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Executive summary 
Audit scope 

The former Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE; now Department of Environment and Primary 
Industries, DEPI) commissioned Sinclair Knight Merz (SKM) to conduct an audit of timber harvesting and coupe 
closure as part of its Forest Audit Program (FAP) activities for the 2012-13 financial year. The audit was 
conducted as a statutory environmental audit under the auspices of the Environment Protection Act 1970 and 
considered the risk of harm to the environment resulting from harvesting and coupe closure activities conducted 
by VicForests, the former Department of Primary Industries (DPI, now DEPI) and former DSE in State forests in 
Victoria. 

The specific focus of the audit was on: 

> Pre-harvest coupe planning and coupe marking; 
> Harvesting operations; 
> Roading that is directly related to harvesting operations; 
> Rehabilitation of coupe infrastructure and closure of coupes following the completion of harvesting. 

The audit directly considered the vegetation and land or soils of harvest coupes and the multiple beneficial uses 
of State forests, including: timber production, biodiversity or nature conservation, recreation, provision of visual 
amenity, protection of cultural heritage values and generation of water for environmental and consumptive uses 

The audit considered 40 randomly selected coupes located across eight Victorian Forest Management Areas 
(FMAs). The coupes were either under VicForests’ or DPI’s operational control at the time of the audit. DSE had 
previously planned and managed harvesting on some of the DPI coupes. The selected coupes cover a wide 
range of forest types, silvicultural systems and environmental risk contexts. 

Audit methodology 

The audit was conducted against criteria derived from the Code of Practice for Timber Production 2007 (the 
Code), Management procedures for timber harvesting, roading and regeneration in Victoria’s State forests 2009 
(MPs) and Fire salvage harvesting prescriptions 2009 (FSHPs). The criteria were based on those included in 
workbooks prepared for the FAP’s Toolbox Module 5. Depending on the characteristics of the coupe, up to 
seven workbooks were used to conduct the audit. The issues they covered included: 

> Forest coupe planning 
> Water quality, river health and soil protection 
> Biodiversity conservation 
> Operational provisions 
> Roading 
> Coupe infrastructure 
> Fire salvage harvesting 

A total of 263 audit criteria were included in the workbooks, these were organised by theme (of which there 
were 24). Criteria were derived from mandatory prescriptions of the documents listed above. Audit criteria were 
assessed using information contained in coupe files and other records, VicForests operating procedures, 
discussions with VicForests’ and DPI staff and field observations made on each of the 40 audited coupes. Field 
assessments were made using sampling protocols developed for the FAP Toolbox’s Module 5. 

Where relevant, an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) rating was applied to instances of non-compliance 
with audit criteria. The rating tool provided an indication of the risk of harm to the environment resulting from 
those non-compliances. Where the EIA rating was moderate or higher, DSE’s risk management framework was 
used to assess the risk of harm to the environment from the underlying incident or action in a way that is 
consistent with other risks faced by the organisations. 
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Assessment of compliance with audit criteria: VicForests’ operations 

Thirty-five coupes under VicForests’ operational control were included in the audit. They were located in the 
Central, Central Gippsland, Dandenong, East Gippsland and Tambo FMAs and included a wide range of: 

> Forest types: including Coastal, Foothill and Mountain Mixed Species, Mountain Ash and Alpine Ash; 
> Silvicultural systems: including clearfell, clearfell with retained seed trees and thinning from below;  
> Environmental risk contexts: including various slope and soil erosion hazard classes, coupes with rainforest 

and special protection or special management zones (SPZ/SMZ) located nearby, coupes in special water 
supply catchments and coupes harvested under fire salvage prescriptions. 

Overall, the audit found that harvesting and coupe closure activities in VicForests’ coupes fully complied with 
almost 93% of applicable audit criteria (Figure 1). For individual coupes, compliance ranged between 85% and 
98% of applicable audit criteria. Non-compliances leading to EIA ratings of moderate or higher were identified 
on 12 of the 35 audited coupes. Major EIA ratings related to single incidents on each of five of the 35 audited 
coupes. 

Note: No non-compliances received the severe EIA rating 

Figure 1 Summary of results from audited VicForests’ coupes: % full compliance with audit criteria and the number of EIA 
ratings of each type for relevant instances of non-compliance with audit criteria. Some incidents on the audited coupes 
resulted in non-compliance assessments for multiple audit criteria. 

Instances of non-compliance were observed for 63 audit criteria, distributed across all seven workbooks and 
many of their themes. Compliance was lowest for workbook 5B (Water quality, river health and soil protection), 
at 84%. At the workbook theme level (Figure 2), compliance ranged between 85% (forest health, road design) 
and 100%1.  

The EIA rating tool was applied to audit criteria relating to 15 of the 24 workbook themes. Material 
environmental risk2 from non-compliances with audit criteria was most commonly recorded for workbook 5D 
(Roading; 19 non-compliances rated moderate or higher). Major EIA ratings were determined for seven 
workbook themes, with road design having the greatest number of non-compliances with this rating. 

The most significant incidents that led to non-compliance with audit criteria included: 

> Two coupes where the road leading into an audited coupe crossed a permanent water course, but did not 
have the prescribed measures in place to protect the stream and water quality from sediment generated by 

                                                   
1 Zero compliance was recorded for field determined values in workbook 5G (Fire salvage). However, as this was related to just one 

criterion that was applicable to two coupes, it was not considered to be representative. 
2 Material risks of harm to the environment were regarded as instances where EIA ratings of moderate or higher were given. 
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road run-off. For one of these coupes, gravel and sediments from the road were observed to have been 
deposited in the stream.  

> One fire salvage coupe that did not provide a sufficient buffer along a permanent water course. A short 
section was identified where the prescribed buffer width of 30 m was not provided and harvesting came to 
within about 25 m of the stream. There was no evidence of sediment movement from the harvested area to 
the inadequately buffered stream.  

> The batter of a road leading into one coupe covered the base of several trees that were located adjacent to 
the road. At the time of the audit, there was no evidence that the trees had been adversely affected by this 
incident.  

> The mapped harvest boundary of a coupe extended by about 10-20 m beyond the mapped gross coupe 
boundary (defined under the Timber Release Plan [TRP]). While the MPs allow for coupe boundaries to be 
varied by up to 50 m from the TRP boundary without prior approval, they do so where they are mapped to 
geographic features that either do not exist or are not mapped correctly. That exception did not apply for 
this coupe.  

Note: No non-compliances received the severe EIA rating 

Figure 2 Summary of results for audit workbooks and workbook themes for VicForests’ operations: % full compliance and the 
number of EIA ratings of each type for instances of non-compliance with audit criteria. Fire salvage prescriptions were only 
potentially applicable to five coupes. Some incidents on the audited coupes resulted in non-compliance assessments for 
multiple audit criteria. 

Other, less significant, non-compliance issues included: 

> Regeneration burns that damaged trees outside the planned burn boundary; 
> Ineffective rehabilitation of a log landing; 
> Failure to retain long-lived understorey elements or for continuity of habitat trees in coupes where the 

harvest area approximated the entire TRP area and there were no substantive areas of undisturbed 
vegetation within the harvested area; 

> Non-reinstatement of snig track and/or boundary track cross drainage following damage during either 
preparation for regeneration burning or rough-heaping; 

> Placement of bark on uncorded snig tracks in clearfell harvest coupes; 
> Unauthorised machine entry into an unharvested adjoining forest area, causing damage to understorey 

vegetation; 
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> Damage to a closed in-coupe road and other coupe infrastructure resulting from unauthorised access by 
members of the public during wet weather; 

> A poorly constructed road used to access a coupe. The cleared width exceeded prescriptions and the road 
drainage was poorly constructed and maintained, leading to damage to the road surface and adjoining 
areas. 

Assessment of compliance with audit criteria: DPI operations 

Five coupes under the former DPI’s operational control were included in the audit. They were located in the 
Bendigo, Horsham, Midlands and Otways FMAs and included various: 

> Forest types: including Foothill Mixed Species, Mountain Ash, Box Ironbark and River Red Gum; 
> Silvicultural systems: including single tree selection, thinning from below and collection of firewood from 

fallen material;  
> Environmental risk contexts: including various slope and soil erosion hazard classes, one coupe with 

rainforest, SPZs and SMZs located nearby and coupes in water supply catchments. 

Harvesting operations on all of the former DPI coupes included in the audit were much less intensive than those 
on the VicForests’ coupes and the environmental risk contexts were generally less pressing. None of the 
coupes were harvested under fire salvage prescriptions and none had formal coupe infrastructure (e.g. snig 
tracks, landings). The differing nature of the operations means that compliance results from VicForests’ and 
DPI’s operations are not directly comparable. 

Overall, the audit found that harvesting and coupe closure activities in DPI-managed coupes fully complied with 
almost 81% of applicable audit criteria (Figure 3). The level of compliance for individual coupes ranged between 
77% and 88% of applicable audit criteria. There was only one instance where an EIA rating of moderate or 
higher was given. 

 

Note: No non-compliances received the severe EIA rating 

Figure 3 Summary of results from audited former DPI coupes: % full compliance with audit criteria and the number of EIA 
ratings of each type for relevant instances of non-compliance with audit criteria. Some incidents on the audited coupes 
resulted in non-compliance assessments for multiple audit criteria. 

Instances of non-compliance were observed for 26 audit criteria from workbooks 5A-5E.  Compliance was 
lowest for workbook 5B (Water quality, river health and soil protection), at 76%. At the workbook theme level 
(Figure 4) full compliance ranged between 69% (chemical contamination) and 100%.  
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Material environmental risk was only identified for one instance of non-compliance with forest coupe planning 
prescriptions. This related to a coupe whose planned harvest area exceeded the prescribed maximum for the 
silvicultural system. The harvested area for this coupe had not exceeded the prescribed maximum area at the 
time of the audit.  

 

Figure 4 Summary of results for audit workbooks and workbook themes for DPI operations: % full compliance and # EIA 
ratings of each type for instances of non-compliance with audit criteria. Some incidents on the audited coupes resulted in non-
compliance assessments for multiple audit criteria. 

Risk of harm to the environment 

The former DSE’s Risk Management Framework was applied to all incidents contributing to non-compliances 
with audit criteria that recorded EIA ratings of moderate or higher. This provided an assessment of the risk of 
harm to the environment of timber harvesting activities that is complementary with the outcomes of other DSE 
risk assessments. It also provided a framework for comparing environmental risks associated with non-
compliances with audit criteria in VicForests and the former DPI’s harvesting operations. 

The risk assessment considered 15 separate incidents on 12 VicForests coupes and one incident on a DPI 
coupe. Eleven incidents were assessed to pose moderate environmental risk and a further two incidents were 
assessed to pose high environmental risk. All moderate and high risk incidents pertained to VicForests coupes. 
The two highest risk incidents related to: 

> A coupe where almost the entire gross coupe area was harvested. Disturbance from harvesting, 
regeneration burning and rough heaping meant that no long-lived understorey elements were retained 
within the harvestable area as required by the Code (section 2.2.2).  

> A coupe that was accessed by a road that drained back into a permanent stream, without opportunity for 
drainage water to be diverted into and filtered through natural vegetation or constructed features. Sediment 
and gravel from the road was observed to have been deposited in the stream, although not in large 
quantities.  
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The first incident is expected to be rectified as the coupe regenerates. No specific intervention is warranted at 
this stage. The second incident can and should be addressed by constructing drainage that complies with Code 
and MP prescriptions.  

While, as described above, there are locally significant issues with some individual timber harvesting operations 
in State forests, they are not generally considered to pose an unacceptable risk of harm to the multiple 
beneficial uses of those areas.  

Recommendations 

3.1 That VicForests and DEPI either include a specific soil erosion hazard class map in all coupe files or 
annotate the geology or other map to indicate the distribution of soil erosion hazard class(es) across 
the coupe. 

3.2 That VicForests and DEPI collect and retain evidence of appropriate disposal of any prescribed 
industrial wastes generated on the coupe (e.g. oil drums, used engine oil, oil filters, oily rags). That 
evidence may take the form of a waste transport certificate or other relevant document from an 
Environment Protection Authority (EPA) licensed waste transporter or receiver.  

3.3 That VicForests and DEPI include maps in coupe files that annotate the Code waterway class that is 
applicable to every waterway located within or adjacent to the coupe. 

3.4 That VicForests include develop a standard procedure for demonstrating that risks from Myrtle Wilt 
have been considered and managed consistently with the Code and MPs on all coupe Myrtle Beech 
trees are present. 

3.5 The Code provides for the coupe to extend up to 50 m beyond the mapped TRP boundary where the 
coupe boundary is a feature that is either not present or not mapped correctly. Where this situation 
does not apply, it is recommended that the coupe boundary be remarked and/or remapped where it is 
found to extend more than 10 m beyond the TRP boundary. 

3.6 That VicForests review its regeneration burning planning and practices to identify further opportunities 
to prevent unintended damage to trees in adjacent coupes. 

3.7 That VicForests ensure that adequate provision is made to meet planned biodiversity conservation 
measures during coupe marking, including retention and continuity of long-lived understorey elements 
and habitat trees within the harvestable area. This may include making provision for windthrow of 
retained habitat trees, the risk of which is exacerbated by harvesting. 

3.8 That when VicForests constructs temporary or permanent roads into new coupes, it ensures that the 
prescribed measures are taken to ensure that roads in the vicinity of streams are drained correctly 
and that risks of stream crossings to water quality are minimised. 

3.9 That VicForests strengthen communication between its silviculture and harvesting personnel to 
ensure that cross drainage on coupe infrastructure is quickly reinstated when damaged or disturbed 
during regeneration operations. 

4.1 That DEPI consult with adjoining landholders regarding coupe boundaries, as required by the Code. 

4.2 That DEPI develop a standardised coupe monitoring process to enable it to capture information about 
progress with its harvesting operations and gather evidence to demonstrate compliance with relevant 
Code and MP prescriptions. 

4.3 That DEPI review VicForests’ and other models of forest coupe planning to implement a system that 
strengthens its capacity to demonstrate compliance with the Code and MPs 

5.1 That VicForests undertake an audit of existing stream crossings along coupe driveways, roadline 
coupes and other coupe access roads it has constructed to assess the compliance of road design 
and construction with Code and MP prescriptions aimed at protecting water quality from road 
drainage. Any non-compliant road drainage should be rectified where this is practicable and will not 
adversely affect water quality. 
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Auditee feedback 

VicForests provided comments on the final draft version of this audit report. The substantive comments 
included: 

- VicForests considers the major EIA rating applied to the non-conformance regarding the coupe buffer on 
salvage coupe 30 and batter fill surrounding the base of several trees on coupe 27 to overstate the 
potential environmental impact experienced. 

- VicForests considers that the EIA tool should be reviewed. 

- VicForests does not consider that non-compliance should be recorded against it for coupe 11, where 
damage to the road was caused by a third party accessing the coupe following closure of the access road. 

- VicForests considers that Recommendation 3.2 is impractical. VicForests agree that no evidence was 
provided of disposal of rubbish generated on the coupe to an approved facility, although it considers that 
this does not imply correct disposal did not occur. VicForests noted that contractors may store rubbish at 
their own depot for a period of time before sending it to a waste station.  In this situation there would be no 
practical way to link disposal to a specific coupe.  

- VicForests considers that the reporting of instances of non-compliance against individual audit criteria 
overstates the level of non-compliance. In common with previous Module 5 audits, reporting should relate 
to incidents that lead to non-compliance with audit criteria. 

The former DPI made no substantive comments on matters of fact in the draft audit report. 
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Audit summary for EPA 
 

EPA File reference 68515-6 

Auditor Craig Clifton 

Auditor term of appointment 02/10/2008-25/07/2014 

Name of person requesting audit Duncan Pendrigh 

Director, Operational Support and Compliance 

Department of Environment and Primary Industries (DEPI) 

Relationship to premises/location DEPI is the management authority for State forest in Victoria and State government 

regulator of timber production operations in State forests. 

Date of request 05/06/2012 

Date EPA notified of audit 06/06/2012 

Completion date of the audit 07/06/2013 

Reason for audit The audit forms part of DEPI’s annual Forest Audit Program to assess compliance 

with Code of Practice for Timber Production and related regulations. 

Description of activity Harvesting and harvest coupe finalisation 

Current land use zoning State forest 

EPA region Various: Gippsland, North West, Southern Metro, South West 

Municipality Various local government areas in Victoria 

Lot and site details Not applicable, 40 timber harvesting coupes in State forests in Victoria 

GIS coordinates of site centroid Not applicable, various sites 

Site area (ha) Not applicable, various sites 

Members and categories of support 

team utilised 

David Endersby – Terrestrial ecology (flora) 

Dr Peter Sandercock – Earth Science (soil science and soil degradation, fluvial 

geomorphology) 

Outcome of the audit Audit report with recommendations 

Further work or requirements Thirteen recommendations on procedures that may be adopted by VicForests and 

DEPI to strengthen compliance with the regulatory framework for timber harvesting in 

State forests and reduce environmental risks resulting from timber harvesting and 

related operations. 
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Glossary 

Audit criteria Criteria used to assess whether coupe regeneration and thinning activities are consistent with 

mandatory and guidance prescriptions of the Code and NFSG’s.  

Boundary track  A track constructed during harvesting that marks the boundary between the harvested area and 

either the boundary of the coupe or unharvested exclusion areas. The boundary track may be 

used in regeneration burning. Boundary tracks do not necessarily define the boundary of the entire 

coupe. May also be called boundary trail. 

Buffer An unharvested area surrounding or adjacent to a protected feature located on a coupe (e.g. 

stream, patch of rainforest). 

Code The Code of Practice for Timber Production 2007, which outlines mandatory prescriptions and 

guidelines for how timber production activities in native forests and plantations should be 

conducted. 

Compliance  Compliance with audit criteria. Operations or planning on a coupe were either assessed to comply 

(or fully comply), not comply or partly comply with audit criteria. Part compliance was determined 

where the coupe satisfied some, but not all elements of the audit criterion. EIA ratings were 

applied to instances of part compliance, where this was appropriate to the criterion. 

Coupe An individual management unit within forests and plantations where timber harvesting or thinning 

activities are planned and conducted. Under the Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004, a coupe 

is a specific area of State forest identified for the purposes of timber harvesting and regeneration 

in a Timber Release Plan. 

DPI Department of Primary Industries: machinery of government changes in 2012 resulted in 

responsibility for management of timber harvesting activities in State forest in western Victoria 

being transferred from DSE to DPI. DPI is now part of the Department of Environment and Primary 

Industries, DEPI. 

DSE Department of Sustainability and Environment: DSE has responsibility for environmental regulation 

of timber production activities in State forest. DSE is now part of the Department of Environment 

and Primary Industries, DEPI. 

EIA rating tool A tool developed for the FAP to provide a consistent basis for assessing the potential 

environmental implications of non-compliance with audit criteria. 

EPA Environment Protection Authority: environmental audits under the auspices of the Environment 

Protection Act 1970 (EP Act) are conducts through EPA’s environmental audit system 

(http://www.epa.vic.gov.au/our-work/environmental-auditing). EPA also regulates the management 

of prescribed industrial wastes in Victoria.  

Exclusion area An area on within the gross or TRP coupe area in which harvesting and harvesting machine 

access is not permitted. 

FAP Forest Audit Program – an annual program of statutory environmental audits coordinated by DSE 

to ensure that timber production operations in State forests provide for sustainable forest 

management. 

Filter strip A protective boundary around a drainage line, temporary stream or buffer strip. Trees may be 

harvested from within the filter strip, although they may not be entered by harvesting machines. 

Forest coupe plan (FCP) A plan that is prepared for each coupe that describes the biophysical character of the coupe and 

the nature of planned harvesting operations. Minimum content requirements of a FCP are 

specified by the Code. The FCP is contained within a coupe file that includes other information, 

including coupe monitoring records, traffic management provisions and silvicultural operations. 

The coupe file may also refer to information about the coupe and its operations that is held within 

a VicForests or DSE information management system. 

Forest Management Area 

(FMA) 

The basic unit for forest planning used in Victoria. These forest planning units are not 

administrative units. 

FSHPs Fire salvage harvesting prescriptions. 2009. These provide prescriptions for the management of 

timber harvesting operations in fire salvage copes located in State forest. The FSHPs are the third 
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source of mandatory prescriptions for management of forest harvesting operations. They only 

apply to fire salvage coupes that are harvested within three years of a wildfire. 

Gross coupe area or TRP 

coupe 

The coupe area or boundary originally defined in the Timber Release Plan. This area is used as 

the starting point for harvest planning. The actual harvested area may be significantly less than 

this, due to the application of forest management zoning rules or prescriptions on harvesting 

buffers or exclusions relating to the protection of sensitive environmental features. 

Incident An event, action or lack of action on a coupe that gives rise to an assessment of non or partial 

compliance with an audit criterion. The nature of the audit criteria and various prescriptions mean 

that a single incident may result in multiple non-compliances. 

Instance Used here to refer to an individual example or instance of non-compliance. 

Landing An area within the coupe that is specifically developed to sort, process and/or load trees or parts 

of trees for transport from the forest. Top soil is removed before landings are developed. Landings 

must be rehabilitated at coupe closure unless they are to be used for an adjacent coupe. 

MPs Management procedures for timber harvesting, roading and regeneration in Victoria’s State 

forests. 2009. Which help to interpret the Code for timber harvesting activities in State forest. They 

are a secondary source of mandatory prescriptions for forest management. They are based on the 

Code and provide additional detail on various management prescriptions.  

Rainforest Rainforest communities comprise broad-leaved forest vegetation with closed canopy coverage 

(>70% projected foliage cover). They have characteristic species of native flora and fauna.  

Risk management framework A structured process for assessing the effect of uncertainty on objectives. Risk frameworks define 

a process for identifying, assessing and managing or treating risk. The process follows AS/NZS 

ISO 31000: 2009. 

Rough heaping A method of disturbing coupes in preparation for regeneration, generally after failure of 

regeneration after a bushfire or regeneration burn. Any remaining woody material is pushed into 

heaps and burnt. Soils and understorey are disturbed. 

Silvicultural system A system for managing harvesting and regeneration in forests used for timber production. 

SMZ Special management zone: land within State forest that is managed to conserve specific features, 

while catering for timber production and other uses under specific management conditions 

Snig track A track through a harvested coupe along with logs are towed or winched, normally towards a 

landing. 

SPZ Special protection zone: land within State forest that is managed for particular conservation 

values, forming a network designed to complement the formal reserve system. Timber harvesting 

and most other human disturbances are excluded from this zone. 

Statutory environmental audit An environmental audit conducted under the Environment Protection Act 1970. 

State forest Publicly owned and managed forest estate. Victoria has 3.4 million ha of State forest. State forest 

is managed for various beneficial uses including conserving flora and fauna, protecting water 

catchments and water supply, providing timber for sustainable forestry, protecting landscape, 

archaeological and historic values, and providing recreational and educational opportunities 

(http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/forests).  

Timber Release Plan (TRP) Timber resources in State forests in eastern Victoria are allocated to VicForests for the purposes 

of harvesting and/or selling through the Allocation to VicForests Order 2004 (as amended). The 

Allocation Order specifies the extent and location of the forest stands to which VicForests has 

access under this Order. VicForests must prepare a Timber Release Plan for allocated areas. 

Timber Release Plans (TRPs) are publicly available documents that must include: a schedule of 

coupes selected for timber harvesting and associated access road requirements; details of the 

location and approximate timing of timber harvesting in the proposed coupes; and details of the 

location of any associated access roads. They are prepared by VicForests in accordance with Part 

5 of the Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004, and may be reviewed and changed in accordance 

with section 43. 

Note: Definitions for many of the above terms are taken from the Code. 
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1. Introduction 
Sinclair Knight Merz (SKM) was commissioned by the former Department of Sustainability and Environment 
(DSE; now Department of Environment and Primary Industries, DEPI) to conduct an audit of timber harvesting 
and coupe closure as part of its Forest Audit Program (FAP). The FAP’s overall objective is to assess the risk of 
harm to the environment resulting from timber production activities in State forests. This particular audit 
considers the risk of harm to the environment resulting from harvesting activities that take place in State forests 
throughout Victoria, including those managed by VicForests in eastern Victoria and those managed by the 
former DSE (now DEPI) and the former Department of Primary Industries (DPI, now DEPI) in western Victoria3. 
It applies audit tools from the FAP’s Module 5. 

The objective of the audit was to assess whether timber harvesting and coupe closure activities were 
appropriately conducted to achieve sustainable forest management and managed in accordance with relevant 
legislation, regulations, policies, regional Forest Management Plans and practice guidance. The latter is 
provided, for harvesting operations, by the: 

> Code of Practice for Timber Production 2007 (the Code [1]); 
> Management Procedures for Timber Harvesting, Roading and Regeneration in Victoria’s State Forests 2009 

(the MPs [2]); 
> Fire Salvage Harvesting Prescriptions 2009 (the FSHPs [3]). 

The audit was conducted as a statutory environmental audit under the auspices of the Environment Protection 
Act 1970 (EP Act). The Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004 allows the Minster for Forests to commission an 
audit compliance of with any relevant Code of Practice relating to timber harvesting. 

This is the draft report on the audit project. Its contents include: 

> Section 2 Audit approach: outlines the formal scope of the statutory audit and its methods. 

> Section 3 Harvest coupes managed by VicForests: a description of the outcomes of the audit of VicForests’ 
operations. 

> Section 4 Harvest coupes managed by the former DPI: a description of the outcomes of the audit of 
harvesting operations that were under the former DPI’s operational control. 

> Section 5 Discussion: an assessment of the risk of harm resulting from timber harvesting activities 
considered by the audit and a review of the outcomes and recommendations of the previous Module 5 audit 
of harvesting and coupe closure in the light of the current audit. 

> Section 6 Conclusions and recommendations– the audit’s conclusions are presented, with a collation of 
recommendations from previous sections. 

The analysis and discussion in this report refers, at times, to specific harvest coupes. To maintain confidentiality 
regarding audit details, coupe identifiers have not been used here. An alternative coupe numbering scheme has 
been used for public reporting. 

                                                   
3 Timber harvesting activities in State forests in western Victoria were managed by DSE until 2012. Machinery of government 

changes resulted in responsibility for management of harvesting operations being transferred to DPI.  
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2. Audit approach 
2.1 Audit scope 

The scope of the statutory environment audit was documented in a work plan which was provided to the 
Environment Protection Authority (EPA) on 6th June 2012. The following text updates this scope to reflect the 
actual work undertaken. 

2.1.1 Activity undertaken 

The audit is concerned with the conduct of timber harvesting operations that are undertaken in State forest 
areas throughout Victoria, specifically: 

> Pre-harvest coupe planning and coupe marking; 
> Harvesting operations; 
> Roading that is directly related to harvesting operations; 
> Rehabilitation of coupe infrastructure and closure of coupes following the completion of harvesting. 

2.1.2 Segments of the environment 

The audit has been conducted on 40 harvesting coupes located across eight Victorian Forest Management 
Areas (FMAs); Bendigo, Central, Central Gippsland, Dandenong, East Gippsland, Midlands, Otways and 
Tambo. These coupes were selected from audit from a much larger set of coupes listed in 2011-12 Timber 
Release and Wood Utilisation Plans for Victoria. 

2.1.3 Elements of the environment 

The audit directly considers the vegetation, soils, cultural heritage and native fauna of harvest coupes, the 
waterways that drain them and some nearby elements of the forest road network.  

2.1.4 Beneficial uses 

The Sustainability Charter for Victoria’s State forests [10] identifies the objectives for management of Victoria’s 
State forests. The beneficial uses of State forests are implicit in these objectives and include: 

> Maintenance and conservation of biodiversity; 
> Production of wood and non-wood forest products; 
> Generation of clean water for environmental and consumptive uses; 
> Provision of recreational and tourism opportunities; 
> Protection and maintenance of cultural heritage values; 
> Maintenance of global carbon cycles. 

2.1.5 Audit criteria 

Criteria for the audit are established from mandatory prescriptions4 contained in one or more of these 
documents: 

> Code of Practice for Timber Production 2007 [1]; 
> Management Procedures for Timber Harvesting, Roading and Regeneration in Victoria’s State forests 2009 

[2]; 
> Fire Salvage Harvesting Prescriptions 2009 [3]. 

The Code and MPs apply to all coupes. The FSHPs are only relevant to coupes for which salvage harvesting 
was undertaken within three years of the coupe being burnt in a wildfire. 

                                                   
4 The Code also includes “guidance” on forest management practices. Since they are not mandatory requirements of timber 

harvesting activities in State forests, they have not been considered in this audit.  
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Audit criteria are based on the prescriptions contained in these documents. They relate to the seven themes, as 
follows: 

1. Preparation of forest coupe plans (FCPs) 
2. Water quality, river health and soil protection 
3. Biodiversity conservation 
4. Operational provisions 

5. Roading 
6. Coupe infrastructure 
7. Fire salvage harvesting 

A manual for audits of harvesting and coupe closure has been developed for the FAP (FAP Module 5; [4]). The 
manual includes workbooks which specify the relevant prescriptions and audit criteria. Each of the workbooks 
was revised prior to the commencement of this audit (see section 2.2.1).   

2.1.6 Stakeholder participation 

The audit engaged several groups of stakeholders. The primary stakeholders included: the former DSE’s 
Regulation and Compliance Unit, who commissioned the audit; VicForests staff involved in management of 
timber harvesting operations and of their environmental systems; and DSE and DPI staff involved in timber 
harvesting operations in audited coupes in western Victoria. This group of stakeholders were actively involved in 
the design of the audit program and/or the conduct of individual coupe audits. 

At the former DSE’s request, the audit included a field day, to which forest management stakeholders and 
members of the general public were invited. The half day field day provided the opportunity for interested parties 
to observe one of the coupe audits and to ask questions of DSE, VicForests and the audit team.  

2.1.7 Timing of audit 

The audit commenced in June 2012. The data collection component of the audit, including its field 
assessments, was undertaken between September and November 2012. Data analysis and reporting were 
undertaken between December 2012 and March 2013. This audit report was finalised in June 2013. 

2.2 Audit methodology 

The audit included four main components, which are described below.  

2.2.1 Review and revision of FAP Module 5 and its workbooks 

Module 5 of the FAP Toolbox [4] was developed to guide audits of harvesting and coupe closure. It comprised 
an overview document and a series of audit workbooks covering six of the seven themes listed above5. Audit 
criteria were drawn from the Code, MPs and FSHP. In the original version of Module 5, criteria addressed both 
mandatory prescriptions and non-mandatory guidance.  

The Module 5 overview document describes a field assessment procedure for making the observations required 
to verify some audit criteria or compliance elements. Module 2 of the FAP Toolbox [5] describes the procedure 
for selecting audit targets. 

Module 5 workbooks were revised prior to the commencement of this audit. The existing workbook structure 
was maintained, with the exception that criteria relating to FSHPs were consolidated into a single workbook for 
use only on applicable coupes.  

Complementary prescriptions from the Code and MPs were consolidated and matching audit criteria developed. 
This significantly reduced the number of audit criteria and level of duplication within and between workbooks. 
Non-mandatory or guidance elements of the Code and other prescriptions were not used to form audit criteria, 
as compliance is not specifically required. The revised workbooks, as used in this audit, are included in 
Appendix A. 

                                                   
5 In the original FAP Module 5 toolbox, specific fire salvage harvesting prescriptions were incorporated into relevant sections of 

workbooks dealing with the other themes.  
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The audit target selection process and field assessment procedures (from Module 2 [5] and the Module 5 
overview document [4] were not substantively modified. 

2.2.2 Audit target selection 

FAP Module 2 [5] outlines a risk-based approach for the selection of audit targets in which pre-determined 
environmental risk factors (specified by in Module 2 and by the former DSE) influence the chance of selection 
for an individual coupe. Those factors include:  

> Average slope; 
> Soil erosion hazard; 
> Silvicultural system; 
> Presence of rainforest within or near the coupe; 
> Area planned to be harvested; 
> Special land protection requirements (including presence of a Special Protection or Special Management 

Zone [SPZ/SMZ] within 500 m of the coupe or coupe location within a water catchment area). 

Coupes are divided into three risk rating groups with 60%, 25% and 15% of coupes selected from the high, 
moderate and low risk groups, respectively.  

SKM was engaged by the former DSE to undertake audits in 40 coupes, of which at least two were to be 
located in a Melbourne Water catchment area (Table 1). Under the Module 2 coupe selection scheme, 24 of 
these coupes were to be high risk coupes, 10 were to be moderate risk coupes and six were to be low risk 
coupes. However, since fewer than 24 coupes were assessed to be in the high risk class, the coupe selection 
process had to be amended, with all 18 high risk and 16 moderate risk coupes included in the audit target list. 
Coupes in the moderate and low risk classes were selected at random. 

Table 1 Intended and actual distribution of coupes between FMAs and risk groups. Harvesting operations in the FMA are 
managed by VicForests unless otherwise indicated. 

FMA 

High risk Moderate risk Low risk 

# coupes Intended Actual Intended Actual Intended Actual 

Bendigo (former DPI)     1 1 1 

Central1  4 3 2 3 2 2 8 

Central Gippsland  3 3 1 1 2 2 6 

Dandenong  7 7     7 

East Gippsland2  3 1 8 9  1 11 

Horsham (former DPI)   1    1 

Midlands (former DPI)     1  1 

Otways (former DPI) 1  1    2 

Tambo   3 3   3 

1. One of the selected high risk coupes was not audited because it had been completed several years previously and had well-established 

regeneration. Two moderate risk coupes were substituted because the initial coupes had well-established regeneration. 

2. All but one of the high risk coupes in East Gippsland FMA were not accessible at the time of the audit because of road closures resulting 

from damage during recent storm events. The lack of additional high risk coupes meant that these were replaced by randomly selected 

moderate risk coupes and one low risk coupe. 

The intended distribution of coupes between FMAs and risk groups is given in Table 1. In discussions with 
VicForests about the selected coupes, it was identified that some were either not appropriate for audit (as 
coupes had been closed several years previously and regeneration was already well-established) or could not 
be accessed at the time of the audit due to road closures following storm damage during the preceding winter. 
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Where substitute coupes were required, they were selected from the same FMA as the original target coupes, 
mostly from the moderate risk group.  

2.2.3 Review of coupe files and other evidence of auditee harvesting and coupe closure practice 

Compliance with the majority of audit criteria was assessed from information that is held in coupe files, the 
auditees’ information systems or their standard operating procedures (particularly VicForests Utilisation 
Procedures). Relevant evidence sources were reviewed for each coupe prior to field assessment. Where audit 
criteria were applicable to the particular coupe (and many were not), coupes were assessed to comply, partly 
comply or not comply. Partial compliance was assessed where it could only be demonstrated that harvesting 
and closure operations on coupe satisfied some elements of the individual audit criterion or that the criterion 
was satisfied for only part of the coupe.  

Notes on the reasons for partial or non-compliance assessment were included in the comments section of the 
workbook. For relevant audit criteria, an assessment was made of the potential environmental impact of 
(instances of) non or partial compliance using the method outlined in Appendix B.1. Where further information 
was required to complete assessment against audit criteria, this was also noted in the workbook. Requests 
were subsequently made to the auditees to provide that information. 

2.2.4 Field assessment of coupes 

Compliance with some audit criteria may only be assessed through field observation. FAP Module 5 outlines a 
field methodology for such observations. It is based on a sampling approach rather than a complete 
assessment of the entire coupe and its infrastructure. To minimise disruptions to operations, the intensity of 
sampling is lower in coupes that are being harvested at the time of the field assessment.  

Minimum sample sizes for active and non-active coupes and various types of compliance criteria are given in 
Table 2. After some experience with these procedures, sampling distances for snig tracks and boundary tracks 
were at least doubled to provide a more comprehensive sample of the coupe. Buffer widths were assessed at 
regular intervals along the sample transect using either a range finder or hip chain. 

Soil erosion hazard (SEH) was assessed on each coupe, except where the soil type was the same as a nearby, 
previously audited coupe. 

Table 2 Field sampling protocols for audited coupes recommended by FAP Module 5 [4] 

Attribute Active1 coupe sampling protocol Non-active1 coupe sampling protocol 

Width and location of filter strips  100 m 200 m 

Width and location of riparian buffers 200 m 400 m 

Width and location of rainforest buffers 200 m 400 m 

Special protection zone (SPZ) buffer widths 200 m 400 m 

Roading2 200 m 500 m 

Snig tracks 200 m 200 m 

Boundary tracks  100 m 200 m 

Landings 1 Up to 2 

1. Active coupes are those in which harvesting was actually taking place at the time of the field audit. Non-active coupe sampling protocols 

were applied in all closed coupes and in open coupes in which harvesting was not actually taking place at the time of the audit. 

2. Roads that formed part of the existing forest road network were typically not assessed. Most roads that were assessed were in-coupe 

roads or roads that were constructed to get access to the audited coupe or group of coupes of which the audited coupe formed part. 

An informal briefing on key findings of field assessments and the coupe file review were provided at the 
conclusion of audits in each FMA or VicForests’ operational area. 
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2.2.5 Preliminary reporting of audit results 

Audit workbooks were completed in draft form following the coupe file review and field assessment of coupes. 
These draft workbooks included assessments against all applicable criteria and provided a summary of the 
main instances of non-compliance with audit criteria and areas where further information may assist in clarifying 
potential instances of non- compliance. 

Draft workbooks were provided to auditees (in VicForests and former DPI and DSE) and the opportunity 
provided to challenge assessments of compliance, as well as to provide additional information to support such 
challenges. Responses and additional information provided by auditees were subsequently evaluated and the 
workbooks finalised. 

2.3 Risk assessment approach 

Two forms of risk assessment were undertaken for instances where audit criteria were not fully satisfied, the first 
using the FAP’s environmental impact assessment (EIA) rating tool [5] and the second applying the former 
DSE’s Risk Management Framework (which is based on the Australian and International Standard for risk 
management; AS/NZS ISO 31000: 2009 [6]). 

Environmental impact assessment tool 

The EIA tool [5] may be used to assess the risk of harm to the environment resulting from non- compliance with 
audit criteria. It considers three factors: 

> Extent of impact or disturbance – based on the percentage of the sampled area or length over which the 
impact is detected or if the impact results in offsite effects; 

> Duration of impact – the period over which the affected area is expected to recover to pre-impact levels; 
> Environmental asset value – which is defined by the relative environmental value or resilience to impact of 

the affected area. 

The combined EIA assessment scales risk of harm to the environment between negligible (short duration 
impacts within the marked harvest area) and severe (long term impact in buffers, reserves or off the harvested 
site). Details of the EIA tool are provided in Appendix B.1. 

The EIA tool could not be applied to instances where non- compliance with an audit criterion did not directly 
translate to a risk of environmental harm. Examples of this situation include non-compliance with criteria relating 
to the way in which planning or design provisions of the Code or MPs are undertaken or where non-compliance 
results in reputational or other non-environmental risks. Experience in application of the EIA tool suggests that 
in some instances it may overstate the real level of environmental risk or impact. This is particularly true where 
the non-compliance results in a risk of harm to the environment outside the coupe boundary. 

Former DSE Risk management framework 

The former DSE had its own Risk Management Framework (Appendix B.2; [7]), which was based on the 
relevant Australian and International Standard (AS/NZS ISO 31000: 2009; [6]). Use of this framework enabled 
risks associated with non- compliance with the regulatory framework for harvesting and coupe closure 
operations to be evaluated in the same way as other risks faced across the organisation. This provided a basis 
for risks associated with non-compliance with audit criteria to attract the same level of management attention as 
other similarly-rated risks faced across the Department. 

The Risk management framework was only applied to incidents resulting in non-compliance with audit criteria 
where the EIA rating tool flagged the potential for material impact on the environment. This was taken to include 
all incidents leading to a moderate or higher EIA rating. Since the scope of this audit is restricted to risks of 
harm to the environment resulting from harvesting and coupe closure, only environmental consequence criteria 
(and not social, governance or economic criteria; Appendix B.2) were considered during the assessment.  
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2.4 Audit team  

The audit team was led by Craig Clifton, an Environmental Auditor (Natural Resources) appointed pursuant to 
the Environment Protection Act 1970. The support team included:  

> Doris Pallozzi: Project Director and EPA-appointed Environmental Auditor in Industrial Facilities (SKM) 
> Mark Poynter: Forest management specialist (Treepoynt Pty Ltd) 
> David Endersby: Terrestrial ecologist (SKM)6 
> Dr Peter Sandercock (SKM): Geomorphologist (SKM)3 
> Chloe Hanson-Boyd (SKM): Climate change and natural resource management consultant (SKM) 
> Gary Selwyn: Technical director, compliance management (SKM). 

 

                                                   
6 Member of Craig Clifton’s formal audit support team under EPAs environmental audit system 
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3. Harvest coupes managed by VicForests 
3.1 Overview of findings 

Thirty-five harvest coupes were selected for audit from VicForests’ operational area. These coupes were located 
in Central, Central Gippsland, Dandenong, East Gippsland and Tambo FMAs and included a variety of forest 
types, silvicultural systems and environmental risk contexts.  

The revised workbooks 5A-5F were used on all 35 coupes and workbook 5G was used on the five audited 
coupes that were harvested under fire salvage prescriptions. Planning and operations on each coupe were 
assessed against up to 244 audit criteria (259 on fire salvage harvest coupes). Coupes were assessed to fully, 
partly or not comply with audit criteria that were applicable to their specific landscape setting, operations and 
stage in the plan-harvest-close-regenerate-handback coupe life cycle78. The EIA rating tool was applied where 
the coupe did not fully comply with a particular audit criterion and there was potential for this to directly result in 
some form of environmental impact9. 

3.1.1 Compliance with audit criteria 

Overall, VicForests’ operations in the audited coupes were found to fully comply with almost 93% of applicable 
audit criteria (Figure 5). Of the 114 instances where the EIA rating tool was applied, 77 (68%) were assessed to 
have negligible or minor potential environmental impact (Figure 5). Sixteen instances of non-compliance were 
assessed to have major potential environmental impact, although these related to single incidents on each of 
five coupes. No severe EIA ratings were given.  

Non or partial compliance was assessed against 63 of the 259 criteria used in the audit. 

 

Figure 5 Overview of harvesting and closure audit outcomes for coupes managed by VicForests. a) Instances of non, partial 
and full compliance with applicable audit criteria; b) Number of non or partly compliant audit criteria to which EIA ratings were 
applied or were not applicable. 
                                                   
7 On average only 39% of audit criteria were applicable to an individual coupe. 
8 These are the main stages in VicForests’ management of coupes under the Timber Release Plan (TRP). They have responsibility 

to plan for and manage harvesting operations. The coupe is closed once harvesting has been completed and contractors 
undertake the works required to stabilise and rehabilitate coupe infrastructure (landings, snig tracks, temporary roads). Once the 
coupe has been satisfactorily regenerated, it is proposed for finalisation and handback to DSE (now DEPI) and removed from the 
TRP. 

9 Non-compliances that pertained to planning \ activities or the audit criterion requirement to provide evidence of some form were 
not assessed to lead directly to some form of potential environmental impact. 
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3.1.2 Compliance across the seven workbook themes 

Coupes were assessed to fully comply with between 84% and 97% of applicable audit criteria for individual 
workbooks (Figure 6). Most of the non-compliances to which EIA ratings were applied were in relation to 
workbooks 5E (Roading), 5F (Coupe infrastructure) and 5A (Forest coupe planning). While the EIA ratings were 
mostly negligible or minor, there were 10 instances of major EIA ratings for roading prescriptions and three for 
coupe planning prescriptions. The major EIA ratings for roading related to single incidents on each of three 
coupes.  

 
Note: No severe EIA ratings were given. 

Figure 6 Harvesting and closure audit outcomes by audit workbook themes. a) Instances of non, partial and full compliance 
with applicable audit criteria; b) EIA ratings applied to non or partly compliant audit criteria. Multiple non-compliances 
sometimes resulted from a single incident. 

3.1.3 Incidents or events leading to non-compliance with audit criteria 

Some individual incidents were assessed to result in non-compliances with multiple audit criteria. The 256 
recorded instances of non and partial compliance resulted from 222 individual incidents. EIA ratings were 
applied to 137 of these events (Figure 7). While the majority were the responsibility of VicForests and its 
contractors, some related to the former DSE’s responsibilities for management of State forests (e.g. existing 
pest plant and animal issues) and the general forest roading network (Figure 7). 

Most of the incidents for which the EIA rating tool was applicable resulted in negligible or minor EIA ratings. All 
of the major EIA ratings were the result of single incidents on five of the audited coupes. Each of these was 
within the operational control of VicForests or its contractors. Fifteen incidents on nine coupes were responsible 
for all of the moderate EIA ratings (Figure 7). Three of these were outside of VicForests’ operational control.  

The incidents resulting in the highest (major category) EIA ratings included: 

> Two occasions (coupes 25 and 33) where the road leading into an audited coupe crossed a permanent 
water course, but did not have the prescribed measures in place to protect the stream and water quality 
from sediment carried by road run-off. For coupe 33, gravel and sediments from the road had entered the 
stream. There was no evidence of the movement of sediments from the road leading to coupe 25 to the 
nearby stream. These incidents led to non-compliances being assessed against audit criteria relating to 
water and soils, operational provisions and roading (workbooks 5B, 5D and 5E, respectively). 

> One coupe (30) having not provided a sufficient buffer along a permanent water course adjoining a fire 
salvage coupe. A short section was identified where the prescribed buffer width of 30 m was not provided 
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and harvesting came to within about 25 m of the stream. There was no evidence of sediment movement 
from the harvest area to the inadequately buffered stream. This incident led to non-compliances being 
assessed against audit criteria relating to water and soils and fire salvage harvesting (workbooks 5B and 
5G, respectively). 

> The batter of a road leading into coupe 27 covered the base of several trees that were located adjacent to 
the road, which is in breach of the MPs (section 1.6.3.7). At the time of the audit, there was no evidence that 
the trees had been adversely affected by this incident. The incident led to non-compliances being assessed 
against audit criteria relating to roading (workbook 5E). 

> The mapped harvest boundary of coupe 05 extended by about 10-20 m beyond the mapped gross coupe 
boundary (defined under the TRP). The MPs allow for coupe boundaries to be varied by up to 50 m from the 
TRP boundary without prior approval, where they are mapped to geographic features that either do not exist 
or are not mapped correctly. That exception did not apply for this coupe and hence non-compliance with the 
relevant audit criterion was recorded.  

VicForests consider that this boundary error is within the measurement uncertainty of GPS equipment used 
to mark the coupe and map the harvested area and that mapped harvest areas that are within 50 m of the 
mapped TRP coupe should not be considered to be non-compliant.  

 
Note: No severe EIA ratings were given. Incidents for which the former DSE or other agents were considered responsible included existing 
(i.e. existing prior to harvest) pest plant and animal management issues, management of the general forest roading network and 
unauthorised access to coupes by members of the general public. All other non-compliance incidents were within VicForests’ or its 
contractor’s operational control. 

Figure 7 Incidents leading to assessments of non or partial compliance with audit criteria. a) Numbers of incidents with and 
without EIA ratings and management responsibility; b) EIA ratings applied to incidents. 

A variety of other issues contributed to assessments of non or partial compliance with audit criteria that had 
moderate EIA ratings. These issues were uncommon and generally only identified on single coupes. They 
included: 

> Regeneration burns (on several coupes) damaging trees outside the planned burn boundary, either in 
exclusion areas within the gross coupe boundary or in adjacent coupes; 

> Ineffective rehabilitation of a log landing; 
> Failure to retain long-lived understorey elements or for the continuity of habitat trees (one coupe each) in 

coupes where the harvest area approximated the entire TRP or gross coupe area and there were no 
substantive areas of undisturbed vegetation; 

> Non reinstatement of snig track and/or boundary track cross drainage following damage during either 
preparation for regeneration burning or rough-heaping; 
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> Placement of bark on uncorded snig tracks in clearfell harvest coupes; 
> Unauthorised machine entry into an unharvested adjoining forest area, causing damage to understorey 

vegetation; 
> Damage to a closed in-coupe road and other coupe infrastructure resulting from unauthorised access during 

wet weather by members of the public; 
> A poorly constructed road used to access a coupe. The cleared width exceeded prescriptions and the road 

drainage was poorly constructed and maintained, leading to damage to the road surface and adjoining 
areas. 

3.1.4 Repeated non-compliances not triggering EIA ratings 

Repeated instances of non or partial compliance that did not trigger EIA assessments were recorded for several 
audit criteria. Many represented specific procedural breaches of the Code10. The main examples of these were: 

> Forest coupe planning criterion 18: Forest coupe plan (FCP) maps the soil erosion hazard class (or classes) 
and slope of the coupe area and associated operational restrictions: section 2.1.3 of the Code requires that 
the FCP map the soil erosion hazard class, coupe slope and associated operational restrictions and the 
coupe. While the coupe files generally included multiple copies of useful maps, none of the audited coupe 
files included maps of soil erosion hazard class. Most mapped slope, particularly where it was an 
operational constraint, and many mapped the underlying geology (but not soil type). However, none fully 
complied with this Code requirement. 

Recommendation 3.1 

That VicForests and DEPI11 either include a specific soil erosion hazard class map in all coupe files or annotate the geology or other map to 

indicate the distribution of soil erosion hazard class(es) across the coupe.  

 
> Water quality, river health and soil protection criterion 5: Evidence provided that all wastes removed to 

approved disposal facility: the Code (section 2.2.1) requires that all wastes are removed to an approved 
disposal facility. Non-compliance with this audit criterion does not (strictly) represent a specific breach of the 
Code as wastes may be disposed as prescribed without evidence being provided to or by VicForests. 
However, compliance can only be assessed where such evidence is gathered.  

VicForests staff routinely monitor for the presence of wastes on the coupe and expect contractors to 
dispose of any wastes an appropriate way. However, they do not require contractors to provide evidence 
that they have been removed to an approved disposal facility and expressed no interest in doing so.  

The auditor’s view is that the audit criterion (and the Code prescription on which it is based) is valid but not 
fully auditable. General rubbish, at least, can be appropriately disposed via contractors’ household waste 
collections, without the possibility of evidence being provided. However, industrial wastes that are 
prescribed under Environment Protection Authority (EPA) regulations (the Industrial Waste Resource 
Regulations12; e.g. any oily rags, oil drums, used engine oil, oil filters) may only be disposed of to a licensed 
waste transporter or waste receiver. Since waste transfer certificates or other receipts are issued for the 
transport and/or disposal of such wastes and so it should be possible to gather evidence that they have 
been disposed appropriately for auditing purposes.  

                                                   
10 In some instances, non-compliance with an audit criterion does not strictly breach the Code, MPs or FSHPs. For example, some 

of the audit criteria were written to assess the effectiveness of prescribed actions: the Code (etc.) is only breached where the 
prescribed actions were not undertaken and not where the prescribed actions failed to achieve their environmental protection (or 
other) objective. 

11 DEPI has been included in this and other recommendations, where they are relevant to consistent non-compliance issues (see 
section 4). 

12 http://www.epa.vic.gov.au/business-and-industry/guidelines/waste-guidance/industrial-waste-resource-guidelines 
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Recommendation 3.2 

That VicForests and DEPI collect and retain evidence of appropriate disposal of any prescribed industrial wastes generated on the coupe 

(e.g. oil drums, used engine oil, oil filters, oily rags). That evidence may take the form of a waste transport certificate or other relevant 

document from an Environment Protection Authority (EPA) licensed waste transporter or receiver. 

 
> Water quality, river health and soil protection criterion13: FCP provides evidence that waterways classified 

into Code categories (permanent, temporary, drainage line): the Code (section 2.2.1) requires that all 
waterways in coupes are classified as permanent rivers, streams, pools and wetlands, temporary streams 
or drainage lines. While waterways within coupes were identified and appropriate exclusion areas 
delineated during marking, most coupe files contained no explicit evidence that the Code’s classification 
system had been applied. They were therefore not compliant with the audit criterion and unable to 
demonstrate that the Code had been applied. 

Some coupes files (most commonly in Dandenong FMA) included maps with annotations of waterway class. 
Such maps were assessed to comply with this criterion and provide evidence of the application of this Code 
prescription.  

Recommendation 3.3 

That VicForests and DEPI include maps in coupe files that annotate the Code waterway class that is applicable to every waterway located 

within or adjacent to the coupe. 

 
> Biodiversity conservation #11 Where Myrtle Beech present on gross coupe area, FCP provides evidence 

that MP Myrtle Wilt hygiene requirements have been followed: the Code (2.3.4) requires that where Myrtle 
Wilt is known to exist, precautionary measures must be applied to minimise its spread. Since the disease is 
endemic in forest containing Myrtle Beech, these hygiene measures should be followed in coupes in which 
this species is located. None of the files for audited coupes with Myrtle Beech provided any evidence of this 
and discussions with VicForests staff suggested that they did not consider Myrtle Wilt to be an issue in their 
area.  

Since Myrtle Beech trees are typically located in rainforest or riparian exclusion areas, they are typically 
protected from damage as a result of harvesting: hence the requirements of the Code are satisfied by 
default and there is no specific risk of harm to the environment from non-compliance with the audit criterion. 
However, the audit found cases where harvesting or roading activities were conducted in the vicinity of 
Myrtle Beech trees. The lack of specific consideration of Myrtle Wilt hygiene may have contributed to some 
risk of harm to the environment in these settings.   

Recommendation 3.4 

That VicForests include develop a standard procedure for demonstrating that risks from Myrtle Wilt have been considered and managed 

consistently with the Code and MPs on each coupe which has Myrtle Beech trees present.  

 
3.1.5 Positive observations of VicForests’ harvest planning and operations 

VicForests’ harvest planning and operations on the 35 audited coupes were found to fully or partly comply with 
97% of applicable audit criteria. While there were incidents on coupes that led to non-compliance with audit 
criteria, some of which had potential or actual environmental impact, harvest coupe planning, operations and 
closure were generally compliant with the Code, MPs and (where relevant) FSHPs.  

Several positive observations about VicForests planning and operations are worth noting, including: 

> Protection of sensitive environments: many of the coupes contained sensitive environments, including 
temporary and permanent streams and rainforest patches. Many were also located adjacent to SPZs and 
SMZs that were created to protect particular environmental or cultural values. With very few exceptions, 
coupe marking was undertaken conservatively and ensured: that protected areas were correctly identified; 
the required buffers (or filters) were provided; and that these areas were not inappropriately affected by 
harvesting operations.  
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Buffer widths were commonly significantly greater than the minima specified by the Code and/or SPZ 
definitions. This was typically reflected topographic constraints, as many of the gullies drained by 
permanent streams and in which rainforest patches were located were steep and not accessible to logging 
machinery. 

> Monitoring and recording contractors’ non-compliance incidents: many of the coupe diaries and files 
recorded instances of and the locations where trees had been accidentally felled by contractors into 
exclusion areas (as well as other instances of contractors’ non-compliance with prescriptions). Few, if any of 
these incidents would have been identified otherwise as their environmental impact was typically not 
discernible at the time of the audit. While these incidents were all recorded as non-compliances in this audit 
(as the Code only provides for approved felling into exclusion areas, which is taken to mean approval in 
advance), their recording is indicative of thorough supervision and contractor management by VicForests 
staff and should be continued. 

> Coupe mapping: VicForests use of GPS surveys and GIS ensures that coupe files are equipped with a 
variety of useful and informative maps to assist in coupe planning, monitoring and auditing.  

> Coupe rehabilitation: while there were a few exceptions, coupe infrastructure was generally successfully 
rehabilitated by the time the coupes were closed. Snig tracks and boundary tracks were generally more 
than adequately cross-drained and there was minimal risk of their contributing sediment to nearby 
watercourses. Landings were generally successfully rehabilitated, although not necessarily fully revegetated 
at the time of this audit. The auditor’s experience from FAP Module 7 audits of coupe regeneration and 
finalisation (conducted within 1-5 years of closure) is that coupe infrastructure remains stable and that snig 
tracks and landings eventually regenerate successfully. 

3.2 Coupe selection and coupe characteristics 

Thirty-five harvest coupes were selected for audit from VicForests’ operational area (Table 3, Table 4). These 
were distributed across Central, Central Gippsland, Dandenong, East Gippsland and Tambo FMAs. The coupes 
included a wide range of forest types, silvicultural systems and risk contexts. Five of the operations were fire 
salvage operations and one was a thinning operation rather than a final harvest. Only two of the coupes were 
active harvest coupes at the time of the audit.  

Table 3 Characteristics of harvesting operations on audited VicForests coupes  

FMA Average 

area 

harvested 

Forest type (# coupes)1 Silvicultural system (# coupes)2 

AA CMS FMS MA MMS CF CF-ST CF-Salv THB 

Central 23.6 ha 4  1 3  5  3  

Central Gippsland 23.6 ha 1  1 2 2 2 4   

Dandenong 18.4 ha   1 6  6 1   

East Gippsland 25.2 ha  3 7  1  8 2 1 

Tambo 26.5 ha 1  1  1 1 2   

Note: 
1. Forest type: AA – Alpine Ash predominant, CMS – Coastal mixed species, FMS – Foothill mixed species, MA – Mountain Ash 

predominant, MMS – Mountain mixed species 
2. Silvicultural system – CF – Clearfell, CF-ST – Seed tree retained, CF-Salv – Clearfell salvage operation, THB – Thinning from 

below 

The majority of coupes were located in landscapes where harvesting posed relatively low risk to soils and water 
quality values. Only nine of the 35 VicForests coupes were located in very steep terrain, with average slopes 
exceeding 20°. Just four had soils with at least one horizons having high soil erosion hazard. Rainforest was 
present within the gross coupe boundary on 17 of the 35 coupes. Special protection or special management 
zones (SPZs and SMZs), which have been established to protect specific forest values, were located on or 
adjacent to 26 of the coupes. 
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The coupe file reviews and field assessments were undertaken in two stages. The work in East Gippsland and 
Tambo FMAs was undertaken between 15th and 20th October 2012. Audits in Central, Dandenong and Central 
Gippsland FMAs were undertaken between 12th and 21st November 2012. 

Table 4 Environmental risk factors for audited VicForests’ coupes  

FMA Average slope Soil erosion hazard1 Rainforest 

present2 

Melbourne 

Water 

catchment 

SPZ/SMZ 

present3 

<20° Ó20° High Low-Medium 

Central 7 1 1 7 5  6 

Central Gippsland 3 3 1 5 3 2 3 

Dandenong 3 4 1 3 5  5 

East Gippsland 10 1 1 6 4  9 

Tambo 3 0  2   3 

Note: 
1. Soil erosion hazard: highest assessed hazard for a soil horizon. Information not reported for some coupes. 
2. Rainforest stands present in gross coupe area – confirmed by field assessment during coupe reconnaissance. 
3. Special Protection Zone (SPZ) or Special Management Zone (SMZ) located within or adjacent to the gross coupe area. 

 

Examples of landscape settings in which the audit of harvesting and coupe closure was conducted. 

3.3 Audit results 

The following sections present and discuss the results of the audits of VicForests’ operations, organised by 
workbook. Reference numbers have been allocated to each coupe to enable cross-checking between 
workbooks and criteria.  

3.3.1 Forest coupe planning 

Workbook 5A for forest coupe planning includes 44 compliance elements (Appendix A) relating to planning and 
preparation for harvesting and the extent to which the harvesting operations conform to coupe planning 
requirements of the Code and MPs. The audit found that 92% of applicable audit criteria were fully satisfied and 
that a further 4% of applicable criteria13 were partly satisfied (Table 5).  The level of compliance with relevant 
audit criteria was consistent between FMAs and (for full compliance) varied only between 91% (Tambo FMA) 
and 94% (Dandenong and East Gippsland FMAs).  

                                                   
13 Note that compliance and non-compliance rates in this section are reported against applicable audit criteria. Many of the criteria 

were not applicable to the planning and operations conducted on individual coupes. This may have reflected that particular values 
to be protected were not present (e.g. criteria relating to rainforest or old growth forest protection were not applicable in coupes 
that did not have rainforest and/or old growth forest within the gross coupe boundary) or that the criteria was not applicable to the 
stage of the coupe in the plan-harvest-rehabilitate-close life cycle addressed by this audit (e.g. criteria relating to landing 
rehabilitation could not be assessed on coupes in which the landing was still being used). Non-compliance was assessed against 
audit criteria rather than Code or MP prescriptions. There may be several audit criteria that relate to a single Code or MP 
prescription. 




































































































































































































































































































