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Executive summary 

GHD was engaged by Gippsland Critical Minerals (GCM) to prepare an ecological survey program for the 

Fingerboards project. 

The Fingerboards Project is a critical minerals project that has been in development for over a decade. Following 

the outcome of the 2020 EES, the project has been re-scoped to reduce and mitigate environmental impacts.  

The project area is centred on the Bairnsdale-Dargo Road, approximately 25 km north of Bairnsdale, with a 

proposed haul road extending to the south of the proposed mine to a rail siding adjacent to the Bairnsdale railway 

line. Refer to Figure 1 for an overview of the Fingerboards Project. 

This Ecological Survey Scope Report sets out the recommended ecological survey program for the existing 

condition assessments associated with the Fingerboards Project. The development of this report included the 

following stages: 

− A review of background materials, databases and relevant documents relating to the project 

− Identification of the threatened species and threatened ecological communities with potential to occur in the 

project area  

− Consideration of survey guidelines and legislative requirements 

− Recommended survey program (e.g. method, timing, survey effort) 

The survey program is considered sufficient to establish a baseline for the ecological impact assessment for the 

project and inform the scoping requirements arising from referrals under the Environment Effects Act 1978 (EE 

Act) and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Project description  
The Fingerboards Critical Minerals Project (the Project) has been in development for over a decade. Following the 

outcome of the 2020 EES, the Project has been re-scoped to reduce and mitigate environmental impacts. The 

project is in the East Gippsland region of Victoria, approximately 200 km east of Melbourne and 25 km west of 

Bairnsdale. Refer to Figure 1 for the location of the Project and Figure 2 for the proposed layout of the Project. 

1.2 Purpose of this report 
The purpose of the Ecological Survey Scope Report is to identify and provide detail (e.g. method, seasonality of 

survey, survey effort) of the anticipated ecological surveys required to complete the existing conditions 

assessment. This included determining to what extent existing survey data could be used, and what outstanding 

information would be required to establish a baseline for the ecological impact assessment for the project and 

inform the scoping requirements arising from planned referrals under the Environment Effects Act 1978 (EE Act) 

and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).  

1.3 Scope of this report 
This document outlines the recommended ecological survey program for the existing condition assessments 

associated with the Fingerboards Project.  

The scope includes: 

− A review of background materials, databases and relevant documents relating to the project 

− Identification of the key threatened species and threatened ecological communities of the study area 

− Consideration of survey guidelines and legislative requirements 

− Development of the scope for baseline ecological surveys of the project area 

The scope does not include preparation of an ecological impact assessment, or preparation of referrals under the 

EE Act or EPBC Act.  

1.4 Limitations and assumptions 

1.4.1 Spatial data 
The preparation of this report relies on spatial files provided by: 

− Ecology and Heritage Partners via GCM, provided as folder “Ecology” and including spatial files associated 

with the figures provided in EHP (2020) 

− GCM, provided as folder “GCM Fingerboards GIS Shapefiles_V1_20250930” and including pit outline, 

proposed project area, pump station, roads, siding and tenements 

For the purpose of this report, GHD has not verified or ground-truthed the ecological data provided by Ecology and 

Heritage Partners or GCM. 
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1.4.2 Use of databases 
− The Victorian Biodiversity Atlas (VBA) database can be used to search a defined geographical area to 

produce species lists of flora and fauna that have been recorded historically within the searched area. The 

database lists are only as accurate as the quality and quantity of data that have been recorded and 

documented from the area.  

− Location details for many records (typically older records) have a relatively low degree of accuracy (e.g., 

within 1 km). Thus, the database search may not pick up some records of species that were made within the 

site historically. 

− These datasets are not exhaustive. In other words, many locations locally and across Victoria have a low 

level of documented survey effort for one or more groups of flora and fauna. During field surveys, it is not 

uncommon to find species at locations for which there are few or no previous nearby database records. 

− A search of the Protected Matters Search Tool (PMST) was conducted to identify relevant Matters of National 

Environmental Significance listed under the EPBC Act. This tool is predictive only. 

− The document and database review is limited to flora species and threatened ecological communities listed 

under the EPBC and FFG Acts as at 20 November 2025. 

This report has been prepared by GHD for Gippsland Critical Minerals and may only be used and relied on by 

Gippsland Critical Minerals for the purpose agreed between GHD and Gippsland Critical Minerals as set out in 

section 1.2 of this report. 

GHD otherwise disclaims responsibility to any person other than Gippsland Critical Minerals arising in connection 

with this report. GHD also excludes implied warranties and conditions, to the extent legally permissible. 

The services undertaken by GHD in connection with preparing this report were limited to those specifically detailed 

in the report and are subject to the scope limitations set out in the report.  

The opinions, conclusions and any recommendations in this report are based on conditions encountered and 

information reviewed at the date of preparation of the report. GHD has no responsibility or obligation to update this 

report to account for events or changes occurring subsequent to the date that the report was prepared. 

The opinions, conclusions and any recommendations in this report are based on assumptions made by GHD 

described in this report (refer section 1.4 of this report). GHD disclaims liability arising from any of the assumptions 

being incorrect. 

Accessibility of documents 

If this report is required to be accessible in any other format, this can be provided by GHD upon request and at an 

additional cost if necessary. 
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2. Review of existing information 

2.1 Project area and study area 
The project area is shown in Figure 2. For the purposes of this assessment, the term project area includes the 

Mining Licence Area (MLA) plus ancillary components: Mitchell River pump station and pipeline, freshwater 

storage dam, borefield investigation area, infrastructure corridor (haul road, pipeline and power line) and rail-

siding. 

The project area is located within: 

− East Gippsland Shire Local Government Area (LGA) 

− Both the West and East Gippsland Catchment Management Authority (CMA) areas 

− Both the Gippsland Plain and East Gippsland Lowlands Victorian bioregions 

− Both the South East Coastal Plain and South East Corner Interim Biogeographic Regionalisation for Australia 

(IBRA) bioregions 

The term study area refers to a broader region surrounding the project area (i.e. includes areas that are outside 

the project area). The study area for this assessment includes private properties, reserves and roadsides within 

10 km of the project area. This description covers a much broader area than the land proposed to be directly 

impacted by the Fingerboards Project, and the additional information captured has been used to provide context to 

determine the significance of ecological features identified within the project area (for example, whether they are 

part of a larger area, or whether there are potential indirect impacts on ecological values outside the project area).  

2.2 Method - document and database review 
Project documents were reviewed to gain an understanding of the scope of previous ecological surveys conducted 

for the 2020 EES, the findings and limitations, relevant environmental legislative considerations and the critical 

issues to be addressed for the revised project.  

The following documents were reviewed: 

− Ecology and Heritage Partners Pty Ltd (2020). Detailed Ecological Investigations for the Proposed 

Fingerboards Mineral Sands Project, Glenaladale, Victoria. August 2020 

− Planning Panels Victoria (2021). Fingerboards Mineral Sands Project Inquiry and Advisory Committee Report. 

September 2021 

− Fingerboards Mineral Sands Project. Minister’s Assessment under Environment Effects Act 1978. November 

2021 (‘Minister’s Assessment’) 

A desktop assessment of ecological values known or predicted to be present within the study area (10 km buffer 

around the project area) was undertaken and included a review of the following government databases, spatial 

datasets and documents:  

− Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) Protected 

Matters Search Tool (PMST) (maintained by the Australian Department of Climate Change, Energy, the 

Environment and Water; DCCEEW) 

− The Victorian Biodiversity Atlas (VBA), maintained by the Victorian Department of Energy, Environment and 

Climate Action (DEECA)  

− NatureKit – maintained by DEECA  

− Extant and pre-1750 Ecological Vegetation Classes (EVCs) mapped by DEECA 

− Gippsland Lakes Ramsar Site Ecological Character Description (DSEWPC 2010) 

− Aerial imagery of the project area 

− Spatial data associated with Ecology and Heritage Partners Pty Ltd (2020) 

− Spatial data of the proposed mine footprint, buffer zone and gully conservation zones 

− Mean monthly rainfall data for the Mount Moornapa and Bairnsdale Airport weather stations, maintained by 

the Australian Bureau of Meteorology 
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The review process involved reading previous project documents, and comparing the findings of the updated 

desktop assessment with the original project documents. A preliminary likelihood of assessment was completed in 

May 2025 for threatened species based on available desktop information. This information was updated in 

November 2025 following commencement of field assessments. For threatened species with a possibility of 

occurrence within the project area, a determination was made as to whether additional information would be 

required for assessment in accordance with the EPBC and/or EE Act. This determination involved answering the 

following questions to identify gaps in ecological knowledge and/or interpretation of biodiversity legislation relevant 

to the revised project footprint: 

− Have the previous studies adequately covered the geographic extent of the revised project to sufficiently 

identify vegetation, threatened species and threatened species habitat? If not, what remains to be assessed? 

− Are the timing and duration of field assessments completed to date considered current and acceptable 

according to published survey guidelines (if applicable), and standards required by the relevant regulatory 

authorities?  

− Were there notable limitations to the field assessments? 

− Does the previous survey effort warrant repeating and expanding upon due to age of the data? 

− Is the consideration of potential habitat for threatened species and communities based on current threatened 

species and community listings? 

− The findings of this review are presented in Table A.1 in Appendix A. 

  





 

GHD | Gippsland Critical Minerals | 12667336 | Ecology Survey Scope 8 
 

2.3 Review findings 

2.3.1 Summary 

Two key changes in environmental conditions since the 2020 ecological assessment are of relevance to the 

ecology survey scope going forward: 

1. Impact of the Black Summer bushfires drove dispersal of more mobile fauna species through the broader 

landscape from burned areas to unburned areas, resulting in the potential for a different assemblage of fauna 

species being present or making use of the project area.  

2. In addition, the recent, improved rainfall (as of May 2025) may induce changes to emergence and flowering of 

some flora species compared to the earlier (2016-2019) surveys, which were undertaken during a period of 

drought (Planning Panels Victoria 2021). This may result in an increase in cover and extent in native 

vegetation and increased presence of fertile material across the project area when compared to previous 

surveys. Similarly, low rainfall may have impacted the likelihood of detecting some frog species in the 2016-

2019 surveys. 

Furthermore, there have been new records of threatened species within the broader study area (i.e. not previously 

recorded within 10 km), as well as changes in legislative status for species and communities known to occur, or 

with potential to occur in the study area, which will require new matters to be considered in the ecology survey 

scope.  

EHP (2020) noted targeted surveys for flora were undertaken outside the known flowering/emergence period of 

four species, two of which (Cobra Greenhood Pterostylis grandiflora and Rough-grain Love-grass Eragrostis 

trachycarpa) have been identified as having moderate or high likelihood of occurrence by GHD. EHP (2020) noted 

surveys for these species were undertaken during the general vegetation surveys which were undertaken at a time 

(i.e. March and June) when these species were detectable. However, there is some uncertainty as to whether the 

intensity of survey effort was sufficient to adequately detect these species should they occur. It is noted that EHP 

(2020) applied the precautionary principle and considered them to have a moderate likelihood of occurrence. 

EHP (2020) did not have access to the property at 2705 Bairnsdale-Dargo Road (Figure 1), and this presents a 

limitation in understanding the ecological values present within that parcel of land. It is noted that other aspects of 

the project footprint have varied from the original project design, for example, the gullies in the east of the project 

area are no longer proposed to be included within the direct impact extent of the proposed mine, and there is a 

mining exclusion zone setback approximately 1 km from the Mitchell River and approximately 1.5 km from the 

Lindenow Valley horticultural area. There are additional impact areas associated with ancillary infrastructure which 

will require field survey. 

Based on the review of existing information, Table A.1 in Appendix A lists the ecological values present, or with 

potential to occur, within the study area. The table includes a summary of existing information relevant to the 

project area, a high-level description of the additional information required, and the rationale for seeking this 

information.  

2.3.2 Changes in environmental conditions 

Survey limitations for the original project field assessment period 2016-2019 (EHP 2020) included the impacts of 

the 2014 Glenaladale-Mt Ray bushfire that burned most of the project area, as well as periods of below-average 

rainfall. Table 2 provides a chronological summary of the field surveys completed for the original project (EHP 

2020) and includes summary rainfall information obtained from the Bureau of Meteorology for the Mount Moornapa 

and Bairnsdale Airport weather stations. 

Since 2019 the region experienced the Black Summer bushfires of the 2019-20 summer, burning just over 1.5 

million hectares in Gippsland to the east of the project area, resulting in changes to regional habitat and resource 

availability. In addition, the fires may have driven dispersal of more mobile species into nearby unburned areas 

which may include the project area. The rainfall in 2024 was largely below average, except for the winter period. 

The rainfall to May 2025 has been close to or above average, and included a significantly wetter February.  
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− Aligning with a nationally consistent approach to assessing and listing threatened species via the Common 

Assessment Method, reducing duplication across jurisdictions and supporting better monitoring of 

conservation status 

− Strengthening the enforcement framework of the FFG Act, including the introduction of tougher penalties 

Using the Common Assessment Method, species were assessed using the IUCN criteria, categories and 

thresholds. If they are eligible, species can be listed as Vulnerable, Endangered, Critically Endangered, Extinct in 

the Wild or Extinct. 

EHP (2020) considered taxa that at the time were included on the Advisory List of Rare or Threatened Plants in 

Victoria (DEPI 2014), the Advisory list of Threatened Invertebrate Fauna in Victoria (DSE 2009) or the Advisory 

List of Threatened Vertebrate Fauna in Victoria (DSE 2013). All the Advisory Lists were reviewed in accordance 

with the Common Assessment Method by DEECA (between 2018-2021) and taxa considered were either 

assigned a conservation status under the FFG Act, had their conservation status updated, or were removed from 

consideration under the FFG Act. The resultant changes to listed threatened species are reflected in the updated 

desktop searches undertaken for the Project.  

Changes to the legislative protection of taxa were also triggered by the Black Summer bushfires, with the habitat 

impacts of this significant event referenced in the approved conservation advice for the newly-listed Gang Gang 

Cockatoo (Callocephalon fimbriatum) and Pilotbird (Pycnoptilus floccosus) under the EPBC Act (in effect 2 March 

2022).  
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3. Scope for ecological survey 

3.1 Objectives 
The objectives of the ecological survey scope are to collate the additional information requirements as set out in 

Table A.1 in Appendix A, and design a program that mitigates risks, optimises efficiencies and aligns with project 

approval timelines. 

This includes collecting the necessary baseline data to assess the potential impacts of the proposed Project on 

species and communities listed as threatened under the EPBC Act and FFG Act. The scope also requires that 

data collection methods meet the requirements of relevant government documents, including relevant EPBC Act 

policy statements and guidelines. 

3.2 Key issues and ecological impacts 
The ecology survey scope is prepared on the understanding that the Project may result in the following impacts to 

biodiversity and habitat: 

− Direct loss or degradation of native vegetation and associated listed ecological communities, including those 

listed as threatened under the EPBC Act and/or the FFG Act. 

− Direct loss or degradation of habitat for flora and fauna listed as threatened under the EPBC Act and/or the 

FFG Act. 

− Disturbance and/or degradation of adjacent or nearby habitat that may support listed species or other 

protected flora, fauna or ecological communities. 

− Indirect habitat loss or degradation resulting from other effects, such as edge effects, surface hydrological 

changes, groundwater drawdown, groundwater mounding, dust deposition, traffic, noise, vibration, light or the 

introduction of weeds/pathogens. 

− Disruption to the movement of fauna between areas of habitat across the broader landscape. 

− The availability of suitable offsets for the loss of native vegetation and habitat for listed threatened species 

under the FFG Act and EPBC Act. 

3.3 Priorities for characterising the existing 
environment 

This ecology survey scope is prepared based on the previous Environment Effects Statement prepared for the 
project, on the understanding that the priorities for characterising the existing environment are likely to be: 

− Identify and characterise the distribution and quality of native vegetation, terrestrial and aquatic habitat and 

wildlife movement in the area that could be impacted by the Fingerboards Project or associated works. 

− Identify and characterise the existing or likely presence of listed threatened and migratory species, other 

protected species and ecological communities listed under the EPBC Act and FFG Act. This characterisation 

will be informed by the literature and suitable available data and supported by seasonal or targeted surveys 

where necessary. Records and other data from local sources will also be gathered and considered as 

appropriate. 

− Identify the existing or likely presence of environmental weeds, pathogens, pest animals and potentially 

threatening processes. 

− As appropriate, identify the different uses which significant species may make use of different habitat areas 

that could be affected by the project at different times or life-cycle stages. 

− Identify and characterise any groundwater-dependent ecosystems that may be affected by the project works. 

This characterisation will be informed by data, literature and appropriate surveys. 
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− Describe the biodiversity values that could be affected by the project, including:  

• Native vegetation and any ecological communities listed under the EPBC Act or FFG Act 

• Presence of, or suitable habitats for, generally protected or threatened flora listed under the EPBC Act 

and/or FFG Act 

• Presence and expected use of, or suitable habitats for, threatened or migratory fauna species, listed under 

the EPBC Act and/or FFG Act 

3.4 Survey methods 
The ecology survey scope should include: 

− An updated and current desktop assessment 

− Updated vegetation quality assessment and mapping 

− Targeted surveys for five threatened ecological communities, 38 threatened flora species and 27 threatened 

fauna species 

3.4.1 Existing information and desktop studies  

The aim of the desktop assessment would be to collect the latest knowledge of species and their habitat with 

respect to the broader study area (i.e. 10 km buffer).  

The desktop assessment should be current and include reviews of relevant ecological databases and literature 

including: 

− The Victorian Biodiversity Atlas (VBA) database (maintained by DEECA) for records of flora and fauna 

species, including threatened, protected and migratory species, within a 10-km radius of the project area 

− The Commonwealth Department of Climate Change, Energy the Environment and Water (DCCEEW) 

Protected Matters Search Tool (PMST), which predicts the occurrence of Matters of National Environmental 

Significance listed under the EPBC Act (search conducted 24 November 2025) 

− NatureKit Maps, which provide GIS mapping, maintained by DEECA, including modelled mapping of extant 

and pre-1750 Ecological Vegetation Classes (EVCs) and known threatened species records 

− Other GIS spatial datasets such as current Wetland Layer, Habitat Value Score and Native Vegetation 

Condition Score (maintained by DEECA) 

− Aerial imagery of the project area and its surroundings 

− Other relevant ecological assessments or reports pertaining to the project area and/or project as available 

Using the above information, an updated preliminary assessment of likelihood of occurrence of threatened flora 

and fauna and migratory fauna should be undertaken. The results would inform the scope of the fieldwork and 

identify additional threatened species or communities for which targeted surveys may be undertaken during the 

project timeframe. 

3.4.2 Updated Vegetation Quality Assessment 

An updated Vegetation Quality Assessment will be required to satisfy requirements under the Guidelines for the 

removal, destruction or lopping or native vegetation (DEECA 2025b), as well as quantify native vegetation impacts 

against the threshold triggers under the referral criteria of the EE Act. 

During the site assessment, the EVC, vegetation quality and extent of native vegetation should be verified against 

the EHP (2020). If the score is no longer accurate, a new assessment will be required.  

Any new assessment should be conducted in accordance with the Habitat Hectare assessment method, as 

outlined in the Vegetation Quality Assessment Manual – guidelines for applying the habitat hectare scoring method 

(DSE 2004). Native vegetation must be assessed using version 1.3 of the ‘Vegetation Quality Field Assessment 

Sheet’ provided by DEECA and EVC benchmarks for the Gippsland Plain and East Gippsland Lowlands 

Bioregions.  
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3.4.3 Targeted surveys for threatened ecological communities and 
species  

A targeted survey program is recommended for five threatened ecological communities, 38 threatened flora 

species and 27 threatened fauna species. Targeted surveys are required to determine if, and to what extent, the 

project will effect ecological values.  

Targeted surveys should focus on areas identified as containing suitable habitat within the project area and areas 

with potential to be directly or indirectly impacted by the project. Targeted surveys should be conducted at 

appropriate times of the year according to seasonal survey requirements and using appropriate methods and 

survey effort to maximise the likelihood of detecting the species as summarised in Table 3 and Table 4.  

Targeted surveys will be undertaken in accordance with government guidelines and requirements (where 

available) as specified in Table A.1 in Appendix A and summarised in Table 3 and Table 4.  

3.5 Indicative survey program 
Table 3 (vegetation and flora) and Table 4 (fauna) provide the recommended season and method for general and 

targeted surveys of ecological values for which additional information is required.  

3.5.1 Program risks, assumptions and exclusions 
It is envisaged that the timing of the detailed assessment fieldwork will be suitable for undertaking targeted 

surveys for some, but not all threatened species and communities identified as likely to occur.  

Therefore, targeted surveys will be undertaken to survey for threatened species and communities for which the 

timing is deemed appropriate, i.e. winter 2025 to autumn 2026, and where access is permitted. For species and 

communities that require targeted surveys to be done outside the targeted fieldwork period, separate targeted 

surveys will be recommended as follow-up surveys during preparation of the impact assessment for the EES. In 

addition, subject to the outcomes of the detailed survey, further surveys not specified in Table 3 may also be 

necessary.  

The recommended ecology survey program is limited to the recommended baseline ecological surveys. The 

program does not include impact assessment, reporting or preparation of referral documentation. 

The program assumes unhindered access to the project area to conduct field surveys. Should access not be 

available to some properties, GCM plans to consult with DEECA regarding the proposed approach for assessment 

of those properties.  

For some values it may also be appropriate to survey beyond the project area to provide context for impacts within 

the project area.  
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