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Executive Summary

The Victorian grassland earless dragon
(Tympanocryptis pinguicolla)is a fascinating small
lizard that uses spider burrows for shelter. In this
report, ‘the dragon’ refers to this species.

The dragonisrestricted to native grasslands
betweenMelbourne and Geelonginaregion thatis
beingrapidly developed. Itis known fromjust one
wild location, on private grazing land that is partly
slated for development, puttingit at grave risk.

Withoutimmediate evidence-based action, the
dragon could become extinctin the wild. This
outcomeis notinevitable, and the options are not
simply a binary choice of building housing or saving
the dragon. Itis entirely possible forthe Australian
and Victorian Governments to protect the dragon
while delivering more houses for Australians.

Thisreport explains how current efforts to guide
Melbourne’s growth are failing the dragon andiits
grassland habitat, and outlines a pathway to:

e preventits extinction,
e protect the grassland ecosystem, and

_ e supportcontinuedurban development.

Thereport contains detailed recommendations,
forthe Australian and Victorian Governments, chief
amongtheseis the urgent needto:

e Protect the wild population through land
purchase and conservation management;

e Conducttargeted surveys across suitable
habitat, regardless of land tenure;

e Complete the Western Grassland and
Grassy Eucalypt Woodland Reserves, with a
review of boundaries to ensure they capture
sites needed for the dragon’s recovery

e Establish new wild populations using
captive-bred dragons;

e Betterinvolve species experts—the
Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon Recovery
Team—in decisions affecting the species.

The dragon’srediscoveryis arare opportunity to
prevent extinction. Its fate is a test of how seriously
governments take sustainability and environmental
law. We must not squander this chance.

While this report examines how to protect the
dragon during the roll out of new housing areas on
Melbourne’s western fringe, that does not mean
the Biodiversity Council endorses urban sprawl
as a sustainable or effective solution to providing
more housing. We recommend the Victorian
Governmentimplement the recommendations
of Infrastructure Victoria,' who urge a focus

on ‘compact cities’ rather than urban sprawl.
Their analysis found this would be better for the
environment and for people and would save the
economy $43 billionby 2056.

B'i_odiversity Council, 2025"




Summary of key findings

Species and ecosystems at high
risk of extinction

The dragon’s fatereflects the drastic loss of its
grassland habitatin Victoria, of which only 2%
remains. The dragonis considered Australia’s most
imperilledreptile.?For over 50 years, there were
no verified sightings. However, happily, in2023, it
wasrediscovered atasinglelocation just west of
Melbourne.

Boththe grassland and the dragon are listed as
Critically Endangered under the Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999
(EPBC Act). The grasslands also contain ten other
nationally threatened species and ecosystems.

The Australian Governmentis legally obligated
to protect nationally threatened species and
ecosystemsunderthe EPBC Act. The Australian
Government has also committed to preventing
extinctions.®

With only one known population. Any additional site
where the dragonis detected must be protected
and managed for the conservation of the species.

Delivering development while
meeting environmental protection
obligations

Theregionisundergoingrapid transformationunder
Melbourne’s urban expansion, and the dragon’s
only known wild population, and other grassland
areas where it may occur, have beenslated for
urbandevelopment, placingit at graverisk.

Underthe EPBC Act, developments with the
potential to significantlyimpact EPBC Act listed
threatened species orecosystemsrequire
Commonwealth assessment and approval. The
intention of the approval processis toidentify
development pathways that avoid and then
mitigate impacts to threatened species and
ecosystems as much as possible, and to finally
offsetremainingimpacts where suitable. If
remainingimpacts are likely to be significant, the
Australian Government may refuse the project.

To streamline assessmentsin growth areas,
the Australian and Victorian Governments
established the Melbourne Strategic Assessment
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(MSA),#aregional approvalunder section 146 of
the EPBC Act. The MSA aimed to meet federal
environmental protection obligations through
upfront strategic planning, replacing project-by-
project assessments. The Victorian Government
committed to avoiding, mitigating, and offsetting
impactsto EPBC Actlisted threatened species and
ecosystemsinthe MSAarea.

If well designed and implemented, the MSAhad
the potential to deliver positive environmental
outcomes, including securing thelong-term
survival of theregion’s threatened species, such as
the dragon.

When the MSAwas endorsedin 2010, the dragon
hadnotbeenrecordedinVictoriaformore than
40 years. While that complicated planning, the
requirementto survey forthe speciesandrespond
tonew informationremained.

Crucially, while in 2010 it was believed that the
dragonalsooccurredinNew South Wales and
the ACT, in 2019 research found that the Victorian
dragonwas a different species,®andislikely to
sufferthe greatest habitatloss of any species
underthe MSA.In2023itwas discovered at one
site. Thisis the only known wild populationbut it
may also occur at other sites.

Somenewerurban growth areas fall outside the
MSA and stillrequire project-level EPBC approvals
if the projectislikely to have significantimpactson
EPBC Actlisted threatened species orecosystems.
Regardless of location, the Australian Government
isresponsible forensuring alldevelopments

meet theirlegal obligations to ensure the future of
threatened speciesand ecosystems.

Major failures in development
processes

In2020, the Victorian Auditor General found major
failingsinthe delivery of the MSAand these have
notyetbeenaddressed.®Failuresinthe designand
theimplementation by the Victorian Government
mean that the MSAisnot meetingits objectives or
legal obligations.

The MSA contained arequirement to survey forthe
dragonwhich did not occur. Populations that exist
but are not known (and hence not protected) face



aperilous future. Targeted surveys for the dragon
at potential sites, regardless of tenure, remain an
urgent priority.

Conservationreserves promised underthe MSAin
2010—most notably the 15,000-hectare Western
Grassland Reserve and1,200-hectare Grassy
Eucalypt Woodland Reserve—remainlargely
unacquired, eventhoughthey had adeadline to be
secured by 2020.

The failure torapidly acquire and protect the

land earmarked forreserves hasled to major
degradation of the values that the MSA committed
to protectandisundermining the capacity of the
reserves to deliver biodiversity benefits sufficient
to serve asacredible offset.

The boundaries of the proposedreserve also need
tobereviewed to capture dragonrediscovery and
potential reintroduction sites, inlight of significant
new information.

Givenhow littleisleft, itisimportant to protect areas
with potentially suitable dragon habitat evenif they
have notyet beendetectedthere. These sites will
be crucialto establishingnew populations using
animals bred at the Melbourne Zoo conservation
breeding program.

Therediscovery of the dragonin 2023, triggered
additionallegally required actionsunderthe MSA,
however most of these have not occurred. Survey
guidelines haverecently beenreleased by the
Australian Government, but conducting targeted
surveys forthe dragon across all potentially
suitable habitats and developing guidelines forthe
dragon’s protection and management if detected
remain outstanding.’

Despite these basic environmental protection
failures, habitat destruction to make way for
development continuesin areas that may contain
undetected dragon populations.

Utilise recovery team experts

Giventhe dragon’s cryptic nature and extreme
imperilment, allactions must be guided by the best
available knowledge and expertise.

Torecoverthisspeciesitisveryimportantto
ensure that experts with the most knowledge

and experience with this species are engaged
indecisions that affect the conservation of the
species. The situation we are innow may have been
avoidedif species-expertshadbeenmore closely
involvedin planning processes, including surveys
forthe species andidentification of conservation
areas.

The Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon

Recovery Team—comprising herpetologists and
representatives fromZoos Victoria, the Victorianand
Commonwealth Governments, Museums Victoria
and first peoples —is leading conservation efforts
and should be centralto allwork on the species.

The EPBC Act created a pivotalrole forrecovery
teamsinadvisingon complexmanagementissues
and coordinating recovery actions for threatened
species.® Recovery teams should be centralto
decision-making forall threatened species within
theregion.

Giventhe dragon’srarity, even expert consultants
are likely tolack experience with the species. New
federal survey guidelines are welcome,” but the
recovery teamshould also review consultants’
surveyresults andinterpretationsratherthanjust
be consulted on survey prescriptions.

One positive development forsurvey effortsis
therecent successfultrialling of detectordogs,
trained to smell out the otherwise highly cryptic
dragons. Such canine accomplices may greatly
increase future survey efficiency and likelihood of
success.’

A Victorian grassland earless dragon at the rediscovery
site with sheep in the background. Grazing is believed to
have maintained the right grass biomass conditions for
the dragon. Image: Nick Clemann

Biodiversity Council, 2025

3



Summary of recommendations

Urgent actionisrequired. To avoid extinction of
the Victorian grassland earless dragonin the wild,
governments mustimmediately work toimplement
theircommitmentsunderthe EPBC Act, Floraand
Fauna Guarantee Act (Vic)and the MSAand take
evidence-based stepsto safeguard this species
andits habitat.

Use the species experts - All activitiesrelated to
the dragonmustbe donein collaboration with
therecovery team, including targeted surveys,
management of wild populations and the
development of guidelines.

Key recommendations for the Australian
Government

e Secure the speciesinthe wild - Urgently
provide resources for the recovery teamto
undertake research trials to establish five
new wild populations of the dragonin the
short-term, using animals from the Zoos
Victoria conservation breeding program,
with along-termtarget of establishing 12-15
self-sustaining wild populations.

e Auditthe MSA - Audit the Victorian
Government’s compliance with its 2010 MSA
approval. l[dentify gaps and negotiate a plan
with the Victorian Government to meet them.
The audit must address commitments to
adequately survey forthe dragon, protect it
inthe wild and establish and appropriately
manage reserves. Make the findings
publicly available in annual reviews until all
commitments are delivered.

e Auditareas outside the MSA - Audit the
performance of development processes,
approvals and planning frameworks across
regions where the dragon may occur that are
outside of the MSA against whetherthey are
meeting the obligations of the EPBC Actin
protecting the dragon and other threatened
species and ecosystems. This mustinclude
within the Bacchus Marsh and Geelong
Growth Areas, and areas outside of these that
are modelled habitat for the dragon. Make the
findings publicly available.

e Develop industry guidelines for avoiding,
assessing and mitigatingimpacts on the
Victorian grassland earless dragon.

Delivering houses and saving dragons

e Ensure compliance with comprehensive
pre-development survey requirements
in all areas where potential habitat will be
destroyed outside the MSA, evenif habitatis
considered low value by consultants. Supply
results to therecovery team forinterpretation
andreview.

e Use the federal Saving Bushland Program
to support the immediate purchase and
management of the single property where
the dragonhas been discoveredin the wild.
If the dragonis confirmed on other private
properties, they should also be purchased.

e Supportresearchtorefine detection
methods.

Key recommendations for the Victorian
Government

e Protectthe wild population - Urgently
purchase the property where the only
known wild dragon population occurs
and ensure thatitis securedin perpetuity
and appropriately managed by a suitable
authority e.g .Trust for Nature or other proven
entities e.g. Bush Heritage. Protect every site
where dragons are are detected.

e Secure sites needed for dragonrecovery -
Acquire and protect additional sites
containing suitable dragon habitat, to support
dragonrecovery, as determined neccessary
by the recovery team.

e Survey forthe dragon - Support therecovery
team to urgently conduct targeted surveys
across all potentially suitable locations,
regardless of land tenure.

e Ensure compliance with comprehensive
pre-development survey requirements
in all areas where potential habitat will be
destroyed withinthe MSA, evenif considered
low ecological value by consultants. Supply
results to therecovery team forinterpretation
andreview.

e Secure the speciesin the wild - Urgently
provide resources forthe recovery teamto
undertake research trials to establish five
new wild populations of the dragoninthe
short-term, using animals from the Zoos



Victoria conservation breeding program,
with along-termtarget of establishing 12-15
self-sustaining wild populations.

e Ensure high biodiversity value sites are
capturedin conservationreserves - Urgently
review the boundaries of the Western
Grassland Reserve to ensure it captures
the most ecologically valuable remaining
grasslandremnants, the dragonrediscovery
site, and an adequate number of sites
containing suitable dragon habitat fordragon
recovery, determined by the recovery team.

e Establish the Western Grassland and Grassy
Eucalypt Woodland Reserves - Urgently
complete the acquisition and management of
thesereservesby 2027 reflecting the revised
boundaries.

e Adapt to significant new knowledge about
the dragon as it emerges, in collaboration
with the recovery team. For example, review
reserve boundaries if a second wild remnant
populationis discovered.

e Make acritical habitat determination
under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act
1988 for the grasslands, followed by a
habitat conservation order to prohibit any
development orland use that would impact
the grasslandsidentified for the reserves.

We urge the Australian and Victorian Governments
to act swiftly onthese recommendations to meet
theirlegaland moral duty to prevent the dragon’s
extinction and deliverlasting environmental
outcomes alongside development.

Amale Victorian grassland earless dragon at the rediscovery site in June 2024. Image: Nick Clemann
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Western Melbourne’s grasslands

The Wadawurrung, Wurundjeri (Woiwurrung),
and Bunurong Peoples of the Kulin Nation are the
Traditional Custodians of the grasslands.

Ecological Importance

The Natural Temperate Grassland of the Victorian
Volcanic Plainis anancient ecosystem formed
overbasalt plains by thousands of years of natural
processes and Indigenousland management.
These grasslands are characterised by arichvariety
of native grasses, wildflowers, and cryptic fauna,
many of which occurred nowhere else. In this
report, the grasslands refers to thisecosystem.

Since European colonisation, over 98% of these
grasslandshave beenlost orseverely degraded,
primarily due to:

o Agricultural clearing and pasture
improvement (ploughing, fertilising,
de-rocking)

o Urbandevelopment andinfrastructure
expansion

« Invasion by exotic plants, which can modify
ecosystems, such as Chileanneedle grass

o LossofIndigenousland management
practices, including cultural burning

o Lossof native animals, including herbivores
and digging mammals

« Fragmentation, whichisolates small
populations of flora and fauna

The ecosystemis Critically Endangered.

Threatened species of the grasslands

The grasslands and associated grassy woodlands
supportadiverse array of threatened species
and ecological communities. They provide vital
habitat forsome of Australia’s most threatened
species,including many listed as Matters of
National Environmental Significance (MNES) under
the Environment Protection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act). They also
containspecieslisted as threatened at the state
levelunderthe Floraand Fauna Guarantee Act
(Vic), suchasthe tussock skink (Pseudemoia
pagenstecheri,lowland form) and fat-tailed
dunnart (Sminthopsis crassicaudata).

Delivering houses and saving dragons

Matters of National Environmental
Significance in Melbourne’s western growth
areas

o Natural Temperate Grassland of the Victorian
Volcanic Plain - Critically Endangered

e Grassy Eucalypt Woodland of the Victorian
Volcanic Plain - Critically Endangered

e SeasonalHerbaceous Wetlands (Freshwater)
of the Temperate Lowland Plains - Critically
Endangered

e Victorian grassland earless dragon
(Tympanocryptis pinguicolla) - Critically
Endangered

o Growling grass frog(Litoria raniformis)
-Vulnerable

o Stripedleglesslizard (Delmaimpar)
-Vulnerable

o Goldensunmoth (Synemon plana) - Critically
Endangered

e Spinyrice-flower (Pimelea spinescens subsp.
spinescens) - Critically Endangered

e Buttonwrinklewort (Rutidosis
leptorrhynchoides) - Endangered

o Matted flax-lily (Dianellaamoena)
-Endangered

o Smallgolden moths orchid (Diuris basaltica)
- Endangered

e Plains-wanderer (Pedionomus torquatus) -
Critically Endangered

Current Threats

Remaining grassland patches are small, scattered
and highly vulnerable. Key current threatsinclude:

o Urbanexpansionwithin Melbourne’s
designated growth corridors

o Cessationorchangeingrazinglevels

» Invasive species suchas Chileanneedle grass
and serrated tussock

e Inappropriateland management(e.g.,
slashinginstead of burning or grazing)

o Habitatdegradation from dumping and
off-roadvehicle use



EPBC Actlisted threatened species in Melbourne’s western grasslands

Z0 BRGNS e e
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The Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon

Biology and Status

The Victorian grassland earless dragon
(Tympanocryptis pinguicolla)is a fascinating
crypticlizard adapted to temperate grassland
environments.

Itis small,under15 cm fromheadto tailwhen

fully grown, yet adults can occasionally move

over 100 metres perday. They have bold cream
and brown patterns with yellow and orange
patchesonbreeding males. They are generally
short-livedinthe wild, potentially living only one
breeding season, making them highly vulnerable to
population changes caused by poor conditions.

Inadditiontoits grassland environment, the
Victorian grassland earless dragon also appears to
be highly dependent on burrowing invertebrates,
particularly wolf-spiders. The dragon uses the
spiderburrows for overwintering, shelterat night
and protectionfrom predators and extreme
temperatures. They may also use otherinvertebrate
burrows and excavate theirown burrows.

The speciesislargely restricted to the Keilorand
Werribee Plains between Melbourne and Geelong.
Historicalrecords of the species have occurred at
PortMelbourne, Coode Island, Prahran, Essendon,
Moonee Ponds and Sunshine.

The specieswas considered commoninthe
earlier1900s,"°with the first observation of them
becominguncommonin1944." There were no

g~ g P A
Victorian grassland earless'dragon:
Image: Peter Robertson
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verified sightings between 1969 and 2023, despite
targeted surveys for the species fromthe 1990’s
toaround 2017. Surveys for other western plains
grasslands’reptiles failed to detect the dragon.

While the dragon was rediscovered during one

of those surveys, the methodis notreliable for
detectingthe dragon, and so those otherreptile
surveys are not asurrogate fortargeted surveys for
the dragon.

Atthe time of the MSA development the advice of
relevant experts was that it could still persist within
small patches of suitable habitat within the region,
and so planning should proceed uponthat basis.

When the MSAwas endorsedin 2010 the dragon
was believedto be the same speciesasthe
grassland earless dragons that occurin Canberra
and Monaro and Bathurst, howeverin 2019 the
Victorian grassland earless dragon was found to be
aseparate species.®

The dragonwas eventually rediscoveredin 2023
during a survey for the stripedleglesslizard on
aprivate property where sheep grazingwas
occuring.

Three studies have identified it as Australia’s most
imperilled reptile.?

Itis formally listed as Critically Endangered under
the EPBC Act andunderthe Floraand Fauna
Guarantee Act1988 (Vic)."”®




Causes of Historical Decline

The species’ declineis attributed to:™

o Thecatastrophic loss of native grasslands
o Declineininvertebrates

e Agricultural activities such as ploughing and
de-rocking

e Urbandevelopment

o Alteredfire and grazingregimes, including the
removal of biomass management

e Invasive plantsinvading and modifying habitat
o Predationbyintroduced species

« Smallisolated populations being highly
vulnerable to threats

Current Threats to Wild Survival

Despiteitsrediscovery overtwo years ago, the
Victorian grassland earless dragonremains
onthebrink of extinction. There are no secure
wild populations, andits habitat remains poorly
protected.

The only confirmed location of a self-sustaining
dragon populationis on private farmland, part

of whichwas slated for potential development.
Sheep grazing atthe property appearstohave
maintained theright grass biomassrequirements
forthe dragons, but grazing as currently practiced
is unlikely toremain economically viable.

Striped leglesslizard® &
Image: PeterRobertson

Majoron-goingthreatstoits survivalinclude:

o Having only one known wild population

e Lackof formal protection and conservation
tenure of habitat

« Astoporchangeingrazing atthe dragon
site/s

e Destruction of habitat due to proposedurban
development

The existence and location of other potential
wild locations are unknown

Inadequate surveys to detect other potential
populations

o Poachers, amateurherpetologistsand
photographers damaging habitat and injuring
ortaking animals

o Habitatchanges duetoinvasive plants.

e Predation, including by introducedrodents,
catsandfoxes

The Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon Recovery
Team considers that any development at sites
known to support populations of dragons, or at
sites fromwhich the species hasbeenrecorded
inthe past, wouldbeinappropriate until a

national system of reserves and managed areas
is established to ensure the ability of the dragon
to survive, flourishand maintainits potential for
evolutionary developmentin the wild, acrossits
natural geographicrange.”

Biodiversity Council, 2025
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Accordingto the Draft National Recovery Plan
for Grassland Earless Dragons (2023)® and the
preceding National Recovery Plan (2009)* which
are bothendorsed by the Australian and Victorian
Governments the mostimportant objectivein
conserving this speciesisto detect populations
andrecoverthe species atthoselocationsto

the point where aninterconnected and stable
populationoccursinhealthy habitat thatis well-
managed.

The key actionsidentified by the Australian
Government’s Conservation Advice forthe
dragon (2023)“are to: 1) Comprehensively
identify and survey areas that may harbour a
remnant subpopulation, and 2) Reduce the risk of
inadvertently eliminating any undetectedremnant
subpopulation.

The Recovery Planfor Grassland Earless Dragon
releasedin2009, 14 years before the Victorian
Grassland Earless Dragonwasrediscovered, states
that “Because the Grassland Earless Dragonis now
known from so few sites, andits former distribution
hasbeensoreduced, allremaining known
occurrences are considered critical to the survival
of the species.”

Aligning with this, the MSA Program Report (2009)4
required that alldevelopments mustimplement
targeted surveys for EPBC Act listed species,
whichincludes the dragon.

Itisveryimportant that the location of populations
is kept secretto protect them from poachers and
evenwell-meaning amateur herpetologists and
photographers who can create extensive and
sometimesirreversible habitat damage while
hunting for the dragon.

Conservation Breeding and the Need for
Wild Populations

Therediscovery of dragons at one site represents
amajor conservation opportunity. However,

one small population at one site, and that being
currently outside the formal conservationreserve
system, is atenuous situation.

To help provide more security and assist with
recovery, individual dragons taken from the sole
known population have beenusedto found a
conservation breeding program by Zoos Victoria.
Theintent of the conservationbreeding program
isto establishaninsurance populationto produce
healthy dragons for establishing additional wild
populations, and to help maintain optimal genetic
diversity in wild populations.

Delivering houses and saving dragons

The conservationbreeding programis an
incredibly valuable aspect of the work to secure
this species but must occuralongside work to
protect and manage wild populations.

Formeaningful conservation outcomes, the
Victorian Government must aimforalong-term
target of 12-15 self-sustaining wild populations
managed as a meta-populationto ensure
genetic diversity, with a short-term target of six
while techniques and strategies are refined. This
requires:

o Protection of suitable habitat from
development

o Restoration of degradedsitesto suit the
requirements of the dragon

» Ongoing habitat management and
monitoring

e Researchtrials of zoo-to-wild translocations
torefine techniques and strategies

Using the best available knowledge fora
poorly-known species

Many risks to the dragon and other threatened
speciesinthisregionhave beenworsenedby the
Victorian Government’s failure to involve recovery
teamsinkey decisions.

Giventhe highly cryptic nature, rarity and extreme
imperilment of this species, itis essential that
allactivities are based onthe best available
knowledge and expertise. Forthisreason, all
activitiesrelatingto the dragon, including targeted
surveys, management of the wild population

and the establishment of new populations using
zoo-to-wild translocations mustbe donein
collaboration with the Victorian Grassland Earless
DragonRecovery Team.

The EPBC Act created a pivotalrole forrecovery
teamsto advise on complexmanagement
questions forthreatened species and

ecological communities and to co-ordinate the
implementation of recovery actions in an effective,
coordinated and complementary way to achieve
the best possible conservation outcomes, plans
and programs.® Recovery teams should be integral
to decision-making forall threatened species
withintheregion.

The Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon Recovery
Teamincludes herpetological experts, with
representatives from Zoos Victoria, the Victorian
Government, the Commonwealth Government,
Museums Victoria, and traditional custodians, and



isleading conservation efforts to save this species
from extinction.”

Inthe case of this species, general environmental
consultants, such as those routinely engaged by
the developmentindustry, are unlikely to have
everdetectedthe speciesinthe wild orto have
the knowledge orexperiencerequired to confirm
species presence orabsence with anadequate

level of confidence, orto evaluate the potential
value of grassland habitat forthe dragon.

Recommendation:

All activities related to the dragon must be
doneincollaboration with the recovery team,
including targeted surveys, management of wild
populations and the development of guidelines.

Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon Recovery Team member Peter Robertson using an endoscope to look for dragons at the
rediscovery site. Image: Nick Clemann

Biodiversity Council, 2025



Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon habitat distribution model
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Legal Obligations to Matters of National
Environmental Significance (MNES)

The Australian Government has committed to
preventing extinctions.*Without rapidintervention,
the Victorian grassland earless dragon could be
Australia’s next extinctionin the wild.

The Australian Government also has alegal
obligation to protect Matters of National
Environmental Significance (MNES)underthe EPBC
Act. MNES include threatened species, including
the dragon, and ecological communities, including
the grasslands. There are 12 potential Victorian
MNES inthe urban growth areas west of Melbourne.

Underthe EPBC Act, developments with the
potential to significantlyimpact MNES require
Commonwealth assessment and approval. The
intention of the approval processis toidentify
development pathways that avoid threatened
speciesandecosystemsasmuchaspossible, tothen
mitigate unavoidable impacts as much as possible,
andfinally to offset remainingimpacts where
suitable. If remainingimpacts are considered too
significant, the Australian Government may refuse
the project.

Thelaw applies not only to the direct footprint
of developmentbutalsotoindirectand
cumulativeimpacts. Thisis a significant
considerationinthisregion, where
many individual developments are
likely to collectively take a significant
tollontheremaining 2% of the Critically
Endangered grassland ecosystem.

The Australian Government canregulate
impacts onMNES in several ways.

The most commonway is through
project-by-project assessmentand
approvalsunderPart 9 of the EPBC
Act. Thisis the primary mechanism
through which approvals under the
EPBC Acthave operated. However,
thereis also provision forthe approval
of aclass of actions through whatis
known as a strategic assessmentunder
Part10 of the Act. This usually involves
the endorsement of aplan, policy or
program that will meet the obligations
of the EPBC Actandreplaceindividual
projectapprovals.

Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon habitat destruction near the
rediscovery site. Image: Nick Clemann

The Melbourne Strategic Assessment (MSA)
Program Report (2009)*was endorsed under
section 146 of the EPBC Act by the Hon Peter
Garrett, Minister for the Environment, Heritage and
the Artson 2 February 2010."® It was designed to
replace project-by-project federal environmental
assessments within Melbourne’s expanded

urban growthboundary with aprogram-level
agreement.“ltaimedto streamline development
approvals while ensuring the protection of MNES.

There are additional urban growth areas not
included withinMelbourne’srevised urban growth
boundary, that have been planned afterthe 2008
planning update Melbourne @5 million,” notably
around Bacchus Marsh and Geelong. However,
these areas are not part of the Melbourne Strategic
Assessment and are therefore not covered by

the MSA approvalunderPart 10 of the EPBC Act.
Where developers may significantlyimpact MNES,
they must follow the project level assessment or
approvals processesunderPart 9 of the EPBC
Act(asisthe case forthe Bacchus Marsh Growth
Area), unless the areais subject to another strategic
assessmentunderPart 10 of the EPBC Act (asis the
case forthe Northern Geelong Growth Area.)

Biodiversity Council, 2025
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The MSA study area and
proposed biodiversity
conservation reserves. Source:
Gutierrez, M., Gordon, A., &
Bekessy, S. A. (2024). Journal
of Environmental Planning and
Management.?®

Boundary of Bacchus Marsh
District Urban Growth Framework
marked in red.

NB: This includes current
township boundaries,

future development areas

and areas that won't be
developed. Source: https://
vpa-web.s3.amazonaws.com/
wp-content/uploads/2024/08/
Bacchus-Marsh-Urban-Growth-
Framework-Final-Report-
August-2018.pdf



Timeline of key events

1968-1969

Thelast confirmed sightings of the Victorian grassland earless dragon beforeitsrediscovery.
The sightings were around Rockbank, Little Riverand Geelong.

1988-1990

Unconfirmedsightings of the Victorian grassland earless dragon, including areas that would be
inthe expanded urban growth boundary.

2009

Australian Government and Victorian Government sign an agreement which sets the scope for
assessing theimpacts of Melbourne’s expanded urban growth boundary (MSA).34

The Victorian Government releases the Strategic Impact Assessment Report forthe MSA. 35

While the Report notes thatitis unlikely that the Grassland Earless Dragon will be foundin the
MSA area, it commits to targeted surveys forthe dragon as a precaution.

2010

The Federal Environment Ministerendorses the Program Report for the MSA #The Program outlines
how the MSAwillbeimplemented, including measures to avoid, mitigate and offsetimpacts on
Matters of National Environmental Significance and required environmental outcomes.

The Program Reportrequires targeted surveys and prescription for species not already
coveredtoensure alllisted species and ecological communities are identified and assessed
priorto planning and construction of development works.

2013

The Federal Environment Minister approves?’ urban development within the Western growth
corridor (Melton and Wyndham), North-western growth corridor (Sunbury) and Northern growth
corridor (Hume, Whittlesea and Mitchell).

2018

Victorian Planning Authority releases Bacchus Marsh Urban Growth Frameworks° (NB: outside
MSA area).

2019

Research determines that the Victorian grassland earless dragonis a separate species
to grasslandearless dragons foundin New South Wales and the ACT.® This has significant
implications forany remaining populationsin Victoria.

2020

The Victorian Auditor General finds that the Victorian Government did not meet its
commitments to deliverthe Western Grassland Reserve and Grassy Eucalypt Woodland
Reserve by 2020 and that current governance arrangements are inadequate to effectively
oversee programdelivery and manage risks.®

Research finds that the Victorian grassland earless dragonis the Australian reptile at greatest
risk of extinction.?

2022

The Federal Environment Ministerreleases Threatened Species Action Plan 2022-2032 with a
commitment to ‘stopping the extinction of Australia’s plants and animals.’3¢

The Victorian Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability releases a Strategic Audit of
Implementation of the MSA Conservation Outcomes Report which finds significant limitations with
the programlogic, monitoring andreporting makingit difficult to measure outcomes forMNES.*”

2023

Victorian Grassland Earless Dragon population confirmed west of Melbourne (NB: outside MSA
area).

The speciesislisted as Critically Endangered underthe EPBC Act.®

16 male and 13 female dragons are collected from the wild and used to found a conservation
breeding program at Melbourne Zoo. By the end of the year, dragons had hatched in captivity.

2024

The Federal Environment Minister and all State Environment Ministers agree to ambitious
national targets, including ‘no new extinctions’.?

The Federalgovernmentreleases Australia’s Strategy for Nature® whichre-affirms a target of
‘nonew extinctions’.

Biodiversity Council, 2025
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Key issues with the Melbourne Strategic

Assessment (MSA)

To achieveits objectives, the MSA committed to
the actionslisted below. Eachwasintended to
ensure that development could proceed without
undermining biodiversity protection obligations
underthe EPBC Act. However, there have been
majorissuesintheimplementation of these
mechanisms.

It should also be noted that when the MSAwas
endorsedin 2010 the dragonwas believed to be
the same species asthe grassland earless dragons
that occurin Canberraand Monaro and Bathurst.
Developers of the MSAmay therefore have held the
belief thatthe MSAwould not have as significantan
impactonthe dragon as there were multiple known
populationsin News South Wales and the ACT.
However,in 2019 new research showed that the
Victorian grassland earless dragonis a separate
species, found nowhere else but Melbourne’s
western grasslands,®and as suchthe dragonis likely
to sufferthe greatest habitatloss of any species
underthe MSA.

The MSA’s 2009 Program Report,*which was
endorsed by the Hon Peter Garrett, Minister for

Environment Protection and the Arts, pursuant

to section146 of the EPBC Act’® committed to
considernew knowledge asit occurred, especially
withregard torediscovered ornewlylisted
threatened species.

Page 19 of the Program Report“states: ‘Adaptive
management mechanisms are identified to ensure
that as the context changes andnewinformation
emerges, matters of national environmental
significance willbe accounted foras part of
implementing the Program.’

This means that the state of knowledge and
decisionmadein 2010 are not avalidreasonto
failtorespondto the 2019 research findings and
2023 rediscovery and to adequately protect and
conserve the Critically Endangered dragonin
2025.

Inaddition, Page 30 of the Program Report*
states: ‘Noimpacts are permitted on a matter of
national environmental significance under this
Programunless an approved prescriptionisin
place.’ Apresciptioninnotinplace forthe dragon;
therefore, noimpactis permitted.

Critically Endangered spiny rice flower at Mount Cottrell. Image: J D Knowles CC-BY-NC iNaturalist
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Developing species-specific
prescriptions to guide
management

Aspecies-specific prescriptionsetsouthowa
threatened species withinadevelopment area
will be protected and managed, including how to
avoid, mitigate and offsetimpacts onthe species.

The 2010 MSA approval required species-
specific prescriptions to be developed by the
Victorian Government, approved by the Australian
Governmentandinforce before precinct planning
was finalised. The 2010 approval also made the
development of a species-specific prescription
anobligationforany newly listed orrediscovered
species, suchasthedragon.

Survey guidelines haverecently beenreleased

by the Australian Government.” However a full
prescription hasnotyetbeen prepared for

the dragon despiteitsrediscovery, leaving a
regulatory vacuumwithinthe MSA. Inthe absence
of aprescription, developments are proceeding
without appropriate safeguards, increasing
extinctionrisk.

Giventhatthe dragonalso occurs outside

of the MSA, an alternative and likely more
effective mechanismwould be forthe Australian
Government to develop Industry Guidelines, such
as those developed formigratory shorebirds,?° or
southern cassowary?'. These would fulfil the need
foraspecies-specific prescription. To ensure they
reflect the most up-to-date knowledge on this
species, the guidelines should be developed with
orreviewed and endorsed by therecovery team.

Likely Victorian
Grassland Earless
Dragon habitat
destruction near

the rediscovery site.
Image: Nick Clemann

Recommendation:

The Australian Government to urgently develop
industry guidelines for avoiding, assessing and
mitigating impacts on the Victorian grassland
earless dragon, in collaboration with the recovery
team.

Conducting targeted surveys for
listed species

Populations that may exist but are not known (and
hence not protected) face a perilous future.

The MSA approvalrequired that surveys be
conducted before development to identify
whetherthreatened species were presentinareas
proposed forclearing, howeverfor some species
these did not occur. This was essential to trigger
prescriptions and guide mitigation measures.

Inpractice, surveys have notbeen systematically
undertaken for the dragon across potential
habitats, resultingin critical planning decisions
being made without fullknowledge of biodiversity
values. Some precincts have advanced through
planning processes and approvals despite lacking
comprehensive surveys, weakening the legal
integrity of the MSA commitments.

Thereisanurgent needto conduct targeted
surveys forthe species across areas withinand
outside of the MSA areas. The location of targeted
surveys should be tenure blind and guided by
habitat suitability models and forthe modelto be
refinedinresponse to surveyresults. Currently,
there areland access constraints onsurvey efforts

Biodiversity Council, 2025
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to seekto find additional populations of dragons.
These targeted surveys should be undertaken or
guided by therecovery team.

Standard pre-development surveys are also not
reliable at detecting the species. Thedragonis
very cryptic, and easily overlookedinsurveys.
Based onwhathasbeenlearnt atthe discovery
site, detectionstend to be clumped, so evenif they
occurinanarea, the chance of surveying where
they have aggregatedislow. Thismeans that even
if the dragonis present atanothersite, thereis a
high chance of itnotbeing detectedinsurveys. The
interpretation of non-detections should therefore
bereviewedbytherecoveryteam.

One positive recent development for survey
effortsis the successful trialling of detectordogs,
trained to smell out the otherwise highly cryptic
dragons. Detectordogs trained specifically for this
species couldincrease future survey efficiency
and likelihood of success.?

The Victorian Government should also outline how
pastand planned surveys willmeet the obligations
of the 2010 endorsed program.

Giventhe profound consequences of losing even
asingle wild dragon population,itisimportant that
ecological consultants conduct comprehensive
surveys prior to the destruction of any potential
habitatusing the approved guidelines’ and that the
recoveryteam are able toreview the interetation of
non detections priorto any works onsite.

Ensuring compliance with pre-development
survey conditionsis the responsibility of the
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Victorian Government within the MSA and the
Australian Government outside the MSA. The
recovery planadvisesimplementing and enforcing
strict operational -ratherthan monetary -
penaltiestoincentivise compliance.’”

Giventhe paucity of information about the dragon
andits habitat, the results of the surveys should
be providedto therecoveryteam forreview and
interpretation, eveninareas consideredlow-value
habitat by consultants. The Victorian Government
should be guided by therecovery teamin
decisionregarding which habitat areas needtobe
protected for currentand future dragonrecovery.

Recommendations:

Australian and Victorian Governments to support
ongoing research torefine detection methods.

The Victorian Government to support the
recovery teamto conduct targeted surveys for
the dragonin areas of high potential regardless of
land tenure.

Ensure comprehensive pre-development surveys
are undertaken using approved guidelines in all
areas where potential habitat will be destroyed,
evenif the habitat is considered low value by
consultants.

Provide all pre-development survey results to the
recovery team for interpretation and review, and
consider the advice of the recovery teambefore
remnant grasslands are destroyed.

v:NQiNaturalist /]
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Establishing and managing
conservation reserves

Biodiversity offsets are conservationactions
theoretically used to compensate forunavoidable
impacts from development on biodiversity, once
stepshave beentakentoavoid and mitigate
impacts as much as possible.??

To compensate forimpacts on grasslandand
grassy woodland areas being developed,
underthe 2010 Program Report*the Victorian
Government made commitments to establish
a15,000-hectare Western Grassland Reserve
(WGR)and al1,200-hectare Grassy Eucalypt
Woodlands Reserve (GEWR) by 2020, and toretain
80% of all Grassy Eucalypt Woodland within the
growth areasin secure conservationreserves.
Parks Victoria willbe the manager of thereserves.

Tofacilitateits acquisition, the area of the Western
Grassland Reserve was covered by Public
Acquisition Overlays (PAO) in 2010.

However, as of 2020, only 26% of the
15,000-hectare Western Grassland Reserve
(WGR)hadbeenacquired. And according to
the Victorian Auditor General, as of May 2025,
the Victorian Government has notyet acquired
anylandforthe planned1,200-hectare Grassy
Eucalypt Woodland Reserve (GEWR).®

Failure torapidly acquire and protectland
earmarked forthereserveshasledtomajor
degradation of the values the MSA committed to
protectandisundermining the capacity of the
reservesto deliverbiodiversity benefits sufficient
to serve as acredible offset.

Key causes of ecosystem degradation that have
occurred since 2009 within areas earmarked for
thereservesbutnotyetacquired by the Victorian

Governmentinclude:

e« Lackofweedcontrolandincreased weed
invasion

o Lackof ecologically appropriate fire regimes

« Removal of biomass management, including
grazing, causing vegetation to become too
dense

o Conversion of grasslandto cropping, which
involves ripping and tilling the soil, which
destroys the soil profile, removing or crushing
rock habitat, replacing grassland vegetation
with agricultural species, and application of
herbicides and pesticides.

o Bulldozingas aprecursorto development

e Dumping of contaminated fill, including fill
containing asbestos.

The Victorian Government does have avenues to
ensure that grasslands earmarked forthereserve
are adequately managedto protect theirvalues. In
Victoria, clearance of native vegetationis regulated
underthe Planning and Environment Act 1987. The
Victorian Government has not taken compliance
actionwhenlandholders withinthe grassland
reserves have degraded vegetation by moving
from grazing to cropping. This has beenjustified
onthebasis that ‘existinguse’ rights within the Act
enablelandholders to continue using the land for
anagriculture purpose evenif the planning scheme
may otherwise prohibit orrequire permission for
the activity. However, the Victorian Government
may constraintheserights by developing a Code of
Practice®thatalandholdermust comply with.

To provide greater protection, the Victorian
Government should make a critical habitat
determinationunderthe Floraand Fauna
Guarantee Act 1988 forthe grasslands which are

A site in the middle of the Western Grassland Reserve. Image: Andrew Booth
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listed as a threatened community. With a critical
habitat determinationinplace, the Victorian
Government could make a habitat conservation
orderto prohibit any development orland use that
wouldimpact grasslandsidentified forthereserves.

Among the weeds, serrated tussock, one of
Australia’s worst grassy weeds, is now found across
significant areas of the WGR and has the potential to
smotherthe grasslands.

The degradation thatis occurring willalsoincrease
the cost to Parks Victoria (and therefore tax-payers)
of restoringand managing the reserve, forexample,
because much greaterlevels of weed control,
revegetation and possibly eveninvertebrate
reestablishmentwillbe needed.

Some properties earmarked forthe reserve have
degraded substantially overthe past 15 years. As the
intent of thereserveisto conserve the ecosystem, the
boundaries should urgently be reappraisedto ensure
properties with the highestremaining ecological
valuesintheregionareincludedwithinthereserve.

Thereserveswere alsonot planned with the
dragon, andits habitatneedsin mind. As part of the
reappriasal dragonrecovery team members should
be consulted to ensure thereserves capture habitat
neededforthe dragon’srecovery.

ltisthencrucial that theremainingland earmarked
forthereservesisacquiredas quickly as possible,
before biodiversity values degrade further,and for
adequate fundingto be allocated to therestoration
and management.

The biggestimpediment to the timely purchase of
thelandis that the Victorian Government has not
allocated adequate funding to do so. The Victorian
Governmentisrelying onfinanciallevies collected
from developers within the growth corridors to
amass fundsthat canthenbe usedto purchase the
land. This process has beenslow. Inthe intervening
years, the value of theland hasrisen considerably.

This presents arisk that the scheme willnot collect
enough funds to complete the land acquisition.

Despite missing the 2020 deadline the problem
with lack of available funds stillhas not been solved
duetoalackof political will.

Lack of available fundsis also contributing

to excessively prolonged negotiations with
landowners covered by the PAOs causing them
considerable frustration. As aresult some property
owners have sold theirproperties to third parties,
something thatis not prevented by the PAO, and
the Victorian Government has thenbeenforced
to compensate thelandholders for ‘loss on
sale.’?*So,insome instances the programhaslost
funds withoutacquiring properties orimproving
management of the Western Grassland Reserve.

The Victorian Government should acquire the land
asintended by the 2010 Program Report.

Waiting for funds to trickle inbeforelandis
purchased has provento be afailure and alternative
approachesareneeded.

Recommendations:

The Victorian Government to urgently reappriase
the boundaries of the WGR to capture the most
ecologically valuable remaining grassland
remnants, the rediscovery site, and grasslands
essential for the conservation of the dragon.

The Victorian Government to complete the
acquisition and management of the WGR and
GEWRby 2027, reflecting the revised boundaries.

Victorian Government to make a critical habitat
determinationunder the Flora and Fauna
Guarantee Act 1988 for the grasslands, followed
by a habitat conservation order to prohibit any
development orland use that would impact
grasslandsidentified for the WGR.

Smothering invasive weed, serrated tussock, seed heads piling up in
areas earmarked for grassland reserves. This location shown with 4 on
Wyndham Planning Scheme Map next page. Image: Wyndham (2017)*




Evidence of habitat damage by tilling of land earmarked for the Western Grassland Reserve

Right: Melton (top) and Wyndham (bottom)
Planning scheme maps. Yellow shows
areas identified for the Western Grassland
Reserve.

A B aalls

Left: Aerial photos showing examples of
damage to land earmarked for the Western
Grassland Reserve due to tilling. The
locations of the damage are shown on the
planning scheme maps with numbers.

Image sources:

Planning scheme maps:

Melton Planning Scheme https://planning-
schemes.app.planning.vic.gov.au/Melton/
maps.

Wyndham Planning Scheme https://
planning-schemes.app.planning.vic.gov.au/
Wyndham/maps

Aerial images:
USGS Earth Explorer. https://earthexplorer.
usgs.gov/
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Securing the species in the wild

Regardless of land tenure, any site where the
dragonisfoundshouldbe protected andthe
dragon populationmanaged forits conservation
atthatplace(insitu), giventhe huge uncertainty
associatedwithad-hocrelocation of the species,
its scarcity and high degree of extinctionrisk.

Thereisonly one knownlocation of the dragoninthe
wild, but this siteis private land and not yet secure.

Beingatonlyasinglelocationplaces the species
athighrisk of extinction due to a catastrophic
event, which couldbe as simple asareductionor
removal of stock grazing, or a fire. The Victorian
Government musturgently purchase this site
fromthe current owners and effectively manage
potential threats to the dragon populationat the
site.

Thelocations of the proposed Western Grassland
Reserveswereidentified based onecological
valuesrecorded priorto therediscovery of the
dragon.

The MSAincluded arequirement forthe ongoing
inclusion of new knowledge, especiallyinresponse
tonewly listed orrediscovered species.

Inthe case of Victoria’s dragon, the new
knowledge since the MSA’s 2010 endorsement

is that the dragonis surviving, but could easily be
pushedto extinction. Itisnot the same species

as othergrassland earless dragons foundin

New South Wales and the ACT. Itis completely
dependent onwestern Melbourne’s grasslands
andisfound nowhere else. Of all the threatened
speciesimpacted by the MSA, it will experience the
largestloss of habitat underthe MSA.

The boundaries of proposedreserves needto be
reviewed to capture dragonrediscovery sites and
anadequate number of sites containing suitable
dragon habitat to supportdragonrecovery. The
suitablity of habitat must be determined by the
recovery team.

The Victorian Government must support the
recovery teamto urgently work to establish
additional wild populations using dragons from
Zoos Victoria's conservation breeding program.

To secure the speciesinthe wild, the Victorian
Government must aim to successfully establish five
additional secure self-sustaining wild populations
inthe shorttermand12-15inthelongterm, that are
managed genetically as ameta population.

22 Delivering houses and saving dragons

Dragon experts fromtherecovery team suggest
thatrestorationand management of the sites will
likely be neededto allow the dragon populations to
persist. Asthiswork has neverbeen attempted and
iscompletely unproven, it should be undertaken

in collaboration with the speciesrecovery team
andusing aresearch and adaptive management
approach.

Thiswouldinvolve performingreintroductions
asresearchtrials, inwhich a detailed monitoring
programis designed andimplemented to ensure
thatit canprovide effective feedback toimprove
reintroduction andlong-term management
strategies overtime.

The decision by the Victorian Government not
tointroduce alevy forthe dragon within the MSA
has meant that the Victorian Government must
resource therequired conservationactions
directly. In contrast, fees are levied wherever any
potential growling grass frog habitat within the
MSAisdeveloped. Thelevies collected provide
funding forthe Victorian Government to fund
recovery actions forthe growling grass frogs such
as securing andimproving natural habitat and
purpose buildingnew habitat.?®

Recommendation:

The Victorian Government to urgently purchase
the property where the only known wild dragon
population occurs and ensure that it is secured
in perpetuity and appropriately managed by a
suitable authority e.g .Trust for Nature or other
suitable entities with proven management
credentials e.g. Bush Heritage, guided by the
recovery team.

The Australian Government to support the
immediate purchase of the property where the
dragon has been discovered in the wild using the
federal Saving Bushland Program.

The Victorian Government to acquire and
protect additional sites containing suitable
dragon habitat, to support dragonrecovery, as
determined neccessary by the recovery team.

The Australian and Victorian Governments to
urgently provide resources for the Victorian
Grassland Earless Dragon Recovery Team to
undertake research trials to establish five new
wild populations of the dragonin the short-
term, using animals from the Zoos Victoria
conservation-breeding program, with along-
termtarget of establishing 12-15 self-sustaining
wild populations.



Monitoring compliance and
ecological outcomes

In2020, the Victorian Auditor-General’'s Office
(VAGO)found majorshortcomingsin the delivery of
MSA.¢ The auditfound that the Victorian Government
had notadequately deliveredits commitments

to secure and manage conservationreserves,
including the 15,000-hectare Western Grassland
Reserve and thatimplementation delays, poor
planning, andinsufficient oversight had resultedin
significanthabitatloss and degradation. It also found
thatin some cases, offset obligations were being
dischargedthrough commitmentstolandthatwas
notyetacquired ormanaged. The audit highlighted a
lack of accountability, transparency, and monitoring
acrossresponsible agencies. Iltrecommended
urgentactiontoimprove governance, accelerate
reserve acquisition, and clarify how and when
conservation outcomeswould be achieved. The
findingsreinforce broader concerns that the MSA,
inits currentform, is failing toupholditslegal and
ecological obligationsunderthe EPBC Act.

The MSA envisioned ongoing monitoring to ensure
commitments were metand to adapt management
where needed. However, oversight has been weak;
the 2020 VAGO Audit found that current governance
arrangements were inadequate to effectively
oversee program delivery and managerisks.

The Victorian Commissioner for Environmental
Sustainability’s MSA Conservation Outcomes
Report (2022)* found that 12 years afterthe
program started, the MSAprogramhadyet to
establishlong-term datasets formany threatened
speciesunderits management and that problems
withthe MSA programlogic severely limited the
ability to assess program effectiveness and
undertake adaptive management. The poor

governance and programlogic, lack of data, and
constraints on adaptive management have allowed
implementation failures to accumulate, eroding

the public trust that the MSAis fulfillingitslegaland
ecological obligations.

Thereis agrowingrisk that Precinct Structure
Plans and the MSA’s Biodiversity Conservation
Strategy (BCS)? willbe used tojustify continued
development without appropriate assessment
of theirimpacts onnewly listed orrediscovered
species. Inparticular, thereis concernthat the
identification of conservation areasunderthe 2013
BCSisbeingtreated as fixed, despite the MSA’s
originalrequirement forongoingassessment, and
the on-goinginclusion of new knowledge, especially
inresponse tonewly listed orrediscovered species.

Development proposals continue to be
approvedinareas thathave notundergone
updated surveys, particularly forrediscovered
species like the dragon and plains wanderer.

This practice effectively sidesteps the adaptive
managementintent of the MSA and undermines
its legitimacy as a substitute for case-by-case
federalenvironmental approvals. Thisundermines
the principle that the MSA shouldreplace, not
eliminate, rigorous environmental assessment.

Recommendation:

The Australian Government to undertake a full
and transparent audit of the Melbourne Strategic
Assessment’s compliance with the 2010 approval.

The Australian Government to undertake a
fulland transparent audit of the performance
of development processes, approvals and
planning frameworks across regions where the
dragon may occur that are outside of the MSA
to determine whether they are meeting the
obligations of the EPBC Act.



Conclusion

Therediscovery of the Victorian grassland earless
dragon presents arare second chance, but one
that canonly be realised if governments uphold
theirlegaland moral obligations underthe EPBC
Act.

The Melbourne Strategic Assessment was
designed to provide a structured and strategic
solution to urban growth and environmental
protection. However, without urgent reform, it risks
becoming a mechanism that facilitates extinction.

Without undertaking the recommendations
outlinedin thisreport, the Victorian and

Australian Governments will have squandered

the opportunity to prevent the extinction of one

of Australia’s mostimperilled reptiles, and will
furtherundermine public trustin our environmental
protection systems.

The Australian and Victorian Governments have
the opportunity to deliver urban developmentin
thisregion and ensure the survival of threatened
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species and ecosystems, if they adopt evidence-
based approaches matched with adequate
resources and political will.

This will ensure thatirreplaceable components of
Australia’s natural heritage, such as the Victorian
grassland earless dragon andits grassland
ecosystem, can be experienced by future
generations.

The case is alitmus test of how sustainably we live
inthis nation, and of how effective government
legislation and processes are forachieving such
sustainability.

Therediscovery of this dragon offers a fragile
thread of hope; we should not allowinadequate
policy and planning to squander that opportunity.
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