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Site Visit Report – Hoon Hill, Belfast Coastal Reserve 

Dr John Sherwood                                                                                                                 9 April 2019 

 

1. Introduction. 

The field visit was organised by a group of people concerned about the possible impact of proposed 

race horse training along the beach and into the dunes at a spot locally known as Hoon Hill, 

approximately 5 km west of Levy’s Point, Warrnambool.  

Access to the beach was from the made road on the northern side of the dune. A narrow track 

(mostly 1 – 2m wide) winds from the road to the sea through coastal heath and is deeply (up to 1m) 

incised in places (Figure 1). Occasional deposits of manure provided evidence of horse traffic along 

this path. About two-thirds of the way along the track, commencing at a high point approximately 

300 m inland from the beach, two lines of white survey pegs marked out the proposed access track 

for racehorses from the beach into the dunes. The peg lines were approximately 10 metres apart 

following the existing track.  

 

Figure 1. A section of the present access track running north – south from the road to the beach at 

Hoon Hill. The dune sands are readily eroded by foot traffic. This section is inland of the proposed 

horse training area. 

2. Geology 

The area forms part of a dune system which has been growing steadily westwards over the last 5000 

or so years. This growth has steadily diverted the course of the Merri River, forming the extensive 

swamplands to the dune’s north. In places fossil soils are exposed in the dune, these are typically a 

thin grey immature soil reflecting their relatively young age (1000 years or so). A good example of 

the soil was exposed at the first inspection site (Figure 2). Overlying the soil was a weakly cemented, 

laminated calcarenite and above this the current dune surface with its heathland cover (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Basic stratigraphy of Hoon Hill area. The fossil soil indicates a former land surface of the 

dune, now buried. Above this is a layer of weakly cemented calcarenite – the cementation is a 

product of ground water intrusion.  Sand below the soil is free flowing. 

3. Cultural Material 

Figure 2 is a photograph taken in a basin approximately 150m inland of the beach.  

The basin is surrounded by high dunes on all sides. It was reported by a member of the group that 

freshwater could be found at quite shallow depths here. This was supported by observation of a 

Juncus species on the basin floor east of the access track. 

Scattered across the sand surface on the floor of the basin and up its western side were a range of 

shell fragments (Figure 3 – 5): 

• Mytilus edulis (edible mussel) – dark brown platy bivalve shell fragments and beak 

fragments. The species is a resident of sheltered marine environments. 

• Lunella undulatus (formerly Turbo undulatus, the warrener or wavy turbo), a species found 

on rocky shore platforms. 
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Access track 
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• Bembicium species (conniwink) a small gastropod found on rocky shore platforms. 

• An unidentified part of a white bivalve shell (Mactra or Plebidonax species?) most likely an 

inhabitant of sandy beach environments. 

• A turreted gastropod (most likely Zeacumantus diemenensis) an inhabitant of estuaries. 

 

 
Figure 3. Fragments of Mytilus edulis (edible mussel). Lens cap diameter 72mm 

 

 
Figure 4. An operculum (left) and body whorl fragment (right) of Lunella undulatus. 
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Figure 5. Two specimens of the turreted gastropod Zeacumantus diemenensis, just above a 

beak and shell fragment of Mytilus edulis.  

This array of shellfish species from a variety of habitats (rocky and sandy marine and estuarine) 

suggests collection and transport to this sheltered location by Aboriginal people. Mytilus and Lunella 

are known to be important food items of Aboriginal people. Interestingly, rocky marine or estuarine 

habitats able to support these species do not presently occur near Hoon Hill indicating shell 

collection sometime in the past.  

The fossil soil also revealed two in situ fragments of shellfish. 

Also found at this site were two sharp edged fragments of flint and a small cobble of basalt, again 

suggesting transport to this location (Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6. Two flint fragments (left) and a basalt cobble (right) observed in the basin 



5 
 

 

Conclusion 

Collectively these finds are evidence of a human midden site within the basin. Whether the material 

presently exposed on the surface is a remnant of a now eroded midden or part of a still largely 

coherent midden presently covered by surficial sand is not known. Further investigation is 

warranted. 

The proposed Hoon Hill horse access track runs across the shell scatter area. Race horse training 

along the proposed track will greatly exacerbate erosion and cause further damage to this cultural 

site. 

Natural Values 

On the beach immediately west of the proposed Hoon Hill access track a fenced off area identified 

this summer’s nest of a hooded plover (Figure 7). During our visit wave swash came to within a few 

metres of the fenced off area and the highest waves reached to within 10 metres of the dune face 

(Figure 8). About 500 metres to the east, a second fenced off hooded plover area occurs (Figure 9). 

 

 
Figure 7. (LEFT) location of Hooded Plover nest area immediately west of the entrance to Hoon Hill 

track. (RIGHT) The sign arrowed in the left-hand figure. 
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Figure 8. Wave swash approaching to within a few metres of the fenced off area. Most seaward 

marker post arrowed. 

 

Figure 9. Second Hooded Plover nest area about 500m east of Hoon Hill and within the proposed 

horse training area. 
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Conclusion 

The sea state on the day of observation allowed wave action to repeatedly come close to the dune 

face (about 10m) and to within a few metres (2 – 5m) of the hooded plover nesting area in Figure 7. 

This was not a day of unusually high sea state or tides and further encroachment of waves onto the 

beach could be expected under more extreme conditions. 

The proposed training regulations allow horses to be ridden up to 5 metres inland of the water line – 

ie occupying about half of the beach width as observed. On such days riding to these regulations 

during breeding season would seriously disturb hooded plover nesting sites. Higher seas, with 

consequent further encroachment of waves onto the beach would restrict horse movement even 

more – increasing the likelihood of disturbance to hooded plovers when breeding and increasing 

risks to other beach users in a more confined space. 


