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Executive summary

The suitability of the proposed location of the Splitters Creek Storage facility on Lot 24 on RP805036 and
pipeline crossing were assessed with respect to potential impacts upon Black Throated Finch and to
provide advice to minimise negative impacts on populations in the region.

Fauna surveys undertaken for the Water for Bowen identified a pair of Black-throated Finch (southern
subspecies) Poephila cincta cincta on Lot 3 on HR1686, close to the original location of the Splitters
Creek Storage facility footprint. This species is listed as vulnerable under the Nature Conservation
Act 1992 and endangered under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999
(EPBC Act).

In response to this sighting, Sunwater proposed the relocation of the Splitters Creek Storage facility five
hundred meters to the west of Splitters Creek within Lot 24 on RP805036 in a cleared area of improved
pasture. Sunwater commissioned a targeted fauna survey in order to ascertain the likelihood, status and
subsequent ecological consequences of the development of the storage facility and related infrastructure
upon local Black-throated Finch populations.

In early July 2009, targeted surveys were undertaken for the Black-throated Finch breeding, foraging and
watering points within the study site. The key objectives were to:

A locate and document Black-throated Finch nests (if present) 1 km upstream and down stream of the
pipeline crossover point of Splitters Creek and its tributaries

A  assess the likelihood of a breeding population of Black-throated Finch existing within 1 km of the
pipeline crossover point

A locate and document Black-throated Finch nests (if present) within 500 m of the proposed balancing
storage footprint

A  assess the likelihood of a breeding population of Black-throated Finch existing within 500 m of the
proposed balancing storage foot print

A indentify key habitat features (potential breeding sites and permanent and semi permanent water
points) likely to be utilised by Black-throated Finch within and adjacent to the study area

A record the local population dynamics and assess the potential for the project to impact on the local
population

A identify more appropriate pipeline alignment or balancing storage location, if applicable.

The impact of the Project on Black-throated Finch was assessed with reference to whether the habitat is
likely to support a breeding population within the construction footprint and the areas immediately
adjacent.

Black-throated Finch were not identified during the current survey period, one abandoned nest belonging
to an unidentified species of finch was identified to the south west of the proposed balancing storage
location in stunted regrowth vegetation, while an abandoned nest belonging to an unidentified species
finch was identified in riparian vegetation associated with a spring fed water hole in the bed of the
otherwise dry section of Splitters Creek, 3.5 km upstream of the proposed pipe crossing site (outside the
project area).
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The vegetation associated with the proposed development foot print was determined to be marginal
habitat for this species, due to the absence of large intact areas of overstorey vegetation. The removal of
vegetation and the development of the storage facility and pipeline crossing will not have a significant
impact on Black-throated finch populations within the local area or region.

Based on the findings of the field surveys, the construction and operation of the Splitters Creek Storage
Facility within Lot 24 on RP805036 and pipeline crossing is unlikely to significantly impact upon Black-
throated Finch population if they are present in the region, based on the following:

A no nests or Black-throated Finch were observed or heard within the construction footprint or adjacent
areas

A the habitat within the construction footprint and adjacent areas does not constitute significant habitat
for Black-throated Finch, equivalent habitat can be found in the surrounding landscape

A  clearing of pasture and grasses will not significantly reduce the availability of food resources for the
Black-throated Finch, similar vegetation is common in the region

A the completion of the Splitters Creek Storage facility will provide a permanent water source and
enhance the ecological requirements for Black-throated Finch

A construction timing, methodology and rehabilitation can be incorporated to mitigate all potential short
term impacts.
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1.

11

Introduction

The Water for Bowen project requires the construction and management of a water storage
facility on Lot 24 on RP805036, near Bowen. A pipeline will also be required to cross
Splitters Creek on Lot 3 on HR1686 as part of this proposed development. Currently these
two lots are being utilised for low intensity grazing, Lot 3 on HR1686 falls within the
Proposed Abbot State Development Area. The Water for Bowen project will also include the
construction and operation of open channel on both lots.

A pair of Black-throated Finch where identified during ‘Water for Bowen’ ecological
investigations (Lewis Consulting Services 2009) in close proximity to the proposed Splitters
Creek Storage facility development footprint. The Black-throated Finch is listed as
endangered under the EPBC Act and Vulnerable under the vulnerable under the Nature
Conservation Act 1992. Breeding sites for this species have not been previously recorded in
this area. In response to the aforementioned sighting, Sunwater proposed the relocation of
the Splitters Creek Storage facility five hundred meters to the west of Splitters Creek within
Lot 24 on RP805036, in a cleared area of improved pasture.

The suitability of the proposed relocation of the Splitters Creek Storage facility and
associated pipeline was assessed with respect to potential impacts upon Black Throated
Finch and provide advice to minimise negative impacts.

Objectives

Targeted surveys were undertaken for Black-throated Finch breeding, foraging and watering
points within the Water for Bowen project area from the 29 June 2009 to 3 July 2009. The
key objectives were:

A  locate and document Black-throated Finch nests (if present) 1 km upstream and down
stream of the pipeline crossover point of Splitters Creek and its tributaries

A assess the likelihood of a breeding population of Black-throated Finch existing within
1 km of the pipeline crossover point

A locate and document Black-throated Finch nests (if present) within 500 m of the
proposed balancing storage footprint

A  assess the likelihood of a breeding population of Black-throated Finch existing within
500 m of the proposed balancing storage footprint

A indentify key habitat features (potential breeding sites and permanent and semi
permanent water points) likely to be utilised by Black-throated Finch within and adjacent
to the study area

A  record the local population dynamics and assess the potential for the project to impact
on the local population

A identify more appropriate pipeline alignment or balancing storage location, if applicable,
as per the Black-throated Finch mitigation measure strategies (DEWHA 2009a).
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1.2 Site description

The investigation area is approximately 20 km west of Bowen (Figure 1.1). The development
footprint is located across two lots (Lot 24 on RP805036 and Lot 3 on HR1686). The
investigation area is bounded in the east by the lower slopes of Mt Round back and to the
west by the eastern most tributaries of Plain Creek. The slopes of Mt Roundback form the
catchment for Split Creek, which is a major tributary of Splitters Creek and is the primary
source of dry season semi permanent flows. Splitters Creek is a perennial system with
seasonal flows above the confluence of Splitters Creek and Split Creek.

The area has a long history of pastoral land use with low density live stock grazing the
primary land use within the in region and both Lots. With the exception of the slopes of
Mount Roundback, Splitters Creek, Plain Creek (and their tributaries) riparian zones the
majority of the land within the investigation area has been cleared to allow the establishment
of improved pastures to facilitate livestock grazing.

Lot 3 on HR1686, falls within the Abbot Point State Development Area (SDA). Under the
current land use plan for the SDA Splitters creek is zoned as an Environmental/infrastructure
precinct with the area between splitters creek and the lower slopes of Mt Roundback is
designated as a heavy industry precinct (Worley-Parsons 2007).

1.3 Project description

The aim of the Water for Bowen Project is to supply water for urban, industrial and
agricultural use via a new water transport system originating from the Burdekin River to
Bowen and surrounding areas. The water transport system comprises of open channel,
pipelines and associated infrastructure including pump stations, balancing storages, vents
and valves(Lewis Consulting Services 2009), the study area comprises of the infrastructure
footprint and areas where potential customer have indicated water from the Project will be
used for irrigation.
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2.

2.1

Approach

The development of the survey methodology involved a review of available documentation
relating to the site, database records as well as discussions with a subject matter expert. The
survey approach was consistent with the recently released 'Draft Significant Impact
Guidelines for the endangered Black-throated finch-southern (Poephila cincta cincta): Policy
Statement 3.13 2009’ (DEWHA 2009).

Literature reviews and industry expert discussions

The review of the following site related reports was undertaken for the site:

A Lewis Consulting Services. 2009a. Constraints and Opportunities for Multi Transport
Corridor within the Abbot Point State Development Area: Terrestrial Fauna

A Lewis Consulting Services. 2009b. Water for Bowen: Terrestrial Fauna Technical report

A PB. 2009a .Abbot point SDA: Infrastructure Corridor Study- Southern Section, Ecological
Constraints Comparison

A PB. 2009b.Abbot point SDA: Infrastructure Corridor Study, Ecological Constraints
Comparison

A PB. 2009c. Water for Bowen EIS Terrestrial Flora technical Report.
Discussion with the following subject matter expert:

A Holmes, B. 2009, Black-throated Finch Recovery Plan Team Member (Queensland
Department of Primary Industries).

The survey design/methodology were based on the most current available information for the
Black-throated Finch. This information was sourced from:

A site reports such as:

(  Lewis Consulting Services. 2009a. Constraints and Opportunities for Multi Transport
Corridor within the Abbot Point State Development Area: Terrestrial Fauna

(  Lewis Consulting Services. 2009b. Water for Bowen: Terrestrial Fauna Technical
report

(  PB.2009a .Abbot point SDA: Infrastructure Corridor Study- Southern Section,
Ecological Constraints Comparison

(  PB. 2009b.Abbot point SDA: Infrastructure Corridor Study, Ecological Constraints
Comparison

(  PB. 2009c. Water for Bowen EIS Terrestrial Flora technical Report.

A Black-throated Finch Recovery Team, Department of Environment and Climate Change
(NSW) and Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service. 2007. National recovery plan for the
black-throated finch southern subspecies Poephila cincta cincta. Report to the
Department of the Environment and Water Resources, Canberra. Department of
Environment and Climate Change (NSW), Hurstville and Queensland Parks and Wildlife
Service, Brisbane
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A DEWHA. 2009. Draft EPBC Act Policy Statement 3.13, Nationally Threatened Species
and Ecological Communities * Significant impact guidelines for the endangered Black-
throated finch (southern) (Poephila cinta cinta)

A DEWHA. 2009. EPBC Act Policy Statement 3.13, Nationally Threatened Species and
Ecological Communities: Background paper to EPBC Act Policy Statement 3.13,
Nationally Threatened Species and Ecological Communities. ‘Significant impact
guidelines for the endangered Black-throated finch (southern) (Poephila cinta cinta)

A Garnett and Crowley 2000. National Action Plan for Australian Birds. Environment
Australia and Birds Australia: Canberra

A Barrett, Geoff., Silcocks, A., Barry, S. and Poulter, R. 2003. The New Atlas of Australian
Birds. Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union, Hawthorn East

A field guides such as:

(  Beruldson, G. 2004. Australian Birds, their Nests and Eggs. G. Beruldson:
Queensland

(  Morcombe, M. 2000. Field Guide to Australian Birds. Parish Publishing: Queensland

(  Morecombe. M. 2004. Field Guide to Australian Birds: Complete Compact Edition.
Parish Publishing: Queensland

( discussion with Black-throated Recovery Plan Team Member-Bill Holmes.

1.1 Field survey

The field survey consisted of a targeted survey for Black-throated Finch and their nests
within the study area. Tree hollows within, and immediately adjacent to the pipeline and
balance storage area were internally investigated with a nest-box camera system. The on-
site habitat was assessed in terms of its suitability for providing foraging and water
resources.

The methodology was consistent with DEWHA's draft, EPBC Act Policy Statement 3.13,
Nationally Threatened Species and Ecological Communities ‘ Significant impact guidelines
for the endangered black-throated finch (southern) (Poephila cinta cinta)’ and “Background
paper to EPBC Act Policy Statement 3.13, Nationally Threatened Species and Ecological
Communities.

Details of the methodology are provided below.

2.1.1 Nest surveys and habitat assessment

Two ecologists undertook the survey over four days (30 June-3 July 2009). The survey
consisted of the ecologists walking along both sides of Splitters Creek and its tributaries for a
distance of 1 km either side of the proposed pipeline crossing point, and within and adjacent
to the balancing storage area. Further to this, three random sites with non preferred habitat
(water) were surveyed for Black-throated Finch as per Thompson's (2004) recommendations
for sampling rare and/or elusive species.

Further to this, two water sources 3.4 km and 6.7 km to the south of the construction
footprint were also surveyed as control sites. A remote sensing camera (Bushnell

5.0 Megapixel Trail Camera) was deployed for two days (total of four days) at each of these
water sources to record Black-throated Finch.

Binoculars (8x40 mm) were used to locate potential Black-throated Finch nests as described
by Beruldsen (2004), Morcombe (2000) and Zann (1976), in midstorey shrubs and trees, A
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Olympus 3.2 megapixel camera was mounted on a flexible head to a 3.5 m telescopic pole,
the camera was set to video mode and connected to a 10 cm monitor powered by a 12 v,
7.2 amp hour battery. The camera was used to inspect nests/tree hollows within and
adjacent to the construction footprint. Visual inspections of nests up to 1.8 m in height were
undertaken. The locations of nests were recorded using a hand-held Geographic Positioning
System (Garmin Etrex) and photographed.

It was proposed that in the advent of a Black-throated Finch nest being found, the habitat
was to be assessed by examining characteristics such as the structure and floristics of the

canopy, understorey and ground vegetation, presence of litter layer and other habitat
attributes important for feeding, roosting and breeding including:

access to water

extent of vegetation suitable for nesting/breeding opportunities

A
A
A presence and extent of preferred food resources i.e. grass seeds
A extent of vegetation cover to minimise predation.

A

summary of the survey effort is provided in Table 2.1 below

Table 2.1 Survey effort

Survey method Unit Total
Targeted Black-throated finch

Person hours 37 x person hours
and nest surveys
Targeted Black-thro.ated finch Person hours 14 x person hours
surveys at water points
Remote camera Camera hours 40 x camera hours
Nest box/tree hollow camera Number of trees/hollows 7x trees/15 x hollows
Incidental records Person days Four days
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3. Background information

The Black-throated Finch-southern (Poephila cincta cincta) is a listed as endangered under
the Commonwealth EPBC Act. Species listed as threatened under the EPBC Act are
deemed a matter of national environmental significance (NES). Any action that has, will have
or is likely to have a significant impact on a matter of NES must seek approval for the
Minister for the Environment, Heritage the Arts.

The following section details what is currently known of the ecology of the Black-throated
Finch (Poephila cincta cincta) and the criteria used to assess what constitutes a significant
impact as per the EPBC Act Policy Statement 3.13 (2009): Significant Impact Guidelines for
the endangered Black-throated Finch (Poephila cincta cincta).

3.1 The Black-throated Finch (southern) (Poephila cincta cincta)

3.1.1 Conservation status

The southern sub-species is listed as endangered under the EPBC Act and vulnerable under
the Queensland Nature Conservation Act 1992 (NC Act). The reason for its listing is due to
an ongoing population decline, estimated to be at a rate of 20% every 10 years (Black-
throated Finch Recovery Team 2007).

3.1.2 Past range and abundance

The southern subspecies of the Black-throated Finch historically occurred from north-east
NSW to Queensland’s Atherton Tablelands and west to central Queensland. There have not
been any recent records from NSW and it appears that the southern sub-species is now
confined to the northern part of its former range (Garnett and Crowley 2000). With the only
known population of this sub species found around the Townsville region and scattered sites
in central-eastern Queensland.

3.1.3 Species description

The southern sub-species of the Black-throated Finch is a small stout granivore with a
distinctive black throat. The bill is a typical finch shape and dark grey in colour. It has a
cinnamon breast, brown back, blue-grey head and red feet (Morcombe 2000).

3.1.4 Ecological requirements of the Black-throated Finch

The Black-throated Finch inhabits grassy woodland dominated by eucalypts, paperbarks or
acacias, where there is access to seeding grasses and water (Zann 1976). It is a relatively
sedentary species with birds generally being present all year round moving very small
distances between foraging sites (DEWHA 2009a). They will move up to 3 km in the non-
breeding season, and as a consequence larger areas of foraging habitat are required during
the dry season. They require a mosaic of habitats in which to find seed in the wet season
(Garnett and Crowley 2000). During the breeding season pairs separate from the main flock
(Holmes, B. 2009, pers comm., 28 May) to build a rounded nest with a short spout like
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entrance in the top most twiggy branches or tree hollow up to 5~10 m in height

(Beruldson 2004; Morcombe 2000). They typically do not merge back into flocks until early
October. Breeding can also occur any time of the year after a rainfall event (Holmes, B.
2009, pers comm., 28 May).

3.1.5 Principal threats to the Black-throated Finch

The key threats to this species include:

A clearance of grasslands and or grassy woodland, habitat fragmentation and waterway

degradation
A damming or disrupting of natural creek or river flows

A changes in management regime such as burning and slashing
A construction of roads, structures and or hard surfaces

A increases in human traffic and or recreational activities

A intensive livestock grazing practices and overgrazing

A competition with the European Rabbit and livestock

A changes in fire regime

A illegal trapping

A introduced pasture species and invasive weeds

A

increased predation.
(Black-throated Finch Recovery Team, 2007.)

3.1.6 Actions likely to have a significant impact of the species

In accordance with DEWHA guidelines (DEWHA 2009b), the judgment of what constitutes a
significant impact is to be made on a case by case basis and with consideration of the
action. The potential for a significant impact depends on the following:

intensity, duration, magnitude and geographic extent of the impact
sensitivity, value and quality of the environment on and around the site

A
A
A cumulative effect of on-site, off-site, direct and indirect impacts
A

the presence of this and other Matters of National Environmental Significance.
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4.

4.1

4.2

Existing environment

Climatic conditions

The climatic conditions were conducive for undertaking bird surveys, the weather was fine
with little to slight breezes and the temperatures were mild to warm. Refer to Table 4.1

Ecological condition

Splitters Creek is a semi permanent water way which is likely to support some permanent
water holes through subterranean flows during normal seasons. At the time of the survey
there was no surface water flow in Splitters Creek upstream of the Split Creek confluence,
however two spring fed billabongs occur within the bed of Splitters Creek up stream from the
Split Creek junction. These two water points were associated with considerable mammal and
bird activity. Split Creek is fed from catchments associated with the slopes of Mount
Roundback and is likely to maintain flows after the main splitters creek catchment has
ceased to flow. At the time of the survey Split Creek was flowing and was responsible for
maintaining down stream flows along Splitters Creek. A number of drainage lines enter the
eastern side of Splitters Creek forming a series of parallel vegetated channels. Splitters
Creek and Split Creek had similar vegetation communities. The vegetation to the west of
Splitters Creek is predominantly cleared pastures with heavy weed infestation in close
proximity to the escarpment. Figure 4.1 indicates the relevant survey locations.
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Table 4.1 Climatic conditions at Townsville Weather Station
Temps Max wind gust 9am 3pm
Rain | Evap = Sun

Date = Day . . ) ) .

Min = Max Dir Spd Time Temp RH | Cid Dir Spd  MSLP Temp | RH | Cid Dir | Spd MSLP
°C °C | mm mm hours km/h local °C % | 8" km/h hPa °C % 8" km/h hPa

30 Tue 124 27.0 0 5.8 8.5 ENE 33 13.44 21.4 66 5 S 9 1017.9 25.2 62 3 ENE 26 1014.6
1 We | 16.4 26.9 0 6.2 10.7 NE 30 13:35 23.7 70 3 SE 7 1016.7 25.8 60 3 NE 22 1014.0
Th 14.4 28.8 0 4.8 9.7 NNE 28 12:45 22.9 74 3 Calm 1015.8 27.0 57 5 N 11 1011.6
3 Fr 171 275 0 6.6 10.5 SSwW 56 09:30 21.1 18 2 SSwW 35 1017.7 26.8 12 1 24 1012.9
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