The Nature of Rail Trails

Whether you're travelling along a rail trail by foot, bike, or horse, you may
look to the verges besides you and wonder: what'’s going on there? If you're
lucky, there may be signs along the way, pointing out the species of birds or
animals that live in that habitat you're travelling through.

You may see new plantings (with their
tell-tale protection guards), or evidence
of serious weeding. You may see
nothing but old gum trees, and laugh as
bright parrots seem to try to race you as
you ride, from tree to tree. Or you may
stop, agog, to watch a cacophony of
black cockatoos snacking on pine trees
planted in the railway’s heyday.

One thing's for sure; rail trails can be
nature hotspots. As Naomi Wells,
Coastal and Biodiversity Program
Leader, Bellarine Catchment Network
in Victoria, says, “There is a biodiversity
value [in rail trails].

“It's not just recreation and the value
from the train line’s perspective, but
there’'s an environmental value as well,
and being able to cast that ecology lens
over those areas is of huge benefit,”
Naomi says.

It's an interesting, yet obvious concept.
By utilising rail trails as recreational
spaces, we're protecting corridors of
flora — some dating to pre-colonisation —
that may have been cleared elsewhere in
the landscape. We can also improve it.

“Rail trails tend to be areas that have
remnant vegetation: so vegetation

that was here in good condition before
development and colonisation,” says
Naomi. “Because they formed part of
the aesthetic of a railway, they generally
didn't get removed and they were
allowed to flourish, when everything else
can be impacted through development
or other land use and habitat loss.”

An example of that is on Victoria’s
Bellarine Peninsula, where Naomi says
only 5% of remnant vegetation is left.
And some of that 5% is found along
Bellarine Rail Trail.

“We have been working along the
Bellarine Rail Trail for about 10 years
now, undertaking woody weed works
along the rail trail,” Naomi says. “Woody
weeds are one of the biggest threats

to those biodiversity hot spots. We've
got some really nice patches of grassy
woodlands, and coastal woodland down
to Queenscliff, so we try to remove
weeds and focus on areas along the
trail where there is more diversity,” she
says. “The rail trail is one of the most
important woodlands that we have.”

Rail trails tend to be
areas that have remnant
vegetation, some of
which may even
pre-date colonisation

Given the design of rail trails - usually
long straight corridors from one place
to another, they can be exceptional bio
links. “Bellarine Rail Trail links wildlife
from Queenscliff all the way into
Geelong by having a continuous corridor
of vegetation,” says Naomi. “This
includes lots of birds - I've seen barn
owls - common bronze wings, lots of
parrots, and superb fairy wrens. Snakes

Bellarine Catchment
Network volunteers
after a busy
working bee on the
long-established
Bellarine Rail Trail

in Victoria complete
with a long “snake”
of empty seedling
containers.

use the rail trail as well, skinks, and also
insects, as they migrate and move along
the rail trail using different plants as a
food source.”

As Connections touched on in its article
Tackling Tough Terrain in its Autumn
edition, Hamilton-Coleraine Rail Trail

is also busy boosting its birdlife. The
committee has launched a bird habitat
revegetation project with a grant from
Landcare Victoria, and support from
BirdLife Hamilton and Glenelg Hopkins
Catchment Management Authority,

to bring diversity back. They've

planted over 700 trees for bird habitat.
According to chairperson Susan Brumby,
the reserve is perfect as a linear habitat
corridor. “We reviewed the environmental
plan to see what the original vegetation
and grasses of the area were, and we
planted them,” she said.

Great Southern Rail Trail (GSRT)

is another rail trail exploring its
biodiversity. South Gippsland Landcare
Network is currently undertaking a
project to identify biodiversity ‘hotspots’
along this 131km-long rail trail. Once
they've been identified, restoration
projects will be developed with the 6
Landcare groups which cover the trail.

According to Landcare Facilitator Nick
Stephens: “This project will show where
the best locations are along the trail for
maximising our volunteer efforts, to help
biodiversity, be it for threatened species
or good quality habitat”. Importantly, he
says, it will also provide some direction
for the 6 Landcare groups and council,
who are the official caretakers of the trail.

The GSRT project engages the
community, and users of the rail trail, by
running an annual event called Pedal &
Plant, which encourages people to cycle
en-mass to a tree-planting site. This
year South Gippsland Landcare Network
and South Gippsland Shire Council
partnered with Arawata Landcare Group
to plant 1500 indigenous trees, shrubs
and grasses by the side of the Great
Southern Rail Trail at Ruby.

VicTrack Landcare Grants have
provided funding to the Upper Goulburn
Landcare Network for its Pedalling

the Great Victorian Rail Trail with
Landcare project which has involved
weed removal, ecological burns, and
constructing and installing nest boxes
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https://www.railtrails.org.au/trails/bellarine-rail-trail/

Naughtons Gap Landcare volunteers hard at work *
on the recently-opened Casino - Bentley section of -
the Northern Rivers Rail Trail. Photo: BRRVLN

for sugar gliders. These involved local
community including schools, with Yea
High School’s woodwork teacher and
students building the boxes.

An Upper Goulburn Landcare Network
spokesperson said, “The community
activities we run are very rewarding
and educational and a great way for
the local community and others to fully
appreciate the significance of this area
as native habitat and an important
wildlife corridor.”

The GSRT Landcare Network workshop held in
May. Photo: Nick Stephens

Naomi says similar of the Bellarine. “Every
year we apply for a grant to continue
doing works on the rail trail, but also for
continuing to do community engagement,
which we see as just as important as the
physical works, to raise awareness about
what'’s on the rail trail itself.

“We've been running Walk, Talk and
Gawk: taking people out there, pointing
plants out, and explaining why they are
vulnerable, telling that story. There's a
particular spot that we take people on
Swan Bay Road, where there’s a lot of
orchid species and indigenous grasses.

“That’s how people become aware,
because you could see an orchid, but
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you don't know what it is, or you don’t
know why it's special. We try and tell that
story through hands-on events.”

Multi-award-winning Northern Rivers
Rail Trail (NRRT) in New South Wales is
one of the newest rail trails on the map.
A vegetation management plan and
framework are being established for the
whole rail trail, however, with 4 different
councils and 7 stakeholders, this may
take some time to complete. Emma
Stone, the Border Ranges Richmond
Valley Landcare Network (BRRVLN)
Landcare Coordinator, got in fast before
it opened, and with the encouragement
and support from Richmond Valley
Council has made good progress.

“I knew landholders with conservation
interests near the new rail trail in the
Casino to Bentley section,” Emma
explains. “They weren't connected to each
other, just in close geographic proximity.
When the rail trail was approaching its
opening, | pulled them together to discuss
their interest and identified the relevance
of the rail corridor as something that
connected them.

“The landholders formed a new
Landcare group - Naughtons Gap
Landcare - which now undertakes
activities directly adjacent to the rail trail:
tree planting and weed management - to
improve the vegetation condition. A lot
is directly along the rail trail, but they’re
also working on private properties in
close proximity to the rail trail to create
more broader corridors through that
area,” says Emma.

In the 18 months since Naughtons

Gap Landcare started they've planted
hundreds of trees and focussed on
re-establishing native grasses through
that zone. “There’s the remnants to show
what’s relevant for those sites, and we've
done an awful lot of planting to expand
that,” says Emma.

Their work is being noticed by rail trail
users. “We've had a lot of support

from people who are using the rail trail
while we're conducting the working
bees,” says Emma. “They’re giving us
great encouragement and support and
acknowledging that we're making a
difference. That's been really, really,
positive to have the users at the trail give
us the wave and the thanks!”

BRRVLN is also using the rail trail as

an opportunity for educating the public
on the natural environment. “We did

a field day with ecologists and bush
regenerators and the public, where we
cycled from one end of that section

of the rail trail and stopped at various
points to talk about what we could

see as indicators of different plant
communities, about informing people of
changing vegetations - from the lower-
lying wetland zones to the dry sclerophill
ridge lines,” reports Emma. “That was a
really popular field day, and we've had
requests to do that on a regular basis.”

According to Emma, there are remnant
trees along the rail trail, but a lot of it is
quite degraded vegetation. Emma sees
that as an opportunity, and one that can
be replicated elsewhere. “It’s just an
opportunity calling for action, and | can
see it in my mind - what it will be. If we
can get support to initiate these kind of
local custodianship ventures, | think it's
a really exciting future!”

Getting involved:

To get started on improving the
biodiversity of your local rail trail, get in
touch with your local Landcare group

or, in Victoria, Landcare Facilitator,

or speak to the Environment Team at
your council for initial assessments.
There's a national Landcare directory on:
landcareaustralia.org.au

Jayne D'Arcy
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https://www.facebook.com/groups/1294529944446117/
https://landcareaustralia.org.au
https://www.sgln.net.au/2025/05/20/biodiversity-hotspots-actions-on-the-gsrt/



