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GAG Lake Street (Cairns) Property Company No. I Pty Ltd / Tourism and Recreation / Lot 203 on SP 2102321/ 

Queensland/ Tourist and residential development, 163Abbott Street, Cairns (the "referral") 

 

 

The Australasian Bat Society Inc. (ABS) is pleased to provide comment on the referral under the Environment 

Protection and Biodiversity Act 1999 (EPBC Act) of the proposed hotel and residential towers development at 163 

Abbott Street, Cairns, Queensland and its impact on the Nationally Important Cairns CBD Spectacled Flying-fox 

camp.  

 

This comment has been prepared by the ABS Flying-Fox Expert Group (FFEG) and authorised by the elected ABS 

executive members. As such it represents the collective views and experience of the ABS and is aligned with the 

society’s policy statements on the management of flying-foxes for their long-term conservation 

(http://ausbats.org.au/about-us). 

 

Our submission outlines the reasons why the proposed action will pose a significant impact on the nationally 

threatened Spectacled Flying-fox (Pteropus conspicillatus)1. The ABS also endorses the more detailed submission 

by the Environment Defenders Office North Queensland.  

 

The ABS position 

 

1. The referral pertains to the proposed action of the removal of five roost trees as part of the proposed 

development of a multi-storey hotel and residential apartments at the referral site. The referral site is 

part of the Nationally Important Cairns CBD camp of the Spectacled Flying-fox (Pteropus conspicillatus), 

a species listed as ‘vulnerable’ under Commonwealth and Queensland legislation, and currently 

http://ausbats.org.au/
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decreasing by 5- 6 % per year2. As such, the species and its habitat are considered Matters of National 

Environmental Significance (MNES) and are protected as such under the Commonwealth EPBC Act. That 

the site is also considered to be Nationally Important to the survival of the species1 affords it an 

additional layer of protection under the EPBC Act.  

 

2. This Nationally Important camp has been present for over 25 years. At times it supports as many as 

15,000 Spectacled Flying-foxes representing more than 15% of the estimated total Spectacled Flying-fox 

population in Australia2. The camp covers two sections based on land tenure, the Novatel section 

(comprising the  Cairns Aquarium site, the Novatel Oasis hotel and the referral site) and the Cairns CBD 

library grounds. During the 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 breeding seasons the roost trees on the referral site 

were used extensively by the flying-foxes as birthing and crèching trees3. 

 

3. Four of the five roost trees identified by the applicant on the referral site are considered critically 

important to the species4:  

i) one large fig tree on Abbott Street (near the Aplin Street corner);  

ii) one large mango tree, situated on Aplin Street towards Lake Street;  

iii) one tamarind tree, situated on the corner of Lake Street and Aplin Street; and  

iv) one Eucalyptus tree (cadaghi; Corymbia torelliana) situated adjacent to the fig tree on the corner of 

Abbott and Aplin Streets. 

 

4. The referral site has contained at least 1,000 and up to 4,000 individual flying-foxes at any one time in 

recent years, representing the bulk of the population in the Novatel section3. The removal of 18 trees in 

2014-15 from the Novatel section of the camp, including six trees from the referral site, has already 

resulted in a significant reduction in the capacity of the Novatel section to hold bats and in use of over-

flow trees throughout Cairns CBD3,4 (please refer table 1 below and attachment A).  As a consequence of 

the previous removal of trees from the referral site, the four remaining trees are now fundamental to 

the camp’s capacity to support breeding Pteropus conspicillatus. Removal of the remaining trees would 

thus directly impact upon the Nationally Important camp and the species itself by further i) reducing the 

number of birthing and rearing trees, ii), reducing the area available for occupancy, and iii) fragmenting 

the camp4. 

Table 1: Summary of flying-fox counts3 Cairns CBD camp pre- and post-removal of trees in the Novatel section. 

SFF = Spectacled Flying-fox; LRFF = Little Red Flying-fox (P. scapulatus) 

 

5. The proposed development of the twin 11 and 12-storey tower blocks will cause significant impact on the 

Spectacled Flying-fox species beyond the direct impacts from removal of these four trees, as detailed 

below (par 6, 7 and 8). As such we strongly recommend that the controlled action be expanded to include 

the construction phase and impacts of the building itself.   

Date Cairns library section Novatel section 

        October, 2012 4,000-6,000 SFF 3,500-7,000 SFF 

          March, 2014 3,500 -4,500 SFF 3,500-5,000 SFF 

March, 2015 2,000-2,500 SFF 6,000-7,500 SFF 

December, 2015 3,000-4,000 SFF; 1,500 LRFF 2,200 SFF 

December, 2016 3,000-4,000 SFF; 1,500 LRFF 1,500 SFF 
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6. The construction activities are likely to disrupt the remaining part of the Cairns City camp in the Novatel 

and Library sections. Construction noise, particularly those involving vibrations such as pile driving, and 

the presence of cranes within 50 metres to roosting flying-foxes are actions known to disturb flying-

foxes5. During the “birthing season”, from late gestation until young are independent, there is a high risk 

of these disruptive actions leading to juvenile mortality through dropped or abandoned young. 

Disturbance of camps may also disrupt harem associations during mating which may result in reduced 

birth rates6. To mitigate these direct impacts, construction cannot take place between late May and 

August. Outside the birthing season, construction work may also result in an unplanned dispersal of the 

flying-fox colony. Such an unplanned dispersal could further impact on the species through 

fragmentation of the camp, as well as potentially subjecting flying-foxes to further human disturbance 

should they relocate to inappropriate locations4.  

 

7. The lack of an adequate buffer between the roost trees in Abbott and Aplin streets and the proposed 

residential tower is in direct contradiction with the intent of Action 4.2 of the National Recovery Plan for 

the Spectacled Flying-fox. This Action aims to avoid future human/flying-fox conflict through provision of 

information to land managers and local government planners regarding the importance of buffer zones 

between permanent camps and residential housing.  

 

8. Due to its size and location, the proposed development is likely to disrupt the current flight paths of the 

Spectacled Flying-fox, and encourage the flying-foxes to expand to other areas of the CBD such as the 

Esplanade, Shields St and Martin Munro Place. Cairns Regional Council has deemed these locations 

“inappropriate” due to the likelihood of conflict with local businesses, which will further complicate 

management of the camp. The construction phase may result in temporary vacation of the Library and 

Novatel parts of the camp in favour of other sites in the CBD4. Previous experience of dispersals7 suggest 

that the flying-foxes will return to the site once the building is complete, but the resulting camp is likely 

to be fragmented and the new sites will continue to be used4,7. 

 

9. As a threatened species, the Spectacled Flying-fox is a MNES under ss 12 and 15A of the EPBC Act. It is 

also one of the natural values of the World Heritage-listed Wet Tropics, another MNES. The Recovery 

Plan for the Spectacled Flying-fox6 is based on the assumption that the entire distribution of the species 

in Australia forms a single conservation unit, and recognises loss of roosting habitat as a threat6,8. As this 

species is confined to tropical Queensland, and the Cairns CBD camp forms a vital part of the network of 

camps within the species range, any impact to the Nationally Important Cairns CBD is likely to impact on 

the species, an MNES in its own right and also an important component of the World Heritage listed Wet 

Tropics (see also points 10 and 11). 

 

10. The value of the Spectacled Flying-fox to the World Heritage-listed Wet Tropics may be further indirectly 

impacted as the species is recognised as an important long-distance disperser of rainforest seeds,8,9,10 and 

this eco-service can be disrupted in a declining population.11 In the ‘’Raider vs Residents’’ model for seed 

dispersal8,9 flying-foxes set up feeding territories which they protect from “invading” flying-foxes.  The 
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loser of the argument often takes off with a fruit and eats it at some distance, hence distributing seeds 

away from the parent tree where they have greater survival success. Large fruits may be removed from a 

food tree and taken up to 100 m to an adjacent site for consumption8,9 and ingested seeds may be 

dispersed up to distances 80 km.10  CSIRO data on foraging suggests that the Spectacled Flying-foxes feeds 

on fruits of 14 rainforest plants for which no other disperser is currently known6. As Spectacled Flying-

foxes regularly cross and feed in modified habitats, they also have an important role in seed dispersal in 

isolated and/or small rainforest fragments10. For these reasons, any adverse effect on the Spectacled 

Flying-fox is likely to have a direct impact upon the sustainability of the World Heritage listed Wet 

Tropics.  

 

11. Flying-foxes are amongst the most mobile mammals on earth, and due to the extensive mobility of 

Spectacled Flying-foxes throughout the region, the referral site (and the camp at large) provides roosting 

habitat for many more animals than are present at any one time. Therefore, the cumulative impacts of 

the proposed action extend well beyond the animals that roost on the referral site at any one time.  

 

Conclusion 

12. The ABS concludes that the proposed development would most likely be considered a significant impact 

on the survival of the Spectacled Flying-fox, taking into account that: 

i) The species is listed as ‘vulnerable’ under the Commonwealth’s Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) and Queensland’s Nature Conservation Act 1992 (NC 

Act); 

ii) Extensive long-term studies by CSIRO scientists from Atherton show that the species is currently 

decreasing by 5- 6 % per year2; 

iii) The trees are breeding places and protected under the NC Act; 

iv) The removal of important breeding trees and the construction activities could have a significant 

impact under the EPBC Act5, especially in Nationally Important camps1 such as the Cairns City 

flying-fox camp12; 

v) The construction activities are likely to disrupt the remaining part of the Cairns City flying-fox 

camp, and risk instigating an unplanned dispersal of the camp and increased wildlife-human 

conflict and concomitant further adverse impacts on the species;  

vi) The proposed action will further negatively contribute to the health and structure of the CBD camp, 

which has already expanded to other trees throughout the CBD following previous removal of trees 

from the Novatel section of the camp4.  

vii) As Spectacled Flying-fox are part of the natural values of the World Heritage properties identified as 

matters of national environmental significance (MNES) under ss 12 and 15A of the EPBC Act, and the 

population is recognized as one national population6  confined to tropical Queensland. Any impact to 

the Nationally Important Cairns CBD camp negatively affects the World Heritage values of the Wet 

Tropics8,9,10 as the Spectacled Flying-fox is recognised as an important disperser of rainforest seeds 

and this eco-service can be disrupted in a declining population6.8,9,10,12;  

viii) Due to the extensive mobility of flying-foxes between camps, the cumulative impacts of the 

proposed action extend well beyond the animals that roost on the referral site at any one time. 

 



5 
 

Recommendations 

13. We recommend that both the proposed construction and operation of the buildings should be assessed 

under sections 74A and 70 of the EPBC Act as it is very likely that the tourist and residential development 

will have an ongoing significant impact on the survival of the listed vulnerable Spectacled Flying-fox in 

North Queensland. 

 

14. We recommend that a full Environmental Impact Assessment (EIS) be undertaken by a reputable flying-

fox consultant. This is to assess formally the potential impacts of the larger action of the proposed 

development on the species; and to outline appropriate mitigation, management and, if necessary, offset 

measures for this MNES. The assessment should be subject to public review and submissions. 

 

15. An EIS is necessary as the referral document does not:  

i) consider the larger impacts of the removal of the trees, construction activities and residential use of 

the site on the survival of the Spectacled Flying-fox population; 

ii) provide sufficient evidence or data to determine the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of the 

actions on the Spectacled Flying-fox; 

iii) attempt to provide a technical or risk analysis of the significance of the impacts; 

iv) address the cumulative impacts of the ongoing removal of roost trees in Cairns CBD camp;  

v) provide any alternatives to complete removal of vegetation at the referral site; and 

vi) provide appropriate mitigation and management measures. 

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact the ABS FFEG co-convenors (flying-

fox@ausbats.org.au ) or the President of the ABS (president@ausbats.org.au). 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr Justin A. Welbergen 

President, Australasian Bat Society, Inc.  

mailto:flying-fox@ausbats.org.au
mailto:flying-fox@ausbats.org.au
mailto:president@ausbats.org.au
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Appendix 1. 
 

 

 

About the Australasian Bat Society (ABS), Inc. 

The Australasian Bat Society is the peak body promoting bat conservation in the Australasian region. The primary 

aim of the ABS is to promote the conservation of bats and their habitats through the advancement  of  quality  

science  and  the  extensive  experience  of  our  members.  We  recognise  the intrinsic value of all bat species as 

well as their place in this country‘s natural heritage and the key ecological roles they play in our natural 

environment. 

 
The Australasian Bat Society is a not-for-profit organisation, registered under the NSW Associations Incorporation 

Act 1984 through the NSW Department of Fair Trading. ABS membership is wide-ranging and includes research 

scientists, natural resource managers, ecological consultants, educators, students, wildlife carers and members of 

the general public. 
 

 

 

About the Flying-Fox Expert Group (FFEG) 

The FFEG is the primary source of reliable, accurate information on Australian flying-foxes. The FFEG is 

represented by flying-fox specialists from research, government, industry, and advocacy groups, and it 

encourages a more scientific and sustainable approach to flying-fox management and conservation. 
 

 

 

For further information please visit: http://ausbats.org.au/ 
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