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1 Introduction 
The Convention on Wetlands, signed in Ramsar, Iran, in 1971, is an 
intergovernmental treaty that provides the framework for national action and 
international cooperation for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their 
resources. It is more commonly called the Ramsar Convention. 

The convention was initially focused on the conservation and wise use of wetlands 
for the protection of waterbird habitat. However, the ecosystem is now looked at as a 
whole and all aspects of a wetland are protected under the treaty. Biodiversity 
conservation is the primary goal of wetland ecosystem conservation and wise use.  

Australia became a contracting party to the Ramsar Convention in May 1974 and in 
2009 has 65 sites, totalling 7,509,831.3 hectares, of designated land for the List of 
Wetlands of International Importance. Under the Ramsar Convention, contracting 
parties are required to use the ‘wise use’ approach and consider wetland 
conservation when planning development or activities in surrounding areas (Ramsar 
Convention 2003).  

1.1 Statement of purpose 

The Ramsar Convention defines ecological character as ‘the combination of the 
ecosystem components, processes and benefits/services that characterise the 
wetland at a given point’ (Ramsar Convention 2005). 

Therefore, an ecological character description for a given wetland is a description of 
the living and non-living components and how they interact. An ecological character 
description should also provide information on the natural variability of the wetland 
and enable limits of acceptable change to be identified (Lambert and Elix 2006). 

Within this context, ecosystem benefits/services are defined in accordance with the 
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2003) definition as ‘the benefits that people 
receive from ecosystems’. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2003) separates 
ecosystem services further into provisioning, regulating and cultural services, which 
directly affect people and supporting services needed to maintain these services 
(Figure 1). 

As a part of the ecological character of a wetland, ecological processes are defined 
as the dynamic biotic and abiotic interactions within an ecosystem such as primary 
production, decomposition, carbon and nutrient cycling, sedimentation and provision 
of habitats for other biota (Figure 2). These may or may not provide benefits or 
services to humans. Components are the physical, chemical and biological elements 
of the system, with the latter being defined as habitat, species and genes. Due to the 
dynamic nature of wetland ecosystems, there is considerable overlap between the 
components and processes that make up a wetland’s ecological character. 
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Figure 1: Summary of ecosystem services 
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Figure 2: Description of ecosystems 

 

Provisioning 
services 

Products obtained 
from ecosystems: 

� food 

� fresh water 

� wood for fuel  

� fibre 

� biochemicals 

� genetic resources 

Regulating 
services 

Benefits obtained from 
regulation of 
ecosystem processes: 

� climate regulation 

� disease regulation 

� water regulation 

� water purification 

� pollination 

Cultural services 

Non-material benefits 
obtained from 
ecosystems: 

� spiritual and religious 
benefits 

� recreation and 
 ecotourism 

� aesthetics 

� inspiration 

� education 

� sense of place 

Supporting services 

Services necessary for the production of all other ecosystem services: 

� soil formation  � nutrient cycling  � primary production 

Feedback 

Supply 

Ecosystem structure 

� physical, chemical and 
biological components 

� processes (including 
interactions) 

� habitats, species, genes 
(biodiversity) 

Ecosystem services 

� fodder, food, fibre 

� water supply 

� groundwater recharge 

� carbon sequestration 

� flood control 
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1.2 Reasons for describing ecological character  

Under the Ramsar Convention, Australia is obliged to complete an ecological 
character description of the site and maintain its accuracy. The Victorian 
Government’s Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE) compiled a 
framework for describing the ecological character of Ramsar wetlands (DSE 2005). 
This framework has been used to compose a number of ecological character 
descriptions. A national framework for describing the ecological character of Ramsar 
wetlands was developed using DSE’s framework (DEWHA 2008).  

The ecological character description is an important tool to monitor the status of a 
wetland and set limits of acceptable change to prevent any further degradation of the 
area. Adoption of the ‘wise use of wetlands’ principles should protect the ecological 
character of the site through sustainable management and monitoring (Ramsar 
Convention 2005).  

McGrath (2006) summarised the main points outlining the purpose of an ecological 
character description: 

1 To assist in implementing Australia’s obligations under the Ramsar Convention, 
as stated in Schedule 6 (Managing wetlands of international importance) of the 
Commonwealth’s Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation 
Regulations 2000: 

a) to describe and maintain the ecological character of declared Ramsar 
wetlands in Australia 

b) to formulate and implement planning that promotes: 
i conservation of the wetland 
ii wise and sustainable use of the wetland for the benefit of humanity in a 

way that is compatible with maintenance of the natural properties of the 
ecosystem. 

2 To assist in fulfilling Australia’s obligation under the Ramsar Convention to 
arrange to be informed at the earliest possible time if the ecological character of 
any wetland in its territory and included in the Ramsar List has changed, is 
changing or is likely to change as the result of technological developments, 
pollution or other human interference. 

3 To supplement the description of the ecological character contained in the 
Ramsar Information Sheet submitted under the Ramsar Convention for each 
listed wetland and, collectively, form an official record of the ecological character 
of the site. 

4 To assist the administration of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), particularly: 
a) to determine whether an action has, will have or is likely to have a significant 

impact on a declared Ramsar wetland in contravention of sections 16 and 
17B of the EPBC Act; or 

b) to assess the impacts that actions referred to the Minister under Part 7 of the 
EPBC Act have had, will have or are likely to have on a declared Ramsar 
wetland. 

5 To assist any person considering taking an action that may impact on a declared 
Ramsar wetland whether to refer the action to the Minister under Part 7 of the 
EPBC Act for assessment and approval. 

6 To inform members of the public who are interested generally in declared Ramsar 
wetlands to understand and value the wetlands. 
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1.3 Relevant treaties, legislation and regulations 

Towra Point Nature Reserve is located within and adjacent to the jurisdiction of a 
number of different government agencies, including the Department of Environment, 
Climate Change and Water NSW (DECCW), Industry and Investment NSW (I&I 
NSW), Sutherland Shire Council, Sydney Metropolitan Catchment Management 
Authority (SMCMA) and NSW Maritime. A number of non-government organisations 
play a key role in the monitoring and protection of the site, including the Friends of 
Towra Point Nature Reserve, Botany Bay Busy Bees, Australasian Wader Studies 
Group, Botany Bay Planning and Protection Council and the National Parks 
Association. An integrated strategy on protection and management using a holistic 
environmental approach is in place (NPWS 2001a).  

The international agreements and treaties, and the national, state and local 
legislation and policies protecting Towra Point Nature Reserve are: 

� the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar, Iran 1971), which aims to halt the 
worldwide loss and degradation of wetlands by conserving them through the 
application of wise use principles and management systems 

� the Japan–Australia Migratory Bird Agreement (JAMBA, 1981), the agreement 
between the Government of Australia and the Government of Japan for the 
protection of migratory birds and birds in danger of extinction and their 
environment 

� the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (Bonn, 
1983), which aims to conserve terrestrial, marine and avian migratory species 
throughout their range 

� the China–Australia Migratory Bird Agreement (CAMBA, 1988), the agreement 
between the Government of Australia and the Government of the People's 
Republic of China for the protection of migratory birds and their environment 

� the Republic of Korea–Australia Migratory Bird Agreement (ROKAMBA, 2006), 
the agreement between the Government of the Republic of Korea and the 
Government of Australia for the protection of migratory birds 

� the Partnership for the Conservation of Migratory Waterbirds and the Sustainable 
Use of their Habitats in the East Asian–Australasian Flyway (2006). The 
development of this partnership has been led by the Government of Australia, the 
Government of Japan, and Wetlands International as an initiative of the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development. This partnership has succeeded the Asia–
Pacific Migratory Waterbird Conservation Strategy 2001–2005 and is responsible 
for drafting a new Flyway Partnership Action Plan for 2006–2010. The main goal 
is to conserve species and their habitats through the establishment of networks of 
appropriately managed and internationally important sites for migratory 
waterbirds. 

National obligations are covered by the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), which protects the environment, particularly 
matters of national environmental significance (protected matters). 

State obligations are met under the following legislation:  

� The National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 covers the protection of flora, fauna and 
cultural heritage sites in NSW, including wetlands. Towra Point Nature Reserve 
Plan of Management (NPWS 2001a) is implemented under this Act. 

� The Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 concerns the protection 
and conservation of natural areas through ecologically sustainable planning and 
development. 
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� The Fisheries Management Act 1994 (FM Act) works with the Threatened 
Species Conservation Act 1995 to protect threatened aquatic species and 
communities, including mangroves and seagrasses. 

� The Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995 (TSC Act) covers protection and 
management of threatened species, populations and communities. 

At a local government level, the following environmental plans are relevant: 

� Sydney Regional Environmental Plan No. 17 – Kurnell Peninsula specifies zoning 
and planning provisions for the Kurnell Peninsula including Towra Point 

� Greater Metropolitan Regional Environmental Plan 1999 No. 2 – Georges River 
catchment aims to maintain and improve environmental quality of Georges River 
and its catchment. 

Other supporting NSW plans and regulations assisting in the protection of Towra 
Point Nature Reserve are: 

� NSW Ramsar Plan 2006–09 (DEC 2006a) 

� Noxious Weeds Act 1993 

� Native Vegetation Act 2003. 

1.4  Approach taken 

This ecological character description has been prepared using the National 
Framework and Guidance for Describing the Ecological Character of Australia’s 
Ramsar Wetlands (DEWHA 2008) and steps taken are shown in Table 1.  

Five essential elements were used to compile the ecological character description for 
the Towra Point Nature Reserve Ramsar site: hydrology, climate, geomorphology, 
biota and physicochemical elements (Figure 3). Each of these elements is 
considered an essential component of a wetland ecosystem. 

 

 

 
 Source: Mitsch and Gosselink (2000) 

Figure 3:  Generic conceptual model 
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Table 1: Steps taken in describing the ecological character of the Ramsar site 

Step Section

1   Define ecological character and its purpose.  1 

2   Describe site location, area covered, listing criteria and wetland types. 2 

3   Summarise ecological character of site, including a conceptual model for 
ecological components and processes, and list of ecosystem services. 3 

4   Describe ecosystem services of site. 4 

5   Describe components and processes that support ecosystem services.  5 

6   Determine limits of acceptable change for key components.  5 

7   Describe threats to ecological character. 6 

8   Identify knowledge gaps and make recommendations for monitoring. 7 

9   Identify important education, communication and public awareness messages. 7 

10  Update Ramsar Information Sheet. Attached
RIS 

 




