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Proposal for a Merri State Park
Friends of Merri Creek Inc. & Victorian National Parks Association Inc.

August 2000.

Summary
A string of sites on the northern fringe of Melbourne, linked by the Merri Creek, have
an extraordinary diversity and quality of conservation values. They are an important
part of our heritage and should be permanently protected. 

The sites extend from Wallan to Fawkner, and cover approximately 2,500 hectares.
They include: Hernes Swamp, Mt Ridley woodland, Bald Hill grassland, areas of Red
Gum woodland, Craigieburn and Craigieburn East grasslands, Cooper Street
grassland, Galada Tamboore, Central Creek grassland and Jukes Road grassland,
linked by a corridor along the Merri and Malcolm Creeks.

The conservation values include:

• some of the largest and most diverse remnants of the natural vegetation of
the Victorian Volcanic Plains

• many Aboriginal archaeological sites, and places important to the
Wurundjeri community

• endangered flora and fauna species

• an area listed on the Register of the National Estate

• areas of State significance for geology and geomorphology

• River Red Gums that pre-date European settlement, and that may be 500
years old

• sites of two of John Batman's outstations, dating from the earliest years of
European settlement in the Port Phillip District

• rocky gorges, riffles and pools with high scenic value

• habitat for land- and water-dwelling plants and animals, possibly including
areas that are critical to the survival of some species.

We propose that a State Park be created to protect the majority of these sites, with
conservation as the primary management objective. Like Cranbourne Botanic Gardens
in the southeast of Melbourne, the Merri Creek State Park could become a centre for
education about the local flora and fauna, and a popular recreational destination.
Some sites could remain in private ownership, with sympathetic use and management.
A continuous habitat corridor must be retained or restored for wildlife movement.

A shared path is envisaged, linking Craigieburn to the Merri Creek path which
currently extends from the Yarra River to Mahoneys Road.  The path would avoid
significant conservation areas, but would help people from adjoining suburbs to reach
the areas suitable for passive recreation.

Permanent protection of this linked series of sites would be a real conservation
achievement. But the opportunity must be grasped now, before the various threatening
processes degrade and destroy these irreplaceable natural and cultural heritage
assets.
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Background
Over the last decade, there has been increasing recognition of the conservation
significance of a series of sites on the northern fringes of Melbourne connected by the
Merri Creek and its tributaries. Although our knowledge is by no means complete, a
number of scientific surveys (see References) have established very high levels of
scientific significance for geological, geomorphological, botanical, zoological and
archaeological values. There are sites that are important to Aboriginal people, and
sites from the earliest European settlement of the Port Phillip District. Scenic values
are high along the creeks and, being so close to the suburbs of Melbourne, there is
considerable potential for education and passive recreation. 

The Merri Creek valley is on the eastern edge of the Western Basalt Plains, which
stretch westwards to Portland and cover some 20,000 square kilometres. The foothills
of the Eastern Uplands lie to the east, while to the north the Kilmore Gap leads to the
Inland Slopes and the Murray Riverine Plains. The location of the Merri Creek close
to the transition zones of these major Victorian landforms is reflected in the diversity
of fauna and flora recorded.  The importance of this area as a transitional zone is
sufficient to warrant some form of protection for the corridor and for the major sites
along it. However, the main areas of remnant vegetation are also significant for nature
conservation on a statewide and national level. 

The natural vegetation of Victoria's Plains has been almost eliminated since European
settlement.  Their rich soils and open nature made them ideal for agriculture and they
were rapidly and almost completely taken up for grazing and cropping. As a result,
only about 0.3% of the former extent of these plains ecosystems are now protected in
conservation reserves and there are few opportunities for new reserves.
The middle reaches of the Merri Creek supports large areas of relatively unmodified
vegetation including some of the largest remnants of Western Basalt Plains Grassland
and extensive stands of Red Gum Plains Woodland. These remnants have in large part
survived through an accident of history: those close to Melbourne have been retained
in their current condition by speculation over future land use; those further north by
their early alienation and subsequent long history of pastoral ownership and, in some
cases, by their potential for stone extraction.

The Park proposal
Friends of Merri Creek Incorporated and the Victorian National Parks Association
Incorporated have been actively pursuing the conservation of many of these sites
since the late 1980s, and have received support from the Merri Creek Management
Committee Inc., and the Department of Natural Resources and Environment. 

The current proposal is for the establishment of a Merri State Park to protect the areas
of natural and cultural heritage significance described below. A considerable
proportion of these areas is already in public ownership. Some areas could remain in
private ownership, with appropriate controls, assistance and other provisions to ensure
effective management for conservation. 
Like Cranbourne Botanic Gardens in the southeast of Melbourne, the Merri Creek
State Park could become a centre for education about the local flora and fauna, and a
popular recreational destination. A continuous habitat corridor must be retained or
restored for wildlife movement.
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A shared path is envisaged, linking Craigieburn to the Merri Creek path which
currently extends from the Yarra River to Mahoneys Road (Merri Creek and Environs
Strategy 1999, p9).  The path would avoid significant conservation areas, but would
help people from adjoining suburbs to reach the areas suitable for passive recreation.

This is an opportunity that must be grasped now, before various current threats
degrade important values. Establishment of the Merri State Park would be a major
conservation achievement in Victoria. 

Significance of the Merri State Park
The proposed Park would protect approximately 2,500 hectares of high conservation
significance, managed for nature conservation either in public ownership or under
secure conservation agreements.  The protection of these areas would vastly increase
the current level of reservation of grassland communities on the Victorian Volcanic
Plains and in Victoria.  

A very important aspect of the proposal is the physical connection between the sites
that would form the Park, primarily along Merri Creek. "Such links are essential if
biological values are to be preserved, and particularly fauna passage between sites is
to be retained." (Merri Creek & Environs Strategy Steering Committee 1999, p36.)
The Park is highly diverse in vegetation types and habitat and connected by wide
corridors of predominately native vegetation.  The Park would protect significant
areas of Western Basalt Plains Grassland, Red Gum Plains Woodland, Grassy
Wetland and Stony Knoll Grassland, all of which are poorly reserved in Victoria.
The park would protect a number of plant and animal species of national and state
conservation significance including several that are listed under the Commonwealth
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act and the Victorian Flora
and Fauna Guarantee Act.  It can be argued that the Merri Creek Grasslands are
critical for the survival of several species and for the Grassland community as a
whole.
Despite their already endangered status, grassland communities in Victoria continue
to be cleared and degraded.  Accordingly, the decline of grassland dependent flora and
fauna will also continue.  In this context the Merri State Park will act as a refuge for
many species that may otherwise become endangered.  Similarly, the park will be
crucial to the continuing presence of some species in the Greater Melbourne Region.

The park would also protect artefact scatters, scarred trees and the expanses of native
grasslands (which were maintained through long standing Aboriginal 'firestick'
burning) which are highly valued by the Wurundjeri community as they form a
physical, spiritual and cultural link with their past.

Component sites in the proposed Park

Jukes Road grassland, Fawkner (2ha)
A small area of Plains Grassland on the western side of Merri Creek, which has the
largest known population in existence of the endangered Matted Flax-lily (Dianella
amoena) (G. Carr, pers. comm.).  In addition there are more than 60 other indigenous
species present, including a number of lilies (Mueck 1997, B. Miles pers. comm.).  
Land tenure and reservation outlook: Most of the site is owned by the State
Government, and the remainder is owned by Moreland City Council.  The vegetation
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is being actively managed for conservation by Merri Creek Management Committee,
with funding from the Council and Parks Victoria Agency Grants Program.

Central Creek grassland, Reservoir (13.5ha)
Located along Central Creek, a tributary of Merri Creek, this remnant of Plains
Grassland, Stony Knoll Grassland and Grassy Wetland supports a number of
significant species, and is potential habitat for Striped Legless Lizards.  Robinson and
Morgan (1997) note that the Grassy wetland is “of considerable interest as it
represents one of the few ungrazed examples of this community in the Melbourne /
Basalt Plains region”.  112 indigenous species have been identified on the site,
including nationally significant Callitriche brachycarpa and Dianella amoena and
State significant Tripogon lolliformis.  Lepidosperma curtisae present on the site is
believed to be of State significance (Robinson and Morgan 1997).

Land tenure and reservation outlook: Most of the land was owned by VicRoads, but
has been transferred to Urban Land Corporation and Darebin City Council, who will
be developing the northern and eastern edges of the land north of Davidson St for
residential and industrial purposes.  The majority of the site will be reserved for
conservation.  Some significant species may still be threatened by this development,
including the largest population of Lepidosperma curtisae on the site.

Galada Tamboore and Barry Road grassland, Campbellfield/Thomastown
(approx. 130ha)
The most intact Plains Grassland remnants near Barry Road east of the Creek are
rated of State botanical significance, and the surrounding grassland is of regional
significance (Muir et al. 2000).  Galada Tamboore has been identified as having State
significance in terms of archaeology and geomorphology (Melbourne Water 1997).
There are many Aboriginal archaeological sites (mainly artefact scatters), and it is
important to Wurundjeri people as a Dreaming site.  The attractive rocky gorge along
the Merri Creek near Barry Road supports relatively intact and extensive stands of
Riparian Scrub.  Stony Knoll Grassland and Escarpment Shrubland also occur.  There
is one nationally significant, one State significant and 29 regionally significant plant
species (Muir et. al 2000).  Beardsell (1997) rates the site of regional significance for
fauna, with high habitat significance.  He notes that it is important for reptiles, with 16
species recorded.  Muir et al. (2000) consider the area to be potentially nationally
significant for fauna habitat, on the basis that it is potential habitat for Striped Legless
Lizards.
Land tenure and reservation outlook: 93 ha is owned by Melbourne Water, purchased
for retarding basin purposes.  While a retarding basin is still proposed, a Future
Directions Plan has been prepared which aims to protect and enhance the natural and
cultural heritage values while accommodating flood and drainage management, water
quality management and compatible recreation uses.  Several public open space
reserves owned by Hume City Council adjoin on the western side.  Much of the
significant grassland areas are located on and east of the Melbourne Water owned
land and on land owned by VicRoads.

Cooper Street grassland (85ha)
The Cooper Street grassland supports large areas of Plains Grassland, Escarpment
Shrublands and patches of Red Gum Plains Grassy Woodland.  Along the Merri
Creek are remnants of Riparian Scrub.  Overall the area has a high degree of habitat
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variation, and is of State-National significance for conservation.  It supports one plant
species of national significance (Swollen Swamp Wallaby-grass), and two plant
species of State significance and the Striped Legless Lizard.  The Swift Parrot has
been sighted at the southern end of the grassland. The grassland is listed on the
Register of the National Estate (Australian Heritage Commission 1998).

Land tenure and reservation outlook: One third of the site has been acquired by the
State Government and is being managed for conservation.  A further 21ha is owned
by VicRoads as it lies in a freeway reservation.  A proposal for industrial development
of the privately-owned portion (45ha) has been lodged with Hume City Council (July
2000).

Craigieburn grassland (450ha)
The Craigieburn grassland supports populations of the Striped Legless Lizard, Plains-
wanderer, Curly Sedge, Swollen Swamp Wallaby Grass, Tough Psoralea and several
other plants of State significance.  It includes large areas of several plant communities
including Plains Grassland (one of the largest stands remaining in good condition),
Grassy Wetlands, Stony Knoll Grasslands and Escarpment Shrublands.  This site is
highly diverse and has a particularly diverse reptile fauna (25 species).  In addition to
its three plant species of national significance and ten of State significance, the site
supports 114 plant species of regional significance reflecting both the diversity and
good condition of habitat.  The Craigieburn Grassland is of National significance for
conservation and together with the Cooper Street grassland, is listed on the Register of
the National Estate (Australian Heritage Commission 1998).

Land tenure and reservation outlook: 342 ha were purchased by the State
Government in June 1999.  This area is now the largest protected area of grassland in
the Victorian Volcanic Plains Bioregion, and is being managed by Parks Victoria for
nature conservation purposes.  The northern portion (approximately 100ha) has been
retained by Pioneer, to be managed through an agreement with DNRE.  Whittlesea
City Council intends to purchase a further 50 ha south of O'Herns Road, and this
would also be managed by a similar agreement.

Batman's outstation sites, Craigieburn
Plans prepared by Robert Hoddle from field surveys in 1837 show two sites annotated
"Batman's Sheep Station".  Both sites are near the Merri Creek, to the west.  The
northern (Kinlochewe) site is just north of Summerhill Road, and had a hut, tent and
sheep yard, with a bridge across the Creek.  The southern (Craigieburn) site is south
of Craigieburn Road East, and had a hut, sheepyard and nearby bridge.  
The sites are of pre-eminent prima facie historical and scientific (archaeological)
significance for their association with John Batman and the foundations of
Melbourne’s settlement, and for their potential to provide evidence of the very earliest
phase of squatting in Victoria (Moloney 2000).  As well as his leading role in the
exploration and settlement of Port Phillip, and the founding of Melbourne, John
Batman had the largest flock of sheep during the first period of settlement.  
It is remarkable that sites of pastoral outstations so closely associated with the prime
figure in the settlement of Port Phillip survive relatively undeveloped.  Their
streamside locations, remnant vegetation, and the existence of historical information
that locates the shepherds' huts and yards constitute rare data from our foundation
period.  They also provide an evocative and rare insight into our earliest years.  
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It is particularly important that these sites are associated with the seminal industry
upon which Victoria’s European settlement was founded.  Such evidence is also
especially significant for Melbourne, which has no known heritage sites remaining
from the period of first European settlement.  

Land tenure and reservation outlook:  Both sites are in private ownership.

Craigieburn East grassland (~500ha)
An area of stony rises, stony plains swamps, ephemeral creek valley/floodplains and
Common Tussock-grass Plains Grassland, between Craigieburn East Road and
Summerhill Road.  The area west of the Nubrik quarry access road is rated of national
botanical significance for its populations of at least one plant species of national
significance (the Curly Sedge, Carex tasmanica).  This area has a relatively intact
sequence of high quality Plains Grassland, Grey-clay Drainage-line Complex, Stony
Knoll Grassland and Silurian Outwash Grassy Woodland.  The area east of the quarry
access road is rated of State botanical significance, for its large area of Plains
Grassland dominated by Common Tussock-grass, and populations of one national,
one State and nine regionally significant species (Muir et al. 2000).  Beardsell (1997)
rated the area as of State faunal significance and very high habitat significance.  He
designates it a Strategic Habitat Link, critical in maintaining population viability of
grassland fauna at Craigieburn Grassland and areas such as Bald Hill Grassland to the
north.  Muir et al. (2000) consider it to be potentially of national faunal significance as
it is potentially habitat for the Striped Legless Lizard.

Land tenure and reservation outlook: Private property, part owned by Nubrik and
operated as a quarry.

Red Gum woodland (940ha)
Two areas with substantial stands of aged River Red Gums (Eucalyptus
camaldulensis) have been included in this proposal because of their conservation
significance and scenic values.  One area is east of the Craigieburn Grasslands
(headwaters of Edgars Creek), and the other is north of the Craigieburn East
grasslands.  The stands are rated of State botanical significance by Muir et al (2000).
Beardsell (1997) estimates the age of many of the Red Gums north of Craigieburn
Road East as being at least 500 years.  It is likely that most Red Gums in both areas
pre-date European settlement (Muir et al. 2000).  They are of State zoological
significance on the basis that they provide habitat for endangered fauna species.

Land tenure and reservation outlook: Private land.  Provisions to retain extensive land
use and protect the Red Gums may be sufficient for their conservation, obviating the
need for public acquisition.

Bald Hill grassland (600 ha approx.)
The Bald Hill grassland straddles the Merri Creek and includes a range of landforms,
soil types and vegetation communities including the meeting point of foothills Manna
Gum Woodland on sedimentary soil and Red Gum Woodland on alluvial and volcanic
soils, significant areas of Escarpment Shrubland, Stony Knoll Grassland, Plains
Grassland and Grassy Wetlands.  This is one of only three areas in Victoria where
recent sightings of the Grassland Lined Earless Dragon have been made.  The Plains-
wanderer and the River Blackfish have been recorded here.  Overall 141 species of
native fauna have been recorded.  A small population of Curly Sedge (Carex
tasmanica) occurs here, along with four species of State significance and 33 species
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of regional significance.  The site is highly varied and offers a diverse range of
habitat, especially for reptiles.  It has been rated as of National significance for fauna
and State significance for flora (Schulz & Webster 1991). The site links important
habitats to the north, south and southeast. Its conservation management is considered
to be critical for the successful movement of fauna in the Merri Creek valley
(Beardsell 1997).

Land tenure and reservation outlook: Boral Resources owns or leases all of the site.
They intend to extract stone from two areas totalling 150 ha (approx.), however they
have offered to manage the land for conservation prior to and during extraction.  It is
proposed that Boral will enter into a Section 173 Agreement under the Planning and
Environment Act 1987 to provide for the protection and conservation management of
the areas of conservation significance outside the quarrying and works zones.

Merri Creek corridor, Fawkner to Wallan
A continuous corridor of protected land along the Merri Creek would form a
connecting link between the larger sites. The immediate Creek valley has a variety of
conservation values, and has the potential for a low-impact walking track. 

Rosengren (1993) identifies two areas of State significance for geological and
geomorphological features within this stretch of the Merri Creek, one of which is the
gorge cliff at Galada Tamboore (mentioned above).  The second site is the cliffed
western bank of Merri Creek, between Cooper Street and O’Hearns Road.  The cliff,
about 40m long, and 2-4m high, exposes a complex gravel deposit of “intra basaltic
sediments” between two lava flow units (Rosengren 1993).
There is a concentration of Aboriginal archaeological sites along the Creek corridor,
mainly artefact scatters and scarred trees (Ellender 1997).
The Riparian Scrub growing along the Merri Creek corridor south from Craigieburn is
one of the few intact examples of this vegetation type remaining on basalt in the State.
This part of the corridor is included in the 'Craigieburn to Cooper Street Grasslands'
entry on the Register of the National Estate (Australian Heritage Commission 1998).
The Creek corridor between Craigieburn and Donnybrook is of State faunal
significance as it provides a primary habitat link between Bald Hill, Craigieburn East
and Craigieburn grasslands (Schulz & Webster 1991). It is likely that significant
species occur, but the area has been poorly surveyed. A population of Striped Legless
Lizard has been recorded near the Creek south of the North Eastern Railway bridge.
Platypus has been observed upstream of Summerhill Road bridge and is likely to
breed locally (Beardsell 1997).

Land tenure and reservation outlook: Private property.

Mt Ridley woodland (130 ha approx.)
The Mt Ridley woodland supports substantial areas of Red Gum Plains Grassy
Woodland in good condition, a large and relatively intact area of Western Basalt
Plains Grassland and Grassy Wetland areas associated with both the headwaters of the
Malcolm Creek and gilgai formations in grasslands and grassy woodlands.  Recent
sightings of the Plains-wanderer and Swift Parrot have been made and the site
supports substantial areas of high quality habitat for reptiles.  Two species of State
significance and 31 flora species of regional significance have been found at the site.
The area is part of a designated site of State significance which supports 24 species of
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fauna regarded as significant in the Greater Melbourne Area, and 115 species of fauna
in total.

Land tenure and reservation outlook: Areas of conservation significance have been
transferred to Crown land (managed by Parks Victoria) and Hume Council, and will
be managed for their conservation values.  The surrounding land has been developed
for residential use.

Malcolm Creek corridor, Craigieburn
Malcolm Creek flows south from Mt Ridley and then east to join the Merri Creek near
Craigieburn. It contains fast-lowing riffle sections of basalt cobbles and tessellated
basalt pavement, slow-flowing temporary open water pools and a shallow gorge near
the confluence with the Merri Creek. River Red Gum Riparian Woodland and Plains
Grassland occur along the Creek. Large old Red Gums are considered to be more than
400 years old. The Creek corridor is designated of regional significance by Schulz &
Webster (1991) as it provides a habitat link between Mt Ridley and the Merri Creek,
and an accessible "venue for the public appreciation of faunal values in a riparian
River Red Gum habitat backed by rocky grassland" (p41). The rocky grasslands
appear suitable for the Striped Legless Lizard, however no concentrated reptile survey
work has been carried out.

Hernes Swamp, Wallan (200 ha)
The portion of Hernes Swamp that lies within the rail reserve contains the most
diverse and intact Grassy Wetland vegetation in north eastern Melbourne according to
Beardsell (1997), who designates it accordingly as the Critical Conservation Area1 for
Grassy Wetland habitat in the region.  It supports seven rare or threatened plant
species.  In addition, the area contains Stony Knoll Grassland, and Plains Grassland.
It is of State faunal significance because of the Striped Legless Lizard, and of State
botanical significance because of the nationally endangered Small Pepper Grass
(Lepidium hyssopifolium) and the rare Everlasting Helichrysum sp. aff. acuminatum
(Schulz and Webster 1991). Prior to being drained in the 1940s, the Swamp would
have supported thousands of waterfowl and ibis. The Merri Creek and Environs
Strategy (1999) recommends the investigation of measures to return the Swamp to a
more natural marshy herbfield condition.
Land tenure and reservation outlook: Part is in the rail reserve of the North Eastern
Railway, and part is private property, used for grazing.  The swamp as a whole has
enormous potential to be restored as a major wetland feature providing extensive
fauna habitat.
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