Editorial

In Defence of Grasslands

Most of us will remember that planting days were once invariably called “Tree” planting days.  Indeed, the use of the term “Arbour Day” implies that the planting of trees is the ultimate environmental activity.  Oh the poor forgotten grasslands!  Eagerly sought out by the early explorers for easy settlement, instant grazing for sheep and cattle, a ticket to wealth for the aristocracy of England exiled for whatever reason to the ends of the earth.

Roll on the twentieth century!  The agricultural revolution provided a myriad of ways of increasing the productivity of this grazing land.  Exotic high productivity grasses, and fertilisers in combination with the plough condemned the weaker indigenous grasses to oblivion, often surviving only in roadside verges and along railway tracks.  Remnant vegetation in Mount Waverley is rare enough, but remnant grassland has long been undervalued, providing, first, market gardens and orchards and later, good flat housing sites just crying out for a few inches of sandy loam to be seeded with couch, Kentucky blue or kukyu.  A small patch exists in Damper Creek.  In a lightly wooded section of the reserve, just near Park Road, a remarkably intact remnant clings on to a precarious life.  Battling introduced grasses, this area rewards patient observation throughout the year.  With the right timing one can observe a number of species of orchids, Lilies such as the bulbine lily, “milkmaids” and the twining Yellow Rush-lily.  The flowering of such plants is quite ephemeral but in terms of the number of species represented, they will certainly outnumber the grasses themselves.

So the truth of the matter is that grasslands are much more than just grass.  While it is easy for environmentalists and politicians to enthuse over old growth forests, the more important environmental battleground may be trampled beneath our feet.  Of course “friends” of Damper creek have long known that grasses and other small plants are an important part of the revegetation of our reserve but, sadly, the battle has been lost for the vast majority of Mount Waverley's grasslands and the replication of a complex grassland ecosystem is a near impossibility.

Relatively intact grasslands do exist to the west of Melbourne, protected from the plough  by the rough basalt of the volcanic plain.  Too difficult to farm for market gardens and (until recently) unattractive for housing, these lands have been earmarked for development due to the proximity to the CBD.  The developers can't get enough of them and it seems that the “Green Wedge” concept is now out the window as the State Government contemplates options for a Melbourne of vastly increased population.  

One area of particular interest is the site of the old Laverton airfield.  Long a base for military aviation, the area has escaped the botanical pollution that results from spreading hay to feed grazing animals.  The fields surrounding the runways have received little more than an annual mow, sufficient to keep down the fire danger and to allow aircraft to safely overshoot the runways.  These grasslands were declared a national treasure, just as the bulldozers were preparing the land for the latest housing development.

Is there an argument that can counter the economic imperative to bulldoze these insignificant plants?  Perhaps it is that the cost to re-create what has been lost is phenomenal, and the result only a shadow of what it strives to replace.

Dr Frank Leahy, Guest Speaker for June Meeting

Dr Frank Leahy is an Honorary Principal Fellow at the University of Melbourne and recently retired after 40 years of teaching and research in the Department of Geomatics at that university. His academic interests are in geodesy and, in the early years, astronomical navigation. His long term extra curricula interest (and possibly obsession) is searching out the likely locations of camp sites of what is now known as the Burke and Wills Expedition.

Black Cockatoos in Damper Creek

I remember the excitement a few years back when the Yellow Tailed Black Cockatoo was sighted in Damper Creek.  As the years have passed it became obvious that Damper Creek had become part of the foraging route for a small number of individuals.  However, in the last few weeks these sporadic visits have turned into a residential convention as a large group, perhaps as many as 20, descended on the reserve for an extended period.  The reasons for the increased visitations are complex but I would guess that it would involve a combination of loss of food supplies due to the bushfires, the cold snap in the high country, and the increasing food supplies in urban regeneration projects such as Damper Creek.  I regularly observe the same species along the Dandenong Creek bike trail where extensive plantings have taken place over the last 20 years or so.  Hopefully this is a sign of  the return of an increasing diversity of wildlife to the urban environment.

 Working Bees

The planting day on May 31st was well attended with about 20 planters enthusiastically tackling the task of planting 800 or so plants which were part of the Melbourne Water Grant.  Observant walkers through the reserve will note that areas at the North Eastern end of the reserve are now densely planted.  This will reduce the erosion risk of several areas which have bee cleared of weeds over the last few years.   The excellent rain over the last couple of weeks will ensure a high success rate for these plants.

Note that an extra planting day has been scheduled for July 12th.

Meetings are held on the fourth Wednesday of the month at Alvie Hall (corner Alvie Road & High Street Road) and start promptly at 7:30pm

Working Bees are held on the following Sunday from 10am to 12:30pm (morning tea at 11am).  Any late changes to the working bee location will be posted on the Alice Street bridge.

Friends of Damper Creek

Important dates to remember:


June 09
Notes
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Wed 24h  -  7:30 pm
Alvie Hall
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Middle bridge
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     Sun 26th – 10 am
Middle bridge
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