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As we reflect on the accomplishments and challenges of the past year, I am honored to present to
you our 2023 Annual Report.

In a world where the delicate balance of nature is constantly threatened, our commitment to
conservation and ecological stewardship has never been more critical. The Otways represents
incredible diversity both ecologically and in terms of governance - so success is determined by our
ability to work together. 

Every day the  Conservation Ecology Centre and Wildlife Wonders teams work incredibly hard,
delivering ground breaking research to improve land management, actively 
conserving biodiversity, and engaging our local and global community
 in valuing nature. 

We could not do this important work with you.

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, now and 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.



LEARNING FROM
COUNTRY

Conducting applied research to fill key knowledge gaps



GOOGLE STREET VIEW, FOR POTOROOS

Weighing in at under 1.5kg, and spending most of their lives within
centimetres of the ground, Long-nosed Potoroos have a very different view
of the landscape to humans. Features we might easily miss can be critical
to their survival, providing food, shelter from predators, and refuges from
fire.

Our ecologists have been tracking movements of Potoroos in the Carlisle
Heath using GPS collars, collecting data in fine detail about where these
animals spend their time, tracking Potoroos in places we never actually go,
leaving them and their habitat undisturbed. This movement data needs
spatial data and details on habitat features in order to help us understand
the decisions potoroos are making about where to spend their time.

For the relatively small scale of potoroo movements (metres rather than
kilometres) we have turned to drones in order to create high-quality fine-
scale maps. In combination with the GPS tracking data, this technology is
revolutionising our understanding of the small mammal habitat in the
Carlisle, and how Potoroos view changes to habitat features brought about
by fire.

This work was supported by the Wettenhall Environment Trust and The Ian
Potter Foundation, and complemented work supported by the Australian
Government funded Wild Otways Initiative.
 



CONSERVATION DOGS DEPLOYED IN THE FIGHT
AGAINST FERAL CATS IN THE OTWAYS

Dogs have long been portrayed as cats’ mortal enemies, and one dog in
particular has joined the fight against feral cats in the Otways - by sniffing out
their scats. Escorted by his handler Fiona from Skylos Ecology, Sonny has been
working hard to help our ecologists understand how feral cats are using and the
forests and heathlands of the Otways.

Across Australia cats kill 1.4 billion native animals every year and the Otways is
home to a feral cat population density more than three times the national
average.

Part of the problem in the Otways is that the rugged nature of the landscape
and thick vegetation gives cats plenty of places to hide, making them hard to
find, let alone study, or control.

The data collected from Sonny’s hard work will provide a more dynamic picture
of feral cat ecosystem use than camera traps alone, offering valuable insights
into cat diet, movement, sheltering behaviour and genetics, providing an
important addition to the feral cat monitoring tool kit.

Sonny’s deployment was being funded through the Community Grants of the
Australian Government funded Wild Otways Initiative, and complements the Fox
and Cat Management Program, being undertaken by the Conservation Ecology
Centre under the same scheme. 

https://conservationecologycentre.createsend1.com/t/t-i-akhdkid-l-j/


HELPING THREATENED SPECIES BECOME MORE
RESILIENT TO FIRE

Foxes, cats and fire can all be bad news for Australia’s native small mammals. 

The University of Melbourne PhD candidate, Mark LePla, is working with the CEC
team and our partners at Forest Fire Management Victoria and Parks Victoria to
investigate whether controlling foxes and cats, changing the way some planned
burns are conducted, or both, can help threatened species survive in a post-fire
landscape.

By simultaneously tracking invasive predators and their prey species with GPS
collars, as well as via cameras and scat analysis, we hope to determine whether
the interaction between fire and ferals presents an increased risk to threatened
native species, such as the Long-nosed Potoroo and Southern Brown Bandicoot,
in the Carlisle Heath, and develop practices for improved conservation.

This is the first time both Long-nosed Potoroo and their predators have been
tracked together; before, during, and after fire.

The GPS tracking of Long-nosed Potoroos is a species-first, made possible by
the Hermon Slade Foundation, and fox and cat collars have been funded though
the Australian Government’s Wild Otways Initiative and The Ian Potter
Foundation.



WHAT DOES THE FOX (SCAT) SAY?

Understanding the effectiveness of current programs is key in the
quest for improvement. In a project spanning several years, the
CEC team has been walking long-distances on transects though
the Otways picking up every fox scat (poo) we see along the way
to try and determine whether the Otway Ark fox control program is
reducing numbers of foxes.

The most basic analysis is to compare the number of scats found
before and after baiting, across treated and untreated sites to
control for other effects, such as the weather. This approach is
based on the assumption that the number of scats we find scales
with the number of animals in the landscape. In other words -
more scats should equal more foxes. The results showed that the
activity index (number of scats per survey) was highly variable
through time and suggested the control programme reduced fox
activity in the baited area when compared to the non-baited area.

Thanks to funding provided by the Wettenhall Environment Trust
and Helen Macpherson Smith Trust, and were able to more deeply
investigate the situation via genetic analysis - and the results
were extremely interesting.

In contrast to the activity index results, the genetic sampling and
spatially explicit capture–recapture analysis suggested fox 

density varied little throughout the study, with any changes unable
to be attributed to the baiting programme. Additionally, because
genetic sampling allows us to actually identify individual foxes, we
confirmed many individuals persisted through seven months.

So, as we often need to say in science, <further investigations are
required= as to what the most effective methodology might be for
measuring the impact of fox control activities. While activity
indices can be quick and cheap to produce, we need to make sure
that they accurately reflect changes in the number of animals in
the landscape before we can trust them implicitly.

Our study serves as a cautionary tale when it comes to using
activity indices that have not been validated to guide land
management decisions and demonstrates the value in adopting
innovative approaches like genetic sampling.



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. 



OTWAYS ECOLOGICAL RESEARCH FORUM

The annual Otways Threatened Species Research Forum brings
together researchers, land manager, Traditional Owners, and
other interested parties from across the Otways to share the
latest ecological research being undertaken across the Great
Otway National Park, Otway Forest Park and on private land. 

We were hopeful that we would be able to gather in person for
the August 2022 forum, but, at the last minute, Covid once again
forced us online. Despite the setback, 175 people joined on the
day, and the recorded presentations continue to provide a
valuable resource.

The recorded presentations are available on YouTube here.

The 2022 Otways Ecological Research Forum was made
possible by the support of The Ian Potter Foundation and
Beacon Ecological.

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLrNXskB7OGZRa-rl8H4O-4mFWokZkz1u4


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.

Following last year’s planting of one thousand local provenance seedlings to
restore suitable leafy greenhood habitat at the Big Otway Tree Plant, we've
been controlling 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

The CEC team has been working
closely with Parks Victoria, the
Department of Environment,
Energy & Climate Action,
Landcare and private
landholders to control feral pigs
across the region, sharing
information and coordinating
efforts.

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

Feral pigs are highly destructive invasive pests, posing a significant threat to the fragile ecosystems of the Otways, affecting
threatened species, habitats, waterways and pastures. 

The Otways landscape is a patchwork of land ownership - and feral pigs range over large distances - so it is both difficult and
vitally important to coordinate control efforts.
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PAPERS & PRESENTATIONS
Farley-Lehmer, T. Striking a Balance Between Conservation and Bushfire
Risk in a Flammable System. 
Ecological Society of Australia Conference 2022; Otways Ecological
Research Forum 2022; Victorian Biodiversity Conference 2023.

Le Pla, M. David vs Goliath – Describing the response of predators and
prey to fire in a biodiverse heathland.
Ecological Society of Australia Conference 2022 - Winner of the Society
for Conservation Biology Prize for a spoken paper on conservation by a
student.

Le Pla, M.
Describing the response of predators and prey to fire in the Carlisle
Heath. 
Otways Ecological Research Forum 2022.

Pascoe, J.H., Le Pla, M., Farley-Lehmer, T. and Birnbaum, E.
Weeyn (Fire) in Gadabanut Meereng (Country) 
Ecological Society of Australia Conference 2022

Templeton, J. 
The contemporary and pre-colonial distribution, community ecology and
soil condition of murnong (Microseris sp.) across Eastern Maar country.
Victorian Biodiversity Conference 2023.

CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS



CREATING A
CARING
COMMUNITY

Fostering a lifelong interest in nature



WILDLIFE WONDERS - CREATING CONNECTION

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 delivering exceptional, curated experiences in
nature. 

The visitor experience is set around the opportunity to explore 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 Wonders9
signature experience, the 75-minute 8Walk with Wildlife9 guided tour, departs
regularly throughout the day. This year we successfully applied for a planning
permit variation to include Dawn and Dusk Discovery Tours to our offering.

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 increase visitor engagement with and
understanding of nature and conservation. This has been celebrated both locally
and internationally. National Geographic recently rated Wildlife Wonders as one of
the five best places in the world to experience nature.

Wildlife Wonders opening in the midst of the pandemic has presented challenges.
The RE Ross Trust and The William Buckland Foundation provided support during
this difficult establishment phase to ensure that the enterprise will be well placed
to maximise returns as tourism recovers. 



KNOWLEDGE SHARED IS KNOWLEDGE GAINED

Our Wild Otways Pig & Deer Project team has learned a lot about these feral
species in the Otways, from how far they travel, to seasonal variations in their
habits, and the most efficient ways to control them. But just as important as
gaining this knowledge, is sharing it with all of those who are managing land
and caring for Country across south-west Victoria.
 
Coming together in-person over two days recently allowed representatives from
Gunditj Mirring Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation, Winda Mara
Aboriginal Corporation, Parks Victoria, the Department of Energy, Environment
and Climate Action (DEECA) and the CEC to share their on-ground experiences
and learn from each other, leading to better outcomes in pig and deer control
across land tenures and landscapes in the south-west. 

While the rangers at Budj Bim are working in a really rocky landscape, and have
particular challenges in setting up their traps, land managers in the Otways are
working across a huge area, with steep terrain and many inaccessible locations.
Exploring these similarities and differences is invaluable in refining techniques
to best combat the various challenges. Our team presented on the use of novel,
remote monitoring and trapping technologies, such as the Hog Eye.

This project is part of the Wild Otways Initiative, an Australian Government
funded project, supported by the Corangamite Catchment Management
Authority.



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

This year we again hosted the Women in Conservation Breakfast - Otways
satellite event, gathering in the Apollo Bay Community Hall and bringing
together women across the region who are working towards a healthier and
more resilient environment.

We hosted the Common Ground First Nations Bedtime Stories at Wildlife
Wonders.

We provided publicly available recordings of the Otways Ecological Research
Forum, to make it possible for the wider community to learn about current
conservation and research programs underway across the region.

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

We delivered regular children’s activities including Thursday morning Nature
Storytime for pre-schoolers and Saturday morning Wildlife Talks.
 



ONLINE ENGAGEMENT

2,980 newsletter subscribers with
a 51% open rate
8,895 Facebook followers
2,950 Instagram followers

986 newsletter subscribers with a
52% open rate.
2,568 Facebook followers
1,978 Instagram followers

Engaging the broader community in our activities, explaining the need for
conservation, sharing how research is conducted, and engaging people in
ways that they can help, are key aspects in our aim to foster lifelong interest
in and connection with nature. 

Through a CEC 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 sharing
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 presenting 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 2023.

Internships

Throughout the last 15 years our Conservation Research Internship
Program has supported 123 early career scientists, many of whom
have gone on to further study and/or employment in the conservation
science sector (and some of whom have come back to work in various
roles at CEC and Wildlife Wonders).



GOVERNANCE



CONSERVATION
ECOLOGY CENTRE

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. We actively share this
knowledge with our community via avenues
ranging from peer-reviewed publication to
ecotourism.

The contribution of our Board members is
critical to 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

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



FINANCIAL
STATEMENTS














































