
Links that count: the Oxford Downs Project

When the owners of Oxford Downs were offered help 

to carry out environmental works by the Macclesfield 
Landcare Group (MLG), they did not hesitate. 

Tania Kirby and her mother, Irene Veit, had been contemplating 

further works on the 22ha property, but were daunted by 

the time, cost and effort involved. To have someone else 

manage the project from start to finish - including scoping and 
design, obtaining funding and materials, and organising and 

supervising labour - was too good an opportunity to refuse.

MLG President, Ron Sawyer, and Tania 

put together an extensive project plan 

involving five revegetation sites, 8,100 
seedlings and 330m of fencing. The 
project was implemented over the 

following months by 100 volunteers, with 
financial support from the Port Phillip and 
Westernport Catchment Management 

Authority and Melbourne Water.

One year later, and with the plantings 

are showing healthy growth, the project 

is being judged a success by everyone 

involved. And in more good news, many 

other properties will be able to receive 

the same kind of treatment, thanks to a 

new initiative available to landholders 

along Woori Yallock Creek.

Designed to extend the wildlife corridor 

between the Butterfield and Yellingbo 
Nature Conservation Reserves, the From 

Yellingbo to Butterfield Project will use 
similar methodology as that used at 

Oxford Downs to design, fund and carry 

out revegetation projects.

Tania encourages all eligible landholders 

to get involved.“I still can’t believe how 

much effort they put in,” she says. “We 

had help from every angle.”
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Links that count: the Oxford Downs Project

Building on a legacy

Oxford Downs, which has 600m of Woori Yallock 

Creek frontage, was the ideal place to carry out 

works designed to help save the critically endangered 

helmeted honeyeater. 

Extensive conservation work had been carried out - 

first, by Tania’s father and Irene’s husband, Wilhelm, 
and then, after his death by his family - so that  

almost a third of the grazing property was  

under bush. 

All the riparian land (land that is connected to a 

waterway) and the gullies had been fenced off to 

protect them from stock, and some revegetation work 

had already taken place.

“The owners had given us a really good start,” says Ron, a professional project manager, who visited the 
property in mid-2016. “Our job was to build on the work that had already been done.”
Ron and Tania spent three hours walking over the property assessing the quality and quantity of the existing 
vegetation - in particular, remnant riparian vegetation - and discussing options for improvement. Tania had 
several ideas of her own, and Ron was keen to make sure any work complemented Oxford Downs’ use as a 
grazing property. 
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Prioritising the works

Two weeks later, after consulting with other members of the 

Program team, Ron presented Tania and Irene with a project 

plan. The plan identified five sites that would benefit from work, 
detailed the ‘what, where, when and how’ it would all happen 

and even included a risk management plan.

The plan ranked the five projects according to the overall 
benefit to the biolink and habitat for the helmeted honeyeater. 
At the top of the list was ‘topping up’ a 2450m2 area of riparian 
land that the owners had revegetated in 2014 with species 
favoured by the helmeted honeyeater. This is an important area 

as it provides a critical link between two large stands of bush on 

Oxford Downs, and remnant vegetation on properties on the 

other side of the Creek.

The second priority was planting a new site, approximately 

4,800m2 in size, that also runs along the Creek. This riparian 
land would support the swamp bush and swamp forest 

vegetation needed by the helmeted honeyeater, and link up 

existing bushland on Oxford Downs and a neighbouring property. This project also involved moving fallen timber 

onto the site to provide additional habitat for wildlife, and fencing for deer control.

The third and fourth-ranked projects extended the valuable stand of bush along the main gully that feeds into the 
Creek, and involved both revegetation and fencing. Finally, the fifth project focused on creating an understory 
beneath some mature messmate trees that the owners had already fenced off.

Photo: Ron Sawyer
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Funding to enable the project was sourced by the 

Macclesfield Landcare Group and was generously 
provided by the Port Phillip and Westernport 

Catchment Management Authority and Melbourne 

Water. 

Onground work began in April 2017 and was 
completed by the end of the following July. Tania 

admits to feeling “a bit daunted when all the gear 

[plants, guards, fencing materials etc] turned up”, 

but was able to relax knowing that someone else 

was “doing the hard yards.”

The team organised five planting days which attracted 
volunteers from corporates, the Landcare network, 

educational institutions and the community. 

Both fun and educational, the planting days featured 

presentations about the helmeted honeyeater, light 

refreshments and opportunities for socialising - and 
more importantly, resulted in more than 8,000 seedlings 
being planted and protected by guards.

Tania, her family and friends also carried out some more 

planting themselves. Contractors followed up with 

fencing, and a field camera was installed to help with 
deer control.

Turning the plan into action
Photo: Ron Sawyer
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What plants do helmeted honeyeaters need for food and shelter?

All the plants for the Oxford Downs project 
belong to ecological vegetation community 
"Swampy Riparian Complex" (EVC126) They 
comprise a mix of trees, shrubs, sedges and 
rushes that are generally found in swampy 
riparian bush or forest habitats. Sadly, these 
swampy riparian habitats have diminished in 
size, largely because of clearing for farming 
last century. 

The plants for the Oxford Downs project 
were grown by the Friends of Helmeted 
Honeyeater community nursery. This vol-
unteer-run nursery propagates indigenous 
plants for local revegetation projects and 
also sells to the public. 

Members of the Friends of the Helmeted 
Honeyeater attended the planting days to 
show volunteers how to cluster the under-
story species to create thickets, which the 
helmeted honeyeater needs for breeding 
and shelter.
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Enjoying the benefits
Evidence shows that well-cared for bushland and 
riparian land can significantly improve the value of 
both residential and farming properties. 

For Tania and her mother, however, the benefits of 
the Project are far more immediate. 

There is a great ‘feel-good’ factor knowing that 
helmeted honeyeaters may soon be released on 
Oxford Downs, and they are enjoying the steadily 
increasing numbers of small birds and wildlife on 
the property. 

They also appreciate the shade and shelter the 
bushland provides them and their stock.

“You’ve just got to have trees on a property,” says 
Tania. “It’s not only for aesthetics, but also the 
attraction for wildlife. And as a primary producer, 
you know how good the shade and shelter is for 
the cattle.”

Photo: Ron Sawyer
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Photo: Dan Harley, Zoos Victoria

You can help the helmeted honeyeater, too

The From Yellingbo to Butterfield Project (Project) is a four-way 
partnership involving the Macclesfield, Monbulk and Johns Hill 
Landcare Groups and the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater. Its 
goal is strengthen the wildlife corridor that runs along Woori Yallock 

Creek and connects the Butterfield and Yellingbo Nature Conservation 
Reserves (Reserves). 

Expanding and enhancing this biolink will help all wildlife, and in 

particular, support plans to release breeding pairs of the critically 

endangered helmeted honeyeater into Butterfield Reserve. Being able 
to travel safely between the two Reserves will reduce the risk of a new 

colony becoming genetically isolated. 

The Project has received funding through the Helen Mcpherson Smith 
Trust which enables it to employ a project officer (Gaye Gadsden). 
Gaye’s role includes engaging landholders, and taking responsibility 

to organise and carry out each project, much as Ron Sawyer did for the 

Oxford Downs Project.

Funding for this important Project has come from the National 

Landcare Council, Yarra Ranges Council, Port Phillip and Westernport 

Catchment Management Authority and Melbourne Water.

All landholders with properties that front Woori Yallock Creek are 

eligible to participate in the Project. For more information, contact 

Gaye at dave989gaye@bigpond.com or 0408 733 664.Photo: Dan Harley, Zoos Victoria
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