Save
&~ Westernport

Submission:
Senate Estimates Enquiry
Management of Defence Estate Assets
by

Save Westernport

31 July 2026



1 Introduction

Save Westernport thanks the Senate Estimates Reference Committee for the
opportunity to present our submission on this important matter.

Contact details:

Jane Carnegie

President, Save Westernport
Email:;janecb55@icloud.com

Website: https://savewesternport.org

1.1 Acknowledgement

Save Westernport and its members recognise that Westernport’s lands and waters
belong to the Bunurong- BoonWurrung Peoples of the Kulin Nation. We acknowledge
their Elders, past, present and emerging and their strong tradition of caring for Country.

1.2 Who we are

The Save Westernport Inc. group was formed in April 2018 to oppose the plans by
energy company AGL to import and process liquified natural gas in Westernport Bay and
to build a 56km gas pipeline to Pakenham. Save Westernport, together with many other
local and statewide organisations, campaigned against this proposal which was the
subject of a Controlled Action under the EPBC Act and an EES process. The then
Victorian Planning Minister, Richard Wynne, MP, rejected the proposal outright in 2021.

Since then, Save Westernport has been involved in various initiatives to better protect
and manage Westernport Bay and its coastlines and surrounds. Of note is the Strategic
Framework for Westernport. We continue to be involved in various issues impacting
Western Port.

Our members and supporters are motivated by the urgency of protecting the unique
ecological character of Westernport Bay, an accredited Ramsar Wetland of
International Importance. We support the Wise Use Principle of Ramsar Wetlands.

" https://www.actforwesternportbay.au
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1.3 Why we are interested in your enquiry

Our interest in the Senate Estimates Reference Group enquiry stems from our very deep
concerns about the proposed sale/divestment of HMAS Cerberus which is located
directly on the Ramsar site of Westernport. Cerberus is a known hot spot of biodiversity
and has highly significant environmental values. As Commonwealth Defence land,
Cerberus is currently protected.

Cerberus is an operating defence base and the primary training facility in Victoria for
recruits and some specialities from across the country. It has recently been upgraded
and plans to expand the cadet program are underway. This is not an unused site; it
currently meets Defence strategy needs.

The proposed plan for Cerberus is partial divestment of some 1184 Hectares of land,
leaving a base of around 700 hectares.

We make this submission on behalf of our members/supporters and our community
who are deeply concerned about this proposal and who have voiced clear opposition to
any divestment for development purposes.

1.4 Key points in our Submission
Terms of reference

Save Westernport’s submission to your Enquiry will primarily address Terms of
Reference (ToR) f) and g) with some consideration of b), d) and e) as they relate to the
Audit findings and subsequent process for ‘divestment, with a particular focus on the
Cerberus site.

Key points:

e Alackof transparency surrounds the whole divestment process.

e The audit report process was undertaken with no community consultation, input
or even knowledge of this consultancy; the Report should have been put out for
consultation prior to the Government’s acceptance and support for its
recommendations.

e Theterms of Reference for the audit report were too narrow and designed to
achieve the desired outcomes of large-scale divestments to support the Defence
Review Strategy. Environmental considerations were not part of the ToR, a matter
of real concern, nor consideration of these properties forming part of the
National Estate

e The Audit Report reflects an almost singular focus that the sites are not fit for
purpose, a burden and legacy of the past; there is no detail and no analysis of
individual sites.



The Report proposed further investigation was needed for more than half the
sites (including Cerberus). Despite this, all 68 sites were recommended for
divestment. What is the basis?

The Report ( or at least the public version) fails to provide any details of projected
individual sale revenues and the costings for remediation of sites; without this
information the projected surplus from the sales has no actual basis.

The figure itself is minimal, given the huge level of concern and opposition to the
sell off.

Both the report and roadmap for divestment clearly sets out that commercial
sale is the outcome but in our correspondence with Finance and in the
community consultation for Cerberus the transfer of land to other government
agencies is an option, which we are strongly support.

The process now being undertaken, with the Department of Finance at the helm
and KPMG as the Strategic Industry Partner responsible for due diligence and
recommendations to government, is a huge concern. We have no faith in the
process under these arrangements.

The proposed timelines of two years are clearly inadequate and unlikely to be
met. In the case of HMAS Cerberus the due diligence alone would take this long,
let alone an EES under the EPBC Act as required.

Our community totally rejects the sale of Cerberus for development purposes.
Cerberus is a biodiversity hot spot with some of the only remnant pre-
colonisation bushland left on the Mornington Peninsula. It includes endangered
and vulnerable ecological communities and borders the Ramsar site of
Westernport.

The Mornington Peninsula Shire Council also supports this position.

This site must be preserved for conservation purposes. Options include
transfer to another Commonwealth/State Environmental agency and declared
as a National Park, or as a government protected Reserve or left in situ as part of
HMAS Cerberus.

Preservation of this land also supports climate resilience.

We hope your Senate Estimates Enquiry and your Report can help facilitate this

outcome for our community.



2 The Defence Audit report?

2.1 Who knew?

Save Westernport, (along with our whole community on the Mornington Peninsula), was
completely unaware of the proposed divestment/sale of HMAS Cerberus and the other
67 sites around Australia until a local newspaper did a story in February this year. That
story covered the Federal Government’s release of the 2023 Audit Report, its
endorsement and commencement of the divestment process including Cerberus.

The proposed partial divestment of HMAS Cerberus came as a complete surprise/shock
to the people who live nearby and across many parts of the Mornington Peninsula. This
defence training base has been part of our community since the end of WW1.

We had no knowledge that an audit report had been done and what it was about.

There was no community consultation in preparing the report - a clear failing in the
initial process.

Save Westernport has now read the report and offers the following comments and
concerns.

We recognise the audit report and most of its recommendations have been accepted
by the Federal Government. However, we hope that through this Senate Estimates
Enquiry, communities like ours will be heard and the members of the Reference Group
will provide recommendations to address our concerns and modify the process.

2.2 The Terms of Reference (ToR) for the Audit

The ToR, as set by the Defence Minister, are too narrow . They do not represent a
comprehensive approach and thorough examination of the sites now earmarked for
divestment.

The ToR focus on: whether current defence assets address Australia’s future defence
strategy, including AUKUS; the costs of maintaining so many sites; and the value of
selling this national estate to ensure defence assets reflect current and future defence
needs.

Given this lens, the consultant’s approach was predetermined, meaning that other
factors were not considered. ToR g) provided capacity to look at other factors but this is
not considered in the report.

2 https://www.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2026-02/Defence-Estate-Audit-Report-WEB. pdf
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2.2.1 Environment not a consideration

The most damming omission from the ToR was any consideration of the value of these
sites from an environmental, conservation and national estate perspective. Given the
size and variation in the land holdings across Australia it seems extraordinary that
environment and biodiversity was not a ToR or even mentioned once in the Report.

Save Westernport believes this very narrow lens means the Audit was inadequate; a
much wider investigation/audit is needed that addresses the environmental value of this
national defence estate ( which belongs to the people of Australia), before the process
of divestment continues.

At our local level, HMAS Cerberus is such an important site of environmental
significance this omission is damming. This point is considered in more detail later in
our submission.

2.2.2 No consideration of Indigenous significance

The other key omission from the Audit ToR is the significance of these defence sites to
our Indigenous peoples.

Our knowledge only refers to Cerberus which is of great significance to the Bunurong
peoples of the Kulin Nation. This includes land and coastlines that were part of
permanent homes on this sea country before colonisation. The lens of indigenous
connection to these sites is essential.

2.2.3 AUKUS
Part of the Purpose in the ToR is described in the following terms ( p10)
Reflecting the DSR and focus on the north....

Purpose d) the facility and estate requirements to support agreed partner
country activities in Australia and to support implementation of the AUKUS
Optimal Pathway;

We simply make the comment on this aspect that sections of the public and our
community are entirely sceptical/do not support AUKUS.

The reality is that the sale of defence assets will do little to meet the hundreds of billions
of dollars required for AUKUS. Presenting this process as part of meeting AUKUS needs
creates another legitimate concern about the whole process.



2.3 The Audit Report content
2.3.1 The defence estate burden

The Report is heavily skewed to view the identified defence assets as burdens -
outdated, no longer fit for purpose, and too expensive to maintain. The solution is to sell
them off to meet future capability.

Examples of this thinking is layered through the Report:

Defence is constrained by the weight of its past when it comes to management of
the estate. (p33)

Defence estate that is unaffordable and unsustainable. Defence is holding more
property than it needs and is carrying the burden of past (p35)

In colloquial terms, the estate has been treated as if it were a free resource. (p73)
2.3.2 Heritage is treated as another burden.

Well intentioned efforts to comply with provisions of the EPBC Act are impairing
the ability for Defence bases to be used for their primary purpose. It has placed
further pressure on strained sustainment budgets and led to dysfunctional
outcome. (P43)

Heritage is important to many people, especially those that have served and used these
sites, like Victoria Barracks. We leave it to others to make more detailed comments on
this aspect, but we would say that this heritage is part of the fabric of our society and
important defence sites need to be preserved and remain in the public/government
domain.

2.3.3 We ask: where is the detail on the sites slated for divestment?

The Report provides no detailed information of the 68 assets how earmarked for
divestment around Australia. Rather, it offers a blanket approach that covers all sites
collectively without any specific evidence on each site.

A report that does not describe, examine and consider the actual sites one by one is
flawed. It should have contained specific details of all the sites, the current purpose
and role of each, other factors such as environmental protection, remediation and an
analysis of why or why not each should be divested. That would have provided a
genuine basis to consider whether some sites should be divested.

The only information on individual sites is a list at the end of the report which the
consultants divided into two categories.



The list of 32 sites in Table 1.1 (p101-8) sets out hose earmarked for immediate
divestment. The only information provided about each of these sites is a one-line
snapshot. This is clearly inadequate.

Table 1.2 sets out the second category which are the names of 36 sites requiring
further investigation. The list simply names the sites. Cerberus falls into this category in
the Report.

The defence minister claims in the Forward of the publicly released Audit Report that it
‘provides a comprehensive and evidence-based assessment of the Estate.” (p 2)

We disagree. It simply does not.

With no examination of each site, we fail to understand the basis for recommending
divestment.

2.3.4 Whatis the meaning of divestment ?

A key concern of our community is the meaning and understanding of the word
divestment.

One of the tasks set out for the consultants is to determine the suitability and
affordability of Defence’s existing holdings, with a particular focus on holdings that are
no longer fit-for-purpose and present commercial opportunities. (Task c p.11)

In their Audit Report the meaning is clear — it means commercial sale. The report refers
to sale at many points.

However, at the community consultation meeting on the divestment of Cerberus on the
10 June, Department of Finance and Defence representatives, when questioned, stated
that divestment could include transfer to other departments.

This option is not in the Report or its recommendations.

This disjunct between the Report, its recommendation and the process now underway
is concerning and leaves the public with no clear understanding. Who do we believe?

The Report also addresses the legislation and policy to carry out this sale at p14:

which stipulates properties that have no alternative efficient government use,
must be sold on the open market at full market value, unless otherwise agreed by

the Minister for Finance.

This approach seems to suggest commercial sale is the goal although there is some
wriggle room around what might constitute ‘efficient government use’ — does this
include protection of the environment, for example ?

It also gives power to the Minister for Finance to make alternative decisions.



The Consultants did propose some differing and innovative forms of divestment for the
proposed task force to consider. At Para 5.4:

Examples may include: long-term leases (such as those used previously for
Federal Government Airports) with or without purchase options to allow the
Commonwealth to retain planning and other controls; sale and lease-back
where an ongoing Defence presence on the site is needed and can be clearly
defined; and partnering arrangements with developers that deliver value for
money, recognising that Defence is not in the property development business
and will need to continue to deal with social and service licence issues if even
partial interests are maintained.

All these approaches are still in the realm of commercial outcomes. The possibility of
divestment that keeps land and buildings within the national estate through direct
transfer is not considered. In our view this is another major shortcoming that needs to
be addressed.

Another shortcoming is consideration of whether some sites should be retained by
Defence. Given the Report fails to analyse each site we again question the Report’s
findings and recommendations. A proper analysis might have concluded that some
sites should not be divested whether in full orin part.

2.3.5 The Audit Report recommendations

Whilst the government has provided its response to the Recommendations of the Audit
Report, agreeing to the vast majority (pages 116-123), we raise questions particularly
to Recommendations 1, 4 and 15.

Recommendation 1 lists the 68 sites for full or partial divestment. ( p18) including the
partial divestment of HMAS Cerberus at No 54.

Save Westernport is very puzzled by this recommendation given that the Report itself
proposed further investigation of Cerberus and 35 other sites.

If 36 sites needed further investigation, why were they included in Recommendation 17?

Did the further investigations of these sites ever take place as the Report proposed? If
yes, where is the supplementary Report on these sites? If not, why not? How can these
sites be included in this recommendation and form part of the current divestment
process by the Department of Finance?

Save Western Port strongly recommends that these 36 sites be removed from the
current process, pending a thorough investigation, including environmental factors.



Recommendation 4 proposes a multi-disciplinary divestment implementation
taskforce be established within the Defence portfolio to carry out the divestment
process.

The taskforce should comprise skilled representatives from relevant
departments and industry. It must have the authority and focus to drive site
divestment outcomes in a timely and commercially orientated manner and be
resourced to deal with social and service licence issues.

As a process, this approach would have provided a much broader capacity to
implement the divestment process in a manner that could have included further
examination of sites, including environmental values, identify further issues and
consider social licence.

The government has chosen not to implement this recommendation, instead putting
the whole process in the hands of the Department of Finance.

Save Westernport does not support this model and our community is sceptical that
Finance could see the process through any other lens than financial.

One other recommendation that stood out was the proposal to give the Minister for

Defence possible accreditation over heritage aspects and assessment by independent

third parties (Recommendation 15). Save Westernport does not support this approach.
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3 The process of divestment following adoption of the Audit
report

In this section of our submission, Save Westernport provides some comment on ToR d)
of this Senate Estimates enquiry re estimates of returns and costs associated with
divestment as well as the approach to divestment now being undertaken by the
Department of Finance, part of ToR b) of your Enquiry.

3.1 ToRd) The financial assumptions underpinning estate divestment

According to the Audit the proceeds of sale are $3 billion in gross divestment proceeds,
offset by around $1.2 billion in relocation, remediation, due diligence and transition
costs, yielding an estimated net return of $1.8 billion.

This estimate may or may not be valid. Given the Report provides no details of how
these figures are derived it is impossible to say. Perhaps this information is in the non-
redacted Report but from the point of public scrutiny it is unknown.

Given the public concerns arising around the proposed divestment, not only from small
groups like Save Westernport, but also the RSL and the Federal Opposition the net gain
of $1.8 billion from what will be a very difficult process seem very modest.

Is this pain worth it both electorally and in dollar terms?

As we do not know the assumptions behind the $1.2 billion in relocation, remediation
and due diligence it is hard to understand what accuracy these figures carry.

The only section on these matters is at p37 of the Audit Report:

Contamination is not dissimilar to other legacy industrial sites, including
hydrocarbons, asbestos, lead, per and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS),
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and heavy metals. Other sites contain more
unique hazards specific to Defence, such as unexploded ordnance, explosives
residues and chemicals associated with the manufacture and testing of
munitions. The presence of contaminants increases the cost of managing estate
assets and must be addressed when assets are divested.

To say these issues must be addressed when assets are divested is glib. Just as the
Report should have provided an analysis of each site, so too, the report should have
included an estimate of the due diligence/remediation costs of each site.

3.1.1 Cerberus remediation

In relation to the partial divestment of Cerberus we know the remediation/due diligence
costs will be huge and in many areas of the site further remediation is simply not
feasible.

11



Cerberus is an operating military base. It includes a shooting range which has been in
two locations . Much of land has substantial PFAS contamination.

In relation to the rifle range and other training operations unexploded ordinance litter
many areas, particular those of environmental significance and within Hahn’s inlet.

To remediate these for the purpose of development would be a huge undertaking
possibly taking years, similar to Pt Nepean and a risk would always remain.

Use of Hahn’s inlet is currently prohibited as part of Cerberus, but if divested and
opened to the public then boating and coastal development in this area would always
pose a serious risk.

PFAS contamination at Cerberus resulted from the widespread use of firefighting foam
on the base as part of training the cadets.

Defence has undertaken remedial actions, particularly around the key sources of the
PFAS risk, including building a containment cell and has a management plan in place.
This was done with public consultation with our community.

Despite the containment, PFAS had already entered the soils and waterways on the site
and into Hahn’s inlet. Defence has stated that ‘ over time’ they anticipate the level of
PFAS leaving HMAS Cerberus and entering Westernport at Hahn’s inlet will be reduced
by 80%. How long is ‘over time’?

The base conducts ongoing monitoring and the results of the latest report in November
2023 undertaken at 54 ground water and 33 surface water locations found
‘concentrations of PFAS were generally consistent with previous monitoring results’. In
other words, the PFAS contamination across parts of the site for divestment will remain
into the foreseeable future .2

Some of these facts might have emerged had Cerberus been subject to further
investigation before being recommended for partial divestment.

3.2 ToRb) of this Enquiry: The processes for planning and conducting
disposal of defence estate assets

In this section of our submission, we turn to the process currently being undertaken for
the divestment. We make comment about more general aspects of the process and
specific observations of how the process has been handled for Cerberus.

3 https://www.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-08/HMASCerberusFactsheetJune2024.pdf
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3.2.1 Public knowledge and understanding of the divestment

As stated earlier, our community had no knowledge of the audit report and acceptance
by the Government until February this year.

We ask:
What was the reason for the three-year delay in releasing the Report?

Given the delay , why wasn’t this time used for a thorough public consultation process
on the report and possible further investigation of sites before agreement to the
recommendations?

Given the scale of the proposed divestment and the issues of insufficient evidence in
the report this would have been, and should have been, the approach.

However, that horse has bolted.
3.2.2 The current process for divestment — our concerns
i) Management by Finance

Save Westernport has serious concerns about the process and approach being adopted by
the Department of Finance and we question why this agency is managing this process.

The first issue of concern is why a multidisciplinary taskforce headed up and funded by
Defence ( Rec 4) was not accepted by the Government as the process for divestment?

Secondly, why has the Department of Defence almost no role in this process wheniitis
Defence land?

The government adopted nearly all the recommendations but not this critical approach.
ii) The Roadmap

The Department of Finance has identified an 8-stage Divestment Roadmap, as the Senate
Estimates Enquiry members would be aware.

A copy of this Roadmap was provided as a poster to our community at the recent
consultation. ( Note, the handling of this consultation is discussed in more detail later in this
submission). The Departmental representatives did not explain this Roadmap and its
implications.

The Roadmap clearly identifies disposal through sale as the only outcome — whether by open
market, off market or concessional sale. ( Stage 6 of the roadmap)

Save Westernport only understood this on reading the material after the consultation
meeting as it was never explained.
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iii) The Strategic Industry Partner: KPMG

The consulting team also failed to mention and explain the use of a Strategic Industry Partner
(SIP) to carry out all aspects of Stages 2-4 of the Roadmap. This is another failure as most
people concerned about this issue believe it is being handled by the government in-house.

We seriously question the outsourcing of this role, especially given Recommendation 4 of the
Report which proposed a completely different approach.

On further reading we emailed the Department of Finance with a series of questions, including
who is the SIP?

The Department responded promptly to our email and notified the SIP as KPMG.

We looked up the Contract on Aus Tender - Contract Notice CV4232762. The tender notice is
extremely vague specifying simply the sale of property and building as the category and the
reason for the contract as ‘the need for specialised and professional skills.’

When we further questioned the Department of Finance in another email about KPMG’s
specialist knowledge of specific defence sites and issues to do with contamination and
remediation, they responded that KPMG would subcontract certain aspects to other
consultants.

The contract date was the 25" of March, 2026 and it runs until 31/01/28 with the possibility of
6 extensions and a maximum end date of 31/01/31. The value is $6,624,970 for the initial
contracted period.

Given the Department of Finance has made it clear the roadmap must be finalised within a
two-year timeframe, we also question the extension period options.

The current scandal around KPMG and the serious allegations against senior members of that
firm only become public in June this year. The Department of Finance has put a governmental
freeze on using this consulting firm as a contractor until at least September 30 whilst the
allegations are further investigated.* The Minister for Finance has also stated there will be a
review of current contracts.

Save Westernport seriously questions both the outsourcing of this process and the contract
with KPMG.

Knowledge of KPMG’s role is not widely known, and almost deliberately not made public in the
consultations being carried out by Finance and Defence ( at least not in the Cerberus
consultation).

4 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-06-16/kpmg-freeze-on-government-contracts-amid-corruption-
referral/106802576
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This critical part of the process is being undertaken by an international conglomerate
consulting firm that is under serious scrutiny and investigation.

We understand that the outcomes of the work by KPMG as the SIP will not be made public;
this was confirmed by Finance in an official email responding to one of our questions.

Finance also stated that due diligence materials including valuations and technical reports
will not be publicly released but will be made available to potential purchasers. ( email of
25/06/26)

So, the community does not have access, but potential developers do!
Again, we question the transparency.

We also ask how can KPMG’s evaluations and due diligence be verified? Given itis their
options and recommendations that will form the basis for government decision-making, this
secrecy raises serious concerns about the whole process.

The lack of transparency is of great concern and using this firm gives our community
absolutely no confidence in the divestment process.

We believe the contract should never have been made, nor the process outsourced from
government.

Whether your Inquiry can recommend another approach and the rescission of this contract is
something we hope can be considered.

3.2.3 The consultation process

Finance is conducting the consultation process with limited input from Defence personnel.
The SIP is not part of the consultations with the community, and this is another aspect of the
process that seems flawed.

How can the SIP make options for divestment when they are not part of the direct
consultations and do not have to face the public?

i) The consultation for Cerberus

The community consultation for Cerberus took place on the 10" of June. Save Westernport
and other community groups notified our community of the event following up from the items
in our local newspapers.

The attendance was significant with around 350° people jamming the Crib Point Primary
school on a cold weeknight (the venue having already been changed because so many people
were so concerned about this issue).

51t should be understood that this a rural community with small townships surrounding Cerberus so the
population is not large.
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The Defence staff seemed ill-prepared and did not provide any form of presentation to explain
the divestment process. They couldn’t even provide a detailed map of the site and the areas
identified for the partial divestment. They had not even considered consultation with the
traditional owners until it was raised.

It was essentially left to community members to voice their issues, concerns and ask
questions.

i) What people want:

The overwhelming sentiment from the attendees was that this land/coastline should not be
opened to development. It borders the Green Wedge, farms and the Ramsar site of
Westernport. The land includes large tracts of pre colonisation bushland and coastal
vegetation; its high biodiversity value is well understood. So too is the fact that, as Defence
land, it has been protected for over 110 years.

Everyone in attendance opposed any sell off the Cerberus site and voiced unanimous support
for its preservation for conservation purposes.

Options raised were to leave the site intact under Defence (keep it as itis) or if partial
divestment must occur then the high value environmental areas of the site must be
transferred, (not commercially sold), as National Park or some other form of environmental
preservation.

This position was voiced loud and clear and both Finance and Defence personnel got a very
direct message about what our community wants for the future of Cerberus.

One of the questions asked at the meeting was what divestment actually means and, in this
public space, the Defence/Finance personnel clearly stated that transfer without sale was an
option. But this is not an option in the endorsed Audit Report.

So, this begs the question, if divestment now has a broader meaning will the roadmap and
other public documents for the consultation process be amended to ensure this is
encapsulated as the whole divestment process moves forward and that the public making
submissions can encompass this option?

In follow up emails with Finance Save Westernport sought further clarification of this point.
Finance responded:

In this context, divestment refers to the disposal of surplus or underutilised
Commonwealth property. Divestments can include transfer within government (e.g. to
other Commonwealth, state or local entities) or sale to the private sector, either through
concessional/off-market processes or the open market, consistent with the
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Commonwealth Property Disposals Policy. The divestment pathway will be determined
on a site-by-site basis.®

Three Councillors from the Mornington Peninsula Shire Council ( MPSC) attended, with
Council Officers and senior members from Cerberus were present to hear our
community’s concerns.

iii) Our Council’s draft position

After the community meeting the Mornington Peninsula Shire Council has endorsed a
draft submission to the Divestment program setting out their position that any
divestment should be primarily for conservation purposes.’

(Covered in more detail in the next section of our submission).
The Council draft submission is now out for consultation.
iv) Written feedback

The only other method of consultation for this process available now is to provide
written feedback. This is being handled by Finance centrally. The approach is poor and
not fit for purpose. Individuals and organisations wanting to participate in the feedback
process provide their details on the webpage with a text box. The page is primarily
directed to those interested in developing a particular site rather than community
feedback and detailed consideration of issues and concerns. There is no deadline nor
any capacity to upload a detailed written submission such as this.?

Finance also has a formal email for communication which is the email we have been
using but this is not common knowledge.

Save Westernport has written to the Department of Finance on improving this
approach without success. We are deeply concerned it will result in inadequate and
ineffective feedback which is essential for the government to make fully informed
decisions on sites.

8 Official email response 25/06/26 from the Divestment Program

7 https://hdp-au-prod-app-mpen-shapeourfuture-files.s3.ap-southeast-
2.amazonaws.com/7017/8286/6908/MPSC_Position_on_the_Proposed_Partial_Divestment_of HMAS_.p
df

8 https://www.finance.gov.au/government/property-and-construction/divestments/defence-estate-audit
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4 Consideration of an amended policy framework for the use of
surplus Defence land that prioritises alternative public uses
over private development (ToR g)

This ToR of your Enquiry is critical to considering a broader divestment process and one
that reflects community sentiment.

4.1 Cerberus for conservation

In relation to HMAS Cerberus, that community sentiment is unanimously in support of
divestment for conservation purposes or retention within Defence, if transfer for
conservation is not feasible.

Save Westernport fully supports and advocates this outcome.

In making your Report, we hope you will include our position as an alternative public
use for this site. The avenues to get our message through to the decision makers is
difficult.

Key points on the conservation value and need to protect this land include:

e Cerberus contains large tracts of native coastal bushland and coastal vegetation
that is intact, undisturbed and a haven for native wildlife including endangered
species;

e Asdefence land it has been preserved and protected,;

e |ts ecological flora and fauna include communities classified as endangered,
vulnerable and/or depleted. Its flora includes swamp scrub; coastal banksia
woodland; grassy woodland; damp sands, herb rich woodland; and sand
heathland;

e These large tracts also provide climate change resilience and blue carbon;

e Its coastline is part of the Westernport Ramsar site and includes nationally
threatened ecological communities;

e Itis home to endangered native and migratory birds;

e |t provides the only large refuge for native species on the Westernport side of the
Morninton peninsula;

e The site is part of the UNESCO Westernport Biosphere;

e Once divested commercially, this public land is gone forever and with it this
unique ecological biodiversity.

4.2 Draft Council position

As noted earlier our local Council (MPSC) is adopting a position in support of
conservation.
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In its draft Submission to Finance , Council states:

1 Preference (is) for a dedicated conservation area

e The proposed divestment land is one of the largest areas of remnant
bushland on the Peninsula. The size of land to be divested is 1,164
hectares (by comparison, Point Nepean National Park is 560 hectares,
and the entire Mornington Peninsula National Park is 2,686 hectares).

e Protection of the HMAS Cerberus land is important in protecting the
internationally significant Ramsar Wetland site.

2. Aconservation area would align with Commonwealth obligations associated
with the Western Port Ramsar Wetland and other Matters of National
Environmental Significance (MNES) protected under the Commonwealth
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).

3. The land could be appropriately secured within the State’s protected area
network, particularly as a National Park.

Council has also indicated that this land is outside the Urban Growth boundary. The
land on the West side of Cerberus ( South Beach Road) is Green Wedge ( Plan
Melbourne) and planning to the north and East are small communities with coastal
development and other building overlays.

The community now has an opportunity to provide feedback on this draft position
before itis finalised, and the official council submission sent to Finance.

4.3 Other aspects to consider

It should also be noted that much of the Cerberus land is simply unsuitable for
development with rising sea levels, large areas of marshy boggy wetland, exorbitant
remediation costs and bushfire overlays.

In contrast to making the site appropriate for development, the current maintenance
costs on this site are minimal as itis unused bush, noting the Audit Report focussed
heavily on this aspect with many sites.

Another key factor to support conservation of this land is that Cerberus is a large
working defence property that is the major training base in Victoria.

Given this ongoing use it is questionable whether even partial divestment is
appropriate. The reality is the large bushland area around the base provides an
effective buffer and security measure and areas such as the firing range would need
an even larger buffer. We are not sure where and how areas could be carved off, if for
development.

As its coastline borders Westernport’s Ramsar site including Hahn’s Inlet, any
development along this boundary will require a Controlled Action under the EPBC Act
and a comprehensive EES. When asked about this aspect and how that can be
achieved in the nominated two-year timeframe for Divestment, Finance has responded
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broadly saying they ‘will manage these processes in accordance with statutory
processes.’, in consultation with DCCEEW.( Email of 25/06/25).

An EES would have to be undertaken given the ecological values of the site and its
boundary with Ramsar Wetland.

Itis worth noting the added cost and time for this process, should Finance continue
with development options.

4.4 Kunming-Montreal Global Diversity Framework

Finally, we draw your attention to Australia’s commitment to the preservation of 30%
biodiversity by 2030 under the Kunming-Montreal Global Diversity Framework.

This commitment sets a national target to protect and conserve 30% of Australia’s
landmass and 30% of Australia’s marine areas by 2030. It was signed off in 2023.

To reach the 30% land target, another 34.3 million hectares needs to be protected or
conserved. For context, Victoria is around 22 million hectares.

A National Roadmap outlines the strategy to deliver this target, with an implementation
plan.

Actions include:

e growing Australia’s protected area network - for land, the National Reserve
System, and for sea, the Marine Protected Areas system, and

o establishing a network of conserved areas, also called Other Effective Area-
based Conservation Measures (OECMs).

Networks of protected and conserved areas need to have the following requirements:

Requirement Cerberus status
support important biodiversity Meets this requirement
contribute to ecological Meets this requirement
representativeness
be well-connected Yes - part of the Biosphere , local

community-planted wildlife corridors,
coastal foreshores and directly
connected to Western Port Ramsar

Wetlands
be effectively and equitably Current environment management and
managed. fire management plans in place.

Ongoing management TBD.
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We submit that this Framework provides a tool to support divestment or retention of
HMAS Cerberus for conservation purposes.

4.5 Options for Conservation

The question is whether conservation is best done through establishing a new National
Park managed by the Commonwealth/State; a new federal reserve (as part of the
OECM) or another avenue or simply retained and managed by Cerberus. ( Finance has
said this last option is not on the table despite community sentiment).

A national park in the coastal/woodland areas would provide ongoing and future
protection and open the site to the public. It would complement Point Nepean National
Park on the Port Phillip Bay side, (a former defence site) and provide ecotourism
opportunities.

Some remediation might be necessary but nothing like the scale needed for
development purposes. This could be undertaken via the dollars set aside for that
purpose in the divestment process, complemented by the DCCEEW roadmap to meet
the 30/30 target.

Preserving the land as a Federal Reserve sitting alongside Cerberus is another option.
Whichever path is possible, it is critical divestment leads to permanent conservation of

this site with its highly significant environmental and biodiversity values.

We hope you have found our submission useful and informative in finalising your
Report.

Thank you again for providing this opportunity. Please note this submission has been

prepared and written without the use of Al.

Jane Carnegie
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