5.3c (p.36ff): the NSW Government’s Beaches Link Project is likely to have serious and 

irreversible impacts on the quality of creeks, and the bushland and biodiversity dependent on 
this water supply in Flat Rock Gully and Middle Harbour at Clive Park.   
 

WEPA Recommendation 11: If this has not already been done, the Bushland team should be asked to 
provide advice on the impact and mitigation of the proposed tunnelling project particularly to 
threatened gully and estuary ecosystems. 

 
• In relation to the Beaches Link Project, it is also suggested that the Bushland Team organise a 

benchmark study of biodiversity in the bushland area for clearance at the top of Flat Rock Gully 
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and in the Gully leading to Tunks Park.  The area has been recognised by expert surveyors in 
the past as a biodiversity hotspot, particularly for the small birds rapidly disappearing from 
backyards and other Bushland Reserves. 
 

WEPA Recommendation 12: it is suggested that the Bushland Team organise a benchmark study of 
biodiversity in the bushland area marked for clearance at the top of Flat Rock Gully and in the Gully 
leading to Tunks Park.   

 
• there is a need to step up action on boundary encroachments where residents appropriate 

open space and/or plant weedy exotics to ‘beautify’ local bush (5.4.2, p.41). Rather than the 
‘gradual’ approach outlined in the Plan, these issues should be dealt with swiftly and the 
encroachments prevented from becoming semi-permanent fixtures.  Waiting until a 
development application does or does not occur to deal with these encroachments is an 
insufficiently robust approach.  
 

WEPA Recommendation 13: appropriate monitoring and swift enforcement should be undertaken to 
ensure that private residences and gardens do not encroach on bushland reserves or foreshores. 

 
• The Plan should also demonstrate how it will ensure compliance by other Council staff with 

plan provisions.  WEPA has received a number of complaints in recent years in relation to the 
choice and planting by Council staff of exotics as street trees and on street verges, some of 
which have turned out to be weedy and easily migrate to local bushland reserves.  Council 
should be setting an example to the community by supporting the bushland values of the Plan 
(see also 6.1b, p.57 and 6.1c, p.58) and encouraging the community to understand and 
appreciate the many benefits of using native plants and trees. Planting locally indigenous plants 
and trees across the LGA also makes a significant contribution to growing wildlife corridors as 
required under the Plan. 

WEPA Recommendation 14: The Bushland team should meet with the Council staff choosing street 
trees and roadside vegetation to impress on them the wider environmental benefits of planting locally 
indigenous plants. 

 
• The Plan should make clear that all Council operations are required to promote and protect the 

viability and wellbeing of Willoughby’s bushland assets.   
 

• Consideration should be given in the plan (at item 5.5, p.47) to ways in which its bushland and 
biodiversity protection values and methods can be brought to the forefront in relation to 
developments, particularly those adjoining or encompassing bushland.   

 
 There have been several cases in the last twelve months where developers have been allowed 

by Council to increase their development footprint and, in the process, cut wildlife corridors 
and remove hundreds of trees close to or on the edge of bushland.  Bushland and trees 
removed in this way can irrevocably damage wildlife corridors by breaking into the tree canopy 
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favoured by birds, mammals and insects.  The wildlife impacted is not likely to wait a decade or 
more for replacement habitat to be grown.  While WEPA understands that some of these 
developments were made under State Environmental Planning Policies (SEPPS) which can 
override LEPs, there is a need for Council to seek advice from its Bushland team early in the 
process of assessing Development Applications and Planning Proposals so that developers and 
the community can be educated about the impacts and ways to prevent or mitigate them.  

 
WEPA Recommendation 15: Under Item 5.5b (p.47) WEPA suggests that there be an aim of holding a 
formal discussion between staff dealing with developments and bushland staff on a regular basis to 
ensure early notification of relevant developments and agreement on the application of the bushland 
values and methods encapsulated in the draft UBPoM. 
 
WEPA Recommendation 16: The Bushland team should be resourced to identify priority biodiversity 
sites and species in our LGA where development or offsets should not occur.  

 
WEPA Recommendation 17: that the Plan include an action to complete and update the WCC Natural 
Heritage Register and that this tool be publicised and given formal recognition as an important tool in 
relation to development. 

 
6 Biodiversity 

• Willoughby bushland maintains a complex and valuable range of wild species and, includes 
some of the most critically endangered wildlife, plants and ecological communities in NSW. 
According to Brendan Wintle, the Professor of Conservation Ecology, University of Melbourne 
and other ecology experts, “In Australia, our cities are home to, on average, three times as 
many threatened species per unit area as rural environments. This means urbanisation is one 
of the most destructive processes for biodiversity.”1  Australia is currently facing a crisis in 
species extinction due to climate change, land clearing, feral predation and urban 
development.  The public should be alerted further to this existential threat by elevating 
Biodiversity to the title of the Plan – see WEPA Recommendation 4 above. 

• The ability of some wildlife to persist and expand into larger restored habitats, as has been 
seen with the return of wallabies and lyrebirds to Flat Rock Gully, Naremburn, indicates the 
importance of these areas. The existence of large conservation reserves, however, doesn’t 
compensate for the small patches of habitat being destroyed or degraded because those 
reserves tend to contain different species to the ones being lost. The combined impact of the 
loss of many small patches is massive. It’s a significant contributor to our current extinction 
crisis.  
 

WEPA Recommendation 18: The Bushland team should develop information for Council about priority 
biodiversity or ‘environmentally sensitive’ sites and species in our LGA where development or offsets 
should be denied or managed by Council regulation.  

 
1 Brendon Wintle et al, ‘The small patch of bush over your back fence might be key to a species’ survival’, The 
Conversation, December 13 2019 

https://theconversation.com/the-small-patch-of-bush-over-your-back-fence-might-be-key-to-a-species-survival-108672
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• The plan recognises the significant impact of a number of introduced species on local 

biodiversity but seems to lack Council support to deal directly with these problems. At 6.2j, the 
plan recognises the negative impacts of dogs on wildlife but the actions listed are limited.  
Reminder signs about leashing dogs in wildlife areas are routinely ignored by dog owners.  My 
own observation, and that of others using our wildlife areas, is that the vast majority of dogs 
are unleashed as soon as they are away from the road and some are allowed to roam and hunt 
the bushland reserves harassing and/or killing wildlife.  Dog walkers are aware that there are 
few or no attempts to police leashing rules, that they can ignore members of the community 
who point out the rules and that even if approached by an officer they will in all probability be 
admonished without penalty and return the next day to walk the dog unleashed again.  The 
Willoughby LGA is well supplied with leash-free areas for dog exercise but our local wildlife 
have only the bushland reserves for survival and should be able to live in these reserves 
without the threat of dog harassment or predation.   
 

WEPA Recommendation 19: that the Bushland team prepare a policy paper for WCC on the impact of 
dogs in bushland reserves with the aim of having them excluded from wildlife reserves and bushland.   

 
• The targets for reducing the impact of roaming domestic cats on native fauna are also 

examples of policy failure.  Many of those living near bush reserves observe the nightly stalking 
of wildlife from reptiles to birds to amphibians to mammals which goes on in our bushland 
reserves and on private land by domestic cats.  Their predation has markedly sped up the loss 
of small birds, mammals and reptiles from our reserves and gardens. There is a marked 
groundswell of opinion that cats, for their own health, should be contained by their owners and 
prevented from roaming.  The RSPCA is currently running a national education program and 
there are a range of products which can be used to contain cats to a ‘catio’  or cattery or to a 
fenced backyard.   

 
WEPA Recommendation 20: that the Bushland team prepare a policy paper for the WCC on the impact 
of domestic cats on bushland reserves and wildlife in private backyards with the aim of introducing 
incentives to contain domestic cats and disincentives (in the form of retrieval fees and/or fines) if 
domestic cats are caught roaming in bushland.   

 
11 Bushland and Habitat outside Reserves 

• Section 11 of the Plan deals with bushland and biodiversity in areas outside the reserves. This 
requires further advice and assistance for owners and managers with bushland on their 
property.  

 
WEPA Recommendation 21: community awareness and understanding of the natural benefits of 
canopy coverage and wildlife corridors and the importance of the retention of trees and vegetation on 
private land could be enhanced by developing pictorial communications on existing wildlife corridors,  
pointing out where linkages need to be re-established and providing other support for those who wish 
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to assist by filling in the gaps. Consideration should be given to holding local street planting days to 
encourage the replacement of lawn verges with habitat gardens.   

 
• Anyone who has attempted to plan and plant a native garden will know how difficult it is to 

track down local native plant stock. The number of all plant nurseries in our area has sharply 
contracted over the last 10 years. The more accessible plant nurseries tend to sell only hybrid 
natives which have been breed for showy flowers and/or foliage and encourage large, 
aggressive honeyeaters over the variety of smaller birds. A very few native tubestock/tree 
nurseries exist some half an hour or more drive from Willoughby LGA. WEPA notes that WCC 
does have a small nursery growing some local natives and engages in popular ‘give aways’ on 
national tree day and other occasions.  
 

WEPA Recommendation 22: that the existing native nursery at Northbridge, which currently generates 
stock for local plantings by Council, be opened to the public for sales and education programs.  
 

• A Council-run native nursery, supported by Willoughby’s Bushland team, could provide free 
assistance to residents who wish to help the environment by using local indigenous plants in 
their garden to increase habitat. It could also be a site for the construction and distribution of 
native nesting boxes to the community. North Sydney Council currently runs a ‘Native Haven 
Program’ which supplies free local native plants; an extensive list of local native plants; advice 
on suitable local native plants for the garden; and ongoing visits, advice and support. They 
currently have 300 private gardens being transformed into ‘native havens’.  

 
WEPA Recommendation 23: that the plan include an action to explore the establishment of a Native 
Havens program, such as that run by North Sydney Council, whereby Council provides free (or 
subsidised) plants, support and education to private residents to establish native vegetation on their 
property. 

 
For further information on the WEPA submission please contact: 
 
Dr Meredith Foley 
On behalf of WEPA 
0438 890  902 
wepa@wepa.org.au 
www.wepa.org.au 
 
 

mailto:wepa@wepa.org.au
http://www.wepa.org.au/

