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Ecological Impact Award—Practitioners
and Researchers Working Together
Sacha Jellinek, Chloe Sato & Samantha Lloyd
ESA Practitioner Engagement Working Group.

T

he ESA Practitioner Engagement Working
Group (PEWG) seeks to connect with
professionals engaged in managing,
planning and/or researching the natural
environment and facilitate the sharing of ideas and
opportunities for collaboration between
researchers, students and practitioners. Links
between research and on-ground works are seldom
acknowledged or communicated, even though
collaborations between researchers and
practitioners are vital to ensure science continues
to inform policy and on-ground practice.
Communicating the outcomes of these partnerships
is often challenging but can be hugely beneficial to
ensure the best possible conservation outcomes in
land management and restoration projects.
This year’s symposia at the Ecological Society of
Australia’s annual conference showcases
collaborative projects between researchers and
practitioners, aimed at better understanding the
mechanisms or processes that drive ecological
patterns in altered environments. Collaborations
included work on threatened species management
between government agencies and researchers;
workshops to engage communities and landholders
with fire management tools; community based
restoration monitoring programs supported by
researchers and government agencies; and
modelling to inform more effective management of
offset areas. The symposia also showcased the
2020 Ecological Impact Award
winner, an initiative driven by the
PEWG to promote innovative
and successful practitionerresearcher collaborations.
Congratulations to Yung En Chee
(University of Melbourne), Rhys
Coleman (Melbourne Water),
Sharyn RossRakesh (Melbourne

Water), Nick Bond (LaTrobe University) and
Chris Walsh (University of Melbourne) for their
award winning project (presented here in this
issue of the Bulletin).
Congratulations are also extended to Romina

“…The Ecological Impact
Award..., an initiative
driven by the PEWG to
promote innovative and
successful practitionerresearcher collaborations”
Rader (University of New England) and
Maurizio Rocchetti (Costa Group) for their
Highly Commended project, which aims to better
understand the efficiency of pollinators for berry
productivity.
The PEWG sees this symposia as an opportunity
for greater collaboration between practitioners
and researchers into the future.
For more information about the ESA Practitioner
Engagement Working Group, and the Ecological
Impact Award, contact Sacha Jellinek:
sacha.jellinek@gmail.com.
You can read about Yung En Chee and Rhys
Coleman’s award winning research on the
following page. ¤
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Ecological modelling and waterway management
prioritisation in greater Melbourne
Yung En Chee1, Rhys Coleman2, Sharyn RossRakesh2,
Nick Bond3 & Chris Walsh1
1
Waterway Ecosystem Research Group, School of
Ecosystem and Forest Sciences, The University of
Melbourne
2
Melbourne Water
3
Centre for Freshwater Ecosystems, School of Life
Sciences, La Trobe University
Winner of the 2020 ESA Ecological Impact Award

M

elbourne’s waterways, like those of cities
around the world, face growing threats from
urban growth and climate change. Sound
knowledge of current ecological status, key threats, likely
future condition, and management actions most likely to
protect or improve the health of waterways is vital.
Developing this capacity is challenging as greater
Melbourne includes more than 20,000 kilometres of
waterways in catchments varying substantially in climate,
landform and land use.
Through a long-term and deeply collaborative researchpractice partnership, Melbourne Water, the Waterway

Ecosystem Research Group (University of Melbourne),
and the Centre for Freshwater Ecosystems (La Trobe
University) co-developed a suite of tools and a
systematic, strategic approach to support Melbourne’s
Healthy Waterways Strategy (HWS) development
process. These tools included: i) a high-resolution GIS
stream network and data for mapping and describing
environmental conditions; ii) habitat suitability models
for 59 aquatic macroinvertebrate families, 13 native fish
species and platypus, using over 20 years of biological
monitoring data; and iii) spatial prioritisation analysis
using conservation planning software tool, Zonation.
These tools allowed us to estimate biodiversity values at
more than 8,000 stream reaches across the region, make
predictions of how those values are likely to change
under projected future scenarios of urban growth and
climate change, and quantify expected benefits of specific
management actions or combinations of actions. By
considering expected benefit (computed for all modelled
taxa) along with reach-specific costs associated with
candidate actions, we identified the most cost-effective
management action at any given reach. We then analysed

Greater Melbourne consists of more than 20,000 kilometres of waterways, which are facing growing threats from urban
growth and climate change. Credit: Yung En Chee.
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A summary of the advances and benefits of Melbourne’s new waterway prioritisation process (right column) in comparison to previous approaches for Waterway Strategy development (left column).
Previously

Melbourne’s Healthy Waterways Strategy 2018

Methods for assessment and prioritisation were
mainly conceptual, qualitative and highly reliant
on expert opinion.

Uses quantitative methods and models, along with expert guidance.

Discrete point location data that permitted assessment only at spatially coarse scales (e.g.,
tens of kilometres of waterways).

Spatially-continuous predictions for assessment at high-resolution,
management-relevant scales (median stream reach length ~500m).

Limited quantification of:
• Threat impacts on in-stream biodiversity
values
• Actions on expected outcomes for the
values

Ability to explore, quantify and map:
• Impacts of key threats and their interactions on in-stream biodiversity values
• Expected benefits of mitigating actions on the values
This helps stakeholders interrogate and critically debate alternative
actions at specific locations for planning and target-setting.

Limited capacity to map and communicate finegrained environmental condition and biodiversity values for stakeholders interested in specific/
local areas.

Full capacity to map and communicate stream reach-level environmental and biodiversity data for stakeholders. This alerts stakeholders to values, constraints and opportunities they might have been unaware of.

Action priorities not from systematic, whole-oflandscape analysis.

Action priorities based on detailed reach-level data systematically
analysed at the whole-of-landscape scale.

Analyses and decisions not easily tractable or
repeatable.

Reproducible code for repeatable analyses that can be scrutinised,
error-checked, critiqued and built upon.

Long-term targets only indicative.

Long-term targets quantitative and incorporated into the Strategy’s
monitoring, evaluation, reporting and improvement process.

this map of cost-effective actions with spatial conservation
prioritisation software (Zonation) to rank all assessed
reaches (more than 8,000) showing where we should
optimally act first to protect and improve stream
biodiversity.
Model predictions, scenario analyses and mapped outputs
were shared at the multiple community co-design
workshops that Melbourne Water ran for the Werribee,
Maribyrnong, Yarra, Dandenong and Westernport
catchments. These catchment-specific maps of threats,
biodiversity patterns and impacts of what-if scenarios
provided insights that helped augment local knowledge and
expertise as stakeholders discussed goals and threats, and
formulated actions and targets.
Our maps of the most cost-effective action at each reach
and Zonation ranking of reaches maximising the
biodiversity benefit arising from those actions, constituted
our systematic, whole-of-landscape scale prioritisation of
management actions. Priority reaches and actions were
sense checked by Melbourne Water staff. They were then
compared and aligned with community action proposals
and extensive feedback that included more than 1,800
comments. The entire process was overseen by a Science
Panel and a Regional Leadership Group comprising
representatives from key Healthy Waterways Strategy
delivery partners.

The Strategy waterway prioritisation process represented a
range of advances in scientific rigour, transparency, and
community engagement as summarised in the
accompanying table.
Breaking with past conventions and practices to adopt new
methods requires a major shift in mindset, understanding
and skills and can be unsettling. The use of models and
complex analyses can lead to perceptions of a ‘black box’.
Co-developing and iteratively refining these tools within
our research-practice partnership gave us a foundation of
trust and goodwill. With an understanding of Melbourne
Water goals, operating context, key obligations and
constraints, we devised ways of conveying the benefits of
the new approach that would be most meaningful to
stakeholders both within and external to Melbourne Water.
We worked hard to overcome scepticism by listening
carefully and responding to concerns, anticipating and
answering objections, and being upfront about limitations.
This sustained process of engagement and collaborative
learning eventually helped win acceptance of the suite of
tools for waterway action prioritisation, quantitative targetsetting and ongoing support of the Strategy monitoring,
evaluation, reporting and improvement process.
For more information, contact Yung En Chee:
yechee@unimelb.edu.au ¤

3

Page

4

DNA to help monitor Australia’s elusive
monotreme, the platypus
Josh Griffiths & Jacquie Murphy
EnviroDNA

D

NA is everywhere. Often thought to be a
powerful tool for crime scenes and investigative
police, its now environmental scientists turn to
harness DNA detection.

All organisms leave traces of DNA in the environment,
referred to as environmental DNA or eDNA. Wildlife
shed their skin cells, scales, mucous, faeces or hair into
their surroundings. As genetic techniques have become
cheaper and more sensitive, we can now detect these
traces of DNA in environmental samples such as water,
soil, or scats.
Taking on this new approach to wildlife detection,
Melbourne company, EnviroDNA uses eDNA as a
method to detect and monitor native and invasive species.
By detecting eDNA, our scientists can discover what

species may be present in an environment without having
to directly observe or capture the animal. This data helps
professionals make informed environmental decisions for
land and waterway management.
Aquatic ecosystems are particularly suited to eDNA
detection. DNA can accumulate in rivers and lakes from
species who inhabit, visit, or live near the waterway and
then disperse with flow to enable detection over larger
areas. From a simple water sample, it is possible to obtain
a genetic profile of the organisms that live in or adjacent
to the waterway.
For an elusive and notably shy creature like the platypus
(Ornithorhynchus anatinus), eDNA has proven to be an
amazing tool. Platypuses are notoriously difficult to study
in the wild due to their widespread and sparse
distribution, and their aquatic and mostly nocturnal
habits. This is a key challenge that has hampered
monitoring efforts of this
species. eDNA is now
allowing us to generate
landscape-scale data on these
elusive critters!
What the data is telling us
The platypus has recently
been placed under a media
spotlight, for very good
reason. Australia’s one-of-akind creature is suffering
tremendously from the
impacts of habitat loss,
drought and climate change,
and the devastating bushfires
of last summer.

Platypus are notoriously difficult to monitor, but by using eDNA techniques it is easier
to monitor platypus population and across their geographic range. Credit: PlatypusSPOT
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The result of these impacts is
a dwindling platypus
population remaining in
Australia. For a species
already under serious stress in
other parts of its range, the
bushfires impacted some of
the best remaining habitat in
south-eastern Australia with
an estimated 13% of all
platypus habitat burnt. Using
eDNA, and a before-aftercontrol-impact design,
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“With an increasing awareness
of the declining state of
platypus populations across
their range, and potentially a
change to their conservation
status, eDNA will be a critical
tool for ecologists to monitor
future changes...”
EnviroDNA have revealed a 14-18% decline in sites where
platypuses are found as a result of these fires.
Due to a recent push, using research undertaken by
EnviroDNA and sister-company Cesar Australia, the
Scientific Advisory Committee has made their final
recommendation to the Minister for Energy, Environment
and Climate Change to list the platypus as threatened in
Victoria. This data has now been incorporated into a new
campaign, led by the University of New South Wales and
the Australian Conservation Foundation, to update the
species’ national listing due to mounting evidence of
declines and localised extinctions across Australia.

EnviroDNA has also conducted a number of platypus
eDNA projects with citizen scientists. These projects play
important dual roles – to generate rigorous systematic data
on local platypus populations, often for the first time, and
to engage the local community and raise awareness of
broader river health issues, using platypus as a flagship
species.
A way forward
With an increasing awareness of the declining state of
platypus populations across their range, and potentially a
change to their conservation status, eDNA will be a critical
tool for ecologists to monitor future changes and assess the
impacts of various threats. If we are able to better
understand where these elusive swimmers are present in
waterways across Australia, increased efforts can be made
to better manage and protect their remaining habitat.
EnviroDNA hopes that these efforts will improve the
chances of future generations being able to stumble across
these wonderfully unique and irreplaceable creatures
swimming in our waterways.
For more information contact EnviroDNA here:
info@envirodna.com ¤

Monitoring platypus using eDNA techniques involves collecting water samples which are then tested for platypus DNA.
Credit: EnviroDNA.
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Riparian and wetland ecosystems in Victoria
and the southern Murray-Darling Basin
Ashley Sparrow & Kay Morris
Arthur Rylah Institute, Melbourne

T

he Millennium Drought (c.1997-2009)
demonstrated unequivocally to Victorians, like all
Australians, just how precious water is for the
environment and for human economic, social and cultural
values. Governments were forced to respond to the
challenges of that drought. The Victorian Government
revised the Water Act to require more comprehensive and
detailed planning, management and monitoring of the
state’s aquatic ecosystems and developed the Victorian
Waterway Management Strategy to guide implementation
of the Act’s requirements. In parallel, the Commonwealth
Government led the development of the Basin Plan to
guide outcomes in the Murray-Darling river system, with
significant management consequences for northern
Victoria. Research has taken on an increasingly important
role within this deepening focus on more holistic
management of waterways.

“Research to support policy
development, planning, onground action, and monitoring
and evaluation for the
waterways of Victoria and the
southern Murray-Darling
Basin is a key focus at the
Arthur Rylah Institute for
Environmental Research”
a seven-person Riparian and Wetland Ecology program
within ARI, with expertise in vegetation,
macroinvertebrates, geomorphology and soils.

ARI’s mandate is for applied ecological research in all its
domains, including riparian and wetland ecology. This
mandate has several important implications for the
practice of research at ARI. Firstly, project scope and
Research to support policy development, planning, onbroad objectives are usually set by our end-users, most
ground action, and monitoring and evaluation for the
often policy-makers, land managers and landholders
waterways of Victoria and the southern Murray-Darling
within government (e.g., DELWP, the Victorian
Basin is a key focus at the Arthur Rylah Institute for
Environmental Water Holder, the Commonwealth
Environmental Research (ARI for short). ARI is the
Environmental Water Office, the Murray-Darling Basin
environmental research institute of the Victorian
Authority, Melbourne Water and Victoria’s nine regional
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning
catchment management authorities), who in turn consult
(DELWP), with a staff of around 100, including about 35
with their stakeholders across the community. ARI
aquatic ecologists. We, the authors, are both members of
scientists then frame end-user management objectives,
evaluation needs and
Selection of current and recent projects in riparian and wetland ecosystem manageknowledge gaps in terms of
ment at the Arthur Rylah Institute..
testable ecological hypotheses.
Surveillance monitor- DELWPs Surveillance Monitoring Programs
Secondly, we seek to clarify the
ing
• Index of Wetland Condition (IWC)
“pathway to impact” of our
(What is the condition
projects – this includes
• Index of Estuarine Condition (IEC)
of our aquatic sysidentifying stakeholders, what
tems?)
Victoria’s Long-Term Water Resources Assessment
they need to know and in what
form, to improve the efficiency
• Technical Assessment of Waterway Health
and effectiveness of their
Intervention monitor- Wetland Intervention Monitoring Program
actions for environmental
ing
outcomes. Thirdly, ARI’s
Riparian Intervention Monitoring Program
projects often involve
(How effective is our
Victorian Environmental Flows Monitoring and Assesscollaboration with end-users
management?)
ment Program
and participatory approaches to
Wetland Monitoring and Assessment Program for environ- maximise outcomes and
mental water
impact. Collaborations occur
directly in the field or lab, as
Flow Monitoring, Evaluation and Research Plan – Goulburn River
well as indirectly through
The
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a)

b)

A site monitored by the Riparian Intervention Monitoring Program: (a) before management intervention and (b) three
years after tree planting and grazing exclusion. Credit: Arthur Rylah Institute.
project steering committees and independent scientific
review panels.
Fourthly, much of ARI’s waterway science occurs within
an adaptive management framework which benefits from
careful integration of (1) monitoring and evaluation to
quantify the magnitude of environmental outcomes and to
assess current management effectiveness, and (2)
addressing and filling knowledge gaps to reduce
uncertainty in future planning and decision-making. We
aim to deliver our findings quickly to stakeholders to
enable management adaptation within a single season or
year, as well as synthesise results over many years to
inform long-term planning. We use a wide range of
communication tools: from social media, field days and
“dashboards” of change for private landholders to
workshops, technical reports and journal articles as well as
online content. Lastly, building a focus on holistic
waterway health outcomes leads ARI increasingly into
interdisciplinary research, including more collaborations
with university researchers across south-eastern Australia
and overseas. It is also driving our wish to partner with
Traditional Owner groups.
ARI’s current and recent riparian and wetland projects
involve both surveillance monitoring and intervention
monitoring (see the table for further information). The
surveillance monitoring supports DELWP’s
responsibilities to understand and report on the condition
of aquatic ecosystems across the whole of Victoria. This
work supports important long-term cycles of policy,
planning and investment for environmental outcomes by
the Victorian Government.
The intervention monitoring projects support adaptive
management in short and medium terms. Environmental
flows, grazing management, weed control and restoration
plantings – and a subset of their interactions – are current

“Ultimately these programs
contribute to the growing body
of evidence that improves
confidence in the effectiveness
of management actions...”
subjects of intervention monitoring (see the image for an
example of this). In each case, evaluation and knowledgegap needs are being addressed simultaneously through the
testing of hypotheses using constructed or natural
experimental designs. For example, the Wetland
Intervention Monitoring Program (WIMP) is testing and
quantifying the intermediate disturbance response of plant
species richness to livestock grazing in wetlands on
privately held farms. In the Victorian Environmental Flows
Monitoring and Assessment Program (VEFMAP),
livestock exclosures are used to explore the extent to which
the benefits of environmental flows to riparian vegetation
may depend upon grazing management. These research
and evaluation programs typically cover much of the state,
so we can learn if responses to management actions vary
due to differences in climate, soils, vegetation communities
or other environmental factors.
Ultimately these programs contribute to the growing body
of evidence that improves confidence in the effectiveness
of management actions undertaken to protect and enhance
the health of Victoria’s aquatic systems.
For further information contact Ashley Sparrow and Kay
Morris here:
ashley.sparrow@delwp.vic.gov.au
kaylene.morris@delwp.vic.gov.au ¤
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Big trouble for little fish: The 22 freshwater
fishes at risk of extinction
Mark Lintermans1 & Hayley Geyle2
1
The University of Canberra
2
Charles Darwin University

A

ustralian freshwater fish are in trouble. Many
species have declined sharply in recent decades,
and as many as 90 of our approximately 315
freshwater fish species may now meet criteria as
threatened. No Australian fish species is yet listed
officially as Extinct but some have almost certainly been
lost before scientists ever knowing they existed. With so
many fishes at risk, understanding which species are in
greatest peril is a vital first step in preventing extinctions.
In collaboration with the Australian Society for Fish
Biology, our team of freshwater fish experts evaluated
population sizes and trends, and current and looming
threats to identify species at high extinction risk. The
project was funded by the Australian Government’s
National Environmental Science Program through the
Threatened Species Recovery Hub and has been published
in Pacific Conservation Biology.
We identified 20 species that
have a 50% or greater
probability of extinction
within the next two decades
unless there is new targeted
conservation action, and
further two with a greater
that 40% chance of
extinction in that period.

Drought, trout and fires
More than half of the species on the list are galaxiids,
small-bodied, scaleless fish that live in cooler, upland
streams and lakes. These habitats are also favoured by
trout, much larger predatory species which were
introduced to Australia for recreational fishing. Trout have
taken a heavy toll on galaxiids and many other small
bodied species in southern Australia.
For example, Victorian Shaw galaxias (Galaxias
gunaikurnai) have been eaten out from much of their
ESA
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former range. Now just 80 individuals survive, protected
by a waterfall from the trout below. We estimate that the
Shaw galaxias has more than an 80% probability of
extinction within the next 20 years unless we do something
soon to save the species.
Many galaxiids do not thrive
or readily breed in captivity,
so suitable trout-free streams
are essential for their
survival. Urgent, sustained
effort is needed to improve
trout management, including
collaborations with recreational fishers, increased
awareness, and changing values among government and
key sectors of society. Without this, trout will almost
certainly cause extinctions of native galaxiids.

“We identified 20 species that
have a 50% or greater probability
of extinction within the next two
decades”

Twelve of the species identified have only been formally
described in the past decade, and seven are still awaiting
description. This highlights the need to act before species
are listed under legislation and even before they are
formally described. These formal processes can take many
years, at which point it may be too late for some species.

The

Victoria’s Shaw galaxias is one of 14 species of galaxias
identified as at high risk of extinction. Predation by introduced trout is a major threat to these small-bodied native
species. Credit: Tarmo Raadik.

Native fish out of place can also be a problem. For
example, sooty and khaki grunters (Hephaestus fuliginosus
and Hephaestus tulliensis), favoured native fishing species
that have been widely translocated in Northern Australia,
threaten the ancient Bloomfield River cod (Guyu
wujalwujalensis). Tiny Malanda and Running River
rainbowfishes (Melanotaenia sp.) are being displaced or
hybridised out of existence by larger Eastern Rainbowfish
(Melanotaenia splendida) that have been released from
aquaria.
All our eggs in one basket
All of the most imperilled species are now highly
localised, with ranges of between only 4 and 44 km2.
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Action needed
Only three of the highly imperilled fish species are
currently listed as threatened under national environmental
legislation (the EPBC Act). Listing species under
legislation is important to provide some protection to the
last remaining survivors and can prompt recovery action.
Given our assessment of extinction risk, we consider 19
fish species should urgently be added to the national list of
threatened species.

The Malanda rainbowfish is at risk from hybridisation with
the larger and more common eastern rainbowfish. Credit:
Michael Hammer/Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern
Territory.
These species could now be wiped out by a single
catastrophic event, like a large bushfire that fills their
streams with ash and robs them of oxygen. One of the key
management steps that can be taken to reduce this risk is
carefully considered translocations to safe sites.
Climate change is another threat to all identified species, as it
is likely to cause reduced flows and water quality, or
increased fires, cyclones and flooding. Many species have
already been forced to the edge of their range and a
prolonged drought could dry their remaining habitat.

Understanding which species are at highest risk is a critical
first step, but must be followed by targeted action,
investment and collaboration among governments and nongovernment organisations to mitigate threats and support
recovery.
Small native freshwater fishes are worth saving; they play
a vital role in our aquatic ecosystems and are part of our
natural heritage. By identifying and drawing attention to
the plight of these highly imperilled species we are aiming
to change their fates. We cannot continue with business as
usual if we want to prevent their extinctions.
For further information, see the list of 22 freshwater fish
species at risk of extinction in this research findings
factsheet, or contact Mark Lintermans or Hayley Geyle
here:
mark.lintermans@canberra.edu.au
hayley.geyle@cdu.edu.au ¤

The main threat to the Daintree rainbowfish is loss of stream flow due to drought, climate change and water extraction.
Credit: Michael Hammer / Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory.
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Working as an ecologist during COVID-19
David Eldridge
University of New South Wales

A

few months ago I wrote about my experiences
as a field-based ecologist during the COVID-19
lockdown, for the journal Functional Ecology.
Reflecting on that post, I now realise that it was a rather
frivolous perspective on what is clearly a very difficult
time for everyone.

The pandemic has also provided an opportunity to dust
off old manuscripts. If you are a late-career researcher
like me, consider involving graduate students in some of
these lost manuscripts and data sets. Together with a PhD
student, I recently published the results of an experiment
I set up in 1984 but had never got around to writing up.
Collaborating with a keen student led to the research
being published in Restoration Ecology. This work would

For me, the arrival of the pandemic corresponded with a
12-month leave of absence from my employer in the
NSW Government; but it spelt the end of my planned
travel to the University of Alicante, Spain to work with
colleagues, and to Beijing, where I was to run two writing
workshops. Being generally an optimistic type, I saw the
lockdown, my inability to travel, and 12 months away
from the micro-management of my department, as an
opportunity to complete half-written manuscripts, finish
off CDK (Chief Doesn’t Know) research, and increase
my research productivity.
However, it didn’t work out that way. My Plan B ended
up including painting the house and renovating my
possum boxes. I also tried to maintain my enthusiasm for
research, in the absence of field work, catching up with
friends, and little real contact with students and
colleagues.

“The face of the University is
changing. There is less
spontaneity (‘catching up over
coffee’), and our formal
interactions are now on the
dreaded Zoom or Teams
platforms”
I could go through an exhaustive list of the problems that
students have experienced as a result of the pandemic, but
I’m sure we are all well aware of them. But there are
some ways that students have managed to cope. Nancy
Briggs, a Senior Statistical Consultant at the University
of New South Wales, recently ran a workshop on how to
do science without actually collecting new data. This
included revisiting old datasets, or combining datasets
with those freely available on data sharing hubs such as
Dryad or Figshare to ask new questions or question
existing paradigms.

The
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Life of an ecologist in lockdown. Credit: David Eldridge.
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probably never have seen the light of day if it had not been
for the pandemic. The lockdown can also be a great
opportunity to start that meta-analysis you have always
wanted to do. Being unable to go to the field to collect new
data does not mean the end of science.
Although the lockdown is all but over in NSW, things have
not exactly returned to normal. Many of our students have
realised that they don’t need to be on campus to do their
work, and academics have found that they are more
productive working from home. The face of the University
is changing. There is less spontaneity (‘catching up over
coffee’), and our formal interactions are now on the
dreaded Zoom or Teams platforms. This digital
depersonalisation seems to be the new normal.
So how does this affect me? I used to love going to
scientific conferences and meetings to interact with
colleagues, make new friendships and contacts, and catch
up on new science. It was also an opportunity to have a
break, often in a new place. However, I find the new
digital realm deeply unsatisfying, so have lost my interest
in conferences. I feel like I am at a standstill waiting to be
able to travel, and wonder whether we will ever return to
the old conference model.

“...things will change
eventually, perhaps not back to
the way they were before, but to
a situation where we can move
around freely, and do what we
love to do, albeit with certain
restrictions.”
can’t be good for science. Perhaps the time of COVID-19
will be remembered as a watershed in the manuscript
reviewing process. Clearly we need a new way of doing
peer review.
But things will change eventually, perhaps not back to the
way they were before, but to a situation where we can
move around freely, and do what we love to do, albeit
with certain restrictions. I look forward to that time. We
must all try to stay positive and treat ourselves with
kindness. I could not articulate this better than Lauren
Hallet from the University of Oregon, USA: “The most
useful thing I’ve found is to (try to) let go of my guilt
around missed deadlines and let myself get excited about
the science. Revisiting why I find my science interesting
seems to be the best jump-start for catching up and
moving forward.”

The pandemic has also changed the way that I operate as
an Editor. It is clear that, as scientists, we are writing more
For more information, contact David Eldridge here:
during the pandemic. You only have to compare the
d.eldridge@unsw.edu.au ¤
number of review requests in the last six months with a
similar period 12 months
ago. We all have more time
to write and submit papers,
yet it seems that we can’t
find the time to review any.
Perhaps the pandemic has
made us selfish; batten down
the hatches and stay in your
bubble. In my experience,
the quality of reviews that I
receive as an Editor of the
two journals I manage is
substantially lower than
before, perhaps because we
are being asked to do more.
One downside of this is that
manuscripts often receive
only one review. In fact, I
can’t remember a time when
a manuscript of mine was
accepted after only one
review, by the Editor, but
this was my recent
experience. She probably got The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way many ecologists work and conduct research,
fed up with seeking
with less field time and more screen time. Credit: David Eldridge
reviewers. This situation
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ASSAB 2020 Virtual Conference: How On Earth
Did This Work So Well?
Geoffrey Hughes (ASSAB 2020 Conference Chair)
University of New England
rom September 28th to October 2nd of this year,
the Australasian Society for the Study of Animal
Behaviour (ASSAB) ran its 48th annual (and 1st
virtual) conference. By all accounts, it was a smashing
success. We had 105 (!) speakers, 152 registered
delegates, with attendance fluctuating between 50 and
100 people on the Zoom call at any given time.
Somehow, amazingly, the stars aligned just right and we
only ever had one serious bout of technical issues. I don’t
think I’ve been to an in-person conference with so few
technical issues!

Although I sincerely hope that we never have to do a
fully-online conference again, it is likely that, post-covid,
more and more conferences will include an online
component. This has its benefits, of course. ASSAB is
largely focused on Australia, New Zealand, and the
Pacific, but we were able to host presenters from all over
the world without making them fly to our little corner of
the planet. Presenters from India, Japan, the United
Kingdom, Costa Rica, Switzerland, Sweden, South
Africa, Denmark, USA, and Italy, were all able to present
their work. Some presenters braved the odd hours and
gave live presentations (including one plenary), but we
also made provisions for people to pre-record their talks.

There wasn’t even supposed to be an ASSAB 2020, but
then You-Know-What happened. When things really
started to go into lockdown in March, and so many
conferences were being cancelled or postponed, I had a
lightbulb moment. As the ASSAB Student Representative
at the time, I approached the board with a proposal to
have an online, virtual ASSAB conference instead. I
argued that these annual conferences were hugely
important to early career researchers like myself, and as
the student rep I felt like I needed to do what I could to
help our student members. Apparently I argued a little too
well, as the board loved the idea, and suggested I take the
lead on it. So that was how I, a "lowly" post-grad student,
became the chair and lead organizer of ASSAB 2020.

This was a great learning experience, not only for me
personally but for ASSAB as a society. We learnt a lot
about running a virtual conference, and about
conferencing in general. One particular triumph was an
invited discussion group, led by Dr Priscilla Wehi, Dr
Billy van Uitregt, and Professor Krushil Watene. What
began as a “simple” question about non-Western views
on science turned into a sincere, open, and dare I say
therapeutic, discussion session about the hardships that
many of our members have faced as scientists. Further,
our plenary speakers kindly gave very personal accounts
of their own challenges and journeys as well as their
amazing scientific discoveries. Rest assured, ASSAB will
be doing more of that at conferences down the track!

The following months gave me a massive appreciation
for all of the hard work that conference organisers put in;
our team at least didn't need to worry about venues and
food! Truthfully, the biggest challenge that we faced was
juggling time zones when organising the schedule. With a
7-hour time difference between Western Australia and
New Zealand, we had to find a 4-hour block of time that
would work for
everyone. That
meant that folks in
Perth had to get up
early for an 8am
start, while those in
Auckland and
Christchurch were
often on Zoom past
5pm, but we
somehow made it
work.

The rest of the organizing committee all like to downplay
their contributions, but this conference could not have
happened without their help. Special thanks go to our
outreach team, Alex McQueen and Juliane Gaviraghi
Mussoi, who deserve mention for their efforts at
spreading the word about this conference. Juliane also did
an incredible amount of work in preparing the Zoom
sessions to make sure that everything ran smoothly.
Special thanks also go to Fanny-Linn Kraft for designing
the conference logos. I’d like to thank our invited
speakers and plenaries for volunteering their time to give
us some wonderful discussions. Finally, I would like to
thank Kate Umbers and Ximena Nelson for their
unwavering support and keeping me from losing my
mind during this whole thing.
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For further information, contact Geoffrey Hughes here:
ghughe20@myune.edu.au ¤
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Studying in the virtual world
Iris Hickman & Courtney Taylor
La Trobe University

T

ertiary education institutions have been among
those greatly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Some subjects were cancelled, and the remainder
moved all face to face teaching—laboratory, workshops
and lectures—online. This left us, university students,
studying from home; learning critical career skills in the
virtual world. We had to adapt to the new teaching
methods in isolation while also worrying about the
imminent health emergency, uncertain financial situations
and our future careers, while juggling work and family
commitments.
Like many students, we completed this study year at the
kitchen table or in communal spaces. We watched lectures
and completed assignments on slow computers with small
screens, and in share-houses with poor internet
connections. While these difficulties were already enough
to make study seem insurmountable, we, and many of our
peers, found it difficult to engage with online learning and
stay focused through hours of screen time.
Many lecturers worked tirelessly to improve our online
learning experience. They recorded experiments from
home, attempted to make online lectures interactive, and
offered more support than they were likely paid for. We
praise and thank them for their mammoth efforts this year.
Despite this, online learning does not compare to face-toface study.
As students nearing the end of our degrees, we are lucky
we have established relationships within the university
community that provided integral support throughout this
year. It seems unlikely these important relationships could
be forged in the clunky and sterile world of Zoom, thereby
diminishing the university experience for new students.
The insular and passive nature of online learning also
makes it difficult to engage collectively and learn from
peers. This was exemplified in subjects this semester
where we did not know any other students enrolled and
found it hard to engage with the content and learn without
the social encouragement and discussions.
One aspect we missed most while not on campus was the
incidental interactions previously taken for granted.
Studying online does not offer the opportunity for casual,
organic conversations with peers, mentors and lecturers.
These interactions allow us to develop social and
professional networks; both important for job prospects

post-graduation. Many of the discussions we did have over
Zoom were stilted and exhausting; and, in our classes,
participation was typically minimal.
The deficiencies of online learning are especially pertinent
for ecology students. Key ecological skills, such as flora
and fauna surveys and species identification, can only be
effectively learnt in hands-on practical classes or in the
field. These skills are highly sought after from potential
employers. However, this year we haven’t been able to
participate in any volunteer work or field trips.
Gaining practical experience has not only been critical
throughout our degree, it has also been a highlight, making
us more active members in the university community. A
second-year plant diversity and ecology subject was
particularly formative for us both. This subject was
challenging and engaging, involving weekly lab classes
and a five-day field trip to the Wimmera region in western
Victoria. We consider this a turning point in our studies,
where we chose to pursue careers in ecology. This field
trip exposed us to some of Victoria’s amazing biodiversity
and fundamental ecological survey methods. The
opportunity to be in the field with experts who are
passionate about understanding and conserving these
systems was invaluable. As a result of the pandemic,
students enrolled in this course in 2020 missed such
experiences.
The positive aspects of online learning must also be
acknowledged: accessibility, flexibility, and decreased
travel and the associated costs. However, we found the
negatives—lack of community, decreased engagement, and
difficulty communicating online—far outweighed the
positives. We didn’t learn as effectively or thoroughly
online as in person. Interestingly, this is unlikely to be
reflected in our grades, which have been above average
this year. This is concerning as grades are an important
metric used by universities to track student experience and
the success of online delivery.
As we move into “COVID normal”, hopefully universities
can return to regular operations and students can make up
for the skills they have missed out on this year.
Unfortunately, some universities have indicated that online
and mixed-mode delivery will continue in order to cut
costs. If so, labour-intensive lab and field classes are at risk
of being partially or entirely removed from the curriculum.
This presents a grim prospect for future generations of
ecologists. ¤
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Successful recapture by Dahlia Foo. This photo was taken after a successful recapture of a tagged female long-nosed fur
seal where a geolocation light logger was recovered from her after being deployed for more than 5 months. The researcher
(Dahlia Foo) was monitoring the female post-recovery to ensure she is alright.
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