
I am at the beginning of my climate adaptation journey– but have also worked in it all 
my career 
 
In this talk I’d like to identify some restoration projects that contribute to climate 
adaptation, my thoughts on facing up to the modellers’ message, and my 
commitment to getting ‘unstuck’ and getting on with the climate adaptation challeng.   
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My time at Merri Creek Management Committee has provided some schooling in 
climate adaptation 
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The context of the Merri Creek and the catchment focus of the MCMC make it a 
microcosm of the restoration challenge, a model.   
•The Creek runs from the Dividing range to the Yarra in Collingwood, meaning it runs 
through rural farmland, industrial landscapes, outer and inner suburbs.  
•Most of the remnant vegetation is in tiny fragments, more or less isolated and 
generally highly degraded- but there are larger, intact grassland remnants 
•The native grassland remnants have a disturbance cycle of only a few years, making 
it possible to observe and compare interventions over several cycles.    
•The community have a vision for a continuous bushland reserve- a constant 
thoughout our thirty year history 
•The MCMC is set up as a community based, not for profit- its projects have an 
imperative to engage the community 

 
•Climate adaptation calls on us to do several things that have been integral to the 
MCMC mission:  
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In the 1970s and 80s a vision grew among the local residents to reinstate a 
continuous bushland reserve along the length of the Merri Creek.  The setting 
seemed unpromising.  An intensely polluted creek, smothered by weeds and 
hemmed in by industry and densely populated suburbs.  A freeway was planned to 
occupy most of the remaining open land! 
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The remnant areas were targeted for restoration as the refuges for the irreplaceable 
genetic heritage shaped by millions of years of adaptation to local conditions .   
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By 2011, many extra revegetation sites had been added to the remnant patches, 
buffering, linking and enlarging the extent of indigenous vegetation.  
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Some 30 years on- the vision is well on its way to being fulfilled.  
The Merri is a near-continuous ribbon of indigenous bushland, but through suburbs 
instead of open grassland.   
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When I began work on the Merri in the late 1990s, I could only see the little 
Brown Thornbill at one site in Northcote.  In the last ten years, the species has 
become common through this entire reach.  This little resident has an 
important role to play, it likes to hang out with other birds- (mixed feeding 
flocks).  This means its ‘local knowledge’ is available to migrating visitors, 
especially knowing where to head when predators turn up.  The increase in 
this species thus further strengthens the corridor.   
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Secret Seven- trialling Seed Production Areas, including containerised SPAs and 
agricultural scale with the last market garden on the Merri.  These projects have built 
skills and knowledge,  stakeholders to locate appropriate seed sources, learn 
propagation and seed and genetic considerations.  Helping us identify the next step 
to improving genetic breadth.   
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while we seek and apply models for restoration, circumstances have often led us to 
relax and seek different models 
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Especially during the millennial drought, we had to adapt our planting plants.  Species 
from the most dry and hot parts of the landscape, We swamped our indigenous 
nurseries with requests for saltbush, speargrass and wallaby grass  
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Hot, north west facing slopes contained the species that were doing well 
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Pussy tails, rare in the Merri valley is more common to the west, in the areas that 
modellers identified as resembling the Merris likely future climate 
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A climate change quandary.  The Fragrant saltbush- a rare plant near Melbourne, 
found in the Mallee remnant near Bacchus Marsh, was planted in tens of thousands 
by the freeway along the Merri in the early 2000s.  It soon began to spread into the 
understoreys of our revegetation.  Should we remove or retain it? 
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But, modellers- tell us that in addition to all of these action; we must contemplate 
give up two of our more cherished goals;  to maintain remnants as they are, to 
restoring the landscape to historical models, to secure local provenances, shaped 
millions of years of adaptation in place  
 
Attending climate adaptation forums left me paralysed- not empowered. Preparing 
this talk has encouraged me to face up to my feelings 
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It reminds me that the commitment to restoration work is driven by a deep 
connection and identification with historical local landscape.   
So, when the modellors flash their scary maps...? 
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I experience; 
Despair that vision for restoration of the original landscape-perhaps held for decades- 
may be futile 
Resentment and anger at the broader failure to work to reduce climate change 
Indignation that an academic- at a computer, can tell me what is happening in MY 
area!  Telling me what I should be doing! The hubris of pronouncing on planning for 
large scale landscape change, irrevocably mixing the genetics of populations. 
(compared to ‘humbly’ and diligently seeking to emulate Nature.) 
And perhaps, after some resignation- feeling daunted by the scale of the works 
proposed, orders of magnitude beyond what we have already struggled to achieve.  
And with so many more urgent threats – weeds, development and ecosystem 
collapse banging at the door.   
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The work of workers on the ground like Jeroen at Nardoo Hills  has been even harder 
to ignore- 
 
But I have,  until now,  
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At the beginning of the year, I joined Hepburn Shire, I  had a new environment, new 
questions, new tools.   
 
Should we care about the remnant Snowgums on the hills above Kooroocheang?   
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One of the most important document I was greeted with was the 2016 The Future 
Landscapes Background report – a collaboration of academics and councils, that 
sought out the advice of community.  In the end has not been adopted as a final 
strategy but includes some useful tools 
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Here, using the Strategic Biodiversity Values identified by the state, they identified 
high, low and medium scoring vegetation.  This mapping aims to encompass both the 
rarity and quality of vegetation, but also its degree of connectedness and 
contribution to habitat.   
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The report then looked at two vegetation types, the Dry Forests and Plains Grassy 
Woodland.  It  Analyses of four zones 
FOCAL high quality areas most likely to remain within the envelope of their respective 
vegetation types- and thus a high priority for protection and enhancement, 
FAVOURABLE - the degraded areas within favourable areas that may be a high priority 
for restoration, linking of landscapes with historical vegetation,  
Then two more challenging approaches 
STRATEGIC - those important remnants in the landscapes most at risk of climates that 
exceed the ‘envelope’ of their current vegetation makeup and are thus be priorities 
for planning for landscape change- the proposed response is to ‘Retain and recreate 
Structure’ of the historical ecosystem and ‘Plant  resistant local varieties’ 

For areas predicted to have high strategic value for biodiversity but an 
adverse future climate, the historical composition of the ecosystem is 
unlikely to be retained. It is suggested to maintain the structure 
characteristic of the historical ecosystem (e.g. Dry Forest) but with a 
different species composition. Species choice for revegetation should 
be guided by the climatic range of species, and their resistance to and 
recovery from disturbance events such as fires and droughts. The 
strategy is advocating a pragmatic approach of focusing on local 
species from the ecosystem that have shown a capacity to cope with  
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climate change (e.g. resistance to the Millennial Drought). 
MARGINAL- the degraded areas, with an adverse climate- proposal is to 
recrate structure and plant ‘climate-ready’ plants.   

4.10 Restoration of Marginal Areas 
Areas predicted to have an adverse future climate and low strategic value are 
considered to be the least important to biodiversity conservation in the Shire. The 
strategy is advocating recreating the structure of the historical ecosystem in Marginal 
Areas. The restoration approach would be to focus on replanting with species known 
to ‘climate ready’. This would include local resistant species but may have a greater 
focus on native species from hotter and drier areas of Victoria. 
As the report comments; further consultation among the Council, land managers and 
the community will be needed to refine this classification. 
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Many of the actions identified in Future Landscapes have made their way into our 
new Strategy, currently in public exhibition.  But detail on the priorities for resistant 
and climate ready planting is lacking- further consultation among the Council, land 
managers and the community will be needed to refine this classification. 
 
What are the things I need to get past my stuck-ness and equip myself to engage with 
climate adaptation? 
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•Champion the climate adaptation benefits of existing conventional  restoration 
work.  Including plant supply, which will continue to be relevant to local conservation 
in favourable zones and may ultimately support restoration in another part of the 
country, develop guides for how to include ‘resistant’  ‘climate ready’ considerations 
to the local plant supply Deepen knowledge of the processes of gene flow- 
pollination, seed dispersal. 

 
•Engage with the modellors and build stories around what this means locally. 
interpret the climate change with the reports, literature and new technologies- build 
stories around  what this means locally.  –especially for the actions needed to 
develop restoration approaches in the Strategic and Marginal areas.  Seek to 
complete climate modelling for all vegetation types in the shire 

 
•Foster projects that build the knowledge needed for climate adaptation- monitoring 
of climate –sensitive ecological processes such as seedling germination and 
survivorship of indicator species, monitoring of animal movements.   
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But, I will also consider how I can build the resilience of other restorationists facing 
their own soul-searching around climate-change adaptation.   
 
Over my long period of witnessing recovery of the Merri Creek, I have progressed 
from feeling like a doctor treating a terminal case, to a feeling of being an accomplice 
to a powerful and resourceful ecosystem.  I have a mantra for the times the weight of 
the world seems to be on my shoulders. ‘Nature is our partner, not our patient’. 
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