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Now is the time to prepare: 
Fire Season is approaching
BUSH AND GRASS FIRES are a real 
threat to our community. The City of 
Whittlesea has an obligation to reduce 
the fire risk, but we can’t do it without your 
help. 

On average, our local Country Fire 
Authority (CFA) district has nearly 2000 
bushfires during the fire season. 

Trees are not the main factor in increasing 
fire intensity and spread. Fine fuels such 
as grass, leaves, bark and twigs smaller 
than the diameter of your little finger are 
responsible for the major increase in fire 
intensity and spread. 

You can reduce the fire risk around your 
home, property and community by:

• regularly mowing the grass
• removing weeds and leaves
• pruning bushes and trees. 

You are legally required to keep all grass 
and weeds on your property less than 10 
centimetres high during the fire season. 
Properties with fuel loads that are not 
managed allow fire to spread rapidly, 
contributing to property damage and even 
possible loss of life. You could be held 
liable for this if you failed to show due care. 

Our Fire Prevention Officers carry out 
regular inspections on both rural and 

urban properties to ensure that the threat 
of bush and grass fires is minimised.  
Officers may issue you with a Fire 
Prevention Notice if they determine that 
fuel loads on your property need to be 
reduced to minimise the fire risk.

Once the Notice is issued, you must clean 
up the hazards identified in the Notice 
within the nominated timeframe, and 
ensure your property is maintained for the 
duration of the Fire Season. Native trees and 
shrubs are protected under the Whittlesea 
Planning Scheme. If you are considering 
removing native trees and shrubs, contact 
Council’s Land Management Team on 
9217 2323 for advice.

Officers will conduct follow-up inspections 
to ensure specified works have been 
carried out by the due date. If these works 
are not completed, Council will engage 
a contractor to carry out the works. You 
will need to pay the contractor costs, and 
possibly a fine of $1476.

Residents can take advantage of the 
green waste collections provided by 
Council to assist with reducing fire risk 
on their properties.  If landholders are 
not residents on their land, they are 
encouraged to make regular inspections 
to ensure the fuel loads are kept to safe 
levels. 

Everyone, from the urban rental resident 
through to the biggest developer, is 
responsible to ensure their properties 
are safe and well managed.  In working 
together we can help minimise the impact 
fire has on our community.  

Watch Council’s Fire Prevention Awareness 
video and find out more  about Council’s 
fire management program www.whittlesea.
vic.gov.au  If you need more information on 
preparing your home for the fire season, visit 
the CFA website at www.cfa.vic.gov.au 

Let’s work together to help make our 
community a safe place to live.

Fauna Fact

NANKEEN KESTREL 

(Falco cenchroides)

The Nankeen Kestrel is a small bird of 
prey (raptor), around 30cm tall, with 
an adult wingspan of about 80cm. In 
the City of Whittlesea they are found 
in the open agricultural and woodland 
areas, often seen hovering a short 
distance above the ground.

The upper parts are mostly rufous 
(reddish/orange colour), with some 
dark streaking. The wings are tipped 
with black and the under parts are 
whitish with a black tear-drop through 
the eye.

Raptors like the Nankeen Kestrel 
provide an ecological service to 
agricultural properties by eating 
rodents and insects that are 
considered pests.  Keeping old 
trees on your property will provide 
important habitat for these birds as 
they nest in tree hollows. 

City of Whittlesea’s Fire Prevention Officers Scott Allen and David Foster. 
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Managing pastures in fire season
PREPARATION for the fire season is an 
important part of managing your land and 
it is the responsibility of every landholder 
to clean up hazards, clear the overgrown 
grasses and cut fire breaks on their 
properties. 

Preparing farming properties for fire 
season while managing standing feed 
and hay making can be a difficult 
balance. Landholders want to maximise 
the amount of hay harvested from 
a paddock or to utilise the grass as 

standing feed for their stock. However, 
for the sake of community safety, we 
must all play our part in ensuring that our 
properties are well managed and do not 
pose a hazard during fire season. 

At a minimum, fire breaks should be 
created around the perimeter of the 
property, but it is preferable that clear 
breaks are established around hay or 
standing feed, with the balance of the 
property being grazed or slashed. This 
is particularly important around property 

assets such as the house or farm sheds, 
as well as the neighbour’s assets if they 
are close to your boundary. 

Breaks should be at least 20 metres 
wide and grass should be less than 10 
centimetres. These can be established 
either by slashing or strategic grazing. 
Breaks will not stop a fire from running 
but will slow it down, reducing intensity 
and height of the flames. This offers a 
better chance of gaining control of a fire. 
Sheep and horses are particularly efficient 
at managing breaks, as they graze very 
close to the ground. 

From a broader land management 
perspective, ground cover should 
be maintained with care taken not to 
overgraze to less than 5cm. Overgrazing 
leads to issues such as wind and water 
erosion or establishment of annual weeds, 
like Cape Weed, Thistles or Paterson’s 
Curse.  

If you intend to cut your paddock for hay 
or to put stock in the paddock, give the 
Council’s Fire Prevention Officers a call 
on 9217 2100 and inform them of your 
intentions before the completion date on 
your Fire Prevention Notice.

For more information about 
pasture management strategies 
or Agribusiness program, contact 
Annemaree Docking, Council’s 
Agribusiness Officer on 9217 2593 or 
agribusiness@whittlesea.vic.gov.au

Protecting native vegetation
NATIVE VEGETATION is protected in the 
City of Whittlesea under the Whittlesea 
Planning Scheme.  Removal or lopping 
without a permit is not allowed except 
where exemptions apply. 

Exemptions for the removal of native 
vegetation apply to specific circumstances 
and landowners are strongly advised 
to seek advice before removing or 
lopping native vegetation.  The specific 
exemptions that may be applied in these 
circumstances are found in Clauses 52.17 
and 52.48 of the Whittlesea Planning 
Scheme planningschemes.dpcd.vic.gov.
au/schemes/whittlesea

The slashing of perimeter breaks required 
under a Fire Prevention Notice (refer to 
page 1) does not permit the removal of 
native trees and shrubs unless specified 
in the Notice or an exemption in the 
Whittlesea Planning Scheme applies.

Some commonly used exemptions include:

10/ 30 Rule
Applies if your house was built or had a 
planning permit prior to September 2009. 

This exemption allows for the removal 
of all vegetation within 10 metres of the 
house and removal of all vegetation 
except for trees up to 30 metres from the 
house or 50 metres if your property is in a 
Bushfire Management Overlay.

Dead Vegetation
No permit is required to remove standing 
dead vegetation that has a diameter of 
less than 40 centimetres at 1.3 metres 
above ground height. Dead trees with a 
diameter of greater than 40 centimetres 
are protected under the Whittlesea 
Planning Scheme.

Fences
No permit is required to clear vegetation 
to construct a new fence between 
properties in different ownership. 
Note: this exemption only allows for a 
combined maximum width of four metres 
and not four metres either side.

For further information please contact 
Council’s Land Management Team on 
9217 2323. 
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This illegal removal of vegetation 
attracted fines for both the landholder 
and the contractor involved. If in 
doubt, contact  Council’s Land 
Management Team.

Well grazed pastures increase fire safety.
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Seasonal Weed

ST JOHN’S WORT 

(Hypericum perforatum)

St John’s Wort is a weed of disturbed 
places, roadsides and bushland 
areas and is locally common in Eden 
Park and Humevale.  A small shrub 
growing one metre, it has bright 
yellow clusters of flowers in spring/
summer and small leaves with oil 
glands visible when held up to the 
light.  St John’s Wort produces 
new above ground growth from 
underground rootstock each year 
and can form extensive infestations 
which exclude all other plants.  Seeds 
can remain dormant in the soil for 
up to 20 years so ongoing control 
is required.  There are two similar 
looking native species but they are 
smaller, have no black dots on the 
petals/ leaves and have single gold/ 
orange flowers.
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Focus on AgricultureTreasures of 
our rural north
MERRI MERRI OLIVE ESTATE

MERRI MERRI OLIVE ESTATE is situated 
in the foothills of the Great Divide at 
Woodstock in the City of Whittlesea. The 
grove was started 14 years ago and now 
has over 3000 trees, with Italian, French 
and Greek varieties being cultivated.  

“Our first crop was produced in 2003.  
We installed our own olive press in 2006 
to give us total control over the whole 
production process”, Gwynedd Hunter-
Payne, producer and property owner at 
Merri Merri said. “This way we can ensure 
the quality of our Merri Merri Extra Virgin 
Olive Oil.”

Merri Merri produces multiple award 
winning extra virgin olive oils in a range 
of sizes and packaging, suitable both for 
day to day use at home and as gifts. They 
also market other olive oil based products 
such as skin care. 

The Hunter-Payne family has been 
farming the Woodstock property for over 
100 years and also run cattle as part of 
their farming operation.  Conservation and 
environmental management have been 
foremost in the agricultural enterprises 
of the property, with the property set 
amongst some of the most important 
examples of local biodiversity in the 
region.  Contour planting of the olive trees 
has prevented possible land degradation 
through erosion on the undulating hills.

“We believe that local food production that 
cares for the land it is produced from is 
one the most important things we can do 
to ensure the sustainability and resilience 
of our local community”, Gwynedd said. 

Merri Merri Olive Estate is open to the 
public for sales on weekends or by 
appointment by contacting Gwynedd on 
0418 558 294 or info@merrimerri.com.au 
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Focus on Conservation

Creating 
habitat for 
wildlife
MANY NATIVE BIRDS and mammals 
make their homes in hollows that form in 
the trunks of old Eucalyptus trees. Hollows 
are a valuable resource that may take 
over 100 years to form. 

As a part of the Black Saturday fire 
recovery, a number of residents 
expressed an interest in installing nest 
boxes on their properties to create habitat 
for native wildlife. Nest boxes can be 
designed to suit specific animals and are 

a useful method for creating habitat when 
hollows are scarce. They also offer the 
opportunity to observe animals with the 
use of custom made nest box cameras. 
During 2011/12, over 100 nest boxes were 
installed on fire-affected properties. The 
boxes were built by Latrobe University 
Wildlife Sanctuary and the Whittlesea 

Men’s Shed with funding from the 
Recycling for Recovery program. 

In 2013, students studying Conservation 
and Land Management at NMIT in Epping 
began surveying the nest boxes to see 
if fauna were using them.  So far, the 
students have found: Sugar Gliders, Ring 
Tail Possums and Antechinus. Although 
sighted in Humevale in March 2012, the 
threatened Brush Tail Phascogale has 
yet to inhabit specifically designed boxes 
installed in Humevale and Kinglake West.  

Fire can destroy old hollow bearing 
trees but can also create new hollows. 
Nevertheless, nest boxes are a useful tool 
to survey and record native animals as 
they recolonise areas after fire.

If you are interested in installing nest 
boxes on your own property or borrowing 
Council’s nest box camera, please 
contact Council’s Land Management 
Team on 9217 2471.

Sugar glider.
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Pest Animal 
Management 
Field Day
THE AGRIBUSINESS PROGRAM, 
with the support of Sustainable Land 
Management and the Whittlesea 
Agricultural Society, recently presented 
the ‘Pest Animal Management Field Day’. 

A range of management techniques were 
discussed, including fencing to exclude 
kangaroos from pastures and protect 
stock from foxes and wild dogs, using 
ferrets, dogs and long nets for rabbit 
control and the use of livestock guardian 
dogs to protect stock. Presenters included 
Dr Linda van Bommel from ANU and Tony 
Fitzgerald from Parks Victoria. Livestock 
guardian dogs - Anatolian Shepherds, 
Maremmas and Central Asian Ovcharka 
- as well as ferrets and terriers used for 
rabbiting were also on display.

Our next field day will address Pest Plant 
Management. Email agribusiness@
whittlesea.vic.gov.au to be included on 
the Agribusiness email list and keep up 
to date with news and events.

Survey prize winner announced
RECENTLY, THE CITY OF WHITTLESEA 
conducted the ‘Farming and Rural Land 
Use Survey’. There was a great response 
and we would like to thank everyone who 
took the time to complete the survey. This 
survey will form the basis of the Farming 
and Rural Land Use Audit and Profile for 
the municipality and will support future 
Agribusiness projects and activities.

As a part of the survey, a prize of a Davey 
Fire Fighting Pump and Hose kit from 
Godings in Whittlesea was offered to one 
lucky participant. And the lucky person 

to win the pump was Scott Barrow of 
Woodstock. Thanks go to Scott, and to 
Trent Saunders and Steve Bongailas from 
Godings, for their support of the City of 
Whittlesea Agribusiness Program.

If you didn’t have the opportunity to 
participate in the survey, but would 
like to contribute to the Farming 
and Rural Land Use Audit and 
Profile, please contact Annemaree 
Docking, the Agribusiness Officer – 
agribusiness@whittlesea.vic.gov.au or 
on 9217 2593.

Horses and 
laminitis
SPRING IS a dangerous time for horses as 
spring grass can lead to laminitis. 

Laminitis or Founder is inflammation of the 
laminae of the foot - the soft tissue inside 
the hoof wall. Inflammation causes extreme 
pain. It is a crippling condition which can 
be fatal. Obesity is one of the key risk 
factors and once a horse has had laminitis, 
they are susceptible to future episodes. 

The species of grasses that horses 
need are different to those needed for 
cattle and sheep. Horses require diverse 
pastures with grasses that are resilient 
and, importantly, low in sugar. Grasses 
developed for cattle are high in sugar. 
Spring is the time of highest risk as 
increased rainfall, sunshine and warm 
temperatures combine to increase growth 
rates and sugar content of these pastures.

Short, stressed grass has a higher sugar 
content per mouthful so keeping horses 
on overgrazed pastures may not prevent 
laminitis. Consider other management 
techniques such as grazing muzzles and 
an exercise program. Management of at 
risk horses should be conducted with the 
advice of your Equine Vet. 

Degraded pasture is frequently believed 
to be an unfortunate but inevitable 
consequence of horsekeeping. Badly 
managed pasture is an eyesore, creates 
contaminated run off, soil loss, loss of 
habitat for wildlife and water pollution. Use 
of low sugar pasture, such as Australian 
native grasses, and management 
techniques such as rotational grazing 
can improve both land management and 
animal welfare outcomes.  

For more information, contact 
Annemaree Docking, Council’s 
Agribusiness Officer on 9217 2593, email 
agribusiness@whittlesea.vic.gov.au 
or go to the Equiculture website at 
www.equiculture.com.au

Annemaree Docking, Council’s 
Agribusiness Officer with the team 
from Rabbit Busters – Donna and Daniel 
Watt plus Silver the ferret and Tans the 
Patterdale x Jack Russell terrier. 

Well managed pastures have 
environmental and animal welfare 
benefits.

Left to right: Steve Bongailas, Trent Saunders, Scott Barrow and Annemaree Docking. 
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Printed by Postscript Printing on Revive Laser, a 100% post-consumer recycled and Australian made paper.  Design Pixel City Graphic Design.  
The next Rural News is January 2015.  Email editorial enquiries to: sustainability@whittlesea.vic.gov.au


