Glenelg Estuary and Discovery Bay Ramsar Site Management Plan (“the Management Plan”)

This area is a critical habitat for 95 waterbird species, including the globally endangered Australasian
Bittern.!

Your new management plan is aimed at preserving and conserving ecological character and
“addressing threats”.

It is curious that you do not mention the fact recreational hunting of native birds (ducks and quail) is
permitted at the site. The lack of detail on hunting/shooting is so obvious that it begs the question:
why is the Management Plan so nervous in disclosing the use of guns at this sensitive nature
reserve?

Most RAMSAR sites elsewhere in the world do NOT permit recreational native bird hunting.

In Victoria, less than half of one percent of the population shoot native birds for “recreation”. The
use of guns by such a tiny percentage cannot be described as “wise and sustainable use of the
wetland for the benefit of humanity” (refer page 6).

As explained below, we hold serious concerns for the impact of recreational hunting on the
ecological character of the site. We trust that if you are serious about conserving the ecological
character, you will follow the lead of most RAMSAR sites around the world, and not permit
recreational hunting to continue at Glenelg Estuary and Discovery Bay Ramsar Site.

Pollution:

The Management Plan has much reference to polluted runoff from agriculture, but no mention of
the significant and long-term toxic pollution from hunters.

1. Lead

While lead ammunition has been banned in duck shooting, it is still used illegally by duck shooters as
is reported every year (see references 2,3,4). In 2022 we obtained documents via Freedom of
Information, which showed that ducks had lead levels unsafe for consumption at around 20% of the
(hunting) wetlands tested by our Environment Protection Agency. The lead was from embedded
shot.

This made headlines across the country. See a few media links here: ABC, Ballarat Courier, Loddon
Herald. The frightening thing is that only a small percentage of hunting wetlands were tested. It is
therefore highly likely that thousands of hunting wetlands, including RAMSAR wetlands which allow
“recreational” shooting of native birds, have high lead levels from hunting activities.

Lead ammunition is still legal for all other forms of hunting such as hunting rabbit, deer, which also
occurs on RAMSAR sites, increasing the likelihood of toxic lead contamination.

For perspective, a single shotgun cartridge holds 30-45g of lead. Multiply 30g by the average number
of 175,000 shot quail each year in Victoria for example (government harvest estimates) and one gets
a staggering 5 tonnes of lead potentially pumped into Victorian (including food-producing)
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environments each season just from quail hunters without even adding in the lead deposited by
missed shots.

Lead is highly toxic to people and animals, even in tiny traces. It is widely known around the world
that swans are killed by ingesting lead pellets (see references 5,6,7,8).

More links on the toxicity of lead in the environment:

e  Melbourne University here.
Studies of lead poisoning in swans in South Australia (at a duck shooting waterway) showed
40% of swans had chronic lead poisoning.

e And another report from April 2022 here.

2. Plastic

Freedom of Information has shown that the Game Management Authority (GMA) Board was aware
back in 2020 that shotguns eject plastic parts that pollute the environment. Some of the spent
cartridges are collected but many are not. In addition, the plastic wad travels far from the shooter
and cannot be retrieved. GMA estimates that more than 2 million pieces of plastic pollution from
shotguns are left in Victorian wetlands every duck season. (See below extract from a GMA Board
Paper obtained via freedom of information).

Plastic waste in waterfowl hunting

Duck hunting contributes plastic litter into the environment through discarded plastic shotgun shells
(hulls) and plastic wads (used to contain the shot payload as it travels down the barrel on discharge).
Upon firing at a target, hunters may fail to pick up ejected spent shells and they can drift away or
sink to the bottom of the waterbody. Wads cannot be retrieved as they are propelled from the
barrel some distance away after firing.

Research conducted in Denmark has found that wads and shells feature among the top ten litter
items found on reference beaches (hunting of sea ducks is a popular activity) and contribute an
estimated 13 tons of plastic litter into the environment annually. This plastic waste may take
hundreds of years (and longer if covered by sediment) to breakdown and it accumulates at sites,
presenting an aesthetic problem and posing a hazard to the health of ecosystems and wildlife that
try to eat them. Decomposition of these macro plastic items into microplastic particles or beads can
be ingested by small animals and filter-feeders and accumulate up the food chain, creating hazards
for ecosystems, other wildlife and human health.

In Denmark, it has been estimated that it takes four shots ta successfully harvest a duck/goose. If
this same figure was applied to Victoria, and given the average annual harvest of game ducks (not
including those lost to wounding) of approximately 370,000 birds, this would equate to 1.48 million
spent shotshells and 1.48 million wads being deposited into the environment each year. While an
unknown proportion of spent shotshells may be recovered by hunters, this would still mean that
almost 1.5 million wads alone are deposited into the environment on average each year by duck
hunters. If hunters conservatively recovered half of the spent shotshells fired and the remainder
(740,000) entered the environment, this equates to 2.22 million plastic shotgun cartridge
components, or pieces of plastic waste, being deposited into the environment each year by Victorian
duck hunters. By any stretch, this is unacceptable and must be addressed.

Hunting organisations and the GMA encourage hunters to recover their spent shotshells,| 30(1)

5 Science/peregrine fund
6 Wildfow! and wetlands trust

7 Birdguides
8 The Guardian: 1 million waterbirds a year dying from lead poisoning
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3. Noise

Anthropogenic noise pollution is known to have a range of significant detrimental impacts on
wildlife. Wildlife responses to noise levels starting at 40dBA have been observed (Shannon et al.
2016). Hunters’ guns typically emit 140-175dBA.°

Noise pollution can affect the physiology, behaviour, and reproduction of a range of animal taxa.
Types of effects include changes in foraging and reproductive behaviours, reduction in animal
fitness, increased risk of predation and reduced reproductive success. These could have flow-on
consequences at the population and ecosystem levels.°

Two of the most well studied effects of noise are behavioural and communication impacts. Animals
may temporarily or permanently avoid areas affected by noise, sending them panicked into
unfamiliar territory, onto roads and into fences, even leaving behind their young. Noise can hinder
animal communication or social signals reducing mating success. Noise interferes with an animal’s
ability to hear a cue or signal, such as from an approaching predator(Berger-Tal et al. 2019).

Physiological impacts have also been noted. Researchers have detected higher levels of stress
hormones in animals that remain in noise-impacted areas, which may lead to reduced breeding
success or weakened immune systems (Blickley et al. 2012). Fitness costs may occur due to the extra
energy expended in avoiding noise or changing other behaviours such as increased amplitude of
vocalisations (Francis and Barber 2013). Temporary or permanent hearing loss may also occur;
singular loud noise events or repeated exposure to high noise levels can damage the inner ear which
can impact on hearing ability. All species have hearing thresholds. Changes to this threshold could
result in reduced conspecific communication or awareness of predators or prey (Parris 2015).!

A scientific paper co-authored by Prof. Euan Ritchie Professor in Wildlife Ecology and Conservation,
Deakin University explained:

“... human-caused noise stresses animals and changes animal behaviour. It masks the natural
soundscape, making it harder for animals to find mates or hear the calls of their young. It can also
mean animals can’t hear predators or their prey.

Nocturnal animals will hide until a site returns to normal, reducing the time animals have to go
about their life-sustaining activities and exposes them to greater risks when they do go out.

In species with low birth rates and short lifespans, a disturbance to breeding can be catastrophic. For
example, males of the genus Antechinus (small marsupials which we have in the Maldon-Newstead
area) live long enough for just one short breeding season. If they are disrupted, there are no second
chances.

The stress of human lights, sounds, smells, and disturbance can shorten an animal’s life. Stress can
make them more prone to illness and create problems with sleeping, reproduction, development
and growth that can last for multiple generations.”

° https://www.asha.org/public/hearing/recreational-firearm-noise-
exposure/#:~:text=Noise%20and%20Firearms&text=These%20firearms%20can%20produce%20dangerously,pr
oduce%20sounds%200ver%20175%20dBP.

10 https://wepa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Newport-et-al-The-effects-of-light-and-noise-from-
urban-development-on-biodiversity-2014.pdf

1 https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/review-grey-headed-flying-fox-camps.pdf
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Specific examples include, bird abundance decreasing by 31% due to noise while birds remaining lost
condition(12). And the range frogs can hear each other (critical for breeding) decreasing from 800
meters to just 14 meters due to noise (reference 13.)

Threatened Species Killed

Only a tiny percentage of hunting wetlands are monitored by authorities hence it is impossible to
know the impact of hunting to threatened species. Overwhelming feedback from our supporters
however, is that the government repeatedly fails to close wetlands to hunting to protect known
threatened species, and threatened species are subsequently regularly found dead. The incidents
reported are sadly likely the tip of the iceberg as most hunting sees no witnesses.

Every hunting season, reports of threatened species being killed by duck shooters are splashed
around the media (see references 14,15). One of the more appalling incidents occurred at a RAMSAR
site: Kerang. See one of the articles here. The disturbance of hunting to migratory birds at these
wetlands is especially unforgiveable.

Encouraging Violence

The Victorian government is encouraging children as young as twelve (too young to drive or to watch
an “M” rated movie), to kill our native fauna and pollute our environments via hunting. Children can
hunt for free.

With biodiversity plummeting, and violence increasing around the world, we are deeply concerned
that children are being steered in this way. We note it is in stark contrast to how children are being
encouraged at Japan’s RAMSAR sites, to learn and care for nature.

Exclusion of the Public

Less than half of one percent of our population hunts for recreation. Yet this tiny percentage is
permitted to hunt birds for a quarter of the year, at tens of thousands of public waterways. This
locks out other recreational users who of course do not wish to be around hunters for reasons of
peace and safety. Hunting prevents the majority of the public from being able to enjoy RAMSAR sites
— both during the hunting season and beyond, because the birdlife has been killed or scared away.
This is not wise and sustainable use of the wetland for the benefit of humanity.

Sustainability

It is unacceptable that the alarm bells or LAC (“limits of acceptable change”) for waterbirds are set
so low (refer your Table 3) that the species would almost certainly be at the point of no return:

e not a single bird from the duck/swan/grebe categories to be seen in any 3 years from a 5-
year period!! OR

e not asingle bird from large waders to be seen in any 3 years from a 5-year period!! OR

e not asingle bird from Australian waders to be seen in any 3 years from a 5-year period!! OR

12 Noise a new threat to wildlife — James Cook University

13 https://www.science.org.au/curious/noise-pollution-and-animals
14 “Threatened Species gunned down during duck shooting...”

15 “Disgraceful find inside tree...”
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e not asingle bird from international waders to be seen in any 3 years from a 5-year period!!
OR

e Ditto for gulls/terns.

Perhaps these LAC were based on previous work, but they desperately need revising. They are
totally ineffective in their current form.

Why is there no mention of the unequivocal long-term decline in game duck species, shown by more
than 40 years of Qld/NSW/Vic annual surveys by UNSW (Richard Kingsford et al)? If you are serious
about sustainability, this is basic scientific information that must be included in your considerations.
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Source:EAWS data (Trend line added) .
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Safety, Amenity & Financial Loss

We are concerned about safety risks to non-hunting visitors (99% of the population). Just the sound
of gunshot is a deterrent for regional tourism and a loss for the regional businesses that rely on
tourist expenditure. Numerous studies and polls have shown most Victorians want native bird
hunting banned and most tourists avoid areas where duck shooting occurs. (See references 16,17,18),

Alternative Strategy

Australia wears the global dunce hat when it comes to environmental / biodiversity matters. Our
State of the Environment Reports continue to show Victoria is the worst offender.

Your new management plan presents an opportunity to change the trajectory.

16 https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/PB-44-Out-for-a-duck O.pdf

17 https://www.regionalvictoriansotds.com/post-1/rural-communities-ducks-dan-would-benefit-from-bird-
shoot-ban
18 https://www.regionalvictoriansotds.com/_files/ugd/3f2134_ed611271fd254360ac5f8a151f66be80.pdf
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This stunning site could serve as a conservation prototype which promotes living with nature, and
not allowing poisons or pollutants. It could be promoted as a birdwatching mecca which would be a
financial boon for the state because birdwatchers spend around $3 billion a year in Australia®®.

Conclusions:

This Management Plan has made a helpful contribution by listing and explaining the plethora of
legislation that potentially affects this Ramsar site.

However as an action plan, it reeks of bureaucracy and it is unclear whether anything will change to
protect the welfare and sustainability of waterbirds and migratory species.

You rightly name climate change as a serious risk factor. You acknowledge the challenges facing the
migratory birds as their habitat shrinks. It is widely acknowledged that birds are at grave risk from a
warming climate, yet we can see nothing concrete in your Management Plan to protect the birds.
Following the lead of other countries and banning recreational native bird shooting would be a good
start. This would protect the ecological character of the site, address threats, and be sustainable use
for the benefit of humanity.

Thank you.
Regional Victorians Opposed to Duck Shooting inc. (RVOTDS)

RVOTDS is a not for profit association which incorporated in 2018. Our purpose is to protect and
conserve waterbirds and waterways in Victoria and elsewhere as possible. Since 2018 we have
attracted over 6600 direct supporters and an alliance of more than 90 First Nations Clans, unions,
business and environmental groups representing hundreds of thousands of members concerned
with our native fauna and demanding change for the better.

19 Tourism Research Australia International and Domestic Visitor Surveys
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