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FROM THE CEO

We're thrilled to be able to share some of the highlights of 2022 with you.

As the world emerges from the ravages of the pandemic we have been reminded yet again that
healthy ecosystems are vital to our own survival. It has been awe inspiring to see how dedicated
people can identify shared objectives and work together (sometimes very creatively!) to achieve
them. 

The Conservation Ecology Centre team has worked tirelessly again this year to deliver vital projects
- from addressing the emerging threat of feral pigs, to delivering our highly regarded 
internship program, to conducting critical research which will help inform planned 
burn practice to improve safety for both small mammals and regional communities, 
and delivering an innovative environmental education program through 
Wildlife Wonders.

Thank you for your interest and support.
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WHO ARE WE?
B A S E D  I N  T H E  H E A R T  O F  T H E
O T W A Y S ,  T H E  C O N S E R V A T I O N
E C O L O G Y  C E N T R E  I S  A  U N I F Y I N G
C O N S E R V A T I O N  V O I C E  F O R  T H E
R E G I O N .

The Conservation Ecology Centre (CEC) was
established in 2000 to ensure that the
landscapes of the Otways are healthy, resilient
and cared for into the future.

The CEC is leading the way on collaboration
and cohesive conservation strategy in the
Otways by engaging and working together with
all stakeholders in the region: universities and
research groups, government agencies, NGOs,
Traditional Owners, private land managers,
local communities, and the broader general
public.



OUR VISION IS FOR
A HEALTHY AND RESILIENT
OTWAYS LANDSCAPE,
CARED FOR FOVEVER. 



C A R I N G  F O R  C O U N T R Y
Developing and delivering
solutions to the most urgent
conservation challenges facing
the region.

STRATEGIC
PRIORITIES

C R E A T I N G  A  C A R I N G
C O M M U N I T Y
Providing meaningful experiences
for people to engage with nature,
thereby building awareness and
appreciation of wildlife and wild
places.

L E A R N I N G  F R O M  C O U N T R Y
Facilitating research to increase
understanding of the Otways
landscape.



THE YEAR IN NUMBERS
 
$180,000 raised in donations from 300 generous donors
10,000 Facebook Followers
7,213 people joined a Walk with Wildlife tour
147 people joined a Dusk Discovery Tours
5,000 newsletter subscribers reached
1,000 seedlings planted during the Big Otway Tree Plant
300 donations received
212 feral pigs removed from the environment
200 feral deer processed for human consumption 
150 community members engaged over 8 information days.
150 participants in the Otways Threatened Species Research Forum
14 Long-nosed Potoroos collared and tracked
992 days of field work completed
6 feral pigs collared and tracked
8 Conservation Research Internship placements hosted



LEARNING FROM
COUNTRY

Conducting applied research to fill key knowledge gaps



HOW DO FERAL PIGS USE THE OTWAYS?

We’re using GPS collars to better understand feral pig movements and
how they use the landscape. In 2021, we began collecting data from GPS
collars on four individual feral pigs (two adult male and two adult female).
Detailed movement data over 4 months was collected from an individual
boar (Bruce) until October 2021.

Through the use of these GPS collars we confirmed very different
behavior between the male and female pigs, observing that mobs of sows
tended to remain in one location, while breeding boars like Bruce travelled
much further across the landscape, in one instance up to 10km per day. 

Some of these initial results were presented at the Otways Threatened
Species Research Forum 2021: See that presentation here. 

We have now collared a total of 6 pigs across the Otways. In addition,
we’ve deployed grids of monitoring cameras at three different locations
across the Otways. The data from these camera grids is providing us with
information about how pigs use the landscape and can also be used to
study population dynamics as we are able to identify individual pigs in the
photos.

This work is being undertaken as a part of the Australian Government’s
Wild Otways Initiative.  

https://youtu.be/Bjx2xc__oQY


THE CARLISLE FIRE PROJECT

The Carlisle Heath is a significant area of heathy woodlands south-west of
the town of Gellibrand, which is dominated and characterized by Silver
Banksia, Scented Paperbark, Prickly Tea-Tree species, and the iconic
Austal Grass Tree. These heathlands provide a stronghold for several
mammal species of conservation concern, such as the Long-nosed
Potoroo. 

But the highly flammable vegetation also presents a significant wildfire
risk to local communities. Effectively managing this landscape to maintain
its current biodiversity values and minimise wildfire risk is a significant
challenge for local land managers, particularly when threatening processes
like fire and feral predators may interact.

The CEC is undertaking several inter-related projects in this region: 
When the fox is away, potoroos can play: does fox control alter a
threatened native mammal’s response to fire? – Funded by the Hermon
Slade Foundation (2020 to 2022 and expanded into 2023 thanks to the
generous support of individual donors). 
Managing for Biodiversity and Bushfire Risk in Increasingly Flammable
Country – Funded by The Ian Potter Foundation (2021 to 2023).
Fox and feral cat control in planned-burn landscapes to protect
threatened species in the Otway Ranges – Funded through the
Australian Government’s Wild Otways Initiative (2021 to 2023).



MANAGING FOR BIODIVERSITY & BUSHFIRE RISK

Fire is a fundamental ecological process within the Australian landscape.
Historically, planned burns have had two distinct and sometimes, mutually
exclusive objectives: fuel hazard reduction and supporting ecological
processes. 

By combining a fire regime operations simulation tool (FROST) with
population viability analysis (PVA), we are testing the effectiveness of
several planned burn scenarios at minimizing the impact of wildfire in the
Carlisle Heath, and how these scenarios will impact the native Long-nosed
Potoroo population.

Across the three planned burn blocks for 2021, we deployed around 4,860
cameras for a total of 5,200 trap nights to gain information about local
fauna, both one month prior to fire and one month post-fire.

We also carried out forest fuel hazard and habitat structure assessments
to inform what drives species distributions on a local scale and how fire
impacts forest fuel loads and habitat at these sites.
 
In collaboration with Forest Fire Management Victoria, Parks Victoria and
the Eastern Maar Aboriginal Corporation, we have begun to implement
several burning strategies, which utilize diverse burning techniques to
manipulate burn coverage in the Carlisle Heath. 



FIRE & FERALS: DOUBLE HIT FOR NATIVE MAMMALS

As a part of the Wild Otways Initiative, the Conservation Ecology Centre is
investigating the relationship between fire and feral pests (foxes and cats)
in the Carlisle Health region of the Otways. 

This project is testing whether localised control of predators after planned
burns can mitigate the impacts of predation on threatened mammal
populations, such as the Long-nosed Potoroo,

We’re also working with Forest Fire Management Victoria and Eastern
Maar Aboriginal Corporation to modify planned burn practice, including by
increasing the size of unburnt patched within burn blocks, and measure
whether this improves post-fire survival of threatened mammals. 

Baseline data on predator activity pre-fire has been collected by attaching
GPS tracking collars to 7 foxes and 5 cats in the Carlisle Heath. 

We’ve also deployed a large predator camera grid and conducted fox scat
surveys along a 16km road transect within the same study area. 

Following the burns our camera monitoring grids will be reinstated to
monitor the post-fire landscape, and we will track predators post fire to
track their movements and activities for up to nine months. 



WHAT HAPPENS T0 POTOROOS AFTER A FIRE?

Through the use of novel GPS collaring – the first time this technology has
been used on Long-nosed Potoroos – researchers from the CEC and the
University of Melbourne have substantially improved our understanding of
Long-nosed Potoroo ecology and the impact fires and invasive predators
may have on their populations.

Unfortunately, ~80% of collared animals succumbed to predation post-fire,
but the GPS data generated by the collars has been instrumental in helping
us understand why this happens. 

What we found was that potoroos displayed strong fidelity to their home
ranges regardless of how much of the area burnt. This behaviour often
resulted in potoroos spending extended periods either within burn scars or
along burn edges – areas that are also likely to be selected by invasive
predators who search these newly opened areas for easy food. 

The results have encouraged fire practitioners to trial alternative ignition
patterns with the aim of producing patchier burns in the region. Preliminary
results from these trials are positive, with more individual potoroos
surviving post-fire than ever before, but more replication is required before
we can have confidence in these management interventions - we will be
focusing on this in the next planned burn season.



CARING FOR
COUNTRY

Driving best practice in conservation and land management
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PROTECTING LEAFY GREENHOOD HABITAT

The leafy greenhood orchid is an extraordinary colony forming plant.
There are several populations around Victoria, occurring in both coastal
and alpine habitats, although nowhere in between. The species is
threatened.

The leafy greenhood suffers adversely from intensive grazing, and
changes to fire regimes leading to heightened competition with other
native plants. 

On Cape Otway, several greenhood colonies survive the exposed coastal
conditions and the CEC has been actively monitoring these populations
since 2016.  

As a part of the Wild Otways Initiative Community Grants Program the
CEC has been controlling woody native vegetation and collecting and
propagating native seedlings to improve the habitat for Leafy
Greenhoods on Cape Otway.

One thousand local provenance seedlings were planted on suitable leafy
greenhood habitat during this year's Big Otway Tree Plant, and we've
controlled woody weeds on half the site, so we can monitor whether
opening the mid-storey improves the population’s trajectory.



CONTROLLING FERAL PIGS IN THE OTWAYS

Although we’re only just starting to get a full understanding of how many
pigs there are in the Otways and where they are located it’s important that
we act quickly to get on top of the problem. 

Pigs are fast breeders, and a sow can have 20 piglets in a year, so if there
are 10 sows in a group, that can mean an additional 200 pigs being added to
a population per year, making management in a complex, multi-tenure
landscape challenging.

Rather than elimination across the entirety of the region, we are focused on
asset protection around priorities - whether that is of pasture and productive
farmland in particular areas of the Otways, or natural assets like water
courses, cultural heritage and threatened species in high conservation value
areas. 

The Otways landscape is a patchwork of land ownership so the
Conservation Ecology Centre has worked with Parks Victoria, the
Department of Environment, Energy & Climate Action, Landcare and private
landholders to control feral pigs across the Otways as . As at June 2022,
198 pigs have been removed from fragile Otways ecosystems.

This work is being undertaken as a part of the Australian Government's Wild
Otways Initiative.



COLLABORATION WITH FIELD GAME HARVESTERS

The control of deer in the Otways is likely to be an ongoing activity
and, as such, needs to be sustainable, practical and economical
while continuing to work towards environmental conservation. 

As part of the Wild Otways Initiative, the Conservation Ecology
Centre has been facilitating engagement between Wild Game Field
Harvesters (WGFH) and landholders in the Southern Otways to
increase deer control on private land. The hope is that we can turn
local venison into a commercially viable product as a way of
facilitating the ongoing control of deer in the Otways. 

A Wild Game Field Harvester has begun harvesting deer across
private properties in the Southern Otways after engagement took
place between the CEC, landholders and the Wild Game Field
Harvester.

A recently announced partnership between The Meat Crew and Feral
Hunting Services (https://colacherald.com.au/2022/05/deer-
hunters-new-venture) is the type of activity we think will facilitate the
long-term reduction of feral deer numbers in the Otways, while also
creating jobs, and a sustainable local food source.



ENGAGING THE COMMUNITY IN FERAL PEST
CONTROL

Community engagement was identified early on as being crucial to the
success of feral pig and deer control in the Otways. We are interested in
ensuring the community were informed about the threats these feral animals
pose to our unique ecosystems, but also that they are empowered to identify
and report sightings, helping build our understanding of their activities in the
Otways. 

Coordinating with local Landcare networks has allowed us to deliver eight
community engagement workshops over the past year to over 150 local
landholders. 

These forums allowed us to explain impacts of the growing pig and deer
populations in the Otways, as well as informing the community how they
could report feral animal activity via FeralScan, and demonstrating control
methods to them. 

As a result of these workshops we've seen an increase in the use of
FeralScan and many landholders who reported sightings on their properties
have then engaged in active management - assisting the CEC to locate
monitoring sites, set up cameras and traps, and assist in free-feeding,
ultimately resulting in feral pigs being controlled on their properties. 

Such in-depth engagement has been key to the success of this program. 



OTWAYS ECOLOGICAL RESEARCH FORUM

The annual Otways Threatened Species Research Forum brings together
researchers, land managers, and other interested parties from across the
Otways to share the latest ecological research being undertaken across the
national park, state forests and on private land. 

Close to 150 people participated in the August 2021 Forum, which was held
online due to covid-19 and the recorded presentations are available on
YouTube here. Some featured projects not featuring in this report were:

How camera traps and scats are helping track down the Pookila (New
Holland Mouse), Koonoomoo (Smokey Mouse) and Tooarrana (Broad-
toothed Rat), which are known from the Otways but rarely seen.
How data, modelling and fancy new technology – like LiDAR scanners –
are helping DELWP plan their fuel reduction burns in the Otways.
How lizards, birds, snakes and small mammals have all been making use
of the protection offered by post-fire refuges in the Otways. 
How identifying priority protection areas and developing management
interventions in these areas will be crucial in protecting plant and animal
biodiversity from ‘dieback’ caused by phytophthora in the Otways.

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLrNXskB7OGZTgL9S4q2INUyrzvrEDhKYo
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLrNXskB7OGZTgL9S4q2INUyrzvrEDhKYo


PAPERS & PRESENTATIONS

Farley-Lehmer, T. Striking a
Balance Between Conservation
and Bushfire Risk. South-West
Biodiversity Forum 2021
Farley-Lehmer, T. Managing both
Fuel Hazard Reduction and
Conservation in a Flammable
System. OTSRN Forum 2021
Le Pla, M. How do Long-nosed
Potoroos respond to fire? South-
West Biodiversity Forum 2021

Le Pla, M. How do Long-nosed
Potoroos respond to fire in the
Carlisle Heath? OTSRN Forum 2021
Le Pla, M & Birnbaum, E. Effect of
Fire on the Carlisle Small Mammal
Community. OTSRN Forum 2021
Pascoe, J.H. Plenary. Victorian
Biodiversity Conference 2022.
Wilson, T & Pascoe, J.H. The
Emerging Threat of Feral Pigs in
the Otways. OSTRN Forum 2021

SCIENTIFIC PAPERS
Le Pla, M., Birnbaum, E., & Rees, M., Hradsky, B., Weeks, A., Rooyen, A., &
Pascoe, J. (2022). Genetic sampling and an activity index indicate
contrasting outcomes of lethal control for an invasive predator. Austral
Ecology. 47. 10.1111/aec.13182.

Rutter, N., Stukas, A., & Howell, T., Pascoe, J. & Bennett, P. (2022). Improving
access to conservation detection dogs: identifying motivations and
understanding satisfaction in volunteer handlers. Wildlife Research 49(7)
624-636 10.1071/WR21113.

CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS



CREATING A
CARING
COMMUNITY

Fostering a lifelong interest in nature



WILDLIFE WONDERS - AN INNOVATIVE
ECOTOURISM EXPEREINCE

Conceived and founded by the Conservation Ecology Centre, Wildlife
Wonders aims to provide sustainable and reliable funding for nature
conservation programs across the Otways region through an exceptional
tourism experience. 

The visitor experience is set around the opportunity to move through a
spectacular nature sanctuary accompanied by a qualified Nature Guide, who
will share the secrets of the bush and the plants and animals that call it
home. Wildlife Wonders’ signature experience, the 75-minute ‘Walk with
Wildlife’ guided tour, departs regularly throughout the day. 

Wildlife Wonders is Advanced Ecotourism Certified by Ecotourism Australia
and epitomises the very best of ecotourism principles - it is a wildlife
conservation reserve, expertly created to showcase the ecosystems and
wildlife of the Great Ocean Road's Otways region and raise visitors’
understanding of nature and conservation.

Our innovative approach and the remarkable visitor experience has been
celebrated both locally and internationally. Wildlife Wonders was awarded a
silver medal at the 2021 Victorian Tourism Awards after only four months of
operation, and National Geographic rated Wildlife Wonders as one of the five
best places in the world to experience nature in 2022.
. 



W E  E N G A G E  V I S I T O R S  S E N S E S
W I T H  T H E  N A T U R A L  V A L U E S  O F

T H E  G R E A T  O C E A N  R O A D

Wildlife Wonders is an experiential attraction
where visitors can immerse themselves in the
natural Otways environment as it once was, free
of feral predators and abounding with wildlife.

WILDLIFE WONDERS
is a restorative nature experience with

purpose. 

W E  S H A R E  I N S P I R A T I O N A L
S T O R I E S

Of nature conservation, our social enterprise
model, the local produce we serve at our café &
the local handicrafts we sell in our gift shop.

W E  I N S P I R E  P U R P O S E F U L
A C T I O N

We motivate visitors to become part of the story
of wildlife conservation in the Otways. Just by
taking a tour they are already contributing to
conservation via our social enterprise model.
We also facilitate a volunteer program and
engage visitors via citizen science.



THE WONDERSMITHS

The Wondersmiths are an inspiring
group from our local community who
gather every Monday afternoon, rain,
hail or shine,  to assist with caring
for the Wildlife Wonders sanctuary. 

Planting, weeding, path maintenance
and construction, mowing, oiling
timbers, installing monitoring
stations, digging pipelines and
building emu ponds... there is
nothing they can’t do!

We are extremely grateful for their
hard work and dedication.
(Photographed on a break because
they move too quickly when they’re
working!)

. 



COMMUNITY EVENTS

Women in Conservation Breakfast, bringing together women across the
region who are working towards a healthier and more resilient
environment.

Big Otway Tree Plant, planted 1,000 messmate and she oak seedlings to
restore degraded woodland habitats at Cape Otway.

Hosted a live stream of the Otways Ecological Research Forum, making it
possible for the wider community to learn about current conservation and
research programs underway across the region.

Hosted 70 people for a World Environment Day Forum, enabling local
groups to present their work to community members, generating interest
and support.

Ran a school program at Wildlife Wonders which is curriculum aligned
and delivered by qualified and experienced teachers.

Delivered the Wildlife Wednesday school holiday program, including
wildlife watching, tree planting and nature craft.

Regular kids activities including Thursday morning Nature Storytime for
pre-schoolers and ·Saturday morning Wildlife Talks.



ONLINE ENGAGEMENT

2,960 newsletter subscribers (up
10%) with a 45% open rate
8,837 Facebook followers (up
15%)
2,600 Instagram followers (up
13%)
1,800 Twitter followers (up 6%)

488 newsletter subscribers (up
43%) with a 50% open rate.
2,000 Facebook followers (up 
1,300 Instagram followers (up
50%)

Engaging the broader community in our activities, explaining the need for
conservation, sharing how research is conducted, and letting people know
what they can do to help, are key aspects in our aim to foster lifelong
interest in nature. 

Through a seasonal research update and our social media accounts we show
people the research and conservation activities we undertake every day
across the Otways, taking them to places few people experience and
explaining why our work to protect these places is important. 

Our Wildlife Wonders social media posts aim to both educate and entertain,
showing people the wonderful experience they can have at Wildlife Wonders,
as well as sharing important information about our events, the animals who
live here, and the research that every visit helps to fund. We also send a
monthly "What's On" email to our subscribers. 

CONSERVATION ECOLOGY CENTRE WILDLIFE WONDERS
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FOSTERING CONSERVATION CAREERS

Employment

Combined, the Conservation Ecology Centre and Wildlife Wonders are
one of the most significant employers in the Otways, supporting 15FTE
roles in 2022.

Internships

Throughout the last 14 years our Conservation Research Internship
Program has supported 115 early career scientists, many of whom
have gone on to further employment in the conservation science
sector (and some of whom have come back to work in various roles at
CEC and Wildlife Wonders).



GOVERNANCE



CEC GOVERNANCE OUR TEAM
The Conservation Ecology Centre is a
scientific organisation generating
knowledge to nurture Country. We combine
rigorous research with practical land
management applications to develop and
deliver solutions to the most urgent
conservation challenges in the Otway
region. The contribution of our Board
members is critical to this success. 

WILDLIFE WONDERS

A D V I S O R Y  B O A R D
Dr Deborah Seifert AM (Chair)
Mr Matthew Bridges
Mr John Clarke
Mrs Alison Corke
Prof Charles Corke
Mr Doug Humann AM
Dr Rik Thwaites
Prof Alan York

O U R  P A T R O N
The Hon Steve Bracks AC

B O A R D
Ms Leonie Foster
Mr Matthew Bridges
Mr Andrew Buchanan
Prof Charles Corke
Ms Elizabeth Corke OAM
Mr Brian Massey
Mr Shayne Neal
Mr Tim Noonan

P U B L I C  F U N D  M A N A G E M E N T
C O M M I T T E E
Dr Deborah Seifert AM (Chair)
Mr Matthew Bridges
Mr John Clarke
Mrs Alison Corke
Prof Charles Corke
Mr Doug Humann AM
Dr Rik Thwaites
Prof Alan York














































