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Summary 
A public nomination to review the old-growth forest status of jarrah forest in a timber 
harvest coupe within Helms forest block was accepted by the Department of 
Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions (DBCA) on 20 January 2020. 

An earlier detailed review of the old-growth forest status within the coupe had been 
undertaken during the routine harvest planning and approvals process in 2018. A 
systematic review of the spatial datasets that informed that review and the analytical 
steps taken to determine old-growth forest status was conducted, and supplemented 
by targeted field inspection and re-survey of areas of concern in the nomination. 

This review and field checks confirmed that the veracity of the original work and no 
additional areas of jarrah old-growth forest were identified. 
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1 Introduction 
Areas of old-growth forest are not available for timber harvesting. The Forest 
Management Plan 2014-2023 provides for the public to nominate to DBCA areas of 
forest which may be unmapped old-growth forest, for subsequent assessment to 
determine their old-growth forest status.  
On 20 January 2020 the department received a public nomination requesting a review 
of the old-growth forest extent and boundaries within the timber harvest coupe of 
Helms 0119. The nomination identified broad geographical areas of concern and 
suggested the number of stumps (used as an indicator of previous harvest extent and 
intensity) in some areas may have led to an underestimation of the extent of old-growth 
forest. The nomination was accepted by the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation 
and Attractions (DBCA) and the Forest Products Commission (FPC) was advised to 
suspend operations in the coupe pending the outcome of this review. 
The forest in Helms 0119 is dominated by a mixture of jarrah and marri. In this forest 
type ‘old-growth forest’ is defined as ‘uncut (never harvested) forest or forest subject 
to minimal disturbance and that is not affected by Phytophthora cinnamomi’ (see 
FEM075 Procedures for the assessment, identification and demarcation of old-growth 
forest).  
As part of the routine coupe planning process an earlier assessment of the old-growth 
forest status of areas within the coupe had been undertaken following a formal referral 
of the area by FPC on 16 July 2018. That review (Appendix 1), conducted in 
accordance with DBCA procedure FEM 075, identified approximately 53 hectares of 
previously unmapped old-growth forest. The remaining area reviewed (comprising 123 
hectares) remained available for harvest as it did not meet the criteria for old-growth 
forest.  
In June 2019 a small extension to the western boundary of the coupe was approved 
by DBCA and a further survey for the presence of unmapped old-growth forest was 
conducted in the 12 hectare area. All patches that were uninfested by Phytophthora 
dieback within the extended area were surveyed, and no additional jarrah old-growth 
forest was identified (Appendix 2). 

2 Method 
Given the previous detailed assessment of old-growth forest status within the coupe, 
and the nature of the concerns raised in the public nomination, a two-stage, risk-based 
approach was adopted for this review.  

In the first stage, a comprehensive, systematic review was undertaken of all the 
contributing datasets used to determine old-growth forest status, and their application 
in accordance with the procedures.  

The second stage of the review involved field inspection and re-survey of target areas 
deemed to have most potential to change status from non old-growth to old-growth 
forest, based on the original stump frequency data and Phytophthora dieback mapping 
boundaries.  
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 Systematic review of datasets and analysis steps 
Old-growth forest status is determined through the intersection of multiple datasets 
describing land tenure, forest type, structure, harvest and other disturbance history, 
and disease occurrence. Datasets of stump location and number gathered from field 
surveys are also combined to inform old-growth forest status.  

The version, integrity and completeness of each corporate spatial dataset was 
checked, while the raw spatial datasets captured in the field during the original 
assessment were re-examined. Attribute tables in these datafiles were checked for 
irregularities (e.g. duplicates or projection errors) that may have contributed to possible 
miscalculations or overestimation of stump counts. 

Potential errors arising during the interpretation and analysis of disturbance indicator 
datasets were then checked by overlaying stump location datasets with key 
boundaries. These boundaries included all formal and informal reserves, harvest 
exclusion zones, Phytophthora dieback occurrence and the Forest Management 
Information System (FMIS) grid sampling frame (polygons and centroids). 

 Field inspections and re-survey 
Experienced field officers from two separate Branches within DBCA undertook checks 
on the veracity of the original recorded location of tree stumps and dieback occurrence 
within the areas available for timber harvest. Dieback-free areas, and cells where 
fewer than 4 stumps per 2 hectares had been recorded were targeted for inspection.  

As GPS co-ordinates for areas of concern were not available from the public 
nomination documentation, field officers concentrated their investigations on two main 
locations (Area 1 and Area 2) detailed in the proponents’ submission, at clean on entry 
(CoE) points on Shunt 2, off Mowen Road and on McAtee Road off St John Road 
(Appendix 3). The focus was on FMIS polygons adjacent to where 2 or less stumps 
per 0.5 hectares were recorded, and uninfested patches on the edge of dieback 
boundaries. 

Larger, previously surveyed cells in the south-west of the coupe were not rechecked. 
Intensive sampling in 2018 over several survey cycles had previously determined that 
the majority of these areas are highly disturbed (Figure 1) with stump numbers in most 
0.5 hectare FMIS cells exceeding the minimal disturbance threshold of less than 2 
stumps per 0.5 hectares.  

Patches considered to be minimally disturbed had already been reclassified as old-
growth forest and therefore did not require further investigation.  
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Figure 1 Depicts a forest stand heavily disturbed from previous timber harvests in the 
south-west cells of Helms 0119 

3 Results 
 Systematic review of datasets and analysis steps 

The recheck of corporate datasets found no errors or omissions had occurred when 
combining and deriving old-growth forest extent in the previous report (Appendix 1).  
Nineteen separate stump survey datasets, including approximately 103 km of track 
files and 1339 stumps, recorded during the original assessment of the coupe were re-
examined. No data corruptions or incongruities were detected. The amalgamated 
stump data file was also audited for duplication or other errors, and none were 
identified.  
The overlay of the interpreted datasets, comprising the assessment area boundary 
(i.e. all areas available for harvest, uninfested by dieback), the 0.5 hectare cell FMIS 
grid and the stump location data, was re-analysed. All stump counts attributed in the 
0.5 hectare FMIS grid cells accurately corresponded with the spatially mapped stump 
data. No errors were detected in the spatial analysis and interpretation of survey data 
that could have impacted the accuracy of either the extent or boundaries of old-growth 
forest. 

 Field inspections and re-survey 
Targeted field checks were conducted in those areas with the highest likelihood of 
being reclassified to old-growth forest (i.e. containing minimally disturbed cells). 
Additional evidence of disturbance (i.e. presence of stumps) was identified and 
recorded in all the target areas (Appendix 2).  

Visible evidence of structural 
changes to the overstorey in 
the form of gaps created by 
the removal of large mature 
trees. Recolonisation of secondary 

forest species following 
harvesting disturbance. 

Persistent regrowth 
cohort resulting from 
harvesting. 

Photo by DBCA 
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This resampling confirmed that due to the impaired visibility arising in pockets of dense 
understorey, stump decay and fire degrade, the initial stump enumerations were 
underestimated in many cells. No new candidate minimal disturbance forest stands 
containing fewer than 6 stumps per 2 hectares were detected.   

The dieback boundaries were checked in the field by both Forest Management Branch 
and Ecosystem Health Branch staff in all targeted areas. Ground truthing confirmed 
that the dieback mapping within these areas was accurate with symptoms of 
Phytophthora cinnamomi infestation (often high impact) clearly noticeable in many of 
the target areas reviewed (Figure 2).  

Field staff also observed that tree marking operations, which incorporate the retention 
of larger, veteran trees for fauna habitat, had not commenced in most of the coupe.  
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Figure 2 Typical example of Phytophthora dieback disease expression within the 
target areas reviewed in Helms 0119 

  

Uninfested 

E. marginata crown 
decline associated with 
high impact dieback. 

Noticeable reductions 
in ground biomass. 

Distinctive patterns of 
indicator species (B.grandis) 
deaths indicative of 
Phytophthora dieback. 

 

Infested 

Photo by DBCA 

Photo by DBCA 
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4 Conclusion 
Both the review of spatial datasets and the targeted field rechecks indicate that the 
findings of the initial report compiled by DBCA in relation to the old-growth forest status 
of Helms 0119 were accurate. No additional stands of minimally disturbed forest were 
identified that complied with the jarrah old-growth forest definition of ‘uncut forest or 
forest subject to minimal disturbance which is not known to be affected by 
Phytophthora cinnamomi’ (RFA 1998). Therefore, no changes to the old-growth forest 
status of Helms 01, beyond those previously identified, are recommended.  

The field checks confirmed a higher number of stumps in several cells of the mapped 
old-growth forest derived from the first assessment. These additional stumps 
(indicating more than minimal disturbance) would disqualify those cells from old-
growth forest status. However, as this review was of the original decision which was 
based on the standard sampling frame and intensity routinely applied in the FEM075 
Procedures for the assessment, identification and demarcation of old-growth forest, 
no changes to the original boundaries are recommended.  
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Appendices 
Appendix 1 Helms 01 review of old growth forest status report  
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Appendix 2 Helms 01 coupe extension stump map  
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Appendix 3 Targeted review areas 
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Appendix 4 Recheck stump survey 
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