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FROM THE CEO

As a CEO of an organisation involved in both conservation and ecotourism, the
past year has been one of contrast.
On one hand, our newly opened Wildlife Wonders social enterprise faced
significant challenges for visitation with the closure of international borders,
and we were busy figuring out how to appeal to the domestic traveler and best
showcase our amazing Otways region to those who live in its backyard.
On the other hand, our research and conservation team were successful in
obtaining significant funding from the Australian Government's Wild Otways
Initiative and have never been busier. Three new staff have joined our
conservation and research team, and due to the remote nature of our work,
we've been able to continue our vital conservation activities throughout the
pandemic.
I am always so proud of how our team handle things – but never more so than
when the going gets tough. We achieved so much this year, which is a
testament to them, and the principles of this organisation. Operating
sustainably and supporting both our community and the environment has stood
us in good stead throughout the tumultuous global events of 2020 and 2021,
and will help us to continue to deliver on our important work into the future.
LIZZIE CORKE OAM
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER
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OUR VISION

A healthy and resilient Otways
landscape, cared for forever.

OUR MISSION

To generate knowledge to
nurture Country

OUR VALUES

Integrity// Respect // Results

LEARNING FROM COUNTRY
CONDUCTING APPLIED RESEARCH TO FILL KEY
KNOWLEDGE GAPS

THE WILD OTWAYS INITIATIVE

Feral Pig & Deer Management (Biodiversity Response Planning &
Wild Otways Initiative)
Feral pigs have been identified as an emerging threat in the Otways requiring
immediate attention. The CEC commenced work with local land management
agencies to determine the extent of feral pigs in the Otways and to quickly bring
their numbers under control. We encouraged the local community, and land
management agencies to use FeralScan to report pig sightings in the Otways
and, as a result, were able to deploy traps in the appropriate locations.
We are now using remote cameras and GPS collars to improve knowledge of
how pigs are using the Otways environment. We have also increased our
engagement with the local community and Landcare to prepare for trialling of a
new pig bait, and the control of deer by prime-safe accredited shooters.

Fire, foxes & cats (ARC funding & Wild Otways Initiative)
Building on the work we have been conducting with The University of Melbourne
this project will investigate whether localised control of predators after planned
burns can mitigate the impacts of predation on threatened mammal populations.
We will also modify planned burn practice, including by increasing the size of
unburnt patched within burn blocks, and measure whether this improves postfire survival of threatened mammals. This project will also support a full PhD
scholarship for our ecologist Mark Le Pla.
The $6 million Wild Otways Initiative commenced in 2020, funded through the
Australian Government’s Environment Restoration Fund and is being rolled out by
the Corangamite Catchment Management Authority to support on-ground
biodiversity projects in the Otways.

EXPANDING THE OTWAY ARK

For the past 5 years the CEC has been undertaking research and land management
activities in support of Parks Victoria’s Otway Ark program – a landscape-scale
fox-baiting and monitoring program that stretches across 85,000 ha of Great
Otway National Park.
Given the patchwork nature of the National Park reserve, we sought to improve
biodiversity outcomes by expanding the baiting program to incorporate strategic
areas of Otway Forest Park, private forestry and a large block of private
properties. Baiting of these expansion areas began in 2019 and we also extended
the Otway Ark monitoring program onto private land.
This program has been valuable in increasing collaboration and understanding
between landowners and land managers and helping to set the scene for effective
landscape-scale programs in the future.

ESTIMATING FOX DENSITY WITH GENETICS

Using genetic sampling to estimate fox density continues to produce valuable
insights into the effectiveness of the Otway Ark’s lethal baiting in the wet forests
of the Otway Ranges, and scat surveys are now being undertaken in additional
landscapes such as the woodlands of Glenelg and the Mallee of North-West
Victoria as a result of DELWP funding secured by University of Melbourne postdoctoral research fellow Dr Bronwyn Hradsky.
This funding has also allowed the development of an alternative approach to
genetic analysis using Single Nucleotide Polymorphisms (SNPs) instead of
microsatellites, which may improve the cost-effectiveness of this approach for
land managers.

POTOROOS RESPONSE TO FIRE

With generous support from the Hermon Slade Foundation, and in collaboration
with land managers Forest Fire Management Victoria, the CEC is employing
cutting-edge GPS tracking technology to monitor the survival and movements of
Long-nosed Potoroos in relation to planned burn operations in the Otways.
This novel study will enable the collection of high-resolution data on potoroo
behaviour and movements before, during and immediately after planned burns for
the first time. We aim to provide key insight into how fire extent, severity, and
availability of unburnt refuges can influence potoroo survival and recovery postfire.

FUEL HAZARD REDUCTION & CONSERVATION

A resilient future in the face of climate change depends on finding a balance
between managing fuel hazards and preserving and enhancing habitats for
biodiversity.
Collaboration between land managers and researchers is critical. In the Otways,
dry lightning strikes are becoming frequent summer events, especially in the
heathlands – an ecosystem which represents a critical bastion for threatened
species but also the region’s greatest exposure to catastrophic bushfire.
By combining a fire regime operations simulation tool (FROST) with a 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. This project is
supported by the The Ian Potter Foundation.

CARING FOR COUNTRY
DRIVING BEST PRACTICE IN CONSERVATION AND LAND
MANAGEMENT

WOODLAND RESTORATION

CAPE OTWAY PRESCRIBED BURNS PROGRAM

We implemented a low intensity burns program on Cape Otway in collaboration with
Country Fire Authority (CFA), and coordinated the replanting of EVC appropriate
species with community volunteers during the annual The Big Otway Tree Plant.
We also designed and have established a monitoring program that will measure the
effectiveness of these efforts –focusing on how soil chemistry, invertebrate diversity
and flora communities respond to the application of winter burns.
We had numerous windows of clear weather this winter which have allowed us to
conduct three burns with paired control sites. We are still processing invertebrate
and soil data which will be paired with information about the response of vegetation.

BIG OTWAY TREE PLANT

In 2021 we were lucky enough to be able to hold our annual Big Otway Tree Plant
between Covid lockdowns. Over the course of the weekend, we planted 2,000 more
trees, which will help to restore koala habitat on Cape Otway lost to agriculture and
over-browsing by koalas.
We’ve now planted over 100,000 trees as a part of this program, but almost as
important is the impact of the event on the volunteers, many of whom develop a deep
connection with the program and return to plant with us year after year.
The mental health benefits of the weekend were also readily apparent this year,
especially for those who had spent much of the past year in lockdown.

OTWAYS THREATENED SPECIES NETWORK

We have developed a network of land management agencies, research institutions
and community conservation groups involved in the management and research of
threatened species and threatening processes in the Otways.
The Otway Threatened Species Network (OTSRN) comprises over 220 members and
has proven invaluable for gathering data and developing projects focused on land
management application through combining skills, expertise and resources.
Due to COVID-19, we were unable to host our annual Otways Threatened Species
Research Forum in 2020, but updates from the network were made available online
here.

LANDCARE & FIELD DAYS

Community engagement forms a significant component of our work including the
expansion of the Otway Ark program and the Wild Otways' pig and deer management
project.
Working with private land holders, both directly and through Landcare, gives us the
opportunity to expand environmental management outside of protected areas (like
National Parks), and to educate the community about the benefits of having a healthy
ecosystem on their properties. We've found this approach has significantly increased
our ability to deliver improved environmental outcomes, including fox and pig control.
In addition to our direct engagement with private landholders, we've also collaborated
with the Central, Southern and Eastern Otways Landcare Groups to deliver workshops
and share project information with about 50 participants in the first half of 2021.
We've also engaged with the entire membership of these groups through their regular
newsletters.
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CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS

Le Pla, M. Pieces of the puzzle: Insights into fox control in
the Otway Ranges using non-invasive genetic sampling. 18th Australasian
Vertebrate Pest Conference, May 2021

CREATING A CARING
COMMUNITY
FOSTERING LIFELONG INTEREST IN NATURE
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WILDLIFE WONDERS IS OPEN!

Wildlife Wonders invites you to the wild side of the Great Ocean Road, to explore
a spectacular Australian bushland environment, where the forest meets the sea.
Whether you join us for a guided walk, unwind with a coffee, or find a delightful
gift in our shop, your visit directly supports the ongoing environmental
conservation of the unique Otways environment.
Wildlife Wonders officially opened on 12 February 2021, just as Victoria was
thrown into a snap 5-day lockdown. But, on 18 February we were finally able to
open our doors to the public.
Since then, visitors have been delighted by the kangaroos, koalas, wallabies
and abundant birdlife‑including two cheeky emus-who call Wildlife Wonders
home. Some have even been lucky enough to spot bandicoot or potoroo during
their visit.
While the main attraction at Wildlife Wonders is our 75-minute guided wildlife
walk, there is also a beautiful café and gift shop on-site which are open to the
public.

BY JUNE 2021 WE'D HAD...

561 Walk with Wildlife tour bookings
252 reviews across internal and external platforms (averaging 4.9/5 stars)
1,162 Facebook followers, with posts reaching over 4,000 people.
871 Instagram followers
342 Wildlife Wonders newsletter subscribers
30 media stories, in local, national and international publications

WILDLIFE WONDERS COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT

Our school holiday program has been extremely successful, both in terms of
attendance and also on-sales of tours and café sales.
Melbourne and Victoria got a much-needed break from lockdowns over the
June/July school holidays, and we were able to fill up our first ever 'Wildlife
Wednesday' school holiday program to capacity!!
The program included an interactive guided tour through the protected habitat
area of Wildlife Wonders, surveying animals via camera traps to ensure the wildlife
are safe and healthy, learning about koalas and wallabies, using binoculars,
planting trees to create future habitat, and helping with the community-based
artwork ‘Protected’ that symbolises the protected habitat in the Otways.
Our Nature Guides had an absolute ball, and we were thrilled to hear from the kids
and parents alike that they also had an amazing time.
Our Saturday morning ‘Children’s Wildlife Talks’ and mid-week ‘Storytime’ for preschoolers have also delighted locals and visitors alike and were quickly included
in a regular calendar of events that now also includes movie screenings, author
talks, and photography masterclasses.
Plus:
Our amazing volunteers , the "Wondersmiths" meet twice weekly to assist with
planting, weeding and maintenance - and are treated to a coffee and cake in
the Emu Café.
We've hosted AGMs and meetings for local Landcare Groups.
We partnered with Great Ocean Road Health to welcome some of their clients
for a free tour as a part of Seniors Week.

SHARING CONSERVATION STORIES ONLINE

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.
While we do a lot of this work in person, especially at Wildlife Wonders, we also
engage with a significant audience online via both the Conservation Ecology
Centre and Wildlife Wonders.

CONSERVATION ECOLOGY CENTRE

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.
Newsletter - 2,700 subscribers (30% open rate)
Facebook - 7,700 followers
Instagram - 2,300 followers
Twitter - 1,700 followers

WILDLIFE WONDERS

Our Wildlife Wonders communications 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 every visit helps to fund.
Newsletter - 342 subscribers (50% open rate)
Facebook - 1,162 followers
Instagram - 871 followers

FOSTERING CONSERVATION CAREERS

Over the past 12 months the Conservation Ecology Centre and Wildlife
Wonders have employed 23 new staff.
To undertake work on our pig & deer control projects under the Wild
Otways Initiative, we've employed a Conservation Project Manager and
Conservation Project Officer.
A fire ecologist has also joined us to study how we can best manage land
for both fuel hazard reduction and conservation in a flammable system.
Their position is being supported by The Ian Potter Foundation.
The opening of Wildlife Wonders has offered an exciting opportunity for
local employment with 13 new roles established for Nature Guides,
Hospitality and Management.

CONSERVATION INTERNS

The Conservation Ecology Centre’s Internship Program also marked its
13th year, offering three-month voluntary placements to young scientists
embarking on conservation careers.
Normally eight placements are offered each year. This year travel
restrictions and extended lockdowns meant that we offered extended roles
to incumbents and flexibility for appointed interns to postpone placements
into 2022.

GOVERNANCE & FINANCIALS
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CEC GOVERNANCE
Our Patron

The Hon Steve Bracks AC (Patron)
Advisory Board

Dr Deborah Seifert AM (Chair)
Mr Matthew Bridges
Mr John Clarke
Mrs Alison Corke
Assoc Prof Charles Corke
Mr Doug Humann AM
Dr Rik Thwaites
Prof Alan York

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
Public Fund Management Committee

Dr Deborah Seifert AM
Mr Matthew Bridges
Mr John Clarke
Mrs Alison Corke
Assoc Prof Charles Corke
Mr Doug Humann AM
Dr Rik Thwaites
Prof Alan York

Board

Ms Leonie Foster
Mr Matthew Bridges
Mr Andrew Buchanan
Assoc Prof Charles Corke
Ms Elizabeth Corke OAM
Mr Brian Massey
Mr Shayne Neal
Mr Tim Noonan

CONSERVATION ECOLOGY TRUST
ABN 90 681 731 286
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