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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

The Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site is one of 64 wetland areas in Australia that is listed as a Wetland 
of International Importance under the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance especially 
as Waterfowl H abitat or, as  i t is m ore c ommonly referred to, t he R amsar C onvention ( the 
Convention). Gippsland Lakes was listed as a Ramsar site under the Convention in 1982 in 
recognition of its outstanding coastal wetland values and features. 

The C onvention s ets o ut t he n eed f or c ontracting p arties t o c onserve and pr omote w ise use of  
wetland resources. In this context, an assessment of ecological character of each listed wetland is a 
key concept under the Ramsar Convention.  

Under Resolution IX.1 Annex A: 2005, the ecological character of a wetland is defined as: 

The combination of the ecosystem components, processes and benefits/services that characterise 
the wetland at a given point in time. 

The definition indicates that ecological character has a temporal component, generally using the date 
of listing under the Convention as the point for measuring ecological change over time. As such, the 
description of  ec ological c haracter s hould identify a wetland’s k ey attributes and provide a n 
assessment point for the monitoring and evaluation of the site as well as guide policy and 
management, acknowledging the inherent dynamic nature of wetland systems over time. This report 
therefore aims to describe the ecological character at the date of listing (1982). 

This report provides the ECD for the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site. In parallel with the preparation of 
the ECD, t he R amsar I nformation S heet ( RIS) f or t he s ite i s b eing u pdated f or s ubmission t o t he 
Australian Government and Ramsar Secretariat. 

The report has been prepared in accordance with the requirements of the National Framework and 
Guidance f or Describing t he Ecological Character of Australia’s Ramsar Wetlands (DEWHA 200 8) 
(hereafter referred to as the National ECD Framework). Further information about the requirements of 
the Framework is discussed in Section 1.2.  
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1.2 Scope and Purpose 

Figure 1-1 shows the key steps of the ECD preparation process from the National ECD Framework 
which forms the basis for ECD reporting. 

The key purposes of undertaking an ECD (from DEWHA 2008) are as follows: 

1. To assist in implementing Australia’s obligations under the Ramsar Convention, as stated in 
Schedule 6 (Managing wetlands of international importance) of the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Regulations 2000 (Commonwealth): 

a) To describe and maintain the ecological character of declared Ramsar wetlands in Australia 

b) To formulate and implement planning that promotes: 

i) conservation of the wetland 

ii) wise and sustainable use of the wetland for the benefit of humanity in a way that is 
compatible with maintenance of the natural properties of the ecosystem. 

2. To assist in fulfilling Australia’s obligation under the Ramsar Convention, to arrange to be informed 
at the earliest possible time if the ecological character of any wetland in its territory and included in 
the Ramsar List has changed, is changing or is likely to change as the result of technological 
developments, pollution or other human interference. 

3. To supplement the description of the ecological character contained in the Ramsar Information 
Sheet submitted under the Ramsar Convention for each listed wetland and, collectively, to form an 
official record of the ecological character of the site. 

4. To assist the administration of the Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999

a) to determine whether an action has, will have or is likely to have a significant impact on a 
declared Ramsar wetland in contravention of sections 16 and 17B of the EPBC Act, or 

 (EPBC Act), particularly: 

b) to assess the impacts that actions referred to the Minister under Part 7 of the EPBC Act have 
had, will have or are likely to have on a declared Ramsar wetland. 

5. To assist any person considering taking an action that may impact on a declared Ramsar wetland 
whether to refer the action to the Minister under Part 7 of the EPBC Act for assessment and approval. 

6. To inform members of the public who are interested generally in declared Ramsar wetlands to 
understand and value the wetlands. 
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Figure 1-1 Key steps in preparing an Ecological Character Description 

(Source:  National ECD Framework, DEWHA 2008) 

1. Introduction to the description
Site details, purpose of the description and relevant legislation

5. Set limits of acceptable change
Determine limits of acceptable change for critical components, processes and services

of the site

4. Develop a conceptual model for the wetland
Depict the critical components and processes of the wetland (e.g. hydrology,

biogeochemical processes, biota and vegetation, and their relationships)

3. Identify and describe the critical components, processes and services
3.1 Identify all possible components, processes and benefits
3.2 Of these, identify the critical components, processes and benefits responsible
         for determining the ecological character of the site
3.3 Describe each of the critical components, processes and benefits

2. Describe the site
Site location, climate, maps and images, tenure, wetland criteria and types

6. Identify threats to the ecological character of the site
use information from Steps 3-5 and other information to identify the actual or likely

threats to the site

8. Summarise the knowledge gaps
Use information from Steps 3-7 to identify the knowledge gaps

7. Describe changes to ecological character
Describe any changes to the ecological character of the site since the time of listing;

include information on the current condition of the site

9. Identify site monitoring needs
Use information from Steps 3-8 to identify monitoring needs

10. Identify communication and education messages
Identify any communication and education message highlighted during the

development of the description

11. Compile the description of the ecological character

12. Prepare or update the Ramsar Information Sheet
Submit as a companion document to the ecological character description
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1.3 Relevant Treaties, Legislation and Regulations 

This s ection pr ovides a n o verview of t he t reaties, l egislation an d r egulations a t v arious l evels of  
government relevant to the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site.   

1.3.1 Australian Government Legislation or Policy Instruments  

The C onvention on Wetlands of I nternational I mportance ( Ramsar, I ran 1971) or  as it i s m ore 
commonly k nown, t he R amsar C onvention, i s a n i ntergovernmental t reaty de dicated t o t he 
conservation and sustainable use of wetlands (EA 2001). Australia was one of the first 18 countries to 
become a signatory to the Convention in 1971 and the Convention entered into force in Australia in 
1975. The Ramsar Convention Secretariat maintains a List of Wetlands of International Importance 
that includes 64 existing Australian sites. 

International - Ramsar Convention 

Australia’s obligations to protect and maintain the ecological character of its Ramsar sites is 
recognised in Commonwealth Legislation through the EPBC Act, as noted in Section 1.2 above. 

Under the EPBC Act (refer s16) an action that has, will have, or is likely to have, a significant impact 
on the ecological character of a Ramsar wetland (one of the eight matters of National Environmental 
Significance), must be referred to the Australian Government Minister for Environment and undergo 
an environmental assessment and approval process. EPBC Act Policy Statements provide specific 
guidance to help assess the significance of an action. An action is likely to have a significant impact 
on the ecological character of a Ramsar wetland if there is a real chance or possibility that it will result 
in: 

Ramsar wetlands and the EPBC Act 

• areas of the wetland being destroyed or substantially modified 

• a substantial and measurable change in the hydrological regime of the wetland  for example, a 
substantial c hange to the volume, timing, duration and f requency of  ground and surface water 
flows to and within the wetland 

• the habitat or lifecycle of native species dependent upon the wetland being seriously affected 

• a substantial and measurable change in the physico-chemical status of the wetland  for 
example, a substantial change in the level of  salinity, po llutants, or  nut rients in the wetland, or  
water temperature w hich m ay ad versely impact on  biodiversity, ec ological i ntegrity, social 
amenity or human health 

• an invasive species that is harmful to the ecological character of the wetland being established in 
the wetland. 

The E PBC A ct also dictates s tandards f or m anaging R amsar wetlands ( refer s 335) t hrough the 
Australian Ramsar management principles that are listed within Schedule 6 of the EPBC Regulations 
2000. 
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Australia is a signatory to four international conventions on migratory species. The conventions are: 

International conventions on migratory species 

• The Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) also known as the Bonn Convention. 

• The Japan-Australia Migratory Birds Agreement (JAMBA). 

• The China-Australia Migratory Birds Agreement (CAMBA). 

• The Republic of Korea-Australia Migratory Birds Agreement (ROKAMBA).  

The CMS was adopted in 1979 and aims to conserve terrestrial, marine and avian migratory species 
throughout their range. I t i s an i ntergovernmental treaty, un der the U nited N ations E nvironment 
Program, concerned with the conservation of wildlife and habitats on a global scale. 

Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) 

JAMBA and CAMBA are bilateral agreements between the governments of Japan and Australia and 
China a nd Australia, which s eek t o protect m igratory birds l isted in t he two a greements. T he t wo 
agreements l ist t errestrial, w ater a nd s horebird s pecies t hat m igrate be tween A ustralia a nd t he 
respective c ountries. I n b oth c ases the m ajority of l isted s pecies are s horebirds. Both agreements 
require the parties to protect migratory birds from take or trade except under limited circumstances, 
protect and conserve habitats, exchange information, and build cooperative relationships. The 
JAMBA agr eement a lso i ncludes s pecific provisions f or c ooperation on c onservation of t hreatened 
birds. 

Japan-Australia M igratory Birds Agreement ( JAMBA), C hina-Australia M igratory B irds A greement 
(CAMBA) and Republic of Korea-Australia Migratory Birds Agreement (ROKAMBA) 

In April 2002, Australia and the Republic of Korea also signed a bilateral migratory bird agreement 
similar t o t he J AMBA and CAMBA. T he R OKAMBA agreement obliges its Parties t o protect b ird 
species which regularly migrate between Australia and the Republic of Korea, and their environment. 
The Annex to the ROKAMBA contains the list of  species or subspecies of bi rds f or which there is 
reliable evidence of migration between the two countries. 

The particular species that are the subject of the agreements or conventions are listed as migratory 
species u nder t he E PBC Act, and t hus ar e c onsidered t o be a m atter of  National E nvironmental 
Significance. Therefore, any action or potential action that may affect these species or species listed 
as rare or threatened must be referred to the Australian Government Minister for the Environment for 
assessment. The Minister will decide whether the action will, or is likely to, have a significant impact 
on the listed species and whether the action will require approval under the EPBC Act. I f approval 
under the EPBC Act is required, then an environmental assessment of the action must be carried out. 
The M inister d ecides whether to approve t he ac tion, and what c onditions ( if an y) t o impose, af ter 
considering the environmental assessment.  

EPBC Act and protection of species listed under international conventions 
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1.3.2 Victorian Government Legislation or Policy Instruments 

Under the Act, Victoria is divided into ten catchment regions, and a Catchment Management 
Authority (CMA) is es tablished f or e ach r egion. CMAs f orm a m ajor par t of  t he f ramework f or 
achieving sustainable management of Victoria's land and water resources including vegetation 
management. 

Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994 

The Act w as enacted to establish t he V ictorian C oastal C ouncil in or der t o pr ovide for t he 
establishment of  Regional Coastal Boards, co-ordinate s trategic planning and m anagement f or the 
Victorian coast. I t also pr ovides f or t he preparation and implementation of management p lans f or 
coastal Crown land and a co-ordinated approach to approvals for the use and development of coastal 
Crown land. 

Coastal Management Act 1995 

The Act aims to plan for and manage the use of Victoria's coastal resources on a sustainable basis 
for r ecreation, c onservation, t ourism, c ommerce an d s imilar uses in appropriate areas while 
protecting and maintaining areas of environmental significance on the coast including its ecological, 
geomorphological, ge ological, c ultural a nd l andscape features. T he Act also aims t o f acilitate t he 
development of a range of  initiatives that improve recreation and tourism, to maintain and improve 
coastal water quality, to improve public awareness and understanding of the coast and to involve the 
public in coastal planning and management. 

This A ct pr ovides f or r eservation of  C rown L and R eserves f or a  v ariety of p ublic purposes, t he 
appointment of  c ommittees of  management t o m anage r eserves an d f or l easing and licensing of 
reserves for purposes approved by the Minister administering the Act.  

Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 

This Act es tablishes the E nvironment P rotection A uthority an d makes provision f or the A uthority's 
powers, d uties a nd f unctions. T hese r elate t o i mproving t he a ir, land and water en vironments b y 
managing waters, control o f noise and control of  po llution. The Act provides for a  ‘works approval’ 
process for actions that may lead to water, noise and air pollution, in addition to the usual planning 
permit requirements or where the planning scheme may not apply. 

Environmental Protection Act 1970 

State Environment Protection Policies (SEPPs) are subordinate legislation made under the provisions 
of t he Act to pr ovide m ore de tailed r equirements a nd gu idance f or t he application of t he A ct t o 
Victoria. T he S EPPs a im to s afeguard t he f ollowing en vironmental v alues an d hum an ac tivities 
(beneficial uses) that need protection in the State of Victoria from the effect of waste: 

• human health and well-being 

• ecosystem protection 

• visibility 
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• useful life and aesthetic appearance of buildings, structures, property and materials 

• aesthetic enjoyment and local amenity. 

The State Environment Protection Policy (Waters of Victoria) 2003, Schedule F3 (Gippsland Lakes 
and Catchment) No S 13, Gazetted 26/2/1988 sets out environmental quality objectives for surface 
waters in the State. However due to a lack of data the SEPP does not include specific environmental 
quality objectives for wetlands at present. 

The Act provides a legislative framework for the regulation, management and conservation of 
Victorian f isheries i ncluding aq uatic habitats. T he F isheries A ct s eeks t o pr otect a nd c onserve 
fisheries resources, habitats and ecosystems, including the maintenance of aquatic ecological 
processes and genetic diversity and at the same time promote the sustainable use of those 
resources. 

Fisheries Act 1995 

The A ct pr ovides a l egislative a nd a dministrative f ramework f or t he c onservation of  bi odiversity i n 
Victoria. The Act provides for the listing of threatened taxa, communities and potentially threatening 
processes. I t r equires t he pr eparation of ac tion s tatements f or l isted s pecies, c ommunities a nd 
potentially t hreatening processes a nd s ets o ut the pr ocess f or i mplementing interim c onservation 
orders to protect critical habitats. The Act also seeks to provide programs for community education in 
the conservation of flora and fauna and to encourage co-operative management of flora and fauna. 

Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 

The Act provides for the establishment and management of national, State and other parks in Victoria 
to preserve and protect natural values a nd pr ovide f or t heir p ublic us e and e njoyment. B ased on  
information from the National Park Act Annual Report 2009, there are 133 managed areas covering a 
total of over 3.32 million hectares.  

National Parks Act 1975 

The Planning and Environment Act 1987 is the basis for the direction and control of land in Victoria. 
Under t he Act planning s chemes ar e r equired which set o ut policies a nd provisions f or t he us e, 
development a nd pr otection of l and f or local government ar eas. E ach m unicipality in Victoria is 
covered by a planning scheme. Planning schemes provide local councils with the means of 
controlling land use and development to protect wetlands and waterways. These are legal documents 
prepared by the local council or the Minister for Planning, and approved by the Minister.  

Planning and Environment Act 1987 

The State Planning Policy Framework states that: “Planning and responsible authorities must ensure 
that any changes in land us e or de velopment w ould not ad versely af fect the ha bitat v alues of  
wetlands and wetland wildlife habitats designated under the Convention on Wetlands of International 
Importance”. 

Local Planning P olicy F rameworks i n t he G ippsland R egion f or t he Shire of W ellington a nd East 
Gippsland Shire also make specific references to wetlands in their area and the need to protect such 
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areas. As a r esult m any o f t he larger, h igher value wetlands, s uch as  t hose of i nternational a nd 
national significance, are already protected by environmental significance overlays (ESOs) and zonal 
controls. 

The Water Act 1989 establishes r ights an d ob ligations in r elation to water r esources and pr ovides 
mechanisms for the allocation of water resources (the ‘bulk entitlement’ process). This includes the 
consideration of environmental water needs of rivers and wetlands as well as for human uses such as 
urban water supply and irrigation. 

Water Act 1989 

Waterway m anagement an d ge neral r iver h ealth m anagement i s t he r esponsibility of  C atchment 
Management Authorities and Melbourne Water (Part 10 of the Act). 

The Act also provides for the establishment of an Environmental Water Reserve (EWR). The EWR 
can be held in storage and released to a river, it can be run-of-river flow and it can be groundwater. 
The EWR is defined in section 4A of the Water Act and comprises water set aside for the 
environment through: 

• environmental entitlements 

• bulk entitlements held by the Minister for Environment 

• conditions on bulk entitlements and water licences 

• provisions in Water Supply Protection Area management plans 

• any other provision of  t he Water Act 1989 or regulations, i ncluding for ex ample per missible 
consumptive volumes. 

The purposes of  this A ct a re to pr otect a nd c onserve wildlife, pr event wildlife t axa f rom bec oming 
extinct, promote the sustainable use of and access to wildlife, and to manage activities concerning or 
related to wildlife. The Act regulates the protection, management and use of wildlife. 

Wildlife Act 1975 



 
GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE  

  

9 

2 GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE 

2.1 Location and Brief Description 

The G ippsland L akes R amsar s ite i s l ocated e ast of  t he Latrobe Valley and s outh of  the Eastern 
Highlands in the State of Victoria, approximately 300 kilometres east of the capital city of Melbourne. 
It consists of a group of coastal lagoons separated from the sea by a barrier system of sand dunes 
and fringed on the seaward side by the Ninety Mile Beach. Summary details for the Ramsar site are 
provided in Table 2-1. 

The Gippsland Lakes system is linked to the sea by an artificial entrance, opened in 1889, where the 
town of  Lakes E ntrance i s no w s ituated. The main l agoons/lakes ar e f ed by a  num ber of r iver 
systems. T he largest of t he r ivers are t he L atrobe, Macalister, T homson, Avon (flowing i nto Lak e 
Wellington), Mitchell, Nicholson and Tambo (flowing into Lake King).  

As shown in Figure 2-1 (provided by DSE), the Ramsar site boundary (and wetlands within) can be 
described as follows: 

• In general, the site is a system of lakes and swamplands extending from Sale eastward to their 
outlet to the sea at Lakes Entrance. 

• The main lagoons/lakes of the site are Lak e Wellington (area 148.19 square k ilometres), Lak e 
Victoria ( area 78.14 s quare k ilometres) a nd L ake K ing ( area 96.84 s quare k ilometres). Lak e 
Wellington is connected to Lake Victoria by McLennan Strait. Other wetlands associated with the 
Strait area include Morley Swamp and Victoria Lagoon. 

• Lake Tyers is the other major lagoon within the site boundary but is not part of the larger Lake 
King-Victoria-Wellington lakes s ystem. I t i s s ituated to the east of Lakes Entrance w ith i ts own 
intermittent connection to Bass Strait.  

• The el ongated s altmarsh-dominated Lake Reeve is also contained within the Ramsar site, 
extending from Loch Sport southwest to Seaspray. The site boundary at this location includes the 
lake and associated wetlands only and does no t i nclude terrestrial areas, dunal areas and the 
ocean beaches of the Gippsland Lakes Coastal Park. 

• Other wetlands of the site include Jones Bay and Macleod Morass which lie immediately south of 
Bairnsdale at the head of Lake King and on either side of the Mitchell River. The Nicholson River 
(flowing into J ones B ay) i s al so i ncluded within t he s ite, with t he s ite bo undary ex tending 
upstream to about the location of the town of Sarsfield (but downstream from the Nicholson River 
Dam).  

• In addition to the lakes and lagoons, the site boundaries also include wetlands that occur on the 
margins of the lakes, hereafter referred to as fringing wetlands. 

• The major fringing wetlands of Lake Wellington that are within the Ramsar site boundary include 
the e astern s ections of  L ake C oleman ( including T ucker S wamp), Dowd Mo rass, the H eart 
Morass and Clydebank Morass.  
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• Large areas of Lake Coleman (western portion) are outside of the boundaries of the Ramsar site. 
The lake is mainly Commonwealth land that is managed and used by the Department of Defence 
for training purposes. 

• Sale Common is the westernmost feature of the Ramsar site, situated a long the Latrobe River 
near the town of Sale. Sale Common is a predominantly freshwater wetland. 

• The Ramsar site does not include dryland (for example, non-wetland) areas. 

 

Table 2-1  Details of the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site  

Ramsar Site Name Gippsland Lakes Ramsar Site 

Location in Coordinates Latitude: 37° 49’ to 38° 12’S 

Longitude: 147° 04’ to 148° 08’E 

General Location The lakes and wetlands that make up the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site extend 
eastwards from Sale Common to Lake Tyers.  

The s ite is  loc ated ea st of  the Lat robe V alley and s outh of  t he E astern 
Highlands, approximately 300 kilometres from Melbourne. 

Area 60 015 hectares  

Date of Listing 15 December 1982 

Dates Used for Description 1982 (time of listing); 2010 (time of preparation of the ECD) 

Original Description Date This is the first ECD undertaken for the site. As part of this project, the Ramsar 
Information Sheet has also been updated. 

Compiler’s Name BMT WBM P ty Lt d w ith e xpert input  f rom A ustecology P ty Lt d and D odo 
Environmental under  c ontract w ith the D epartment of S ustainability, 
Environment, Water, Population and Communities. 

Ramsar Information Sheet Last updated 1999. Updated as part of current ECD by BMT WBM (2010). 

Australian Ramsar Wetlands webpage: 
http://www.environment.gov.au/water/topics/wetlands/database/pubs/21-ris.pdf 

Ramsar Site No.: 269 (Australian Ramsar Site No.: 21) 

Management Plan Gippsland La kes R amsar Site S trategic M anagement P lan published in  J uly 
2003 by the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE 2003) 

Management Authority Managed by Parks Victoria – approximately 58 108 hectares (97 per cent) 

Department of  S ustainability a nd E nvironment – approximately 1600 hectares 
(2.5 per cent) 

Private Freehold – approximately 192 hectares (0.3 per cent) 

Local Government – approximately 115 hectares (0.2 per cent) 
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Figure 2–1  Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site map (Source: DSE unpublished)
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2.2 Land Use and Tenure 

The l and us e a nd tenure within and a djacent to the s ite ar e d escribed i n t his s ection. R elevant 
treaties, legislation and management plans relevant to the site are listed in Section 1 of this ECD. 

2.2.1 Land Use Within and Adjacent to the Site 

The land and waters of the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site have a variety of tenures and are managed 
in accordance with the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar Site Strategic Management Plan (DSE 2003). 

A r ange of ag encies ar e r esponsible f or ensuring t hat m anagement of  t he s ite complies with t he 
broad range of legislative requirements. The successful management of the Gippsland Lakes 
Ramsar s ite t herefore r elies o n ef fective c ooperation a nd p artnership between t he v arious 
management agencies. T able 2 -2 a nd T able 2 -3 s ummarise t he land tenure and m anagement 
arrangements including the roles and responsibilities of lead management agencies. 

As outlined in the tables, the majority of the site (approximately 38 000 hectares) is reserved under 
the Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 as Nature Conservation Reserve, Natural Features Reserve, 
and Public Purpose Reserve. Approximately one third of the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site is located 
within the Lakes National Park (2390 hectares) and Gippsland Lakes Coastal Park (17 610 hectares) 
(Parks Victoria 1998). Both Parks are proclaimed under the National Parks Act 1975. Located south 
of the Ramsar site is the Ninety Mile Beach Marine National Park, proclaimed in November 2002. A 
small area (0.3 per cent) of the site near Paynesville (on Lake Victoria) is held as private, freehold 
land.  

Nature Conservation Reserves and other land managed primarily for conservation surround 45 per 
cent of  t he R amsar s ite, a nd i nclude p arks and r eserves ( 20 per  c ent) a nd c oastal a nd w aterway 
areas ( 25 p er c ent). N on-conservation land that s urrounds the s ite includes grazing ( 45 per c ent), 
residential (five per cent) and industrial (five per cent). In general, urban development is increasing in 
areas bordering the site, while agriculture is decreasing.  

The site is located in two local government shires. The East Gippsland Shire covers the eastern area 
of t he G ippsland Lakes R amsar s ite f rom w here M cLennan Strait enters Lak e V ictoria a nd t he 
eastern edge of the Lakes National Park (Sperm Whale Head) and covering all of Lake Victoria, Lake 
King, Lake Bunga and Lake Tyers. The Wellington Shire covers the western area of the Gippsland 
Lakes Ramsar site including Lake Wellington, Lake Reeve, McLennan Strait and the land south of 
Lake Victoria covering the Ninety Mile Beach, Loch Sport and the Lakes National Park (Sperm Whale 
Head). 

East Gippsland a nd Wellington S hires implement t he s tate planning provisions which c ontrol 
development and land use changes within the area.  
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Table 2-2Land tenure and management of the Ramsar site (updated from DSE 2003) 

Wetland Land tenure Legal status Management 
Sale Common  Nature Conservation Reserve – 

Wildlife Reserve 
Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 
and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Dowd Morass (part)  State Wildlife Reserve classified 
as State Game Reserve (also 
part privately owned) 

Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 
and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Hearts Morass (part) State Wildlife Reserve classified 
as State Game Reserve (also 
part privately owned) 

Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 
and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Clydebank Morass State Wildlife Reserve classified 
as State Game Reserve* 

Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 
and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Lake Wellington (western shoreline) Public Purposes Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 
Lake Wellington (shoreline – Disher 
Bay) 

Public Purpose Reserve, 
Unreserved Crown Land Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 

Lake Wellington (shoreline – Swell 
Point to Roseneath Point) Public Purpose Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 

Lake Wellington (eastern shoreline) Public Purpose Reserve, Salt 
Lake – Unreserved Crown Land Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 

Lake Wellington  Crown Land Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 
Lake Coleman1 State Wildlife Reserve classified 

as State Game Reserve 
 Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 

and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Land adjoining Lake Coleman 
Wildlife Reserve to south Land vested in Gippsland Water Water Act 1989 Gippsland 

Water 
Lake Reeve Gippsland Lakes Coastal Park National Parks Act 1975 Parks Victoria 
Gippsland Lakes Coastal Park Coastal Park National Parks Act 1975 Parks Victoria 
Land near McLennan Strait Part of Gippsland Lakes Coastal 

Park National Parks Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Public Purpose Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 
Morley Swamp Natural Features Reserve – 

Gippsland Lakes Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 Parks Victoria 

Backwater Morass Natural Features Reserve – 
Gippsland Lakes Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 Parks Victoria 

Red Morass Natural Features Reserve – 
Gippsland Lakes Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 Parks Victoria 

Victoria Lagoon Natural Features Reserve – 
Wildlife Reserve classified as 
State Game Reserve 

Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 Parks Victoria 

Lake Victoria Crown Land Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 
The Lakes National Park The Lakes National Park National Parks Act 1975 Parks Victoria 
Blond Bay Natural Features Reserve – 

Wildlife Reserve classified as 
State Game Reserve 

Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 
and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Lake King Public Purposes Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 
Macleod Morass Natural Features Reserve – 

Wildlife Reserve classified as 
State Game Reserve 

Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 
and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Jones Bay Natural Features Reserve – 
Wildlife Reserve classified as 
State Game Reserve and 
Natural Features Reserve – 
Gippsland Lakes Reserve 

Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 
and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Mitchell River Water Reserve Land Act 1958 Parks Victoria 
Swan Reach Natural Features Reserve – 

Gippsland Lakes Reserve 
Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 
and Wildlife Act 1975 Parks Victoria 

Lake Tyers Forest Park Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE, Shire 
Land to the south of Lake King Gippsland Lakes Coastal Park National Parks Act 1975 Parks Victoria 
North Arm (near Lakes Entrance) Public Purpose Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 DSE 
Lakes Entrance to Lake Tyers 
including Lake Bunga 

Lakes Entrance – Lake Tyers 
Coastal Reserve Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 Parks Victoria, 

EGSC 
  
                                                      
1 Only a po rtion of  Lake Coleman is within the Ramsar s ite boundary. The balance of  the wetland is part of  the Dutson Range Training 
Area, managed by the Australian Department of Defence. 
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Table 2-3 Lead management agencies and their key responsibilities (updated from DSE 
2003) 

Agency  Overarching Responsibility  Responsibility to Gippsland Lakes 
Parks Victoria  Manage parks and reserves. Parks Victoria has a role 

in the management of Ramsar wetlands that occur 
within parks and reserves managed by Parks Victoria, 
and also a role in contributing to overall management 
of sites outside parks and reserves with other 
management agencies. 

Manage areas including The Lakes 
National Park, Gippsland Lakes 
Reserve, Macleod Morass, The Sale 
Common, Mitchell River Water Reserve 
as well as Heart, Dowd and Clydebank 
Morasses. 

Department of 
Sustainability and 
Environment 
(Gippsland 
Regional Office) 

Strategic direction for park and reserve management; 
flora and fauna management and implementation of 
the Ramsar Convention in Victoria; catchment and 
water management, forest management, coastal and 
port management; leasing, licensing and management 
of public land. 

Policy advice for the management of the 
Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site. 
Management of hunting at the Gippsland 
Lakes Ramsar site. Management of 
waterbody lake beds. 
 
Strategic and operational catchment 
management services, for example, soil 
conservation, vegetation management, 
salinity management, water quality 
monitoring and management. 

Department of 
Primary Industries 
(Gippsland 
Regional Office) 

Provides strategic direction for fisheries management 
and research, agricultural services and sustainable 
development of Victoria's energy and mineral 
resources. 

Manage commercial and recreational 
fishing for the Ramsar site in accordance 
with Fisheries Act 1995.  

Department of 
Planning and 
Community 
Development 

Strategic and statutory land use planning including the 
administration of the Victorian State Planning 
Provisions. 

Broad strategic planning role for the 
Gippsland Lakes as well as 
approval/review of planning schemes. 

Local Government 
(East Gippsland 
Shire and 
Wellington Shire) 

Regulation of local land use and development through 
planning schemes, on-ground works and management 
of urban and some rural drainage. 

Administer the planning scheme as well 
as some resource management 
functions such as vegetation 
management. 

Rural Water 
Authority (Southern 
Rural Water) 

Provide irrigation, drainage, water supply, and manage 
specific water supply catchments. 

Supply rural water across southern 
Victoria including bulk supply to non-
metropolitan urban water authorities and 
Latrobe Valley electricity generators. 

Non Metropolitan 
Urban Water 
Authority (East 
Gippsland Water 
and Gippsland 
Water) 

Provide urban water supplies and wastewater disposal 
services. 

Provide water and sewerage services to 
townships in the vicinity of the Ramsar 
site. Manage water supply catchments 
and sewage treatment plants. 

Victorian 
Catchment 
Management 
Council (West 
Gippsland CMA 
and East Gippsland 
CMA) 

Advise State Government on catchment management, 
and land and water resource issues and priorities. 
Encourage cooperation between land and water 
managers. Promote community awareness on 
catchment management issues. 

Develop and implement Regional 
Catchment Management Strategies and 
Regional River Health Strategies. 
Prepare and implement Action Plans. 
Manage surrounding catchment and 
inflowing streams and drainage. Manage 
environmental water requirements. 

Committees of 
Management 
(DSE, local 
government, 
elected 
committees) 

Manage reserved Crown land on behalf of the 
Minister. Committees are usually the Local Shire or 
publicly elected. 

Manages reserves for the purposes for 
which they are gazetted. 

Environment 
Protection Authority 
(EPA East Region) 

Responsibility for and coordination of all activities 
relating to the discharge of waste into the environment 
and the generation, storage, treatment, transport and 
disposal of industrial waste and the emission of noise 
and for preventing or controlling pollution and noise 
and protecting and improving the quality of the 
environment. 

Licence sewage and other discharges. 
Monitor water quality. 
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Agency  Overarching Responsibility  Responsibility to Gippsland Lakes 
Victorian Coastal 
Council (Gippsland 
Coastal Board) 

Strategic State-wide coastal planning; preparation of 
the Victorian Coastal Strategy; advise the Minister; 
monitor development of Coastal Action Plans; and 
coordinate the implementation of the Victorian Coastal 
Strategy and Coastal Action Plans. 

Develop Coastal Action Plans and 
guidelines for coastal planning and 
management within the region; provide 
advice to Minister and Council on 
coastal development within the region; 
and implementation of, and facilitating 
public awareness of the Victorian 
Coastal Strategy, Coastal Action Plans 
and coastal guidelines. 

Department of 
Defence 

While the Dutson Range Training Area is not 
contained within the boundaries of the Ramsar site, 
the Department of Defence plays a significant role in 
the management of Lake Coleman in cooperation with 
Parks Victoria. 

Selected areas of Dutson Range have 
been identified as conservation zones to 
maintain and enhance significant 
environmental values (HLA 2007). A 
range of environmental management 
plans are implemented (fire, weed 
control, water management) to maintain 
wetland values. 

Gippsland Ports Establish, manage, dredge and maintain channels in 
port waters; provide and maintain navigation in 
connection with navigation of port waters; direct and 
control movement of vessels within port waters. 

Operation of commercial port of Lakes 
Entrance. Maintenance of navigational 
aids and channels. Management of 
public facilities. 

2.2.2 Catchment Land Use 

The c atchment of  t he G ippsland L akes c overs a n ar ea of  ov er t wo m illion hectares and s upports 
many land uses as shown in Figure 2-2 (based on DCE 1991). It includes several large towns and 
cities (Sale, Bairnsdale, Warragul, Traralgon, Morwell and Moe), Victoria’s major electricity generating 
facilities, the Latrobe Valley industrial area, extensive dryland and irrigated farmland and a significant 
proportion of Victoria’s hardwood and softwood timber resources (DCE 1991). 

The water resources of the river systems that drain into the Gippsland Lakes have been extensively 
developed to support agricultural activities, urban water supply, industrial use and as cooling water for 
thermal electricity generation (DCE 1991). A significant portion of the lower reaches of the Latrobe, 
Macalister and Mitchell Rivers are surrounded by irrigation areas, primarily comprising dairy farming 
and horticulture.  

The Latrobe River receives a number of licensed discharges of waste, the major contributions being 
treated s ewage f rom Warragul, Moe a nd Morwell, and i ndustrial wastewater from the po wer 
generating c ompanies ( DCE 1 991). T he lower r eaches of  t he r ivers in t he western part of t he 
catchment are experiencing elevated groundwater tables and associated saline discharge, as well as 
nutrient and sediment discharges from irrigation drainage.  

The Tambo, Avon and Nicholson Rivers also drain into the lakes system. Within the Tambo 
catchment there are former mining areas around Cassillis that have eroded in the past created large 
slugs of  s and within t he lower r eaches of t he r iver n ear Bruthen a nd T ambo U pper an d er odible 
agricultural ar eas, p articularly in gr anitic ar eas. Both the Avon an d N icholson Rivers dr ain f rom 
vegetated u pper c atchments i nto ar eas that are dominated b y c leared a gricultural l and along t heir 
lower r eaches.
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Figure 2–2 Gippsland Lakes catchment land use (reproduced from Ecos unpublished)
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2.3 Description of Wetland Types 

The G ippsland Lak es R amsar site c ontains an extensive s ystem of  es tuarine, f resh a nd br ackish 
coastal w etlands, w ith a di versity of w etland types pr esent including l agoons, marshes an d tree-
swamps. F or this r eport, t he R amsar C lassification S ystem for Wetland Types ( approved b y 
Recommendation 4.7 and amended by Resolutions VI.5 and VII.11 of the Conference of the 
Contracting Parties) i s us ed. Wetland categorisation under the Ramsar t ypology provides up to 12 
marine/coastal wetland types, 20 inland wetland types and 10 human-made wetland types.  

To date, no mapping according to Ramsar wetland types of Gippsland Lakes has been undertaken. 
Therefore, in order to refine the presence of Ramsar wetland types within the site, information was 
collated a nd r eviewed f rom t he f ollowing s ources: the 1999 R IS ( Casanelia 1 999), t he Victorian 
Wetland Classification S ystem (VWCS) (based on Corrick and Norman 1980) and Ecological 
Vegetation Class (EVC) mapping by DSE.  

Although direct overlaps between the different wetland types as classified by the three systems are 
limited, the m ost l ikely e quivalent wetland t ypes were determined a nd ar e pr esented in Table 2 -4. 
Using t he V WCS mapping, a map of  w etland t ypes within t he R amsar s ite was gen erated ( refer 
Figure 2-3) and areas of each wetland type were calculated (refer Table 2-4 using equivalent Ramsar 
wetland types). 

Based on the review, the following Ramsar wetland types are seen as being represented within the 
site at the current time: 

• five marine/coastal wetland types (B, E, F, H, J) 

• five inland wetland types (L, M, Sp, Tp and Xf) 

• one man-made wetland type (Type 8). 

All of the wetland types listed above are considered to have been supported by the site at the time of 
listing in 1982 based on the information presented in the original listing document (Victorian Ministry 
for Conservation 1980). 
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Table 2-4 Ramsar wetland types as translated from the Victorian Wetland Classification 
System (VWCS) wetland types within the Ramsar site 

Ramsar Wetland Type Interpreted VWCS Category Area* 

B – Marine subtidal aquatic beds No specific VWCS category (but within 7.01 – 

Permanent saline - shallow) 

5013 hectares 

E - Sand, shingle or pebble shores No equivalent VWCS category N/A 

F - Estuarine waters No equivalent VWCS category N/A 

H - Intertidal marshes 6.02 – Semi-permanent saline – salt meadow 7137 hectares 

6.03 – Semi-permanent saline - salt flats 

6.04 – Semi-permanent saline – sea rush 

6.99 – Semi-permanent saline – island 

J – Coastal brackish/saline lagoons 6.01 – Semi-permanent saline – salt pan 39 034 hectares 

5.01 – Permanent open freshwater – shallow 

7.01 – Permanent saline – shallow 

7.02 – Permanent saline - deep 

L - Permanent inland deltas No equivalent VWCS category N/A 

M - Permanent rivers, streams or creeks No equivalent VWCS category N/A 

Sp - Permanent saline/brackish/alkaline 

marshes/pools2

and 

 

Tp - Permanent freshwater marshes and pools 

3.01 – Shallow freshwater marsh - herb 4713 hectares 

4.02 – Deep freshwater marsh – reed 

4.05 – Deep freshwater marsh – open water 

4.99 – Deep freshwater marsh - island 

6.01 – Semi-permanent saline – salt pan 

Xf - Freshwater tree-dominated wetlands 4.01 – Deep freshwater marsh - shrub 

*Based on mapping of corresponding VWCS categories; except for Type B which is based on EVC mapping. 

                                                      
2 There is no ‘ brackish’ wetland category within the VWCS. Saline wetlands are those in which salinity exceeds 3000 m illigrams per l itre 
(three grams per litre) throughout the entire year. Type Sp has been grouped with Type Tp on the basis that many of the wetlands that were 
classified by  Corrick and N orman i n 19 80 as ‘ Deep f reshwater m arshes’ i n t he G ippsland Lakes ar e no w pr edominantly b rackish i n 
character. This is further discussed in the ecological character change section of this ECD.   
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Figure 2–3 Wetland types within the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site based on Victorian wetland classification system mapping (Source: DSE unpublished)
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2.3.1 Coastal Wetlands 

This wetland type is represented by seagrass beds that cover a total area of 5013 hectares within the 
site (based on EVC mapping). Seagrass beds are widely distributed within the site, particularly within 
the eastern parts i ncluding Lake T yers, Lake V ictoria and Lake K ing (Roob and Ball 1997, H indell 
2008). S pecies of  s eagrass t hat are present i nclude Zostera muelleri, Heterozostera tasmanica, 
Ruppia spiralis and Lepilaena cylindrocarpa (Roob and Ball 1997). Seagrass beds are an ecologically 
significant habitat, providing breeding grounds, nursery areas, food and shelter for a variety of aquatic 
fauna, and also provide a food source for black swans and other herbivorous waterbirds.  

Type B:   Marine subtidal aquatic beds 

This w etland type i ncorporates s and, s hingle or  pebble s hores, i ncluding s and bars, s pits, s andy 
islets, dune s ystems and humid d une s lacks. S andy shores are present within t he s ite in t he 
Gippsland Lakes Coastal Park, which forms a component of the barrier system of sand dunes that 
separate the coastal lagoons from the ocean. 

Type E:   Sand, shingle or pebble shores 

 
Sand shore near Lakes Entrance (photo: Paul Boon) 
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EVC mapping c lassifies a large proportion of  waters within the site as  es tuarine. Waters within the 
Lake King, Lake Tyers, Jones Bay and the lower reaches of Lake Victoria are of an estuarine nature 
as a result of the permanent entrance to Bass Strait at Lakes Entrance. 

Type F:    Estuarine waters 

 
Gippsland Lakes near Lakes Entrance (photo: Paul Boon) 

This wetland type is represented within the site by saltmarsh communities that border saline-
influenced wetlands as  well as  s horelines t hat ar e i nfrequently inundated b y s aline water. 
Approximately 7137 h ectares of  i ntertidal m arshes are pr esent within the R amsar s ite ( based on 
VWCS mapping). Representative examples of saltmarsh communities are located at Blond Bay, Lake 
Reeve, Point Fullarton and Eagle Point Bay. Characteristic saltmarsh species present include beaded 
glasswort (Sarcocornia quinqueflora) and sea rush (Juncus kraussii) (DSE 2003). 

Type H:   Intertidal marshes 
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This wetland type incorporates brackish to saline lagoons with at least one relatively narrow 
connection t o t he s ea. Representative ex amples of  c oastal br ackish/saline l agoons i nclude L ake 
Tyers, Lake King, Jones Bay and Lake Bunga. 

Type J:   Coastal brackish/saline lagoons 

 
Lake Tyers (photo: Paul Boon) 

2.3.2 Inland Wetlands 

This wetland type is represented by the Mitchell Delta. The Mitchell Delta is a c lassic form of digitate 
delta located near the western shoreline of Lake King at Eagle Point Bluff, extending into the lake as 
silt jetties formed by alluvial deposition of sediment. Representing one of the finest examples of this 
type of landform in the world, the Mitchell Delta is a site of international geomorphological significance 
(Rosengren 1984). 

Type L:   Permanent inland deltas 

The l ower r eaches of  a n umber of  per manent r ivers are located within t he b oundary of t he s ite. 
Representative examples include the Nicholson River as well as portions of the lower Latrobe, Avon, 
and Perry Rivers.  

Type M:   Permanent river, streams or creeks 
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Permanent marshes and swamps on inorganic soil, with emergent vegetation that is water-logged for 
at l east m ost of  t he gr owing s eason, are a m ajor f eature of  G ippsland Lakes. As s uch, t hese two 
wetland types are extensively represented within the Ramsar site, covering an area of approximately 
4713 hectares ( based on V WCS mapping). P ermanent m arshes within t he site are typically 
composed of common reed (Phragmites australis) beds and provide habitat for a variety of aquatic 
fauna (particularly in the juvenile stage) and small terrestrial birds. 

Type Sp:   Permanent s aline/brackish/alkaline m arshes and p ools an d T ype T p: Permanent 
freshwater marshes and pools 

 
Common reed at Lake Bunga (photo: Paul Boon) 
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This w etland t ype i s v iewed as  be ing pr esent within t he s ite, r epresented b y s wamp pap erbark 
(Melaleuca ericifolia) dominated woodlands and forests. Although swamp paperbark woodlands are 
largely freshwater (for example, Sale Common), they are also generally able to persist under 
estuarine c onditions ( in t he br ackish morasses s uch a s D owd a nd T he H eart). s wamp pap erbark 
woodlands provide important habitat for a range of fauna, especially colonially roosting waterbirds. 

Type Xf:   Freshwater tree-dominated wetlands 

 
Ibis rookery in swamp paperbark woodland at Dowd Morass (Photo: Paul Boon) 

2.3.3 Human-made Wetlands 

This wetland type is represented within the Ramsar site by a two hectare sewage pond in the vicinity 
of Macleod Morass (DSE 2003). 

Type 8:   Wastewater treatment areas 

2.4 Nomination Criteria Met by the Site 

2.4.1  Original Criteria under which the Site was Listed 

The original nomination d ocumentation indicated that the site met criteria 1(a) and 3 of the 
‘recommended c riteria t o be used i n identifying Wetlands of I nternational I mportance’ ( Victorian 
Ministry For Conservation 1980). The criteria at this time related to those adopted as part of the First 
Meeting of the Conference of Contracting Parties for the Ramsar Convention assembled in Cagliari, 
Sardinia (CoP 1 Criteria).  

The relevant ‘Cagliari’ criteria met by the site were as follows: 
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• 1. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it: 

o (a) regularly supports either 10 000 ducks, geese and swans; or 10 000 coots; or  
20 000 waders. This criterion is broadly analogous of the present day criterion 5 (see 
Section 2.4.2). 

• 3. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it is a particularly good example of 
a specific type of wetland characteristic of its region. This c riterion is broadly analogous of  the 
present day criterion 1 (see Section 2.4.2). 

The documentation supporting the original listing (Victorian Ministry for Conservation 1980) outlines 
the following justification for these criteria: 

The Gippsland Lakes and their associated swamps and morasses regularly support an estimated 40 
to 50 thousand ducks, swans, coots, and other waterfowl. Tucker Swamp, on the edge of Lake 
Wellington, supports one of only two breeding colonies of Pied Cormorants in Victoria. The Gippsland 
Lakes support an estimated four per cent of Victoria’s wader population. The permanence of the main 
lakes and the relatively regular flooding of the adjacent wetlands mean that this wetland is an 
important drought refuge for many waterfowl. 

The most recent RIS (Casanelia 1999) for the site indicated that the site meets the following criteria 
(based on t he R amsar C onvention C riteria ad opted at  t he 19 96 C onference of  P arties – CoP 6  
criteria): 

• 1(a) it is a particularly good representative example of a natural or near-natural wetland, 
characteristic of the appropriate biogeographical region. 

• 3(a) it regularly supports 20 000 waterfowl. 

• 3(b) it regularly supports substantial numbers of individuals from particular groups of waterfowl, 
indicative of wetland values, productivity or diversity. 

• 3(c) where data on populations are available, it regularly supports one per cent of the individuals 
in a population of one species or subspecies of waterfowl. 

Based on the National ECD Framework, Appendix 5, these pre-1999 criteria translate to the following 
current Nomination Criteria (2005): 

• Criterion 1 : A  wetland s hould be c onsidered i nternationally important i f i t c ontains a  
representative, rare, or unique example of a natural or near-natural wetland type found within the 
appropriate biogeographic region. 

• Criterion 3: A wetland should be considered internationally important if it supports populations of 
plant an d/or an imal s pecies i mportant f or m aintaining t he b iological diversity of a par ticular 
biogeographic region. 

• Criterion 5:  A w etland s hould be c onsidered internationally important i f i t r egularly s upports  
20 000 or more waterbirds. 
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• Criterion 6: A wetland should be considered internationally important if it regularly supports one 
per cent of the individuals in a population of one species or subspecies of waterbird. 

As part of the current study, there is a requirement to re-assess the applicability of all criteria to the 
site which is presented below.  

2.4.2 Assessment Based on Current Information and Ramsar 
Criteria 

The s ite is c onsidered t o meet R amsar N omination Criteria 1, 2, 4,  5 , 6 and 8 based up on t he 
information r eviewed when pr eparing this E CD (refer Table 2-5). J ustification statements f or eac h 
criterion are provided below. In the context of the criteria, the relevant biogeographic region used is 
the Australian D rainage D ivision a nd R iver B asins.3

                                                      
3 Guidelines und er the Ramsar Convention (contained in the Ramsar Handbook v.3) favour the use of international or national biogeographic regions in the context of 

interpretation of Ramsar Nomination Criteria and other aspects of the Convention. The Australian Drainage Divisions and Interim Marine and Coastal Regionalisation for 

Australia (IMCRA - version 4 - June 2006) have been adopted as the most relevant national bioregionalisation schemes for this ECD.  

 For Gippsland Lak es, t his i s the ‘ Southeast 
Coast’ Region which extends from the NSW border to the Millicent River in Western Victoria.  
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Table 2-5  Comparison of Current and Pre-1999 Ramsar Nomination Criteria  
Notes: no shading indicates nomination criterion met by the Ramsar site, grey shaded indicates criterion not met, green shading indicates that there was no equivalent criterion 

 
Present study using existing (COP 9) criteria Casanelia (1999) RIS using COP 6 criteria Victorian Ministry for Conservation (1980) 

RIS using COP 1 ‘Cagliari’ criteria 

Criterion 1: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it contains a representative, rare, or unique example of a natural or 
near-natural wetland type found within the appropriate biogeographic 
region. 

1(a) it is a particularly good representative example of a 
natural or  near -natural w etland, c haracteristic of  t he 
appropriate biogeographical region 

3. it is  a par ticularly good example of  a 
specific t ype of  w etland c haracteristic of  it s 
region. 

1(b) it is a particularly good representative example of a 
natural or near-natural wetland, common to more than one 
biogeographical region 
1(c) it is a particularly good representative example of a 
wetland which plays a substantial hydrological, biological 
or ec ological r ole in t he nat ural f unctioning of  an m ajor 
river bas in or  c oastal s ystem,  es pecially w here it  is  
located in a trans-border position 
1(d) it is an example of a specific type of wetland, rare or 
unusual in the appropriate biogeographical region. 

Criterion 2: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it supports vulnerable, endangered, or critically endangered species 
or threatened ecological communities. 

2(a) it supports an appreciable assemblage of rare, 
vulnerable or  endangered species or  subspecies of  plant 
or animal, or an appr eciable number of individuals of any 
one or more of these species. 

2(a) it supports an appreciable number of a 
rare, v ulnerable or  end angered s pecies or 
subspecies of  plant  or  a nimal, or  an  
appreciable number of individuals of any one 
or more of these species. 

Criterion 3: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it supports populations of plant and/or animal species important for 
maintaining t he biolog ical div ersity of  a par ticular biogeographic 
region 

2(b) it is  of  special value for maintaining the genetic and 
ecological diversity of a region because of the quality and 
peculiarities of its flora and fauna 

2(b) it is of special value for maintaining the 
genetic and e cological div ersity of  a r egion 
because of  the quality and pec uliarities of  its 
flora and fauna. 

2(d) it is of special value for one or more endemic plant or 
animal species or communities 

2(d) it is  of  s pecial v alue f or one or  m ore 
endemic pl ant or  anim al s pecies or  
communities 

Criterion 4: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it supports plant and/or animal species at a critical stage in their life 
cycles, or provides refuge during adverse conditions. 

2(c) it is of special value as the habitat of plants or animals 
at a critical stage of their biological cycle. 

2(c) it is  of  s pecial v alue as  t he habit at of  
plants or animals at a critical stage of their 
biological cycles. 

Criterion 5: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it regularly supports 20 000 or more waterbirds. 

3(a) it regularly supports 20 000 waterfowl. 1(a) it regularly supports either 10 000 duc ks, 
geese and swans; or 10 000 coots; or 20 000 
waders. 

Criterion 6: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it regularly supports one per cent of the individuals in a  population 
of one species or subspecies of waterbird. 

3(c) where data on populat ions are available, it  regularly 
supports one per cent of the individuals in a population of 
one species or subspecies of waterfowl. 

1(b) it regularly supports one per cent of the 
individuals in a populat ion of  one s pecies or  
subspecies of waterfowl.  
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Present study using existing (COP 9) criteria Casanelia (1999) RIS using COP 6 criteria Victorian Ministry for Conservation (1980) 
RIS using COP 1 ‘Cagliari’ criteria 

3(b) it regularly supports substantial numbers of 
individuals f rom par ticular gr oups of  waterfowl, indic ative 
of wetland values, productivity or diversity. 

1(c) it regularly supports one per cent of the 
breeding pairs in a population of one species 
or subspecies of waterfowl.  

Criterion 7: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it  s upports a significant pr oportion of  in digenous f ish s ubspecies, 
species or  f amilies, l ife-history s tages, s pecies i nteractions and/ or 
populations that are representative of wetland benefits and/or values 
and thereby contributes to global biological diversity. 

4(a) it supports a s ignificant proportion of  indigenous f ish 
subspecies, species or families, life-history stages, 
species interactions and/or populations that are 
representative of  w etland be nefits and/ or v alues and  
thereby contributes to global biological diversity. 

No equivalent criterion 

Criterion 8: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it is an important source of food for fishes, s pawning ground, 
nursery and/or migration path on which fish stocks, either within the 
wetland or elsewhere, depend. 

4(b) it is an im portant source of food for fishes, spawning 
ground, nur sery and/ or m igration pat h on which f ish 
stocks, either within the wetland or elsewhere, depend. 

No equivalent criterion 

Criterion 9: A wetland should be considered internationally important 
if it regularly supports 1 per  cent of the individuals in a pop ulation of 
one s pecies or  s ubspecies of  w etland-dependent non-avian anim al 
species. 

No equivalent criterion No equivalent criterion 
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Criterion 1 - Met () 

The Gippsland Lakes Ramsar site forms one of the largest coastal lagoon systems in the Drainage 
Division and contains a distinctive landscape of wetlands and flat coastal plains. The site supports a 
broad r ange of  w etland t ypes i n c lose pr oximity t o eac h other, i ncluding p eriodically i nundated 
palustrine m arshes, p ermanently inundated palustrine m arshes, s hallow lacustrine ( lake) f eatures, 
deep lacustrine features, lagoons with narrow inlets, and broad embayments. The site also includes 
the lower reaches of several river systems, including a large reach of the Nicholson River which feeds 
into Jones Bay.    

None of the individual wetland types within the site are considered rare or unusual on a bioregional 
scale. H owever t his c riterion is s een to be  m et given that t he s ite c ontains excellent examples of  
particular wetland types within the bioregion, most notably the following: 

• The M itchell River D elta i s a p articularly outstanding ex ample of a permanent i nland delta 
(Ramsar wetland Type L). The Mitchell Delta is a classic form of digitate delta that is considered 
to representing one of the finest examples of this type of landform in the world (Rosengren 1984) 
(see Section 2.3.2). 

• The s ite s upports t wo waterbodies that r emain in a  ne ar-natural s tate t hat ar e considered 
excellent representative examples of that wetland type in the drainage division (Southeast 
Coast). These waterbodies are Lake Tyers (an intermittently opening and closing lagoon or ICOL 
with a pr edominantly u ndeveloped c atchment) an d Lake R eeve (a c oastal b arrier l agoon a nd 
saltmarsh complex adjacent to Ninety Mile Beach).4

The site does not appear to meet the criterion from a ‘hydrological importance’ perspective. While the 
hydrology of the s ite is undoubtedly an important driver of  wetland ecosystem processes at a site-
scale ( see C ritical P rocess 1) , i t is no t s een t o m eet as par ticularly i mportant c haracteristic of  t he 
wetland at broader spatial scales. It is also noted that the fringing wetlands around the edges of the 
lakes remove a significant amount of nutrients from river water before it enters the lake system (DSE 
2003), however the water quality of the system cannot be considered to be of an excellent standard 
and therefore this part of the criterion is not considered to apply.   

 Further information about these two areas is 
contained in the critical components section of this ECD. 

The site supports several nationally threatened wetland fauna species at various stages of their life-
cycle (DSE 2003, Ecos unpublished, Birds Australia 2009, DSE 2009). This includes: 

Criterion 2 - Met () 

• Resident frog populations – Two nationally threatened species utilise the site: green and golden 
bell f rogs ( Litoria aurea) a nd growling gr ass f rogs ( Litoria raniformis). Both s pecies ha ve b een 
recorded r egularly ( though no t s ystematically over t ime) w ithin the s ite, with k nown and 
potentially s uitable ha bitat occurring within t he s ite ( Tyler 1 997, G illespie 1996, Cleman an d 
Gillespie 2004).  

                                                      
4 Lake Tyers and Lake Reeve were selected following discussions with the Steering Committee as the wetland areas within Gippsland Lakes that best reflect the nomination 

criteria in terms of representativeness. 



1BGENERAL DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE  

30 
 

• The cryptic wetland birds Australian painted snipe (Rostratula australis) and Australasian bittern 
(Botaurus poiciloptilus) have been recorded on an i rregular basis or  rarely, t hough pot entially 
suitable habitat for these species occurs within the site (Blakers et al. 1984, Garnett and Crowley 
2000, Rogers et al. 2005, DSE 2010). There is insufficient information to determine pa tterns in 
usage within the site. The Australian painted snipe is listed as vulnerable under the EPBC Act, 
while the Australasian bittern is not EPBC listed, but is listed as endangered on the 2010 IUCN 
Red List of Threatened Species (IUCN 2010). 

• Habitat for the juvenile life-history stage of the Australian grayling (Prototroctes maraena) - This 
species i s l isted as  v ulnerable under the E PBC A ct an d A ustralian Society of  F ish Biologists 
(ASFB 2001), and near threatened on the 2010 IUCN Red List (IUCN 2010). While this species 
spends m ost of  i ts l ife i n f reshwaters, l arvae are p assively s wept i nto estuarine and m arine 
waters b efore m aturing a nd ar e t hought t o m igrate ( during s pring) b ack i nto f reshwaters at  
approximately 6 m onths of  age (McDowall 19 96). A s this species has  be en recorded i n t he 
freshwater s treams that f eed directly into t he Ramsar s ite ( that is, T ambo, T homson, Latrobe, 
Avon and Mitchell Rivers – see Backhouse et al. 2008), it is almost certain that this species relies 
on the lagoons of the site to complete the estuarine part of its life-cycle.   

• Threatened flora habitat - Three nationally vulnerable and endangered wetland-associated flora 
species have been recorded as within the site: dwarf kerrawang (Rulingia prostrata) (Carter and 
Walsh 2008), swamp everlasting (Xerochrysum palustre) (Bayer 2001, DSE 2008) and metallic 
sun-orchid (Thelymitra epipactoides) (BDFNC 2005, Parks Victoria 2003). 

Criterion 3 – Not Met () 

The k ey elements t o be c onsidered u nderpinning this c riterion ar e o utlined i n Section 7 0 of  the 
Ramsar Handbook for Wise Use of Wetlands 14 (Ramsar Convention Secretariat 2007), namely: 

1. are “hotspots” of biological diversity and are evidently species-rich even though the number 
of species present may not be accurately known 

2. are centres of endemism or otherwise contain significant numbers of endemic species 

3. contain the range of biological diversity (including habitat types) occurring in a region 

4. contain a s ignificant proportion of species adapted to special environmental conditions (such 
as temporary wetlands in semi-arid or arid areas) 

5. support particular elements of biological diversity that are rare or particularly characteristic of 
the biogeographic region. 

There i s no evidence t o s uggest that t he s ite r epresents a ‘ hot-spot’ of biological di versity on a  
bioregional scale, a nd the s ite i s not  located in a c entre of l ocal e ndemism. While t he s ite does 
support high biodiversity values at a local scale and a broad range of wetland types (see discussion 
for Criterion 1 above), there is presently insufficient information to determine whether the site 
supports the range of species or habitats occurring in the bioregion. The site does not support a large 
proportion of species adapted to special environmental conditions. Based on the above, the site does 
not support this criterion. 
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Criterion 4 - Met () 

The site supports habitat and conditions that are important for critical life cycle stages of a variety of 
wetland-dependent fauna species. These stages are important because if they should be interrupted 
or prevented from occurring, the long-term conservation of those species may be threatened.  

Section 70 of the Ramsar Handbook for Wise Use of Wetlands 14 (Ramsar Convention Secretariat 
2007) recognises two key elements. 

1. Critical habitat for mobile or migratory species which contain high proportions of populations 
gathered in a relatively small area at a particular life history stage.   

As ou tlined in t he G ippsland Lak es R amsar s ite nom ination d ocument ( Victorian Ministry of 
Conservation 1 980), “ the permanence of the main lakes and the relatively regular flooding of the 
adjacent wetlands mean that this wetland is an important drought refuge for many waterfowl”. These 
waterbirds are comprised of seasonal migratory species and ‘resident’ waterbirds, both of which are 
considered ‘mobile’. As discussed in Section 3.4.1, the site in general contains high abundances of 
waterbirds ( Parks Vi ctoria 2003), w ith par ticularly large aggregations oc curring i n d eep f reshwater 
marshes (for example, Dowd Morass, the Heart Morass, Sale Common), as well as salt marsh and 
shallow permanent saline wetlands (for example, Lake Reeve). The site supports moulting habitat for 
waterbird s pecies, which i s c onsidered b y the Ramsar C onvention S ecretariat ( 2007) as  a c ritical 
function underpinning this criterion.  

2. Refugia habitat for non migratory wetland dependent species.  

The site supports refugia habitat for a range of non-migratory wetland-dependent species. In 
particular, the freshwater marshes (Sale Common, Macleod Morass) are seen as particularly 
important refugia for aquatic species (see section 3.3.3), including permanent refugia (and breeding 
sites) for two nationally threatened species; that is, growling grass frog (Litoria raniformis) (DSE 2010) 
and the green and golden bell frog (Litoria aurea) (Parks Victoria 2003). 

Criterion 5 - Met () 

The s ite h as pr eviously b een attributed with r egularly s upporting ap proximately 40 00 0 to 5 0 000 
waterbirds (refer ANCA 1995, NPS 1995, DSE 2003). Whilst systematic data collection has not been 
undertaken across the site, data analysis undertaken in 2008 (refer Ecos unpublished) found that the 
site continues to regularly support more than 20 000 waterbirds. 

Section 3.4.1 provides a detailed account of patterns in abundance of various waterbird species.  

Criterion 6 - Met () 

Waterbird species which are considered to have occurred within the site in such abundance so as to 
meet the one p er c ent population t hreshold ar e: red-necked s tint ( Calidris ruficollis), black s wan 
(Cygnus atratus), sharp-tailed sandpiper (Calidris acuminate), chestnut teal (Anas castanea), musk 
duck (Biziura lobata), fairy tern (Sterna nereis) and little tern (Sterna albifrons) (Parks Victoria 2003, 
Bamford et al. 2008). 
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However, there is a lack of recent or comprehensive waterbird count data for the site and as a result, 
the justifications for these species in terms of meeting the one per cent criterion draws upon a range 
of published and unpublished data sources.  

Section 3.4.1 provides a detailed account of patterns in abundance of various waterbird species.  

Criterion 7 - Not Met () 

The R amsar H andbook em phasises t hat t he t erm di versity u nder t his c riterion can e ncompasses 
number of life-history stages, species interactions and complexity of fish-environmental interactions. 
The f ish assemblages of the s ite are comprised of  species with different l ife-history characteristics, 
including p otadromous ( entirely f reshwater) s pecies, t o c atadromous ( requiring m arine and 
freshwaters to complete life-cycle) and fully marine species.  

In this context, six fish groups were identified in Ecos (unpublished) to utilise the site: 

• estuarine residents, for example black bream, river garfish and estuary perch  

• estuarine de pendent (freshwater), for example, A ustralian bas s, A ustralian gr ayling, Cox’s 
gudgeon, empire gudgeon, freshwater herring, spotted galaxias, striped gudgeon 

• estuarine dependent (marine), for example silver fish, smallmouth hardyhead 

• estuarine opportunists (freshwater), for example, longfin and shortfin eels  

• estuarine opportunists (marine), for example, whiting, mullet, pipefish, seahorse  

• marine stragglers, for example, a large group of oceanic fishes that use the site periodically. 

Overall, Gippsland Lakes contains an appreciable number of fish species, with approximately 179 fish 
species r epresented ( Ecos unp ublished). However, t here are insufficient data t o d etermine t he 
proportion of f ish ( or s hellfish) s pecies t hat t he s ite s upports relative to t he t otal fish di versity i n 
bioregion.  

Ramsar Secretariat (2007) also considers endemism as an important element of biodiversity. No fish 
species that are endemic to the IMCRA Twofold Shelf meso-scale bioregion are known to occur at 
the site. While species that are endemic to the broader region exist at the site, the site is not known to 
be particularly important in maintaining populations of these species, and therefore the site does not 
meet this criterion from an endemicity perspective.   

In reference to the above key elements, it is assessed that there is insufficient data to determine the 
applicability of the criterion.  

Criterion 8 - Met () 

Gippsland Lakes provides important habitats, feeding areas, dispersal and migratory pathways, and 
spawning sites for numerous fish species of direct and indirect fisheries significance. These fish have 
important fisheries resource values both within and external to the site.   
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Section 70 of the Ramsar Handbook for Wise Use of Wetlands 14 (Ramsar Convention Secretariat 
2007) recognises two key elements under criterion 8: 

1. Identification of  s hallow c oastal wetland h abitats t hat are i mportant spawning, nur sery an d 
feeding grounds.  

2. Identification of riverine, swamp and lake fish habitat that are important spawning and migratory 
pathways.  

With respect to the first element, it is noted that the site supports numerous species of direct fisheries 
importance include European carp, yellow eye mullet, black bream, tailor, river garfish, estuary perch, 
Australian anchovy, dusky flathead, luderick, Australian salmon, silver trevally, leatherjackets and sea 
mullet. With t he ex ception of c arp, a ll t hese s pecies are e ither es tuarine r esidents or  d epend on 
estuaries in some way during their life cycle. Many of the fish and crustacean species listed above 
spend their juvenile stages in shallow nearshore waters of the site, particularly around seagrass and 
intertidal habitats. These species also spawn in inshore waters, particularly near the surf zone and in 
sandy channels within the boundaries of the Ramsar site (see section 3.8.2).   

The site supports important breeding habitat for numerous species, of which black bream is 
considered particularly outstanding. This species spawns in mid-lower estuaries and adjacent waters 
of main l akes ( that is, ar eas w ith s alinities bet ween 17 an d 2 1 gr ams per  l itre) during O ctober t o 
December (Tilleard 2009). A detailed account of the specific habitat values of the site for coastal fish 
species is provided in Section 3.8.2.  

In t erms of  t he s econd e lement, t he br ackish m arshes, lakes an d r ivers ar e known t o s upport 
important s pawning, nursery and m igratory p athways for num erous s pecies ( see C riterion 7). O f 
particular note is the role of the riverine/lake continuum in providing a nursery habitat and movement 
corridor for larval Australian grayling. The values of the site for this threatened species are discussed 
under Nomination Criterion 2.  

Criterion 9 – Not Met () 

Criterion 9 relates to non-avian wetland taxa including, inter alia, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, fish 
and aquatic macro-invertebrates. Some of the key non-avian wetland species within Gippsland Lakes 
that are appropriate to consider in the context of Criterion 9 include: 

• Australian grayling 

• dwarf galaxias 

• spiny crayfish5

• green and golden bell frog 

;   

• growling grass frog. 
                                                      
5 Several spiny crayfish which are endemic to the bioregion were also considered, namely Gippsland crayfish Euastacus kershawi, South 
Gippsland spiny crayfish Euastacus neodiversus and Orbost spiny crayfish Euastacus diversus. There are no records of these species in 
the site. The habi tat conditions i n which E. neodiversus and E. diversus have been recorded are not s upported i n t he site, that is,  
undisturbed f reshwater s treams, h igh al titude r ainforest ( E. diversus) or  c oastal heat h/schelorophyll f orest ( E. neodiversus). Euastacus 
kershawi occurs in broader range of habi tats than the other two species, including t ree l ined creeks surrounded by c leared pasture (sea 
level to 250 metres elevation).   
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In i nterpreting t he a pplication of  C riterion 9 t o these species, R amsar Handbook 14 i ndicates t hat 
reliable population s ize limits f rom publ ished s ources must be included in t he j ustification f or t he 
application of the Criterion. 

Investigation of  survey data for these species as  part of the current study has shown such data is 
largely incomplete and forms an information gap. On this basis, there is not definitive data from which 
to determine the applicability of the criterion.  
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