
Careful thought and planning must be given when 
revegetating areas known to be habitat for the 
threatened Giant Gippsland Earthworm (GGE) 

(Megascolides australis)
(Figure 1). In south and west
Gippsland, revegetation
frequently occurs on steep 
slopes and along stream
banks, exactly where GGE 
love to live. We know that soil
moisture is an important part of
the GGE’s habitat. Planting of
trees in or close to GGE
colonies can result in a
reduction in soil moisture and
therefore a loss in suitable
habitat. Where GGE colonies
are located in areas targeted
for revegetation or plantations, 

planning and practices need to be modified to protect 
earthworms from direct damage or longer-term habitat 
degradation.

Threats to GGE from revegetation
Site preparation for revegetation projects, (including  
agro-forestry and plantations), usually involves 
ploughing, scalping or deep-ripping and herbicide 
treatments. These activities cause immediate harm to 
GGE colonies by damaging worms, destroying burrow 
systems and poisoning individuals.

Another long-term effect is a drying out of the upper 
layers of the soil and a lowering of water-tables, also 
affecting springs and soaks as growing trees use water. 
These effects can alter local hydrological conditions to 
the extent that soils no longer hold sufficient moisture 
year-round to allow colonies to survive.
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Over time the change from open pasture to dense stands 
of trees causes changes to the soil environment.  Roots of 
growing trees form physical barriers that may interfere 
with burrow building by earthworms.

Without action to avoid or mitigate these effects, 
revegetation projects can inadvertently result in local 
extinctions of GGE colonies.

The strategy to protect GGEs during revegetation projects 
is to apply a modified planting design and create a buffer 
around each colony to absorb any negative impacts from 
revegetation works. The modified planting design is 
characterised by the creation of three zones, each of 
which requires different planting (species composition and 
density) and management prescriptions.

What can I do?

1. Locate and Map GGE colonies
The first step is to identify whether there are any colonies 
within the area proposed for revegetation.   Information on 
how to identify GGE habitat on your property and detect 
the presence of colonies is available in Fact Sheet 1 -
Recognising GGE habitat on your farm. 

As well as its location, the extent of each colony needs to 
be determined. The area occupied by colonies is typically 
small, the smallest being a few square metres with the 
largest up to 2500 m². You may encounter one colony or 
many small, isolated colonies separated by areas of 
unsuitable habitat (e.g. dry, silty or rocky soils).

Once the colony is identified, an additional 10 metres area 
should be included to account for GGEs on the edge of 
the colony.
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Figure 1 Giant Gippsland
Earthworm (GGE)
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The area occupied by earthworms is known as Zone 1 -
GGE Colony – No planting zone. 

2. Establish buffer around colonies
Establish a buffer area around each colony. The 
minimum recommended width of buffers is 30 metres 
from the edge of the area occupied by the colony. 
However, actual buffer size may vary depending on 
individual site characteristics.

This buffer area is known as Zone 2 - Modified planting 
zone.

Buffers for colonies on hillsides
Many colonies found on hillsides are associated with 
underground springs or soaks and the slopes are 
usually south facing. These areas may be obvious as 
greener patches often with areas of slumping (Figure 2). 
A colony on a hillside will require a larger buffer above 
the colony to protect the source soak from thirsty plants. 
In the example shown in Figure 2, it is recommended 
not to plant trees between the head of the soak and the 
top of the hill immediately above it.

Colonies along creek banks
Colonies located along the banks of creeks and 
drainage channels are generally found on terraces 
above the flood level. They rarely extend into 
surrounding pasture and are usually located within a few 
metres of the edge of the creek bank (Figure 3). 
However, if the creek occurs within a gully, colonies can 
extend higher up into the gully slopes (Figure 4).

3. Planting Design
The following guidelines are recommended when 
designing revegetation works around GGE colonies. 
Figure 5 & 6 provide a diagrammatic representation of 
zoned planting for GGE colonies.

Zone 1 - GGE habitat – No planting zone
This is the area occupied by GGEs in addition to a 
10 metre buffer. No planting is undertaken within GGE 
habitat and original cover (e.g. pasture) remains. Any 
remnant vegetation occurring within GGE habitat should 
be retained.

Zone 2 – Modified planting zone
This zone includes a 30 m area surrounding GGE 
habitat. The standard Ecological Vegetation Class 
(EVC) planting is modified to only include plants with 
minimally invasive root systems and low water usage 
e.g. native grasses, sedges and herbs.
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Figure 2 GGE colony on south facing slope with obvious soak
and soil slumping

GGE colony

Head of soak

Figure 3 GGE habitat on well defined banks

Figure 4 GGE habitat extending into surrounding slopes 
above creek
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Modified planting for hillside colonies (Figure 5)
The buffer area above GGE colonies on hillslopes
must take into account protection of the entire
soak (if recognisable). This may require an
extension of Zone 2 to include the top of a slope.

Modified planting for creekside colonies (Figure 6)
The width of the area to be fenced out for 
revegetation along creek banks may be
considerably less than 30 metres. It is therefore
recommended that the area above the GGE
colony (away from the creek bank) is either left as
pasture or planted as per Zone 2. This will depend
on the size of the area occupied by the colony. 
For example, a small colony extending a few
metres perpendicular to a creek, may allow for
Zone 2 planting within the area to be fenced.
Colonies occupying the total width of the area to
be fenced should be left as pasture or minimal
Zone 2 planting.

Zone 3 – Standard EVC Planting
Zone 3 includes areas outside the GGE colony
and buffer. These areas should be planted with
reference to the appropriate bioregional Standard
Ecological Vegetation Class (EVC) benchmark 
for the site (www.depi.vic.gov.au).
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Figure 5 Modified planting for hillside colonies

Figure 6 Modified planting for creekside colonies
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4. Management guidelines for colonies and
buffer areas
All activities that damage GGEs and their habitat
should be excluded from the colony and its buffer.

Zone 1 

• no excavation or soil disturbance (e.g. no 
ploughing, scalping or deep-ripping of soil);

• retain any existing native vegetation, except for 
regenerating trees or tall shrubs;

• no vehicle access;

• no broadscale use of herbicide. Manage weeds
by hand or use spot application of herbicides 
with low toxicity to humans or animals and 
approved for use around waterways (e.g. Roundup
biactive);

• manual slashing (anytime) or crash grazing
(dry conditions only) are acceptable;

• if retaining cover of introduced pasture grasses
is undesirable, vegetate as per Zone 2 using 
planting methods that cause minimal disturbance 
to soils;

• temporary fencing may be desirable to identify and 
protect GGE colonies during revegetation works; 
and

• install permanent fencing outside Zone 1.

Zone 2 

• minimise soil disturbance;

• no broadscale use of herbicide. This does not 
exclude “spot” spraying for weed control;

• avoid the entry of heavy machinery, especially 
during wet or water-logged conditions;

• no planting of trees and tall shrubs; 

• remove regenerating trees or tall shrubs; and

• re-plant with native understorey species including 
grasses, sedges or low-growing, shallow-rooted 
shrubs as per modified planting design.

Zone 3 

• apply standard EVC planting and management 
practices apply;

• no restrictions on plantings;

• no restrictions on vehicle access; and

• no restrictions on chemical usage.

5. Other management considerations
Avoid constructing tracks where they will affect drainage
into buffer and habitat areas.

Careful fencing procedures around the colony are
required  to minimise the impact of the fencing activity
on GGEs.

These guidelines are based on the current understanding
of the impacts of revegetation works on GGEs and may
alter as further understanding of the relationship between
GGEs and their environment is available. Remember to
check our website www.giantearthworm.org.au regularly
for the latest information.

Resources
http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/97
349/NativeVeg_Reveg.pdf
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