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Executive 
summary
The Australian Land Conservation Alliance (ALCA) consists of five 
organisations comprising The Nature Conservancy – Australia 
Program, Queensland Trust for Nature, Nature Foundation SA, 
Tasmanian Land Conservancy and Trust for Nature (Victoria). 
It was formed in 2011 to promote and implement approaches 
that ensure that private land conservation makes the greatest 
possible contribution to towards healthy landscapes and healthy 
communities in alignment with local, national and international 
biodiversity obligations.
ALCA sees conservation on private lands as a 
social process, guided by good science. This 
recognition underpins the vision, mission and 
operating principles of ALCA and explains why 
private landholders and indigenous people in 
Australia are central to its work.
The vision of the Australian Land Conservation 
Alliance is to “ensure that private land 
conservation makes the greatest possible 
contribution to the achievement of local, 
national and international biodiversity 
conservation goals.”
The mission of the Australian Land 
Conservation Alliance by 2018 is to “increase 
the amount of permanently protected private 
lands by 1 million hectares”.
In order to do so, ALCA has adopted the 
following strategic approaches:
• Act as a national leader for private land 

conservation
• Improve consistency and best practice in 

private land conservation
• Promote mutual learning and information 

dissemination in the private land 
conservation sector

• Ensure and promote permanence in private 
land conservation

This report, commissioned by the 
Commonwealth of Australia, through the 
Department of Environment and Energy, aims 
to improve the knowledge of private land 
conservation efforts across Australia; and to 
help identify ways that governments or other 

players may effectively and efficiently intervene 
to improve uptake of meaningful, effective 
conservation activities on private land.   
The report consists of three key parts:
1. Literature Review
2. Case Studies
3. Recommendations 
The Literature Review aims to identify 
major previous published work in the area 
of understanding and encouraging private 
land conservation.  It also aims to identify key 
learnings from those published works.  
The Case Studies have been selected to 
represent a mix of successful programs 
designed to encourage conservation on 
private land. 
It is ALCA’s position that long term protections 
(such as conservation covenants registered 
on title) and management are always 
preferable to secure effective conservation 
and to protect community investment.  
However, in certain circumstances long 
term protection is not always possible or at 
least not possible immediately.  There are 
many mechanisms illustrated by the case 
studies that may operate to influence more 
permanent protection or secured outcomes 
but on the face of it are not long term in 
nature.  ALCA takes the view that these shorter 
term mechanisms occur within a spectrum 
of mechanisms from least security to highest 
security and that striving for best practice 
necessarily means the ultimate goal ought to 
be highest security wherever possible. 
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The case studies have been researched, 
developed and documented in consultation 
with a mix of stakeholders operating in the 
sector to explore:
• The range of different approaches to 

private land conservation employed across 
Australia (including productive landscape 
examples)

• A detailed description of the conservation 
approaches taken

• The role government(s) played (if any) 
in establishing or supporting these 
mechanisms

• Data collection and monitoring undertaken 
for these approaches, and relative use

• Benefits and outcomes (environmental and 
other) of the approaches, as well as barriers 
to success

• Recommendations on possible ways to 
improve uptake in a cost effective way, 
including possible interventions (by any 
relevant players - governments, non-
government organisations, private land 
holders, communities, etc.) that represent 
lowest cost/highest benefit ratios

The case studies aim to identify best practice 
ways to encourage private participation.  
The Recommendations at the conclusion of 
this report provide strategic and practical 
suggestions for encouraging uptake in effective 
conservation activities on private land.
The scope of this report (and in particular the 
selection of case studies) has been necessarily 
narrowed in several crucial respects:
Firstly, this report does not consider Indigenous 
Protected Areas (IPAs). IPAs make an enormous 
contribution to the Australia’s National Reserve 
System (NRS). They represent over 44% of 
the NRS across 75 dedicated IPAs, covering 
over 67 million hectares of land.  IPAs are so 
significant in scale and scope that to include 

them in this report would be inadequate to 
address the importance of IPAs as a stand-
alone mechanism for achieving conservation 
in Australia.  IPAs are also recognised by the 
International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) in categories separate 
from other Privately Protected Areas due to 
their unique attributes.  For these reasons, 
it is appropriate that a separate report be 
commissioned in relation to IPAs.
Second, the selection of case studies has been 
made to showcase the breadth of private 
land conservation mechanisms in operation 
across Australia.  Different mechanisms 
have been developed over time to address 
the particular and unique challenges and 
opportunities in private land conservation. This 
report is not intended to provide guidance 
upon whether or not any of the mechanisms 
should be replicated in any other location in 
Australia.  Not all of the mechanism could in 
fact be effectively replicated elsewhere, as the 
particular set of circumstances that apply in 
one area in Australia may not occur elsewhere.
Third, the selection of case studies was not 
made with the intention of providing guidance 
about which mechanisms are best or most 
effective, either in the short or long term.  
Finally, the breadth of case studies illustrates 
the enormous amount of work being done by 
landowners, supporters of conservation (donors 
and volunteers) and organisations for benefit 
of all. The critical role of government, the 
private sector and the philanthropic sector in 
supporting this great commitment should not 
be understated.  As the pressure on Australia’s 
natural environment increases so too does the 
pressure to respond with strategic resource 
allocation (particularly finance) to relieve some 
of those pressures for the long term benefit of 
diverse, resilient and functioning ecosystems 
that supports all life.
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Literature 
review
PURPOSE
This literature review was prepared as part of this report on 
improving the knowledge and uptake of private land conservation 
in Australia. A particular focus of the review is to identify the 
major previous published work in the area of understanding and 
encouraging private land conservation, and to identify key learnings.

INTRODUCTION
As the crisis facing biodiversity around the 
world continues, international conservation 
efforts are increasingly focussed on private 
land. it is now widely recognised that focussing 
conservation on the public protected area 
estate is insufficient on its own (Langholz & 
Krug 2004). Private land is home to important 
biodiversity (Knight 1999), some of which is only 
found on private land. Recently, the importance 
of private land for protecting biodiversity has 
led to the IUCN’s increased recognition of the 
contribution of Privately Protected Areas (PPAs) 
to international conservation efforts (Stolton 
et al. 2014; Bingham et al. 2017). PPAs now 
form an important component of Australia’s 
conservation efforts.
A variety of approaches currently exist for 
looking after biodiversity on private land. 
Perhaps the most prominent is Landcare, 
which began in Victoria in 1986 and is now 
estimated to include over 5,400 operating 
Landcare groups (DoEE and DAWR 2017). 
Other prominent voluntary, non-binding 
agreements include those through Land for 
Wildlife, a program which began in Victoria in 
the early 1980s and is syndicated across most 
of Australia, and recently extending to New 
Zealand. 
In terms of more secure forms of private land 
conservation, land acquisition (whereby land 
of conservation significance is purchased 
and managed for biodiversity) has grown in 
prominence, particularly with the dedicated 
funding available from National Reserve 
System Program from the mid-1990s to 2013. 

Conservation covenants, which are legally 
binding, permanent agreements between 
conservation agencies and landholders 
(either voluntary or incentivised) have also 
increased dramatically over the last two 
decades. Fixed-term agreements between 
conservation agencies and landholders are in 
used in a number of states (for a summary of 
recent trends in major permanent protection 
approaches see Fitzsimons 2015). These are just 
some of the approaches that exist alongside 
regulation for biodiversity conservation, such 
as through planning schemes, broad-scale 
land-clearing regulations, threatened species 
regulations and invasive species regulations, 
operating both at the state and federal 
government levels.
A key component of most private land 
conservation mechanisms is encouraging 
landholders to become involved in 
conservation programs. Finding ways 
to incentivise the uptake of private land 
conservation is an important part of this. 
Landholders are diverse with varying interests, 
not all of whom are immediately motivated 
to participate in nature conservation. 
Understanding why landholders get involved in 
private land conservation, and how they can 
be encouraged to participate, is important for 
increasing the uptake of conservation activities 
on private land.
Reviewing the literature on private land 
conservation we sought to answer two key 
questions: 1) what are the major previous 
published works in the area of understanding 
and encouraging private land conservation, and 
2) what are the key learnings from these works?
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METHODS
Two lists of major published work were created 
for this report. The first was drawn from a 
systematic search of the published literature 
on private land conservation, using the Web 
of Science, Scopus and Google Scholar 
databases (“database-derived”). A list of the 
search terms is provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Search terms for the literature review on private land conservation

Action Operator What is being conserved Operator Land type

Conserv* OR

Protect* OR

Restor* OR

Steward* OR

Manag* OR

Participat* OR

Incentiv* OR

Encourag* OR

Enabl*

AND natur* OR

biodivers* OR

flora OR

fauna OR

wildlife OR

species OR

communit* OR

ecolog* OR

environmen*

AND Private land OR

Private property OR

Off-reserve OR

Privat* protected area OR

Leas* land

The results from each database search were 
combined into one list, and all duplicate entries 
were removed (retaining the record with the 
greatest number of citations). The titles and 
abstracts in the combined list were reviewed 
and any articles that did not relate to the 
project aims were removed. To remain in the 
list, articles in their titles and abstracts had 
to specifically refer to either i) an approach 
or mechanism used to conserve biodiversity 
on private land, or ii) to a study aimed at 
understanding or encouraging conservation 
on private land. For each record, it was also 
noted whether there was specific mention of 
Australia (‘Australia’), with the remainder coded 
as ‘International’.
To identify the major previous published work, the 
articles in the remaining list were ranked based 
on the number of citations for each record. From 
this ranked list, the top 30 articles were selected 
that had been marked as ‘Australia’, and the top 
20 articles marked as ‘International’. 

In addition, a second list of publications 
was generated using the expertise of 
ALCA members (“industry-derived”). These 
publications were selected as being highly 
influential in private land conservation in 
Australia, as well as relating to the report’s 
focus on encouraging and understanding 
private land conservation. Similar to the 
database searches, these publications 
were marked as being either ‘Australia’ or 
‘International’.
Each record was then coded to identify i) the 
type of approach used ii) the country of study 
and iii) the key findings from the study. The 
findings were then used to code the papers 
into common, emerging themes representing 
‘key learnings’. These themes were refined and 
added to as necessary throughout the coding 
process.

Improving the knowledge and uptake of private land conservation in Australia 7



RESULTS
In creating the database-derived list, a 
total of 1,081 articles were extracted from 
the databases, 72 of which were duplicates, 
leaving a complete list of 1,009 articles. Once 
the irrelevant articles had been excluded, 
168 articles remained, most (137) of which 
were ‘International’. The list of the top 20 
International and top 30 Australia articles in 

the database-derived list is provided in the 
Appendices (Table A 1). A total of 41 articles 
was identified for the list of industry-derived 
articles, and is provided in Table A 2. From both 
lists, five key learning themes were drawn from 
the major published work. These are provided 
in Table 2.

Table 2. Key learning themes and number of associated articles drawn from the literature

Key learning theme Number of 
articles

Financial approaches can be useful, but need to be targeted 23

The social aspects of private land conservation are important, and vary 20

A diversity of approaches is best for implementing conservation on private land 17

Conservation efforts need to target important land, and coordinate with productive 
land uses

15

Ongoing support and evaluation are critical parts of private land conservation 12

KEY LEARNINGS
In the context of this report on improving 
the knowledge and uptake of private land 
conservation in Australia, a short synthesis 
and discussion on each of the key learnings 
identified in the review is provided below.

Financial approaches can be useful, 
but need to be targeted
A prominent theme arising in this literature 
review was the use of market-based 
instruments (MBIs) and financial approaches 
to encourage the uptake of conservation on 
private land. Relatively new to conservation, 
these mechanisms were reported as a middle 
ground between volunteerism and regulation, 
showing promise as a conservation tool 
(Jenkins et al. 2004) that makes biodiversity 
conservation a viable option to a broader 
spectrum of private landholders and individuals 
(Gibbons et al. 2002). These mechanisms 
also encourage landholders to participate 
in private land conservation who may not 
otherwise be able or willing to (Farrier 1995a). 
A particular benefit of financial mechanisms is 
their close matching to supply and their cost-

effectiveness (Pagiola et al. 2002), their ability 
to be specifically targeted at conservation 
values of interest (e.g. Environmental 
Stewardship Program, BushTender), and they 
may also be particularly useful where discrete 
land use changes are required and coercive 
measures are infeasible (Salzman 2005). 
Amongst the variety of financial mechanisms 
identified, particularly prominent were 
Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES), which 
broadly relates to the financial inducements 
paid to landholders aimed at encouraging 
pro-environmental behaviours that deliver 
ecosystem services. Delivered either as indirect 
payments (e.g. providing alternative sources of 
products, income or social benefits) or direct 
(cash or in-kind) payments, PES can reduce 
the financial burden worn by landholders 
for undertaking these activities, for example 
erosion management works. In their analysis, 
Ferraro and Kiss (2002) found that direct 
payments are likely the most effective form 
of PES: they are likely to be more efficient 
than indirect payments, and they can be 
of particular benefit for poorer farmers by 
improving cash flow. 
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Paying landholders to conduct pro-conservation 
activities is growing in popularity, to the point 
where some have stated a danger of an 
overly-enthusiastic use of this approach 
(Pagiola et al. 2002). In broad terms, the use of 
these types of financial mechanisms is still in 
its infancy, and they hold several weaknesses, 
including scale, cost and longevity of their 
effectiveness and implementation (Gibbons et 
al. 2002). For example, there can be substantial 
ongoing financial commitment required from the 
service buyers (i.e. those making the payments), 
making sustainable, ongoing finance central to 
the ongoing effectiveness of these tools. High 
levels of active management from landholders 
may require higher rates of incentive payment 
(Iftekhar et al. 2014). Moreover, the effect of 
paying landholders is not always uniform, 
suggesting that payments may not always be 
the most effective conservation approach. For 
example, Wunder (2007) found that in areas of 
high threat and high opportunity costs, paying 
landholders is unlikely to be cost-effective. 
Instead, payments may be better used where 
threats exist, where opportunity costs are small, 
and paying small amounts to landholders will tip 
the balance in favour of pro-conservation land 
use. But also highlighted in the literature was the 
difficulty of proving linkages between payments, 
landholder actions and outcomes, and the need 
to design schemes from the start with evaluation 
of their effectiveness in mind (Pattanayak et al. 
2010). There is also a risk that financial incentives 
will crowd out those landholders who, without 
payment, would have otherwise been motivated 
to manage their land for conservation, or reduce 
the likelihood of landholders investing in cost-
reducing conservation management innovations 
by themselves (e.g., finding cheaper ways to grow 
endangered species habitat) (Ferraro 2008).
Wherever these financial approaches are used, 
a central message from this review was the 
need to ensure their application is targeted 
(e.g. Sánchez-Azofeifa et al. 2007). Part of 
targeting relates to ensuring that payments 
align with program objectives, for example 
cordoning-off remnant patches, expanding 
protected areas, or changing landholder 
behaviour and land management. But it 
also relates to the landholders the program 
is targeting, as the diversity of landholders 
means they will likely respond differently to 
the various types of financial instruments. 
Cocklin et al (2007), for example, found that 
direct financial assistance (e.g. PES), may be 

particularly attractive to landholders who have 
already adopted a range of conservation 
measures or would like to retire marginal land 
from production, landholders experiencing 
financial stress, or farmers in areas affected 
by an environmental crisis, such as drought, 
bushfires and flood. Costa Rica’s PES scheme 
was noted as one of the most successful 
programs, but even its effectiveness suffers 
from a lack of targeting (Pagiola 2008). In 
addition, financial incentives are likely to work 
best if they are forward-looking rather than 
backwards-looking (i.e. compensation) (Farrier 
1995b), and used in conjunction with other 
instruments (e.g. conservation covenants, 
see Greiner et al. 2008). Suitable incentives, 
coupled with the goodwill and existing 
conservation ethic of landholders (Trust for 
Nature 2014), may be key ingredients in the 
promotion of conservation (Werren 2015). 
Importantly, monetary rewards and incentives 
should avoid reducing farmers’ intrinsic interest 
in undertaking conservation activities (Farmar-
Bowers & Lane 2009), and should not go to 
landowners who were not going to embark 
on pro-conservation behaviours anyway 
(Sánchez-Azofeifa et al. 2007).

The social aspects of private land 
conservation are important, and vary
The review also identified social dimensions 
as central to the uptake of conservation 
activities. Considering social dimensions 
and the local cultural understandings when 
developing policy can work to ensure private 
land conservation is supported by the wider 
community (Curtis & De Lacy 1995; Curtis 
1998; Thackway & Olsson 1999; Fairhead et al. 
2012). And acknowledging how political and 
community support and financial backing 
contribute to private land conservation can 
help sustain conservation progress (Figgis 
2004).
As such, understanding how social norms, 
the social environment, and the behaviour of 
landholders relate to more pro-conservation 
activities is an important component of 
encouraging private land conservation. These 
can vary across the landscape and between 
landholders, and our understanding of the 
influence of the social dimensions of private 
land conservation is limited. For example, 
whilst some insight exists on the motivations 
of landholders to engage in permanent 
protection agreements (for example, see Kabii 
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& Horwitz 2006; Moon & Cocklin 2011), we have 
limited understanding of what will work best 
in different social contexts (Merenlender et al. 
2004). In the USA, land tenure was found to be 
an important influence on farmers’ decisions 
to adopt conservation management practices 
(e.g. tillage) whereby land-renters may be 
less likely than owner-operators, to adopt 
conservation practices (Soule et al. 2000). 
Some landholders may need to see a ‘relative 
advantage’ in conservation management 
before adopting new behaviour (Pannell et 
al. 2006). Moreover, these social dimensions 
of natural resource management can also 
vary through time (Agrawal & Gibson 2001). 
Failing to take into account the social aspects 
of land management is likely to reduce the 
effectiveness of natural resource management 
programmes (Higgins & Lockie 2002).
Encouraging conservation on private land 
likely requires a focus on the multiple interests 
and actors within communities, the internal 
and external institutions, and how these 
influence landholder decision-making (see 
Agrawal & Gibson 2001). This likely requires 
committed funding (Curtis & De Lacy 1996) 
for the long-term (Platt & Ahern 1995) and 
additional research into the social aspects of 
private land conservation. Also important is 
developing programs that promote the social 
benefits for landholders participating in private 
land conservation. For instance, it may mean 
promoting programs that develop positive 
attitudes and behaviours (Lowe et al. 2003), 
programs that encourage social learning and 
build social capital (Zammit 2013), or peer-
mentoring networks such as those found to 
facilitate cross-boundary conservation and 
small-acreage landholder management 
(Meadows et al. 2013). Or it may mean top-
down government stimulus to generate 
bottom-up development of a private land 
conservation community (Sobels et al. 2001). 
This could be extended across the public and 
private conservation estate, linking managers 
of natural areas across tenures, thus improving 
information flow and conservation outcomes 
(Fitzsimons & Wescott 2007). 

A diversity of approaches is best for 
implementing conservation on private 
land
The literature also highlights the importance 
of using a variety of approaches to 
implement private land conservation. Using 
multiple mechanisms provides opportunity 
to encourage the uptake of conservation 
activities from a diversity of landholders in 
the landscape (Binning & Young 1997). This 
variety of approaches can be shaped into 
a ‘policy portfolio’ approach to private land 
conservation, and might include, for example, 
legislation, management agreements, land 
purchase and voluntary schemes (Stoneham 
et al. 2003), among others. In Australia, the 
dominant focus has been on promoting 
voluntary change using state-sponsored, 
participatory approaches (Curtis & Lockwood 
2000). Policy settings have focussed largely on 
‘productivist’ land uses, although there have 
been signs of a transition towards a broader, 
multi-functional approach that recognises the 
important role of landholders in environmental 
protection and remediation (Cocklin et al. 
2006). There are a variety of mechanisms 
currently in use (Figgis 2004; Figgis et al. 2005) 
which likely mirrors the diversity of conservation 
challenges in the landscape (Cowell & Williams 
2006), including those provided by the not-for-
profit sector. 
Choosing the appropriate policy approach 
can be challenging. The planning regime can 
provide a reasonable level of protection, but is 
most secure where it links to another statutory 
mechanism such as a permanent conservation 
agreement (Solomon 2011). Agriculturally 
focussed land stewardship programs can serve 
environmental as well as economic and social 
aims, and can lead to a more sustainable 
rural development trajectory (Cocklin et al. 
2006), but lack ongoing protection. Standards 
schemes and regulation encourage farmer 
compliance where participatory approaches 
are limited, but hybrid approaches may be 
more beneficial, for example leveraging self-
regulating capacities of Australian farmers to 
enact change (Lockie & Higgins 2007). There 
is also the potential for governments to use 
existing markets (e.g. the use of revolving funds 
to secure conservation land in the property 
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market, see Hardy 2017) or to actively generate 
new markets, and then use the tax system to 
incentivise investment in private conservation 
(Martin et al. 2007). And in some cases, 
education and attitude change may be a 
useful approach to enact change (Stoneham 
et al. 2003).
It is also likely that the appropriate policy will 
change through time. To manage change, 
policy packages for private land should have 
room for flexibility (Curtis & Lockwood 2000), 
and use adaptive processes and management 
to help ensure ongoing success (Cowell & 
Williams 2006). For example, implementing 
flexible and time-varying investment schedules, 
and targeting a series of conservation actions 
(e.g. invasive species control, land acquisition 
and off-reserve management) towards specific 
threats, is likely to be more effective than land 
acquisition (Wilson et al. 2007). 
But as a whole, determining which policies 
to include in the portfolio likely depends on 
how much it will cost to conserve additional 
units of biodiversity, and the final benefit cost 
ratios for individual programs. Pannell (2008) 
found that (from the provider’s point of view) 
policy choice for encouraging environmentally 
beneficial land use activities should be based 
on an assessment that includes private 
and public net benefits. Other factors, for 
example program costs, local preferences for 
development, and quantity and quality of 
agricultural land (Bergstrom et al. 1985), will 
also affect policy choice. Whichever type of 
programs are chosen – positive incentives, 
negative incentives, extension, suasion, and 
even no action – these programs need to 
be targeted to the required areas. Moreover, 
in the policy mix, private efforts to conserve 
biodiversity should be complementary to and 
not replace nor erode public conservation 
efforts (Figgis 2004; Cowell & Williams 2006). 

Conservation efforts need to target 
important private land, and coordinate 
with productive land uses
Outside of the reserve system, land with 
conservation value is often privately owned and 
located in agricultural landscapes. Historical and 
continuing land uses have produced biases in 
the location of reserves and protected lands, 
which are commonly steep, infertile lands (Pressey 
et al. 1996), with the most arable land receiving 
the least protection.
Expanding the reserve system into these areas 
can be difficult, and expensive. Assessing 
the financials of expanding the Queensland 
protected area system, Adams et al (2011) found 
that acquiring land could incur a wide range 
of costs. And acquiring multiple properties in 
the same area runs risk of affecting local land 
prices and generating feedbacks that impact 
on the viability of future conservation efforts 
(Armsworth et al. 2006). In addition, because 
agricultural landscapes are mosaics of different 
land uses, with differing mosaic structures (e.g. 
the extent of habitat, the composition of the 
mosaic, and spatial configuration), it is likely 
that these landscapes have varied impacts 
on biodiversity (Bennett et al. 2006). Together, 
this suggests that some regions are a greater 
priority for conservation efforts, for example 
at-risk regions, where a need exists to maximise 
the amount of natural area protected, and to 
restore land where possible (Underwood et al. 
2009). Whatever the priorities, targeting these 
priority areas for conservation is a critical part of 
conservation efforts. 
Conservation planning can help identify 
where best to target conservation efforts, 
helping to set priorities and work through the 
relative effectiveness of different approaches. 
Pressey et al (1996), for example, suggest the 
priorities should be based on i) the proportion 
of land still vegetated, and ii) vulnerability 
to clearing. Identifying priorities may require 
consideration of broader trends, such as 

Improving the knowledge and uptake of private land conservation in Australia 11



increases in population density and urbanised 
areas, and agricultural expansions. These 
trends have increased threats to biodiversity, 
but the variation between regions could help 
programs identify priorities in the conservation 
planning process. Explicit consideration of 
human settlement patterns and predicted 
population growth (Luck et al. 2004) could be 
helpful. Planning should also coordinate with 
the different approaches and actors working 
in these landscapes (Binning et al. 1999), 
which  can vary considerably from region to 
region (Lowe et al. 2006). A holistic, national 
approach to land management in Australia 
would be beneficial, taking into account the 
range of different approaches to conservation, 
and the informed experience of current land 
managers (Morton et al. 1995). In addition, a 
single national approach to classifying and 
accounting for the ever-increasing array of 
reserve classifications and private conservation 
mechanisms could also help conservation 
planning efforts (Fitzsimons & Wescott 2004). 
In this way, conservation planning could 
incorporate both public and private land 
tenures and protection mechanisms.
Also important is coordinating agriculture 
and biodiversity conservation within the 
mosaic landscape, which is a substantial 
challenge. In Australia, governments have 
largely focussed on using neo-liberal markets 
to reduce agricultural impacts and conserve 
agricultural biodiversity. However, through 
market approaches, it is difficult for productive 
landholders to actively manage land for 
biological resources where there are no 
immediate productivity benefits, particularly 
in times of declining terms of trade (Lockie 
2009). It can also be difficult for conservation 
landholders and productive landholders to 
engage with each other and reconcile different 
values and interests in nature (Harrington et al. 
2006). Within the parameters of this literature 
search, there was no clear guidance on how 
to coordinate conservation and agriculture. 
However, a number of papers did attempt to 
reconceptualise biodiversity in agricultural 
landscapes. Jackson et al (2007) refer to the 
importance of “agro-biodiversity” (“organisms 
that contribute to food and agriculture”) 
and how this conceptualisation could help 
production-focussed landholders contribute 

to conserving biodiversity in agricultural 
landscapes. Similarly, Scherr & McNeely 
(2008) argue for treating productive lands 
as “eco-agriculture landscapes” (“integrated 
conservation–agriculture landscapes in which 
biodiversity conservation is an explicit objective 
of agriculture and rural development, and 
the latter are explicitly considered in shaping 
conservation strategies”), simultaneously 
achieving agricultural sustainability, food 
systems resilience and climate change 
adaptation, whilst also effectively conserving 
biodiversity in agricultural landscapes. 
However, understanding the usefulness of these 
ideas will require increased research, more 
definitive information on ecosystem services, 
policy coordination and strategic support to 
agricultural communities and conservationists 
(Scherr & McNeely 2008).

Ongoing support and evaluation 
are critical parts of private land 
conservation
A key part of encouraging uptake and 
ongoing implementation of private land 
conservation programs is supporting those 
doing the on-ground work. The management 
and conservation of private land is often 
undertaken by private landholders themselves, 
and it is important to design programs that 
respond to the needs of these landholders 
(Platt & Ahern 1996; McDonald 2001).
As outlined above, part of the needs of 
landholders are financial, but there are 
also other motivations and components 
leading to program satisfaction and ongoing 
participation (Stroman & Kreuter 2014; Selinske 
et al. 2017). As an example, in a national survey 
of covenant landholders, it was revealed that 
ongoing contact from support officers, access 
to technical expertise and labour assistance 
are highly valued by landholders (Stephens et 
al. 2002), and where provided, leads to higher 
program satisfaction (Stephens 2001). This 
support may include, for example, ecological 
management information, or assistance with 
property-specific fire management planning 
that improves conservation outcomes while 
also safeguarding life and property (Halliday 
et al. 2012). Beyond direct assistance, there 
is also room for policy-level support. This 
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includes managing broad-scale ecosystem 
processes beyond the property boundary, 
land protection and tenure reform, improved 
use of tax and financial incentives, and 
providing access to emerging ecosystem 
service markets (Fitzsimons 2015). Policy reform 
could also help address broader equity 
considerations, such as the imbalance in the 
costs and benefits to landholders and the 
government arising from mining activities 
on private conservation land – an equity 
issue for covenantors who have committed 
time, money and energy to conservation and 
protection (Adams & Moon 2013). 
A central part of understanding the 
effectiveness of private land conservation 
programs is monitoring and evaluation. At 
the property level, monitoring landholder 
motivations and satisfaction can help identify 
program components that encourage 
participation (Selinske et al. 2015), and may 
for instance help identify where flexibility is 
required in existing programs (Lindsay 2016). 
Ecological monitoring can help understand 
the effectiveness of management activities 
(Lindenmayer et al. 2012), even if data is at 
times insufficient and needs to be interpreted 
using expert knowledge (Martin et al. 2005). 
Program-level monitoring is also useful. In their 
study, Hardy et al (2017) found covenants to be 
an enduring conservation mechanism but the 
monitoring of agreements can be challenging 
for resource-constrained programs. Fitzsimons 
and Carr (2014) found that for covenants, 
monitoring occurs in different ways between 
programs, and at different spatial and 
temporal scales, making it difficult to determine 
the extent of conservation outcomes. This 
relates to a lack of financial resources 
and human capital to monitor, knowing 
what to monitor, inconsistent monitoring 
methodologies, a lack of benchmark data, 
and length of time to achieve outcomes 
were all considered potential barriers to 
monitoring the biodiversity conservation 
outcomes of conservation covenants. Despite 
the challenges, and the variations between 
programs, monitoring and recording the 
effectiveness of private land conservation is an 
important part ensuring efforts are recognised 
as part of international targets (Bingham et al. 
2017).

CONCLUSION
Encouraging the uptake of private 
land conservation is an important but 
not a straightforward task. A variety of 
approaches exist for implementing private 
land conservation, which in conjunction, 
provide an important collection of ways for 
encouraging landholders to participate in 
conservation activities. Like all approaches 
to private land conservation, financial tools 
can be useful, but are unlikely suitable in all 
situations. Landholders have diverse interests 
and different approaches to private land 
conservation will appeal to different parts of 
the community. Thus to encourage uptake, the 
use of each approach should be targeted, 
both at the conservation values of interest 
(conservation priorities, e.g. threatened species 
and/or communities) and with attention to 
the related social landscape. Ongoing private 
land conservation policy should note the 
importance of the social dimensions of private 
land conservation, and improve coordination 
between conservation and agricultural land 
uses. Each of these issues requiring greater 
attention and additional research. Moreover, 
the continuing effectiveness of private land 
conservation requires greater ongoing 
support for and evaluation of private land 
conservation, including non-financial support. 
In combination, this will likely lead to greater 
uptake of private land conservation, and 
improved conservation outcomes.
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CASE 
STUDIES
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It is ALCA’s position that long term protections (such as conservation 
covenants registered on title) and management are preferable to 
secure effective conservation and to protect community investment.  
However, in certain circumstances long term protection is not 
always possible or at least not possible immediately.  There are 
many mechanisms illustrated by the case studies that may operate 
to influence more permanent protection but on the face of it are 
not long term in nature.  ALCA takes the view that these shorter-
term mechanisms occur within a spectrum of mechanisms from 
least security to highest security and that striving for best practice 
necessarily means the ultimate goal ought to be highest security 
(long term protection) wherever possible. 

PURPOSE
Twelve case studies were prepared as part 
of this report on improving the knowledge 
and uptake of private land conservation in 
Australia. Guided by the project requirements, 
the case studies represent a mix of successful 
private land conservation programs from 
across different states and territories of 
Australia, with a focus on understanding:
• The range of different approaches to 

private land conservation employed across 
Australia (including productive landscape 
examples);

• A detailed description of the conservation 
approaches taken;

• The role government(s) played (if any) 
in establishing or supporting these 
mechanisms;

• Data collection and monitoring undertaken 
for these approaches, and relative use;

• Benefits and outcomes (environmental and 
other) of the approaches, as well as barriers 
to success;

• Recommendations on possible ways to 
improve uptake in a cost-effective way

METHODS
Private land conservation in Australia is diverse 
and takes many different forms. The case 
studies were selected for this project using an 
agreed set of criteria, developed through the 
knowledge of ALCA members and informed 
through the literature review. The case study 
selection criteria focused on identifying private 
land conservation programs that had one or 
more of the following attributes: 
• are guided through strategic planning, 

targeted at conserving priority species, 
communities, and/or landscapes, and 
complementing other conservation activities

• provide or support ongoing land 
stewardship and management for 
biodiversity, based on conservation science 
and landholder knowledge

• build and maintain relationships with 
landholders to deliver and sustain 
conservation outcomes, and includes 
support for co-benefits beyond nature 
conservation

• a focus on the long-term, including 
protection mechanisms to secure 
conservation outcomes

• are backed by long-term funding 
arrangements, and

• incorporate ongoing monitoring and 
evaluation
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The diverse nature of private land conservation 
means that some of these criteria are 
applicable to all programs. With a preference 
to programs that meet these criteria, and in 
discussions with ALCA and non-ALCA members, 
the final list of case studies was chosen:
1) to cover a variety of approaches to private 

land conservation (that encourage uptake 
of private land conservation)

2) to cover a variety of different Australian 
states and territories, and

3) as they had been identified by industry 
practitioners as effective and/or efficient 
interventions that encourage the uptake of 
conservation on private land

Following the selection of the case studies, 
a template was developed to capture 
information relating specifically to the project 
requirements. This included general information 
about the program (e.g. program type, number 
of landholders, stakeholders involved and 
year started), the conservation approach 

taken and its objectives, how the program 
encourages private land conservation, the 
benefits and outcomes of the program, barriers 
and challenges, and contributions to success. 
Also included was a section for capturing 
recommendations on how the program could 
be supported to encourage uptake of private 
land conservation.
In the main, the template was provided to 
the lead organisation involved in each case 
study, to fill out and return. For some of the 
case studies, the template was filled out 
using previously published information, and 
then sent to the lead organisations for input 
and clarification. Once the templates had 
been returned, this information received 
minor editing and then included in this report, 
with a final draft of individual case studies 
then provided to the lead organisations for 
confirmation and final checks. The list of case 
studies, and their sources of information, are 
provided in Table 3.

Table 3. Case studies selected for this report, and information sources providing the case study content

Approach Case study State Information source/s

Land purchase Fish River Northern 
Territory

• Fitzsimons J, Looker M. 2012. Innovative 
approaches to land acquisition and 
conservation management: the case of 
Fish River Station, Northern Territory. Pages 
78–85 in P. Figgis, J. Fitzsimons, and J. 
Irving, editors. Innovation for 21st century 
conservation. Australian Committee for 
IUCN, Sydney.

• Walton N, Fitzsimons J. 2015. Payment for 
ecosystem services in practice – savanna 
burning and carbon abatement at Fish 
River, northern Australia. Pages 78–83 in P. 
Figgis, B. Mackey, J. Fitzsimons, J. Irving, and 
P. Clarke, editors.Valuing Nature: Protected 
areas and ecosystem services. Australian 
Committee for IUCN, Ultimo.

• The Nature Conservancy. (2017) A 
landmark project at Fish River Station. 
Accessed September 2017 at http://www.
natureaustralia.org.au/our-work/climate/
fish-river/ 

• Department of the Environment and Energy. 
Fish River Station. Accessed September 2017 
at http://www.environment.gov.au/land/
nrs/case-studies/nt/fish-river 

• And personal communications with James 
Fitzsimons from The Nature Conservancy
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Kings Plains Queensland • Information provided by the South 
Endeavour Trust

• Personal communications with Tim Hughes
• South Endeavour Trust. (2015) Kings Plains. 

Accessed August 2017 at http://www.
southendeavour.com.au/kings_plains.html 

Nardoo Hills 
Reserve

Victoria • Information provided by Bush Heritage 
Australia

• Personal communications with Kate 
Fitzherbert

• Bush Heritage Australia. (2017) Nardoo Hills. 
Accessed August 2017 at https://www.
bushheritage.org.au/places-we-protect/
victoria/nardoo-hills

Avoid Island Queensland • Information provided by Queensland Trust 
for Nature

• Personal communications with Nerida 
Bradley and Joanna Osborn

Voluntary 
permanent 
protection

Dockers 
Plains 
Pastoral 
Company

Victoria • Information provided by Trust for Nature 
(Victoria)

• Personal communications with Karen Tymms

Revolving funds Nature 
Conservation 
Trust of New 
South Wales 
Revolving 
Fund

New South 
Wales

• Information provided by the Nature 
Conservation Trust of New South Wales

• Personal communications with Adam 
Dawson

• Nature Conservation Trust of NSW. (2017) 
Annual Report 2016-17. Nature Conservation 
Trust of NSW, Sydney.

Landscape 
partnerships

Gondwana 
Link

Western 
Australia

• Information provided by Gondwana Link Ltd
• Personal communications with Keith Bradby
• Bradby, K. (2013) Gondwana Link: 1000 

kilometres of hope. Linking Australia’s 
landscapes: Lessons and opportunities from 
large-scale conservation networks (eds 
J. Fitzsimons, I. Pulsford & G. Wescott), pp. 
25–35. CSIRO, Collingwood.

• Bradby, K. (2012) Gondwana Link: process or 
plan, movement or organisation? Innovation 
for 21st Century Conservation (eds P. Figgis, 
J. Fitzsimons, & J. Irving), pp. 100–107. 
Australian Committee for IUCN, Sydney.

• Gondwana Link Ltd. (2015) Welcome to 
Gondwana Link. Accessed August 2017 at 
http://www.gondwanalink.org/index.aspx 
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Voluntary 
agreements

Land for 
Wildlife, and 
Wildlife Land 
Trust

Australia-
wide

• Information provided by Land for Wildlife 
Victoria, and the Humane Society 
International

• Personal communications with Peter 
Johnson and Evan Quartermain

• Forman, A., Prado, J.A., Puszka, H., Cooke, 
B. & Fitzsimons, J. Land for Wildlife: Growth, 
trends and value of a syndicated private 
land conservation program. Article in prep.

• Department of Environment Land Water 
and Planning. (2017) Land for Wildlife. 
Accessed August 2017 at https://www.
wildlife.vic.gov.au/land-for-wildlife 

• Wildlife Land Trust. (2012) About the Wildlife 
Land Trust. Accessed August 2017 at 
https://www.wildlifelandtrust.org.au/index.
php/about 

Stewardship 
agreements

Midlands 
Conservation 
Fund

Tasmania • Information provided by the Tasmanian 
Land Conservancy and Bush Heritage 
Australia

• Personal communications with Andrew 
Cameron and Jody Gunn

• Tasmanian Land Conservancy. (2015) 
Midlands Conservation Fund. Accessed 
September 2017 at http://tasland.org.au/
programs/midlands-conservation-fund/ 

Community, 
non-profit, 
government 
partnerships

Water for 
Nature

South 
Australia

• Information provided by the Nature 
Foundation SA, with input from the 
Commonwealth Environmental Water 
Holder

• Personal communications with Natalie 
Stalenberg

Landholder 
networks

Conservation 
Landholders 
Tasmania

Tasmania • Information provided by Conservation 
Landholders Tasmania, and personal 
communications with Robin Garnett

Private sector Bank 
Australia 
Conservation 
Reserve

Victoria • Information provided by Bank Australia, 
Trust for Nature (Victoria) and Greening 
Australia

• Personal communications with Laura Hillis, 
Marnie Lassen and Elisa Raulings

• Bank Australia. Our Conservation Reserve. 
Accessed August 2017 at https://bankaust.
com.au/responsible-banking/planet/our-
conservation-reserve/ 
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There are many great examples of private 
land conservation in Australia, and it was not 
possible to include all of them in this report. 
The case studies included in this report were 
selected to meet the requirements of the 
project (e.g. geographic diversity, diversity 
of approaches), and represent only a subset 
of the depth and diversity of private land 
conservation activities taking place in Australia 
at this time. In reference to the project 
requirements, the case studies selected here 
aim to provide examples of private land 
conservation that may be seen by some as 
‘best practice’. But ALCA stresses that ‘best 
practice’ in private land conservation remains 
without definition.
The selection of case studies was not intended 
to provide guidance upon whether or not 
any of the mechanisms should be replicated 
in any other location in Australia.  Not all of 
the mechanism could in fact be effectively 
replicated elsewhere, as the particular set 
of circumstances that apply in one area in 
Australia may not occur elsewhere.

The selection of case studies was not made 
with the intention of providing guidance about 
which mechanisms are best or most effective, 
either in the short or long term.  
Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs) were not 
included in these case studies because they 
fall within the IUCN protected area governance 
type of “governance by indigenous peoples 
and/or local communities (often referred to 
as ICCAs)”, typically considered separately 
to the governance type of private protected 
areas “governance by private individuals 
and organizations”. Also, IPAs can occur over 
a variety over land tenures, from freehold, 
leasehold to public protected areas. Lastly, 
IPAs make a significant contribution in terms 
of hectares to Australia’s National Reserve 
System. They represent over 44% of the NRS 
across 75 dedicated IPAs, covering over 67 
million hectares of land. For these reasons, 
it is appropriate that a separate report be 
commissioned in relation to IPAs (PM&C 2017).

H. leucogaster_White-bellied Sea-eagle_Western Treatment Plant_Sep 2014_P Vaughan
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LAND PURCHASE 

Case study 1: 
Fish River Station

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Indigenous Land Corporation, The Nature Conservancy, 
Pew Environment Group, Greening Australia

Approach type Land purchase Status Ongoing

Location Northern Territory Number of landholders 
involved

n/a

Year started 2010 Coverage ~182,500 ha

Who else is involved Australian Government, Northern Territory Government, North Australian 
Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance (NAILSMA), and the 
Northern Land Council. The Fish River Indigenous Advisory Group 
established by the Northern Land Council represents the interests of the 
Wagiman, Labarganyan, Malak Malak and Kamu clans who have strong 
ties to Fish River.

Figure 1.  Fish River Station, near Daly River, 
Northern Territory (Photo: James Fitzsimons)
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The conservation approach
Fish River Station is an 182,500 hectare 
former cattle station purchased in 2010 by 
the Indigenous Land Corporation (ILC), with 
support from the Australian Government’s 
National Reserve System Program, The Nature 
Conservancy, Pew Environment Group and 
Greening Australia. The Fish River lease is 
currently held by the ILC and was purchased 
with the intention of long-term conservation 
as a private protected area (protected via a 
conservation covenant under Section 74 of the 
Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 
2000) and a planned hand back to Traditional 
Owners, for healthy country management.
Located in the Daly River region of the Northern 
Territory, about 150km south of Darwin, Fish 
River is an important refuge for nationally and 
NT-listed threatened species. Fish River makes 
a significant addition to the under-reserved 
Daly Basin bioregion, and contains extensive 
areas of productive savanna and floodplain 
that have been slated for future agricultural 
development in northern Australia (Fitzsimons & 
Looker 2012). 

Encouraging conservation on 
private land
Fish River Station employs a fulltime station 
manager, and seven Indigenous rangers, 
controlling weeds and feral animals, and 
managing threatened species and fire. Fish River 
Station is managed primarily for biodiversity 
conservation and cultural values, incorporating 
compatible objectives management of visitor 
use, the needs of Indigenous people and local 
communities (including subsistence resource 
use) and contribute to local industries such as 
tourism and the emerging carbon 
market (Walton & Fitzsimons 2015).

On a number of fronts, Fish River was an 
innovative use of the land purchase approach 
to conservation. It brought together a diverse 
group of partners to secure the purchase, the 
property will be handed back to Traditional 
Owners for conservation management, and it 
is the first time an environmental NGO has put 
money into this type of arrangement in Australia. 
It was also the first time the National Reserve 
System Program funded an acquisition for this 
purpose (Fitzsimons & Looker 2012). In addition, 
a long-term funding mechanism has also been 
developed for its on-going management. Fish 
River was the first project to be accredited for 
the production of carbon credits from savanna 
burning and the first to sell its credits under the 
Carbon Farming Initiative. 

Role of government
The Australian Government provided two-
thirds of the $13m purchase price for Fish River 
Station through the National Reserve System 
Program.

Data collection and monitoring
In terms of biodiversity, Fish River has had 
BushBlitz Surveys undertaken (ABRS 2014) 
as well as systematic surveys of mammals 
undertaken by the NT environment 
department. This latter work highlights the 
important of this property as a stronghold for 
mammal species declining across much of 
northern Australia. As part of fire management 
under the CFI, regular monitoring of the extent 
of early vs late season fire is undertaken.

Figure 2. The location of Fish River Station

84

conclusion

The purchase of Fish River Station was significant as it 
was the first time major environmental non-government 
organisations, the National Reserve System Program 
and the Indigenous Land Corporation had assisted to 
purchase a property for the purpose of handing the land 
back to Traditional Owners for conservation and 
sustainable livelihoods. This innovative approach has 
broadened the types of partners contributing to the 
National Reserve System and the management and 
governance arrangements for properties within the 
NRS. Future effectiveness of the model will be judged 
on outcomes: by a reduction in the threats to the 
property; the recovery of significant elements of 
biodiversity such as key species, rainforest patches, 
wetlands; and a financing model that will enable 
ongoing sustainable management by Traditional 
Owners. The arrangement will inform and hopefully 
encourage other similarly innovative approaches to 
expanding the National Reserve System.
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Figure 3. Location of Fish River Station in the Northern Territory. Other protected areas and conservation lands are shaded grey.
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Benefits and outcomes
The Fish River Fire Project is delivering social, 
cultural, biodiversity and economic benefits 
(Walton & Fitzsimons 2015). All revenue from the 
sale of credits is reinvested in managing the 
property and supporting jobs and training for 
Traditional Owners, covering approximately 
one third of management costs. The 
employment of local Indigenous people, most 
of whom have familial connections to Fish River, 
is facilitating access for Traditional Owners to 
the property, reconnection with cultural values 
and protection of important cultural sites. 
The reduction in late dry season wildfire helps 
protect significant fire sensitive ecosystems 
and the many threatened species on the 
property, such as the Northern Quoll, Gouldian 
Finch and Northern Masked Owl.
The purchase of Fish River Station also led to 
the Northern Territory Government and Territory 
Land Corporation signing a conservation 
management agreement over the 127,000 
hectare property (Fish River Gorge Block) 
adjoining Fish River Station to the south.

Barriers and challenges
A particular challenge for Fish River was 
purchasing land on a competitive open market, 
needing to act quickly whilst ensuring there 
had been sufficient consultation. This included 
coordination with five different partner 
organisations, each with different objectives, 
different organisational setups, and different 
internal bureaucracies and approval processes. 
There was also the need to consult with the 
Traditional Owners prior to purchase. Initiating 
contact with representatives of the Native 
Title claimants and identifying the Traditional 
Owners of Fish River was a necessary early 
step and was undertaken by the Northern Land 
Council in consultation with ILC (Fitzsimons & 
Looker 2012).
It was also difficult to establish an agreed 
valuation of the property. Fish River is unusual 
in that it is a perpetual Crown lease for the 
purposes of ‘grazing and ancillary’ activities. 
Very few such leases exist in the Northern 
Territory and differentiating between actual 
and potential future land use activities 
proved to be a challenge for valuers. This 
type of tenure is also a challenge to the 
management of Fish River, particularly the level 
of government involvement and consultation 
required to make land use decisions relating to 
Indigenous held land tenures.
An anticipated challenge relates to the 
hand back of Fish River Station. This will 
require communicating that the land is being 
transferred back to the Traditional Owners, 
but will come with requirements for healthy 
country (conservation) management, and 
legal protections associated with National 
Reserve System acquisitions, whilst allowing 
for sustainable livelihood opportunities for 
Traditional Owners.
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Contributions to success
A big, shared vision between multiple and 
diverse partners was central to the purchase 
of Fish River, and ultimately saw the acquisition 
succeed. The Nature Conservancy’s initial 
contribution of $1.5 million was able to be 
leveraged to gain funding from partner 
organisations and the Australian Government, 
eventually providing sufficient funds to reach 
the purchase price. With a diverse range of 
partners, it was important for all to be open 
and transparent about the reasons for going 
into a collaboration of this nature, and the 
expected end result. The challenges that 
arose during the purchase process almost 
saw the acquisition fall through, and strong 
partnerships were central to ensuring that 
the purchase went ahead, not least of all the 
relationship between The Nature Conservancy 
and Greening Australia.
Given its success, it is likely that the Fish River 
land purchase model could be replicated 
elsewhere provided private capital and 
government capital are both available to 
underpin the financial model. There is already 
significant interest in the applicability of this 
purchase/management model for other parts 
of the country.

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• Re-instatement of a dedicated land 

purchase fund to allow the rapid 
purchase of nationally important 
properties

• Recognition of Indigenous land 
managers as key custodians of land 
and providers of ecosystem services, 
including carbon projects, and support 
for capacity building and project 
startup on Indigenous-held land. 

• A stable domestic carbon policy and 
compliance market, and/or a vibrant 
voluntary market to create demand.

• Society (community, private and public 
sectors) valuing the ecosystem services 
provided by nature. For example, 
valuing externalities, recognising 
the costs of unsustainable systems 
and product design in pricing. 
Appropriately valuing these services 
can create viable, sustainable 
opportunities for ‘production’ to 
co-exist.

Figure 3. Fish River Station, Northern Territory 
(Photo: James Fitzsimons)
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KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s South Endeavour Trust

Approach type Land purchase Status Ongoing

Location Queensland Number of landholders 
involved

1

Year started 2013 Coverage ~68,000 ha

Who else is involved Government environment and national parks authorities in NSW and 
Queensland, other private conservation entities, a small army of 
volunteer scientists and similar and community conservation groups in 
some of the areas in which SET operate.

Figure 4. The South Endeavour Trust’s Kings Plains property 
near Cooktown, Queensland (Photo: Bruce Thomson)

LAND PURCHASE 

Case study 2: 
Kings Plains
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The conservation approach
The South Endeavour Trust’s land acquisition 
program involves the purchase of high value, 
high priority conservation lands which would 
otherwise not be protected. The program aims 
to be complementary with the public reserve 
system, other private conservation land trusts 
and the efforts of individual conservation 
landholders. Properties are purchased with the 
intention of maintaining and enhancing their 
conservation values in perpetuity.
Kings Plains is a 68,000 hectare property near 
Cooktown, Queensland. The property had 
been operated as a cattle station since the 
1870s but had been through a 
succession of owners over the 
past twenty years due to the 
deteriorating economics of 
the Cape York cattle industry. 
Kings Plains was purchased 
by the South Endeavour Trust 
in 2013 as part of a receiver’s 
tender process, and is now 
permanently protected with 
a Nature Refuge covenant. 
The Trust was interested in 
the property for a number 
of reasons. Firstly, the Trust 
already owned a reserve 
approximately 80 km from 
Kings Plains, and identified 
that there would be synergies 
in management. Secondly, 
its location and geological 
diversity suggested it 
contained exceptional 
biodiversity values, it has 
over 40 km of double 
frontage to the Normanby 
River, and it was the largest 
property in the Cooktown 
Hinterland. Finally, at the time 
of purchase, the property 
was also under threat from 
overgrazing, as well as the 
potential for large-scale 
cotton or banana production.
Kings Plains lies at the 
intersection of three 
bioregions: the Wet Tropics, 
Einasleigh Uplands and Cape 
York bioregions and provides 
a major link between the 
Wet Tropics and Cape York 
bioregions. The property 

features a high diversity of woodland and 
rainforest ecosystems, many of which are of 
significant conservation concern and which are 
poorly represented in the public reserve system.

Encouraging conservation on 
private land
The primary objective at Kings Plains is to 
maintain and enhance the biodiversity values 
of the property. This has meant the exclusion 
of grazing and the development of an entirely 
new management regime for the property.  
Extensive biodiversity surveys have been 
conducted to understand what is there now 
and to provide a baseline for the future. The 

Figure 5. Map of Kings Plains (outlined in dark pink) and surrounding properties, 
Queensland (Map: South Endeavour Trust)
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major management priorities revolve around 
fire, feral animals and weeds, erosion and 
sediment.  Due to past grazing practices and 
extensive areas of highly erodible soils, Kings 
Plains is one of the major sources of sediment 
flowing down the Normanby River into the 
Great Barrier Reef lagoon. The Trust has 
placed a major focus on reversing this.

Role of government
Government had no role in the purchase 
of Kings Plains, and little involvement in its 
management since aside from the contribution 
of some management funds. However, the 
Queensland Environment and Heritage Minister 
has provided significant support to reduce the 
risks of extractive industries, including forestry 
and mining, impacting on the natural values of 
Kings Plains. In mid 2016, the South Endeavour 
Trust was awarded $304,400 from the Australian 
Government Reef Trust to embark upon a major 
project to reduce gully sourced sediment on 
Kings Plains moving into the Normanby River 
and out to the Great Barrier Reef.

Data collection and monitoring
At the time of purchase, there were almost no 
records of the biodiversity present on Kings 
Plains. Since purchase, the Trust has set up set 
up a number of vegetation plots and photo-
monitoring points, and completed flora and 
fauna surveys, as well as aquatic fauna surveys 
of the wetlands and rivers (the first such survey 
anywhere in the upper Normanby catchment). 
A follow-up fauna survey is currently underway, 
aimed at understanding the impacts of wildfire 
on the local ecology.
Also at the time of purchase, the Trust set up a 
series of grazing exclusion plots to help assess 
the damage to the property from grazing.  
These helped conclude that at Kings Plains, 
even a relatively low rate of grazing can have a 
substantial adverse impact on biodiversity. This 
has meant that virtually all grazing has now 
been excluded from the property.

Benefits and outcomes
To date, the major outcomes at Kings Plains 
have been:
1. A much more complete understanding of 

the biodiversity and ecology of the property
2. The protection of very large areas of habitat 

for a range of endangered species
3. The removal of grazing from 68,000 hectares 
4. The establishment of precedents with 

respect to instream alluvial mining and 
the exclusion of mining from a private 
conservation reserve

5. A significant reduction in sediment from the 
property threatening the Great Barrier Reef

Barriers and challenges
A key challenge at Kings Plains relates to 
the issue of extractive industry authorities, 
specifically mining and forestry. It took the 
Trust two years and the assistance of the 
Queensland Environment and Heritage 
Minister to protect the tall eucalypts in the 
Normanby River rainforest. With the support 
of the Queensland Environment and Heritage 
Minister, the Queensland Minister for Natural 
Resources and Mines has recently made a 
landmark decision precluding the issue of new 
resource authorities being granted on the river. 
A recent, whole of state government decision 
has meant that Kings Plains has been declared 
a “restricted area”, meaning that that no new 
resource authorities will be granted on the 
property.
The other major management challenge on 
Kings Plains is that of weeds. As a legacy of 
past overgrazing and poor land management, 
around 15% of the property is moderately to 
substantially weed infested. A whole gamut of 
policies has been put in place to address this.
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Contributions to success
The major contributing factors to the success 
at Kings Plains have been: the efforts of a 
small army of volunteer scientists; combining 
expert scientific knowledge with practical 
land management experience; developing 
an adaptive approach to management; and 
private philanthropy for both the purchase 
and management. The business model has 
also proven useful for generating income to 
contribute to property management.
In the Trust’s view, the purchase of Kings Plains 
is replicable and on a range of scales from 
a single property to an extensive portfolio of 
properties.

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
Ideas that the South Endeavour Trust has 
for getting more people involved in land 
purchase programs include:
1. Empowering individuals through 

promotion to them of what is possible.  
Informing individuals that they really 
can protect land in perpetuity, which 
is not widely understood. One thought 
that the Trust has had on this is 
the making of a television series on 
landowners who have actually done it.

2. Governments providing greater long-
term security over outcomes through 
actions such as preventing mining on 
particularly high value private reserves. 
Queensland is moving in this direction 
with a proposed new tenure of Special 
Wildlife Reserve.

3. Stronger support for conservation 
covenant compliance regimes such 
that landholders can have greater 
certainty their covenants will be 
abided by into the future.

Figure 6. Kings Plains has the largest remaining Ghost Bat Colony in 
Queensland, of which this individual is a member (Photo: Bruce Thomson)
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KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Bush Heritage Australia

Approach type Land purchase Status Ongoing

Location Victoria Number of landholders 
involved

1 for Nardoo Hills; 
~60 in the broader 
landscape

Year started 2005 Coverage ~1,200 ha of Bush 
Heritage Reserve; 
~4,000 ha region-
wide

Who else is involved There are currently about 60 landowners and numerous organisations 
participating in a region-wide biolinks program which includes Bush 
Heritage’s Nardoo Hills reserve. These include: Bush Heritage Australia, 
Trust for Nature (Victoria), Dja Dja Wurrung Aboriginal Corporation, 
Australian Government, DELWP, Parks Victoria, North Central CMA, 
Connecting Country, Wedderburn Conservation Management Network,, 
KaraKara Conservation Management Network, St Arnaud Field Naturalist 
and Friends of Kooyoora, Cassinia Environmental, Loddon Shire Council, 
local land owners, private conservation land buyers, Landcare.

Figure 7. The Nardoo Hills reserve owned by Bush Heritage Australia, 
near Wedderburn, Victoria (Photo: Bush Heritage Australia)

LAND PURCHASE 

Case study 3: 
Nardoo Hills Reserve
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The conservation approach
Bush Heritage Australia is known for acquiring 
and managing private land of conservation 
value. In its land acquisition program, Bush 
Heritage targets land with conservation 
assets of national importance, where in their 
assessment they identify they can make a 
significant contribution.
Bush Heritage purchased the first of the 
Nardoo Hills properties in 2005. The reserve 
sits in a fragmented landscape, the property 
identified for its remnant ecological values. 
It was selected as a place where Bush 
Heritage could work with the community and 
other organisations and agencies to restore 
landscape connectivity and resilience beyond 
the boundaries of the reserve. Nardoo Hills 
is part of the Wedderburn Conservation 
Management Network, funded by the Victorian 
Government in 2003 to link fragmented public 
and private land in the Wedderburn district 
(Morison & Murphy 2013). The project is building 
momentum and Bush Heritage is now part of 
a much larger endeavour working with many 
other partners, including government agencies 
and property owners, to create biolinks through 
this highly fragmented landscape. 

Encouraging conservation on 
private land
Bush Heritage and Trust for Nature (Victoria) 
staff are working with communities and 
other organisations across this central 
Victorian landscape to build momentum and 
credibility for community-based conservation. 
Opportunities have been created for 
landholders to gain skills and knowledge of 
local species, land management issues, and 
the interconnectedness of human wellbeing 
and ecological health. Bush Heritage is actively 
encouraging conservation in this region by 
demonstrating good land management 
on its Nardoo Hills reserve (allaying the 
fears of farmers), freely sharing knowledge, 
and providing opportunities for people to 
participate in open days, community events and 
volunteering. Bush Heritage has also assisted 
the Dja Dja Wurrung Traditional Owners to 
come back to country, and to undertake cultural 
heritage surveys and protect cultural sites.
The objectives at Nardoo Hills are to work with 
the local community – including farmers, other 
landowners, conservationists, local agencies 
and businesses, and Traditional Owners – to 
reverse the decline of threatened species and 
reconnect the natural ecosystems of the Kara 
Kara – Wedderburn landscape.

Figure 8. Map of the Kara Kara Wedderburn landscape, with the Nardoo Hills reserve highlighted in blue 
at the top of the map (Map: Bush Heritage Australia and Trust for Nature (Victoria))
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Role of government
Funding was received from the Australian 
Government’s National Reserve System 
Program (2:1 contribution, amounting to 
$115,000) for the purchase of the first of five 
properties at Nardoo Hills, as well as additional 
funding to build a small works shed. Support 
has been received through the federally 
funded Kooyoora Connections Program, 
administered through the North Central CMA, 
which has paid for revegetation work aimed 
at restoring landscape connectivity. Funding 
has also been received from the Victorian 
Government’s Biodiversity On-ground Action 
program to progress covenants, and undertake 
on-ground works on Bush Heritage reserves 
and nearby public land. Herbicide has been 
provided through the Victorian Government 
Threatened Species Protection Initiative, and 
for a contractor to undertake reintroductions 
of threatened orchids onto the reserve. 
More broadly, the Victorian Government 
was instrumental in funding a facilitator and 
conservation works across tenures as part of 
the Wedderburn Conservation Management 
Network.

Data collection and monitoring
Monitoring of vegetation condition, soil surface 
condition, bird populations and also the 
extent of weeds and active rabbit warrens 
is undertaken annually. This data tracks the 
impact of removing grazing stock (sheep) and 
the ongoing impacts of macropod grazing 
(also demonstrated by exclosures), the recovery 
or decline of each vegetation strata and 
climate impacts.  Abundance and diversity of 
birds is used to judge the over-all health of the 
reserves through different yearly conditions. The 
information derived is used to guide ongoing 
management strategies and actions. Specific 
surveys for threatened birds such as Hooded 
Robins and Diamond Firetails, track population 
numbers.

Figure 9. Community Open Days enable the conservation message to be shared 
with both local people and visitors (Photo: Bush Heritage Australia)
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Benefits and outcomes
Nardoo Hills has seen conservation outcomes 
at the property and regional levels, as well as 
significant social and community outcomes. To 
date, six properties have been purchased for 
this reserve. Conservation management has 
seen the recovery of threatened species (e.g. 
orchids and birds), management of weeds (e.g. 
wheel cactus and Patterson’s Curse). At the 
regional level, over 15 properties have been 
protected with Trust for Nature conservation 
covenants, and eight revegetation projects 
have been undertaken by Cassinia 
Environmental, totalling around 4,000 hectares. 
Socially, the Dja Dja Wurrung Traditional 
Owners are key partners and have returned 
to country to record cultural sites. The Nardoo 
Hills reserve has been an exemplar for multi-
sector engagement, from local landholders to 
the Federal Government. It has demonstrated 
that with widespread community involvement, 
a small initial government contribution – in this 
case $115,100 from the Federal Government’s 
National Reserve System Program (used to 
purchase the first Nardoo Hills property) – can 
be leveraged many times over.
The high level of community engagement 
has reduced misconceptions and anxieties 
about conservation as a legitimate land 
use.  Hundreds of people have been or still 
are involved in various aspects of this project 
and it is continuing to build momentum. Not 
only is this project rebuilding connectivity and 
ecological resilience in this landscape but it 
is getting people to connect with and value 
nature, and to commit time and money to its 
protection. Traditional Owners have returned 
to country to survey sites and undertake site 
protection.

Barriers and challenges
The main barriers to the effectiveness and 
success of Nardoo Hills lie in:
• The lack of funding for additional land 

purchases to expand the reserve, and 
ongoing management of conservation lands 
and community engagement activities.

• The lack of enforcement. For example, the 
lack of enforcement of regulatory and / or 
contractual obligations, has meant that 
feral pest species such as rabbits and wheel 
cactus have not been controlled by land 
owners as required. Providing and promoting 
incentive programs for landowners and 
resourcing compliance officers who have the 
capacity to impose penalties for failing to 
take control measures, would likely provide 
significant savings in the long term.

Contributions to success
Nardoo Hills has been a successful 
conservation intervention because it has 
clear goals, effective strategies and a plan 
developed and shared with project partners. It 
recognised that conservation is about people, 
and environmental protection is most effective 
when backed by the community. Nardoo Hills 
has tapped into the skills and enthusiasm 
of volunteers who have, since the projects 
inception, supported on-ground works and 
monitoring. The Nardoo Hills Reserve has also 
received ongoing financial support from the 
program partners and through grants and 
philanthropic donations.
Bush Heritage sees the Nardoo Hills experience 
as replicable in any landscape. The approach 
is likely most appropriate in more closely 
settled rural landscapes where community 
members are well connected, and supporting 
organisations, both government and non-
government, are working in the region. This 
model lends itself best to regions where 
property sizes are smaller and the purchase 
and management of multiple properties is 
possible.
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Recommendations for improving uptake
Two primary limitations exist in the uptake 
of land purchase programs for private land 
conservation. These are: 1) the cost of the 
initial land purchase; and 2) appropriate 
ongoing management of land to ensure 
conservation outcomes.
The recommendations for improving the 
uptake of land purchase programs include:
• Provision of financial incentives and seed 

funding that enable the purchase of land 
with outstanding conservation values

• Low-interest loans to promote 
opportunities for private land owners to 
participate in conserving the Australian 
ecological landscape, and protecting 
ecosystem services in the economy

• Tax incentives – that allow conservation 
land managers to deduct costs incurred 
in managing their conservation land

• Shire rate or land tax exemptions/
relief for covenanted and conservation 
properties

• Conservation Advice Vouchers. Many 
landowners have the motivation to 
buy and protect land for conservation. 
Enhanced knowledge or skills could bring 
about effective management actions 
that facilitate landscape scale benefits. 
A mechanism similar to TechVouchers 
(NSW Department of Industry) is 
proposed, whereby grants to landowners 
would fund advice and assistance from 
qualified conservation agencies to 
bring about land management actions, 
and could also aid less able or elderly 
conservation property owners in vital land 
management tasks

• Grants for technical assistance, 
ecological advice, equipment hire/
sharing, innovation trials on integrated 
landscapes, and impact assessments, 
monitoring and evaluation.

• Creating funding streams that support 
Traditional Owners to get back onto and 
reconnect with country, share traditional 
knowledge, and pass this knowledge to 
younger generations. This would provide 
multiple social, cultural, economic and 
environmental benefits.
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KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Queensland Trust for Nature

Approach type Land purchase Status Ongoing

Location near Mackay, 
Queensland

Number of landholders 
involved

1

Year started 2009 Coverage 83 ha

Who else is involved Local Councils, education providers, students, volunteers, Wildmob, 
Queensland government, sponsors and corporate volunteers.

Figure 10. Avoid Island, near Mackay, Queensland

LAND PURCHASE 

Case study 4: 
Avoid Island
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The conservation approach
Avoid Island sits within a Habitat Protection 
Zone of the Great Barrier Reef Coast Marine 
Park and the southern part of the Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park. The island is home to a 
number of threatened species and ecosystems 
listed under the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act (1999), including 
the flatback turtle (vulnerable), green turtle 
(vulnerable), Hawksbill turtle (vulnerable), 
eastern curlew (critically endangered), and the 
‘Littoral Rainforest and Coastal Vine Thickets 
of Eastern Australia’ ecological community 
(critically endangered). Only 2000 hectares of 
this community remains in Australia, of which 
10 hectares is contained on Avoid Island. Hot, 
uncontrolled fires are of particular concern at 
Avoid Island, and invasive weeds affect both 
the critically endangered Littoral Rainforest 
community as well as dunes and beaches 
essential for turtle nesting and hatching.
Avoid Island has seen a colourful history, 
including time as a privately owned goat 
farm, and residence for the singer Ted Egan. 
It was also the subject of crime proceedings, 
resumed from the hands of a convicted drug 
dealer by the Queensland State Government. 
In 2009, Queensland Trust for Nature (QTFN) 
acquired a long term lease of Avoid Island 
from the Queensland State Government, 
with the whole of Avoid Island permanently 
protected by a Nature Refuge covenant shortly 
thereafter, registered on the land title pursuant 
to the Nature Conservation Act. As part of 
the transfer, in 2012 the lease purpose was 
changed from residential to education. The 
Island now forms part of the QTFN Permanent 
Reserves program.

Figure 11. Littoral Rainforest and Coastal Vine Thicket on 
Avoid Island (Photo: QTFN)

Encouraging conservation on private 
land
Since acquiring the long term lease of Avoid 
Island in 2009, QTFN has managed the island 
as a covenanted Nature Refuge pursuant to 
the Nature Conservation Act. Conservation 
management work is undertaken by QTFN on a 
number of fronts, including minimising habitat 
modification through infrastructure and human 
occupancy, controlling light pollution, noise 
interference and recreational activities that 
adversely impact sea turtles, and minimising 
vessel disturbance including boat strike, 
bycatch in fisheries and terrestrial disturbance 
to nesting habitat. QTFN is also undertaking 
weed removal of threatening transformer 
weeds from the critically endangered Littoral 
Rainforest community to ensure its continued 
conservation.
QTFN’s work focuses on involving the 
community in the management of Avoid 
Island. Since 2012, more than 250 volunteers 
have been involved in QTFN’s annual beach 
clean-ups, which directly reduce the amount 
of litter that could entangle nesting female 
turtles and hatchlings or be ingested by marine 
and birdlife. QTFN also contributes data from 
these activities to the Australian Marine debris 
initiative. QTFN also operates educational 
programs for school students to learn about 
the animals and their habitats on Avoid 
Island via a partnership with the University of 
Queensland’s Wonder of Science project.  
In addition, QTFN also actively supports 
the research of marine and environmental 
scientists, maintaining the habitat of and 
facilitating access to Avoid Island.  As well 
as supporting studies into the lifecycles of 
flatback turtles, QTFN is actively exploring 
options to increase use of the island as a 
base for research into the Southern Great 
Barrier Reef.  It is hoped that further research 
will assist to better understand the Southern 
GBR’s potential as climate change refugia 
as well as life cycles of marine mammals and 
marine ecosystems.  From this, QTFN is working 
to establish low impact, sustainable business 
models that focus on research and education 
facilitation that are adequate to support land 
management costs.
Intensification of use and visitation at Avoid 
Island presents substantial biosecurity risks 
and is not the preferred means of given 
the sensitivity of the ecosystem and QTFN 
promotes its work at Avoid Island via social 
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media, traditional media, and fundraising, 
helping to raise the profile of this unique 
private land conservation undertaking.  
Programs highlight the importance of private 
philanthropy, volunteers and corporate 
support to the ongoing success of protecting 
significant, sensitive and remote areas of 
privately owned land.

Role of government
The lease of Avoid Island was granted to QTFN 
by the Queensland State Government. Other 
than original grant of the lease, there has 
been minimal involvement from government at 
Avoid Island, though some grant funding has 
been secured for various land management 
activities.  Since 2012, approximately $104,000 
has been received in grant funding.  Costs 
to properly manage the land and ensure 
clear nesting habitat far exceeds this amount 
annually. In 2017, with the assistance of a 
Queensland Government Nature Refuge 
Landholder grant, QTFN undertook a controlled 
burn in accordance with the management 
conditions of the Conservation Agreement 
secured by the Nature Refuge covenant.

Data collection and monitoring
Research conducted at Avoid Island is 
contributing vital information that will underpin 
the long-term recovery plan for Australian 

marine turtles. Supported by private funding, 
the Queensland Government operates a 
program monitoring nesting populations of 
flatback turtles and hatchling success; and 
monitoring at Avoid Island is a key part of 
this work. This monitoring of both the threats 
and the turtle population occurs annually. 
Monitoring has been ongoing each season 
since 2012, and it is currently planned to 
continue for at least ten years to determine 
if the population is stable. Turtle monitoring 
focuses on collecting data about turtle size, 
clutch size and success rates for hatchling 
survival. The angle of hatchling emergence 
tracks is monitored to establish a baseline for 
emergence tracks on the mainland where light 
pollution impacts on hatchling navigation to 
the sea.

Figure 12. Location of Avoid Island

Figure 13. Students participating in turtle research with 
Griffith University’s Dr Nancy FitzSimmons (Photo: QTFN)
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Benefits and outcomes
• Protection and management of a sensitive 

Southern GBR island in accordance with 
a Conservation Agreement secured by a 
Nature Refuge covenant.  This provides 
permanent protection and ongoing 
management responsibility to protect and 
enhance the multiple significant cultural 
and natural values including land and sea 
species as multiple regional ecosystems of 
concern.  

• Safe haven and nesting sanctuary for 
vulnerable flatback turtles (Natator 
depressus) and at least five other 
threatened species. 

• Ongoing monitoring programs during the 
nesting and hatchling seasons to collect 
information about the population of nesting 
turtles on the Island, and improving knowledge 
about marine mammals in the GBR.

• Maintenance of infrastructure in a manner that 
does not impact on the island environment 
but provides adequate accommodation for 
researchers and volunteers.  

• Facilitation of education programs 
for students from all over Queensland 
supporting growth of STEM education and 
conservation education. 

• More than 250 volunteers have participated 
in a unique conservation experience and 
worked first hand to deliver turtle research.

Barriers and challenges
There have been a number of challenges 
associated with the purchase and ongoing 
management of Avoid Island:
• High cost of managing remote island in 

accordance with the requirements of the 
Conservation Agreement and therefore the 
Nature Refuge covenant

• Increasing costs of insurance and limited 
providers willing to provide coverage 
in cyclone-prone areas.  This has the 
potential to become a substantial issue as 
premiums continue to increase each year.  
Given its reliance on a volunteer workforce, 
QTFN would struggle to continue land 
management operations if public liability 
and volunteer workers cover became 
unavailable or cost prohibitive. 

• Limited ability to develop income from 
activities on the island due to sensitive 
locations and ecosystems

• Financial impediments including cost 
of rates, inadequate provision in grant 
structuring for remoteness, charter travel etc. 

Contributions to success
Avoid Island has aging but low impact 
infrastructure which has been reasonably well 
maintained. This ensures a suitable base for 
researchers and education providers.  If QTFN 
requires increased corporate support for the 
island by way of corporate volunteer programs 
or retreats, infrastructure may need to be 
upgraded. 
Other remote locations would likely face 
similar challenges to those faced at Avoid 
Island. Substantial costs are incurred due 
to transporting supplies and logistics 
associated with sourcing suitable contractors 
at a reasonable price. The development 
of a business model supported by income 
generated via education and corporate 
volunteers is in its infancy and needs to be 
managed carefully but is hoped this to reduce 
reliance on sporadic government funding.
Avoid Island is unique, being largest threat-free 
island to provide nesting habitat for flatback 
turtles. However, QTFN is keen to improve the 
research facility with an upgraded building to 
improve the experience for researchers and 
students visiting the island.

Recommendations to encourage 
uptake
• Financial incentives would help 

encourage this approach to private 
land conservation. Rates relief in 
particular would represent a significant 
saving. 

• Ongoing assistance with land 
management programs, including 
improving support and reducing 
limitations on grants being applied in 
remote areas (noting that often high 
transport costs are not fully covered by 
grants).

• Program support for development of 
business models that ensure ongoing 
operations.
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CONSERVATION COVENANTS 

Case study 5: Dockers 
Plains Pastoral Company

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Dockers Plains Pastoral Company and Trust for Nature (Victoria)

Approach type Voluntary permanent 
protection 
(conservation 
covenant)

Status Covenant completed, 
ongoing stewardship

Location Near Wangaratta, 
North East Victoria

Number of landholders 
involved

3 title holders, 1 
company

Year started 2007 Coverage ~3,500 ha (~1,100 ha 
covenanted)

Who else is involved n/a

Figure 14. Production farming and conservation 
- working together (Photo: Trust for Nature (Victoria))
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The conservation approach
Settled in 1838, Bontharambo at Dockers Plains 
near Wangaratta in north-east Victoria is one 
of Australia’s most enduring pastoral holdings. 
The Lower Ovens River and Reedy Creek which 
run through the property support an active 
floodplain, intact riparian vegetation, healthy 
native fish community and native flora. Six 
generations of the Docker family have lived 
and farmed there for over 170 years, under the 
River Red Gums which range from seedlings 
to 400-year-old monarchs. It was the sight 
of these ancient trees dying which catalysed 
the decision by joint owners John and Mary 
Paul and John Docker to seek permanent 
protection of the high environmental value 
areas on their property through a Trust for 
Nature conservation covenant. Their vision was 
to develop a sustainable farming enterprise 
which maintains the property’s environmental 
and cultural values.
In 2009, Dockers Plains Pastoral Company 
(DPPC) placed an in-perpetuity Trust for 
Nature conservation covenant over their land. 
Trust for Nature is the Victorian body with 
responsibilities for enabling conservation on 
private land, this covenant is now one of more 
than 1,300 such properties in Victoria where 
landowners have voluntarily elected to protect 
significant habitat on their land in perpetuity 
with a Trust for Nature conservation covenant.
The current DPPC property is approximately 
3,500 hectares, with roughly two thirds being 
the extensive alluvial plain, and the other third 
being the river terrace and flats of the Ovens 
River and Reedy Creek channels. The DPPC 
covenant protects almost 17 kilometres of 
Ovens River frontage which has been fenced 
to exclude stock, as well as 500 hectares 
of remnant Riverine Grassy Woodland, 600 
hectares of farmland/stream mosaics, and 60 
separate wetlands. The property has a high 
percentage cover of native vegetation the 
result of conservative farming practices over 
a long period of time. The property is run as a 
mixed livestock enterprise, and aims to achieve 
a sustainable balance between agricultural 
production and the protection of its 
environmental assets. A property environment 
plan was developed in 2005 to guide extensive 
environmental restoration works and protect 
key assets.

Encouraging conservation on 
private land
Trust for Nature (Victoria) worked in partnership 
with DPPC to develop a ‘Landscape Covenant’, 
which provides permanent protection to this 
outstanding landscape. The covenant focuses 
on protecting the existing high conservation 
value areas and preclude land uses which 
could degrade the environment, whilst 
allowing sustainable agricultural use. Like 
other conservation covenants, the agreement 
registered on the property title, ensuring that 
the conditions agreed to under the deed 
of covenant are maintained in perpetuity. 
The covenant operates in conjunction with 
the environmental management plan and 
the farm business management plan which 
are, designed to protect and enhance the 
ecological values of the land. 
The aim of protecting this landscape is 
achieved through a combination of a 
specifically designed covenant with multiple 
tiers, a covenant management plan, 
management of grazing through three grazing 
zones, on ground works and monitoring/
stewardship. The covenant has two tiers, one 
aimed at protecting the most intact forested 
areas and highest value wetlands. The other 
focusses on protecting the modified land, 
which includes existing native grass based 
pastured areas, and also buffers the intact 
protected land. 
Beyond the covenant, DPPC is taking positive 
conservation management action and 
protecting the river, wetlands and water 
courses on their freehold land. The whole of the 
river frontage, numerous wetlands, creeks and 
anabranches have been fenced to exclude 
stock. The covenant deed complements the 
existing property environment plan (developed 
by a consultant engaged by DPPC), and 
details management areas such as defined 
grazing zones, risk management and certain 
land use prescriptions. The plan allows 
for adaptive management and changed 
environmental circumstances. Under the 
covenant, grazing is only allowed in some 
parts of the property, under designated zones. 
Three grazing zones apply (exclusion, seasonal 
and non-restricted grazing), with prescriptions 
for each zone designed to protect sensitive 
environmental areas and achieve the 
sustainable balance. 
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The specific objectives at Dockers Plains are:
• Protection, enhancement and linking of 

native vegetation.
• Protection and enhancement of riparian 

frontages and the associated wetland 
along the Ovens River and Reedy Creek

• Protection of in-stream biodiversity values
• Protection of native fauna
• Threat abatement including weed control.
• Preclude inappropriate land uses and 

vegetation clearance.
• Sustainable development: strategic grazing 

and property development to sustain 
farming enterprise.

Figure 15. Celebrating the launch of the Dockers Plains 
Landscape Covenant (Photo: Trust for Nature (Victoria))

The landscape scale of this conservation 
covenant is the first and only one of its kind in 
Victoria and was developed due to a direct 
request from the landowners. The Landscape 
Covenant model is unique in terms of the scale 
of protection applied and the ability to protect 
environmental assets within the agricultural 

landscape whilst allowing sustainable 
agricultural practices. Potential intensive and 
damaging land uses are precluded by the 
covenant in the riparian areas.

Role of government
Funding for on-ground works was provided by 
both Commonwealth and State governments 
programs, with the funding for fencing, weed 
removal and eradication of exotic woody 
weeds provided through the North East 
Catchment Management Authority (NECMA).  
The landholder voluntarily withdrew from the 
local council rebates in the belief that local 
government was the least able to finance such 
a venture. 
Supported by funding from the Victorian 
Government, North East Catchment 
Management Authority , and $166,000 from the 
Australian Government through the Caring for 
our Country program, Dockers Plains Pastoral 
Company has been able to undertake a series 
of positive interventions on the protected area 
to improve river health, wetland health and 
biodiversity values, including strategic stream 
bank protection, off-stream stock watering, 
weed control, replanting of native understorey 
and establishment of additional areas of 
native vegetation.

Data collection and monitoring
A long term (10 year) monitoring project has 
been undertaken, funded through a variety 
of source including NECMA, Charles Sturt 
University, and the landholders themselves. A 
local consultant completed the on-ground 
work and provided a write up of the results.

Figure 16. Ovens River frontage at Dockers Plains 
(Photo: J. Blackney)
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Benefits and outcomes
The covenant with Trust for Nature is designed 
specifically to achieve sustainable agricultural 
land use whilst protecting significant adjacent 
environmental assets.
The in-perpetuity covenant protects a 
matrix of riparian woodland, wetlands and 
pasture areas totalling 1,100 hectares in size. 
In addition, the DPPC has protected a further 
10 separate wetlands on the Boorhaman 
plains with conservation covenants. In total, 
there are approximately 500 hectares of high 
quality remnant riparian woodland in the 
covenant, including over 80 separate and 
diverse wetlands and 600 hectares of grazing 
land, and approximately 12 kilometres of Reedy 
Creek frontage.
There are multiple outcomes from this program, 
including environmental and production 
outcomes. There has been improvement of 
the water quality in the rivers, creeks and 
wetlands by excluding stock and revegetation 
works, improved connectivity between the 
upper terraces and the riparian system, and 
maintenance of the farming aspect of the 
property, with the inclusion of the sustainable 
use tier (IUCN Category VI) which allows a 
buffer of land surrounding the protected land 
tier to be utilised for grazing under conditions 
agreed to under the management plan.

Barriers and challenges
The main challenge has been the logistics 
and administration burden in placing a 
conservation covenant over a large area with 
multiple titles. The covenant negotiations can 
take a lot longer especially when dealing with 
multiple family members, and the ongoing 
maintenance and stewardship of larger 
covenants can be challenging and costly.
A key challenge in recreating this approach 
elsewhere would be finding larger landholders 
with the desire to implement a landscape 
covenant. In addition, this type of outcome 
requires organisations like Trust for Nature 
to engage with landholders over a number 
of years, which is not a current priority for 
government to support.

Figure 17. Red Gum Grassy Woodland at Dockers Plains 
(Photo: Trust for Nature (Victoria))

Contributions to success
The success of this program is the fusion of the 
privately protected land and the maintenance 
of the property as a successful working beef 
cattle farming enterprise. This has been 
produced due to landholder engagement over 
several years.
This program would be replicable across Victoria 
wherever there are larger farming enterprises 
coupled with a strong environmental focus i.e. 
Western District, this approach to conservation 
covenanting would not be effective in regions 
with smaller properties, such as lifestyle or 
hobby farm properties.

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• Development of a formal accreditation 

system to allow farmers who enter 
into permanent, on-title protection 
agreements, recognition and 
competitive advantage for their 
farm product (a premium service, for 
example Wild Sky Beef in Montana, 
USA) 

• Programs aimed at encouraging 
permanent protection and large scale 
restoration works on farms, especially 
areas that surround or buffer an 
existing core remnant 

• Programs aimed at protecting previous 
investment in large-scale past 
environmental works, with provision for 
the maintenance of farming practices

• Education through existing farmer 
networks and industry groups as to 
the purpose and relevance of a in 
perpetuity conservation covenant
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REVOLVING FUNDS 

Case study 6: Nature Conservation 
Trust of New South Wales

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Nature Conservation Trust of New South Wales

Approach type Revolving funds Status Completed*

Location New South Wales Number of landholders 
involved

41

Year started 2001 Coverage ~25,000 ha

Who else is involved Private landowners, Commonwealth Government, State Government, 
Roads and Maritime Services, Local Land Services

* Following a recent review of the biodiversity legislation in NSW, as of August 2017 the NCT has been dissolved and its functions 
are in the process of being transferred to a new Statutory Body Corporate, the Biodiversity Conservation Trust of NSW.

Figure 18. A Nature Conservation Trust Revolving Fund property at Mount Wareng in the 
Howes Valley, New South Wales (Photo: Nature Conservation Trust of NSW)
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The conservation approach
Revolving Funds are a market based approach 
to private land conservation. In essence 
they are a pool of money that conservation 
organisations can use to buy private land with 
high conservation value, protect it with a in 
perpetuity conservation covenant, manage 
the property to maintain and improve the 
conservation and other values, and then 
on-sell it to supportive new owners. The 
proceeds from the sale are returned to the 
Revolving Fund and used to buy and protect 
more properties of high conservation value. 
The first program was established in Australia 
by Trust for Nature, with similar programs 
then established in other states. Five major 
Revolving Fund programs are currently in 
operation in Australia; in New South Wales 
(Nature Conservation Trust of New South 
Wales), in Victoria (Trust for Nature (Victoria)), in 
South Australia (Nature Foundation SA), and in 
Tasmania (Tasmanian Land Conservancy).
Initiated in 2001, the Nature Conservation 
Trust of New South Wales (NCT) Revolving 
Fund has undergone a recent review. NCT 
uses its Revolving Fund to buy, sell and protect 
private land with high conservation value, in 
accordance with the objectives and functions 
of the Nature Conservation Trust Act 2001.

Encouraging conservation on private 
land
The NCT Revolving Fund program encourages 
people to buy private land with conservation 
value, and then manage it into the future. 
The NCT Revolving Fund focuses on high 
conservation value lands which are on-sold 
into three distinct property markets: (a) lifestyle 
properties that contain important native 
vegetation (b) income producing agricultural 
properties that all have areas of high 
conservation value vegetation; and (c) large 
private nature reserves that all contribute to 
the National Reserve System.
The focus for the NCT Revolving Fund has been 
on two key target audiences: 1. Conservation 
Agriculture, which targets farmers interested 
in mixing conservation and agriculture 
together, at scale, and 2. Weekend/ Lifestyle 
(Treechangers), which targets people who 
are looking at a rural property from a 
predominantly non-agricultural perspective.
The NCT Revolving Fund has brought the 
farming sector on board as joint players, and 
endorsed the agricultural sector as paramount 
to biodiversity protection.  Its success in this 
sector has been in part due to the size of the 
Revolving Fund and its original purposes and 
intentions.

Figure 19. The location of Nature Conservation Trust Revolving Fund properties (Map: NCT)42



Role of government
The NCT Revolving Fund was established 
with $1m from NSW Government and $1m 
from the Commonwealth. This was followed 
by an injection of approximately $11m from 
the State Government in 2012. The funds 
were the remaining funds from the Farmer 
Exit Assistance Scheme which the NCT was 
administering. The NCT Revolving Fund reserve 
currently sits at just over $10m, with no ongoing 
support received from governments.

Data collection and monitoring
The NCT Revolving Fund actively seeks private 
land with high conservation value. High 
conservation value is defined by a number of 
criteria which NCT use to assess a property: 
It may contain flora and fauna listed as 
threatened or endangered, support one of the 
last remaining patches of intact bushland in an 
area, form part of an important wildlife corridor, 
or act as a buffer to protect a neighbouring 
national park or nature reserve.
Once properties are on-sold, the Nature 
Conservation Trust conducts an ongoing 
monitoring program at the sites protected by 
a conservation covenant. For ecological data, 
a baseline monitoring report is prepared for 
each Revolving Fund property and followed 
up every five years. The information (including 
photographs) obtained from the initial baseline 
survey is used to compare data collected 
from the subsequent 5 year monitoring. The 
monitoring report consists of photo-point data 
and plot-based monitoring (transects and plot 
observations.

Benefits and outcomes
Since 2003, the NCT has purchased 41 
properties under its Revolving Fund programs, 
protecting 24,943 hectares of high conservation 
value land. At 30 June 2017 the NCT has sold 
35 of these properties. From these sales, the 
Revolving Fund has achieved environmental 
protection outcomes, the rural property 
market is showing a growing acceptance of 
conservation objectives being attainable with 
farming enterprises with negligible commercial 
impact, and there has been some acceptance 
by the NSW Valuers (API) that biodiversity may 
add to increased property values.
The NCT Revolving Fund allows the NCT to 
identify and purchase priority conservation 
land with immediate protection, make informed 
purchasing decisions decision, operate in 
an open market and be a “price setter as 
opposed to a price taker”. A particular benefit 
of its Revolving Fund has been the ability to 
recycle funds and continue buying and selling 
properties with high conservation values. 
They highlight the ability for all landowners 
in general to have a stake in biodiversity 
conservation. Revolving funds are also 
an extremely cost-effective conservation 
protection approach, offering opportunities to 
protect private land where voluntary covenants 
require finding existing landowners who are 
conservation-minded.

Figure 20. An NCT Revolving Fund property near Bobundara, New South Wales 
(Photo: Nature Conservation Trust of NSW)
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Barriers and challenges
The NCT Revolving Fund has encountered a 
number of barriers and challenges:
• Securing funds of the volume to enable a 

significant market share in the agricultural 
sector championing rural property climate 
change adaptation measures and securing 
landscape resilience programs 

• Securing Board members who have 
an understanding that the majority of 
biodiversity conservation values are 
captured within the farming landscape and 
managing business modelling decisions with 
that information at the forefront

• Securing staff with ecological and 
agronomic expertise to enable a balanced 
commercial rural property covenant design.

Contributions to success
A number of factors have contributed to the 
success of the NCT Revolving Fund:
• Board directors who accept 

recommendations from staff with rural real 
estate and property market experience

• Staff who have training and experience in 
rural property management

• Staff members with agronomy expertise 
accompanied by staff members with 
ecological expertise

• “Business Enabling Delegation” allowing the 
Revolving Fund Manager to operate in the 
market, at market speed to make buying 
and selling decisions

The success of the NCT Revolving Fund is easily 
transferable to other states or territories in 
Australia, particularly those where revolving 
fund programs are already operating.

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• Increasing the size of current Revolving 

Funds, which would also allow them 
to purchase and protect agricultural 
properties

• Increased investment in Revolving 
Funds nationally, to buy and protect 
land of high conservation significance. 

• Revolving Fund Programs should 
prioritise the large-scale purchases of 
“Blue Chip” or renowned tightly held 
agricultural holdings with the view 
to showcase protecting and utilising 
biodiversity can enhance landscape 
resilience, and increase agricultural 
production at lower costs over the 
medium and long term

• Rural property valuers should be 
required to identify biodiversity as 
“Natural Capital” and an asset when 
compiling rural property valuation 
reports.
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LANDSCAPE PARTNERSHIPS 

Case study 7: 
Gondwana Link

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Gondwana Link Ltd

Approach type Landscape 
partnership

Status Ongoing

Location Western Australia Number of landholders 
involved

Many hundreds

Year started 2002 Coverage ~1000km linkage, over 
~22 million hectares

Who else is involved In 2017 the main players include: many landholders, BirdLife Australia, 
Bush Heritage Australia, Carbon Neutral, Conservation Council of 
Western Australia, Curtin University, Fitzgerald Biosphere Group, 
Friends of the Fitzgerald River National Park, Friends of the Porongurup 
Range, Gillamii Centre, Greening Australia, Green Skills, Millenium Kids, 
Nature Conservation Margaret River, Ngadju Conservation Aboriginal 
Corporation, Nowanup Rangers, Oyster Harbour Catchment Group 
(Ranges Link), Pew Charitable Trusts, Rangelands NRM, The Nature 
Conservancy, The Wilderness Society, Threshold Environmental, University 
of Western Australia and the Wilson Inlet Catchment Committee.

Figure 21. Landholders from the Friends of the Porongurup Ranges and the Oyster Harbour 
Catchment Group are driving an area based approach to link the Stirling Range and Porongurup 

national parks, as part of Gondwana Link (Photo: Paula Deegan)
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The conservation approach
Gondwana Link is an ambitious landscape 
connectivity program in south-western 
Australia, one of the world’s top 25 biodiversity 
hotspots. Developed in 2002, Gondwana 
Link is perhaps best seen not so much as a 
large landscape program, but as a number 
of smaller area programs fitting together 
cohesively to produce large landscape 
change. Programs and groups don’t necessarily 
work closely together, but their results fit closely 
together. While part of the work of Gondwana 
Link Ltd is to improve the ‘fitting together’ 
for the end result, it is the groups who hold 
responsibility for achieving change. Today’s 
efforts build on many decades of conservation 
work. The main approaches used include: 
restoring habitat in the gaps of cleared land, 
removing threats to existing large bushland 
areas, and improving the quality of ecological 
management.
Gondwana Link started in 2002 with a four part 
strategy, which is still being implemented: 
1. Articulating a compelling future vision. 

Gondwana Link aims to transform 
landscapes, rather than managing threats 

2. Building momentum. The initial focus is 
on two key areas (Fitz-Stirling and Great 
Western Woodlands) to secure high 
ecological values and to provide inspiring 
examples.

3. Establishing support mechanisms to 
underpin expansion across the entire Link. 

4. Phased roll-out across other Link areas. 
Using the Open Standards for the Practice 
of Conservation approach (i.e. Conservation 
Action Planning) to focus on strategic and 
effective actions.

Encouraging conservation on private 
land
While the majority of the Link’s area is public 
land, much of the early effort was focused 
on areas of private land that were habitat 
gaps across the 1000km Link. In the private 
land areas, Gondwana Link worked to resolve 
these gaps through land purchases (by both 
conservation individuals and groups), and by 
working with some key landholders to place 
conservation covenants on their land. Land 
purchases by Bush Heritage and Greening 
Australia were largely enabled through funding 
provided by The Nature Conservancy, followed 
by a joint fundraising effort involving the three 
organisations. The purchases concentrated 
on land with valuable remaining habitat, and 
areas where restoration would re-connect 
important habitat areas.
As well as its achievements, Gondwana Link 
also supports joint planning to encourage 
conservation efforts, including the development 
of one of Australia’s first Conservation Action 
Plans in 2004. By 2010, Gondwana Link’s 
achievements had encouraged other groups to 
join the program, leading to the development 
of more ambitious plans. The implementation 
of these plans has largely relied, to date, on 
the goodwill of existing landholders, as efforts 
by the local groups to raise land purchase 
funds have not yet been successful. However, 
some substantial progress has been made, 
with thousands of hectares of habitat now 
protected, large scale plantings occurring, 
and various more ambitious management 
programs, such as fox and cat control, 
underway.
Gondwana Link was Australia’s first 
connectivity program to start implementing 
landscape change at an ecologically effective 
scale, building cohesive activity across public 
and private lands. It was also an early leader 
in implementing a program aimed at shifting 
priorities from the purchase of remaining 
habitat, to the purchase and restoration of 
cleared land, at the scale needed to re-
connect habitats. In addition, Gondwana Link 
helped drive the early adoption of adaptive 
planning and management, developed 
restoration standards to improve revegetation 
practices, and the development of 
commercially-focussed funding for restoration, 
including through Greening Australia’s carbon 
sequestration and sandalwood plantings.
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Role of government
Government was not involved in the 
establishment of Gondwana Link. No 
established government programs were 
available for the purchase of cleared land 
for restoration support. Philanthropic funding 
was critical in the start-up phase, with 
funding provided via The Nature Conservancy, 
Greening Australia and The Wilderness Society.
Once Gondwana Link’s actions were 
underway, the various groups and individuals 
have been able to tap into government 
programs for project funding. At the Australian 
Government level, support for the groups 
involved in Gondwana Link has come through 
various programs – including the National 
Reserve System, EnviroFund, various National 
Heritage Trust and National Landcare 
Program initiatives, the Biodiversity Fund and 
the 20 Million Trees program (amounting to 
approximately $12-15m in total). At State level, 
most project funding has been gained through 
the funding of NRM bodies, with additional 
funds for specific projects coming from sources 
such as Community Arts and Lotterywest.

Data collection and monitoring
Data collection and monitoring for Gondwana 
Link occurs as multiple scales. At the 
project scale Gondwana Link has worked 
with a number of colleagues to develop 
methodologies to evaluate success, such 
as standardised photo points for restoration 
projects and GIS data protocols. At the local 
scale Gondwana Link works with numerous 
groups on their Conservation Action Plans 
(CAPs), identifying 6-8 targets and 10 year 
success indicators, with some public land 
programs extending to 50 and 100 year 
targets. Across the various regions the success 
measures to date have been more political 
(gaining bi-partisan support, involvement of 
major mining companies, Traditional owner 
programs etc.). Gondwana Link is also finalising 
a standard set of indicators that will enable 
rapid tracking of overall progress, against 
readily measured gross indicators (such as 
hectares protected and managed). These will 
be underpinned with more detailed monitoring 
data coming from local areas.

Figure 22. Map showing the location of Gondwana Link
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Benefits and outcomes
Gondwana Link considers to have contributed 
significantly to an understanding of both the 
need and the achievability of working at scale, 
and inspired and supported a number of 
similar efforts.  In addition, there have been a 
number of key outcomes:
• Large amounts of philanthropic and 

corporate funds have been raised and 
focused into high order ecologically 
strategic works in south-western Australia.

• Significant improvement in vegetation 
extent and condition

• On the eastern end of the Link, the world’s 
largest remaining temperate woodland is 
now on the conservation agenda (the Great 
Western Woodlands). This 16,000,000 ha 
region was largely unrecognised until 10 
years ago. Gondwana Link has equipped 
and helped build the capacity of the 
Ngadju Traditional Owners to recommence 
conservation management over a large 
section of this area.  

• There are now recognised efforts underway 
in most key sections of Gondwana Link, 
steady growth in participation, and 
considerably increased funding focused on 
more strategic outcomes.

• Gondwana Link has built the foundations 
from which the 1,000 kms of ecologically 
connected and resilient country can be 
achieved over the next few decades.   

Barriers and challenges
There have been a number of challenges for 
Gondwana Link to overcome:
• Convincing others. Initially Gondwana Link 

had to convince a number of key people 
that an ambitious large-scale approach 
was feasible. The experience and support of 
The Nature Conservancy at this point was 
invaluable. 

• The highly competitive space for raising 
funds for conservation. Despite the need 
for collaborative and integrated ecological 
work, the fundraising space, both public and 
private, encourages competitive behaviour 
that impedes the ability to raise the funding 
needed for this type of approach.

• Technical barriers to large-scale, cost-
effective ecological restoration in a highly 
biodiverse region. Largely overcome, this 
issue required some dedicated science and 
research efforts.

• Funding the core program. It has proven 
challenging to balance between supporting 
participating groups and working to build 
support for the core program. 

• Maintaining cohesiveness and collaboration 
across numerous and diverse organisations, 
spread over a very large area. This has 
proven difficult without funding support at 
the required levels.
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Contributions to success
The large scale vision that Gondwana Link 
started with, and still has, resonates with 
many people and groups.  Rather than adopt 
a tightly structured and planned approach, 
much has been achieved through what one 
Gondwana Link participant has called the 
‘viral contagion’ of a bold vision backed by 
bold actions. A focus on tangible on-ground 
achievement rather than overly detailed 
planning or scientific research, is also noted 
by Gondwana Link as a key to its success. The 
emphasis on building a diverse mix of funding 
has reduced the constraints on Gondwana 
Link’s operations that arise from government 
funding.
The approach is likely replicable elsewhere, 
demonstrated through the global movement 
towards large scale connectivity conservation, 
with many programs in many countries already 
underway. 

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• More attention to how large-scale, 

ambitious programs can be managed 
and maintained for collective benefit, 
without being dominated by any one 
group or sectoral interest, including 
government.  

• Building government involvement and 
support, and supportive government 
policy, is needed to ensure that 
gains can be consolidated, and not 
undermined by policy changes or 
development decisions.

• Coordinating and integrating private 
land conservation works with ongoing 
agricultural use. Farms can contribute 
to a sustainable landscape if there is 
support and investment in the whole 
landscape. 

• Renewed support from the Australian 
Government in large landscape 
approaches, particularly through 
core program funding, being active 
participants in the design and 
maintenance of large programs, and 
reinstating a pro-active National 
Wildlife Corridor Plan.

• Implementing incentive programs that 
are attractive to landholders, reducing 
the barriers to participation in these 
programs

Figure 23. Part of the Gondwana Link landscape. This photo shows regrowth bushland (centre 
foreground) on country that was previously cleared for agriculture, and restoration work 

(middle of photo). Stirling Range National Park is in the far distance. (Photo: Airpix)
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LANDHOLDER CONSERVATION AGREEMENTS 

Case study 8:  Land for Wildlife 
and the Wildlife Land Trust

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Humane Society International and Land for Wildlife agencies

Approach type Voluntary agreements Status Ongoing

Location Australia-wide Number of landholders 
involved

487 (WLT)
~13,500 (LfW)

Year started 2007 (WLT*)
1981 (LfW#)

Coverage ~60,000 ha (WLT)
~2,200,000 ha (LfW)

Who else is involved The owners of WLT sanctuaries (WLT); State Governments, Local 
Governments, Greening Australia, CMAs, delivery agents, consultants 
and private landholders (LfW)

* Wildlife Land Trust, # Land for Wildlife

Figure 24. Land for Wildlife signs are well-recognised across Australia 
(Photo: Land for Wildlife)
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The conservation approach
Both Land for Wildlife (LfW) and Humane 
Society International’s Wildlife Land Trust 
(WLT) are voluntary, non-binding private land 
conservation programs that support and 
encourage conservation-minded landholders 
to provide habitat for wildlife on their property. 
Land for Wildlife is a voluntary scheme which 
encourages and assists private land holders to 
provide habitats for wildlife on their property, 
even though the property may be managed 
primarily for other purposes. The Land for 
Wildlife program aims to assist land holders to 
find better solutions to management problems 
involving wildlife and wildlife habitat. Land for 
Wildlife was originally established in Victoria 
in 1981, and has since spread to other states 

and territories of Australia, recently including 
Kangaroo Island (South Australia) and the 
Australian Capital Territory. With more than 
13,000 registered properties, covering over 
2.2m hectares, Land for Wildlife is the largest 
program of its type in Australia.
The Wildlife Land Trust was originally 
established in the USA in 1993, brought to 
Australia in 2007, and now operates nationwide, 
with around 60,000 hectares registered. Whilst 
the WLT program is implemented by one 
organisation (Humane Society International 
(HSI)), the management and delivery of LfW 
varies across the country, often implemented 
by state government departments and local 
councils under a delivery agreement with the 
State of Victoria (Forman et al. in prep).

Figure 25. Tony Young and a spectacled flying fox at the Licuala Rainforest Refuge 
(Photo: Cheryll Williams)
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Encouraging conservation on private 
land
With both the LfW and WLT programs, 
participating landholders register their 
property, entering into a voluntary and non-
binding agreement to manage their land for 
biodiversity. In return, landholders receive a 
sign to display on their property, advice on 
good conservation land management, and in 
some cases, access to workshops, newsletters 
and events. LfW encourages conservation 
by providing site assessments of potential 
properties, providing land management 
advice, and supporting landholders to manage 
their land for nature. The WLT approach 
identifies the importance of inspiring members 
through the efforts of others, and celebrating 
collective achievements.
Both the LfW and WLT voluntary agreement 
programs have been designed to provide for 
those landholders unwilling or unable to enter 
into binding agreements a way to participate 
in private land conservation as well as those 
with binding agreements interested in other 
benefits the programs offer. Participating 
landholders are encouraged to progress their 
commitments through time. By not being 
legally binding, landholders can remove their 
property from the program at any time.
Broadly, the objective of LfW is to encourage 
and assist landholders to include nature 
conservation in the management of their 
land. Many LfW property owners were actively 
involved in nature conservation on their 
properties before they joined LfW. However, 
many others have become convinced of the 
benefits of nature conservation through the 
scheme. What they have gained, in particular, 
is public recognition and acknowledgment of 
the value of their efforts, membership of a kind 
of ‘club’, and access to reliable information and 
advice, at no cost. An important characteristic 
of the scheme that distinguishes it from others 
is the voluntary and public commitment that 
landholders make to nature conservation, 
not directly linked to incentives or short-term 
financial benefits.

For the WLT, the program has a number of key 
objectives, including to provide environmental 
and conservation education, facilitate best 
practice ecological stewardship, support WLT 
landholders and the community, engage more 
Australians in conservation, and give members 
broader context of their efforts, including with 
other HSI habitat protection programs. In 
establishing the program, HSI saw a need for 
a nationally unified approach that supports 
landholders ineligible for other programs, “filling 
a gap for entry-level conservationists who 
may lack experience or confidence in joining 
programs requiring greater commitments”. The 
WLT program focuses on providing landholders 
with a fast registration process without 
cost, and no government affiliation, and 
also provides lobbying support to individual 
conservation landowners.

Role of government
The Victorian State Government was involved 
in setting up the first LfW program in Victoria. 
The program is delivered under agreement 
with Victoria, each jurisdiction may deliver the 
program and adapt it to their local needs (for 
example, the branding and imagery on the 
Land for Wildlife sign). Whilst there is variation 
in the implementation of LfW across the 
country, in many instances delivery is facilitated 
through state and local government support.
There was no governmental involvement in 
establishing the WLT program. The NSW State 
Government supports WLT landholders by 
recognising their eligibility for the NSW Private 
Land Conservation Grants program. There 
was also a memorandum of understanding 
with the NSW Office of Environment and 
Heritage that allowed WLT staff to assess and 
prepare Conservation Agreements for eligible 
members prior to the implementation of the 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016, with a 
similar arrangement under the new legislation 
being explored.
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Data collection and monitoring
All information relating to member properties 
(i.e. size, habitat types, location, condition) is 
provided by the landholder and verified as 
well as possible through desktop assessments. 
For Land for Wildlife, data on each property’s 
natural values is collected during initial 
site assessments and used for developing 
conservation management advice for 
participating landholders. WLT properties 
are profiled on the WLT website, along with 
cumulative property statistics and information 
on the interaction with the Humane Society 
International and other conservation programs.

Benefits and outcomes
LfW promotes and supports community 
participation in biodiversity conservation and 
contributes to the continuity of habitats across 
landscapes. LfW signs are well-recognised 
and increase community awareness of 
wildlife conservation. LfW members also help 
generate momentum for growth of the scheme 
by introducing neighbours and the general 
community to the ethic of conserving nature 
on private land. LfW contributes to the broader 
conservation and protection of wildlife species 
and their habitats outside of formal public 
reserves. 
The WLT program has worked to deliver: 
increased private landholder involvement 
and participation in conservation, a wide 
range of members (including those with other 
conservation agreements), assistance to 
members wishing to obtain funding in NSW 
through the Private Land Conservation Grants 
program, lobbying letters for landholders (ad-
hoc issues) have been successful in making 
property owners feel supported, and are often 
successful (i.e. tighter logging rules re: wildlife 
for NSW Forestry) , and establishing projects 
established within conservation corridor 
programs.

Figure 26. D & J Nicholls on their property in Victoria with their Land for Wildlife sign 
(Photo: Land for Wildlife)
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Barriers and challenges
There have been a number of challenges for 
voluntary agreement programs. These include:
• A general lack of public knowledge of 

landholder conservation programs. 
• Limited budgets and resources, that limit 

the ability for staff site visits and restrict 
the advertising of the programs and their 
benefits more broadly

• The agreements are shorter term than 
perpetual agreements and are not legally 
binding

For LfW, initial funding allocations allowed the 
program to grow in the early to mid 1990’s. 
However, funding priorities have reduced 
significantly over the previous 10 years, having 
a subsequent impact on the ability of regions 
to direct adequate resources, which often 
compete with other business priorities. 

Figure 27. Attendants of the inaugural WLT Workshop at 
flagship sanctuary Warriwillah in 2017 (Photo: Laura Muir)
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Contributions to success
The design of the programs, the enthusiasm 
and commitment of participating landholders, 
the club-like membership, and the knowledge 
and dedication of staff, contribute to the 
success of these voluntary agreements. Also 
important is the flexibility and non-binding 
nature of the agreements, considered to 
contribute to their wide appeal.
Factors contributing to the success of LfW have 
been: the early establishment of program logic; 
program simplicity; accuracy of information 
and practical advice; a team of passionate 
extension officers; a focus on service delivery; 
credibility and criteria for registration; and co-
ordination, planning, monitoring and evaluation 
with regular landholder surveys. Credit for the 
success of the Land for Wildlife program is also 
largely due to landowners who have registered 
their properties to show their support and 
commitment to conserving wildlife and habitat. 
For the WLT, the dedicated staff, partnerships 
with other conservation organisations, and a 
strong sense of goodwill has seen the program 
expand widely, particularly through word of 
mouth.
The WLT and LfW programs are similar, and 
are already in operation across much of 
the country. The WLT also has international 
properties in several countries, and it is 
likely the approach could be adopted in 
other global regions where landholders 
are interested in signing up to voluntary 
conservation agreements. For LfW, it is likely 
that the approach could be replicated in 
those jurisdictions where the program is not 
currently operating, which may also be outside 
of Australia. For instance, Land for Wildlife has 
been operating in the Bay of Plenty region in 
New Zealand since 2013, delivered under a 
voluntary agreement that recognises the value 
of not reinventing a program that already 
works well.

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• Additional promotion of the WLT 

and LfW programs, and associated 
funding, could help raise awareness of 
their approach. 

• Significantly greater government 
incentives for conservation 
management, tax rebates, or 
deductions for managing land for 
conservation purposes would greatly 
increase uptake. 

• Extending Land for Wildlife into 
other areas of South Australia and 
supporting ACT delivery, which is 
currently done under the delivery 
arrangement with NSW

• Greater communication and 
coordination between Land for Wildlife 
programs throughout Australia.
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STEWARDSHIP AGREEMENTS 

Case study 9: Midlands 
Conservation Fund

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Tasmanian Land Conservancy, Bush Heritage Australia

Approach type Stewardship 
agreements

Status Ongoing

Location Tasmania Number of landholders 
involved

13

Year started 2011 Coverage 2,636 ha

Who else is involved Philanthropic foundations and private donors, the Tasmanian Midlands 
landholders and community, Greening Australia, and the Tasmanian and 
Australian Governments

Figure 28. Whilst the Tasmanian Midlands is predominately a farming 
landscape, extensive areas of lowland native grasslands and woodlands 

such as these above are a key priority for conservation through the Midlands 
Conservation Fund program. (Photo: Tasmanian Land Conservancy)
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The conservation approach
The Tasmanian Midlands is a productive 
landscape with a high proportion of privately 
owned land. It is also one of Australia’s 15 
biodiversity hotspots, an area rich in plant and 
animal species, many of which are endemic 
or endangered – including 32 nationally 
threatened species. Only six percent of the 
region is under formal conservation protection.
Established jointly by Bush Heritage Australia 
(BHA) and the Tasmanian Land Conservancy 
(TLC), the Midlands Conservation Fund (MCF) 
is a perpetual endowment fund providing 
payments to landholders in the Tasmanian 
Midlands who enter into a stewardship 
agreement aimed at protecting the plants, 
animals, and natural features of the region. 
The MCF is a not-for-profit company limited 
by guarantee, with Deductible Gift Recipient 
status, and managed as an endowment to 
provide long-term support for participating 
landholders. With an initial commitment from 
participating landowners for up to ten years, 
stewardship agreements (and thus payments) 
can then be extended for rolling five-year 
terms.

Encouraging conservation on 
private land
The MCF’s objective is to fund and support 
the long-term protection of 8,000 hectares 
(19,768 acres) of the critically endangered 
lowland native grassland, grassy woodlands 
and wetlands in the Midlands by 2020. It 
encourages conservation management by 
delivering annual payments to landholders who 
have entered into a stewardship agreement, 
subject to monitoring, reporting and meeting 
key performance outcomes. The outcomes 
required from landholders include:
• Maintaining the natural values of their 

property in good condition 
• Reducing areas of high threat weed cover 

and preventing new infestations from 
occurring

• Maintaining and submitting records of 
observations and management activities 

With the option to continually keep rolling 
over the agreement, the landholder is not only 
motivated to meet the annual key performance 
indicators, but also to do their best to ensure 
the agreement is rolled over in the long-term.

As a means of achieving long term 
conservation outcomes, the MCF was 
developed as a robust alternative to 
conservation covenants and land purchases 
in areas where these tools had failed to 
gain traction. Developed in consultation 
with landholders, the program integrates 
conservation into the farm business enterprise, 
and provides a reliable and bankable ongoing 
income stream. The concept of establishing 
an endowment fund as the primary means 
of securing long term conservation outcomes 
at landscape scale on private land had not 
been developed in Australia before the MCF. 
The MCF program was an early adopter in 
embracing the concept of NGOs forming 
robust partnerships and relationships with 
private landholders in order to achieve their 
own conservation objectives as an alternative 
to purchasing land.

Role of government
The Australian Government’s Caring for our 
Country program provided $800,000 for 
the establishment and operational costs for 
the first 2 years of the MCF. No government 
contributions were directly made to the 
endowment fund, but there was an allowance 
for MCF to reinvest its earnings back into the 
endowment fund. The State Government 
supported the project application at the time 
and expert officers from the Department of 
Primary Industry, Parks, Water and Environment 
provided advice and assistance on the MCF 
Steering and Assessment Committee.
The State Government recognises the 
contribution MCF makes to the Tasmanian 
Reserve Estate and continues to engage with 
the program through participation in the MCF 
Steering and Assessment Committee and other 
private land conservation forums.
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Figure 29. Context map showing the location of the MCF agreements 
(Map: Tasmanian Land Conservancy and Bush Heritage Australia)
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Data collection and monitoring
For each participating property, annual 
monitoring is undertaken at the end of 
spring by the program ecologist and the 
landholder. Monitoring occurs using fixed-
point photos, recordings of vegetation cover, 
and general site observations (e.g. signs of 
native and pest animals, signs of tree and 
tall shrub regeneration. Landholders are 
required to complete annual management 
reporting at the end of autumn with the 
program coordinator, including activities such 
as weed control, fencing and infrastructure 
maintenance, feral pest control and grazing. A 
more detailed set of observations is recorded 
every three years from the permanent 
monitoring sites.  This includes ecological 
surveys focussed on recording target species, 
lifeform groups, and vegetation structure. The 
data collected during the triennial monitoring 
is used to test whether the land managers 
are achieving the biodiversity objectives 
(key performance indicators - KPIs) of their 
stewardship agreement. In general the KPIs 
outline that the natural values should be 
maintained or improve over time.

Benefits and outcomes
This approach has been successful in securing 
protection and management of critically 
endangered natural values in a farming 
landscape where conservation covenants 
and or land purchases have been very 
difficult to acquire in the past. Many private 
land conservation protection programs 
have focussed on lump sum funding of 
either covenants and or land purchases to 
protect the land in perpetuity. The benefit 
of this program is that the financial risks 
of conservation management are shared 
between the landowner and the Midlands 
Conservation Fund which is a capital fund 
that can potentially support conservation 
agreements in perpetuity. Stewardship of 
important natural values becomes a priority 
when it can reliably contribute to farm 
business incomes and is no longer a potential 
management liability or risk.

Figure 30. A grassy woodland monitoring site for an MCF Agreement 
(Photo: Tasmanian Land Conservancy)
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Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• Uptake by farmers is not a limiting 

issue – they like the funding model and 
they can genuinely deliver enduring 
conservation outcome on a fair value 
for money basis. 

• The raising of funds would benefit 
from greater recognition and material 
support from government for the 
important role endowment funds can 
play in securing long term protection 
and management of the nation’s most 
critically endangered natural values.

• All levels of government need to 
encourage a culture of compliance 
with their respective nature 
conservation acts and regulations. Any 
incentive scheme to encourage best 
practice conservation management 
on private land is quickly devalued 
by a culture of non-compliance when 
the rewards from agricultural and 
commercial development are ever 
increasing.

Key outcomes include:
• The current value of the MCF capital fund is 

$3.79m
• Current number of landholders with 

conservation agreements   -  10 
• Area managed and protected under 

conservation agreements – 2,636 hectares
And since the commencement of the first round 
of agreements: 
• Management outcomes for vegetation 

condition and weediness have remained 
positive.

• Adequate records have been maintained  
• Participation rates have remained at 100 

percent and reported satisfaction rates 
remain high.

A second round of establishing new 
agreements commenced in 2017. Progress 
includes 6 landholders (including 3 new 
landholders) submitting proposals to protect 
and manage an additional 1,855 ha of high 
conservation priority land.

Barriers and challenges
A key challenge for the MCF has been to 
continue to secure donor and government 
contributions to the endowment fund once 
implementation of the project began. 

Contributions to success
A number of factors have contributed to the 
success of the MCF, and these include:
• The initial support of two major Philanthropic 

Foundations committed to supporting a 
new and innovative approach;

• The commitment to partnership and the 
synergies that have developed between 
NGOs - Bush Heritage Australia and the 
Tasmanian Land Conservancy.

• The support and acceptance by 
landholders – Agreements were developed 
in consultation with farmers

• High level of landholder satisfaction and 
compliance - no contracts have been 
discontinued since inception

• Maintaining contact and building trust with 
landowners – properties are visited twice 
per annum as part of the monitoring and 
reporting cycle; 

• Gives farmers the opportunity to switch 
their focus from managing for production 
outcomes to managing for conservation 
outcomes; 

• Reliability of annual payments engenders 
a culture of long term commitment to 
conservation management and planning 
rather than the culture of short-term 
opportunism and failed compliance that 
results from fixed term projects;

• Regular contact and discussion with 
landowners through the monitoring and 
reporting cycle helps landholders to adapt 
their management practices for better 
outcomes and to cope with changing 
climatic conditions.  

Based on the experience of the MCF, it is 
likely that this program could be replicated 
in any farming landscape that still retains 
significant areas of high conservation priority 
natural values on private land.  The recitals 
to the Agreements refer to an aspirational for 
long term protection by way of conservation 
covenant in the future, paving the way for the 
highest level of security of investment.
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COMMUNITY, NON-PROFIT AND GOVERNMENT PARTNERSHIPS 

Case study 10: 
Water for Nature

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Nature Foundation SA, Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder

Approach type Community, non-
profit and government 
partnerships

Status Ongoing

Location South Australia Number of landholders 
involved

20 landholders 
(but around 200 
volunteers)

Year started 2008 Coverage n/a

Who else is involved Private landholders, Department Environment, Water and Natural 
Resources (SA), South Australian Murray-Darling Natural Resources 
Management Board, SA Water, the Ian Potter Foundation, Australian 
Landscape Trust, Loxton District Landcare, Eastern Hills Murray Plains 
Catchment Group, Mannum Aboriginal Community Association, Riverland 
West Landcare, Raukkan Aboriginal Community, Renmark Irrigation 
Trust, Central Irrigation Trust, Renmark Paringa Council, District Council 
of Loxton Waikerie, Nildotti Progress Association, Waikerie Men’s Shed, 
Woolenook Wetland Association.

Figure 31. Participants at the Riversleigh Lagoon Water for Nature site in 2016 
(Photo: M Turner)
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The conservation approach
Healthy wetland and floodplain environments 
are important for environmental, economic, 
cultural and social reasons. They provide 
important habitat for flora and fauna, 
improved water quality for human consumption 
and agricultural use, and opportunities for 
recreation and tourism. 
Initiated in 2008 in response to the millennium 
drought, the Water for Nature program has 
been delivering environmental water along the 
Murray River to help bring wetlands back to life 
and reduce the loss and stress to ecosystems 
and habitats caused by river regulation and 
drought. Now a joint effort between the 
Nature Foundation SA, the Commonwealth 
Environmental Water Holder (CEWH), private 
landholders, irrigators, community groups 
and local government, the Water for Nature 
program focuses on smaller sites to deliver 
environmental water, complementing larger 
government watering projects. 
Nature Foundation SA was founded in 1981 with 
the idea that with so much land held by private 
landholders, conservation of biodiversity on 
private property is crucial. Water for Nature 

supports this principal and has actively and 
successfully engaged private landholders in 
environmental watering.

Encouraging conservation on private 
land
To achieve the environmental targets for 
the River Murray and its wetlands and 
floodplains, Nature Foundation SA works 
closely with private and public landholders 
and its program partners, build appreciation of 
floodplain degradation and then the delivery 
of Commonwealth environmental water. The 
program promotes the importance of river red 
gum and black box woodlands, lignum swamps 
and samphire floodplains, which provide 
habitats for many species of threatened and 
vulnerable birds, fish, frogs and invertebrates. 
At all Water for Nature sites, Nature Foundation 
SA works with landholders to ensure that their 
land management practices (i.e. grazing) does 
not impact on the environmental watering 
objectives for the site.
Water for Nature focusses on supporting 
community-driven watering projects at 
wetland and floodplain sites along the 

Figure 32. Map showing the different wetland complexes (blue dots) where environmental 
water has been delivered through the Water for Nature program (Map: CEWH)
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South Australian Murray River that are not 
receiving water from other sources. Working 
with a broad range of community groups 
to deliver environmental water (including 
irrigators, Landcare and others), it secures 
and supports community, business and 
government commitment to watering, 
delivers environmental water on private 
land, and contributes to and complements 
other environmental watering projects. Using 
irrigation sprinklers to water stressed native 
trees on higher floodplain sites and pumps 
pumping from the river via hoses to wetlands 
and lagoons.
Broadly, the objectives for Water for Nature are:
• Developing and growing a strong, 

passionate, independent community of 
practice that has an increasing capacity to 
deliver environmental water to wetlands and 
floodplains.

• Continually improving our ability to deliver 
an increasing volume of environmental 
water in an effective and responsive manner 
according to our variable climate and river 
health.

• Increasing the wider community’s 
understanding and belief of the importance 
of river health to nature, community 
wellbeing and local economies.

• Developing a financially independent 
Water for Nature program that buys and 
sells water for protecting and restoring our 
wetlands and floodplains.

One of the key objectives of the Water for 
Nature program is to develop a strong and 
passionate community of practice that has 
the capacity to deliver environmental water 
to wetland and floodplains. The hope is that 
watering will become part and parcel of 
routine land management practice in the 
South Australian River Murray Valley.

Role of government
In 2012 Nature Foundation SA became the 
first non-government organisation to enter 
into an agreement with the Commonwealth 
Environmental Water Holder. The agreement 
was for five years to deliver up to 10 gigalitres 
of Commonwealth environmental water per 
year. The CEWH provides payment for water 
delivery and supports the program with 
technical advice. The CEWH continues to 
provide encouragement and support with 
liaising with state government.
The South Australian government provided 
some early program support funding, and has 
also provided technical advice throughout 
the program, including access to information 
on river flows and assistance with obtaining 
necessary government approvals to water. It is 
a valued partner.
The District Council of Loxton Waikerie and 
the Renmark Paringa Council have both 
been stakeholders in the program and have 
supported numerous environmental watering 
projects with access to Crown Land and to 
equipment and staff resources.
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Figure 33. Red gum seedlings benefiting from the Water for Nature program at the Clark’s Floodplain watering site in the 
Riverland. The top image is from 2012, showing seedlings that naturally germinated in the 2010-12 floods. The bottom image 

shows the same seedlings in 2016, following e-watering by NFSA. The dead red-gum behind the seedlings in each image 
provides perspective to show how much the trees have grown (Photo: Dr Anne Jensen)
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Data collection and monitoring
Scientific monitoring is currently funded by the 
Ian Potter Foundation. This allows the program 
access to a part-time Wetland Ecologist who 
undertakes monitoring of 10 representative 
sites. Monitoring includes observing the 
response, using a recognised scientific 
methodology, of native vegetation including 
black box and river red gum to environmental 
watering. The information is provided to the 
CEWH and informs future watering activities. 
In addition, volunteers, including participating 
landholders, undertake monitoring of water 
levels and movement, bird surveys, and water 
meter readings. This information is also used 
in reports to the CEWH. The program shares 
information from its monitoring with the State 
Government and other NGOs during meetings 
of other environmental water delivery partners 
and at the Water for Nature annual Exchange.

Benefits and outcomes
Over the last four years, Water for Nature has 
worked with 200 volunteers to deliver 6.22 
gigalitres of environmental water to more than 
50 wetland and floodplain sites along the 
Murray River. Water for Nature has delivered 
the watering of wetlands and floodplains 
that would not normally have been watered 
due to river regulation, and the restoration 
and conservation of natural ecosystems. 
Specifically:
• At 21 sites watered, the health of mature 

native red gum and black box has improved.
• At 26 sites, watering supported and 

maintained regeneration of juvenile red gum 
and black box from the 2010-12 floods.

• At 5 sites, flood watering filled temporary 
wetlands to provide habitat for water birds 
and frogs for breeding and food, including 
the threatened Regent Parrot, and the 
threatened Southern Bell Frog.

In addition, already in the last three years, two 
program partners have successfully started 
their own environmental watering programs, 
proving that the potential of this for floodplains 
and river systems across Australia.
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Barriers and challenges
The Water for Nature program and its CEWH 
agreement is focussed on the delivery of 
environmental water. However, a key objective 
of the program is engaging the community 
in environmental watering and developing a 
community of practice. Nature Foundations SA 
is reliant on philanthropic and private donors 
to undertake engagement and community 
awareness activities.
Environmental watering is new, and innovation 
is a fundamental part of the approach. As 
such, methodologies for delivering water 
have need to be developed and adapted 
throughout the program, including the 
best equipment to use at different sites to 
achieve different outcomes. The program has 
struggled at times to address the demand 
for this technical knowledge and has recently 
benefited from volunteers with technical advice 
in this area.
The uncertainty around the river itself is a 
specific challenge, and the program depends 
on Commonwealth funding for water delivery 
to perform. However, when there is a high 
river event (such as in 2016) substantially less 
water was delivered, and as a result, Nature 
Foundation SA struggled to return a balanced 
budget.

Contributions to success
The success of Water for Nature is built on 
partnerships with local action planning, 
Landcare and other community groups, 
industry and the three levels of government. 
The program openly shares information 
and empowers others to get involved in 
environmental watering.
Nature Foundation SA believes the program is 
replicable in other parts of the Murray-Darling 
Basin, and in other water catchments outside 
of the Basin. Water for Nature has a wealth 
of information to share with other NGOs and 
community groups and is hoping to work with 
the Commonwealth to develop a suite of 
materials that will enable this to happen.

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• Uptake will continue to improve as 

the stories and evidence become 
part of the fabric of SA River Murray 
Communities. For similar programs 
to start and prosper in other parts of 
Australia, understanding community 
as well as ecology and hydrology is 
critical, as are strategic partnerships. 

• Funding is really important. Done well, 
foundational resources e.g. funds, 
will catalyse significant cash or in-
kind contributions from business, 
government, private landholders, 
philanthropic groups and individuals.

• Funding to implement substantial 
community engagement strategy to 
increase awareness of the benefits of 
environmental watering, and increase 
the capacity of community groups 
and private landholders to initiate their 
own environmental watering initiatives.

• Certainty in government funding, or 
the development of independent 
funding sources, would enable 
programs such as Water for Nature to 
plan ahead, retain staff, and establish 
long-term agreements with its delivery 
partners.
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LANDHOLDER NETWORKS 

Case study 11: Conservation 
Landholders Tasmania

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Conservation Landholders Tasmania

Approach type Landholder networks Status Ongoing

Location Tasmania Number of landholders 
involved

~220

Year started 2012 Coverage Unknown

Who else is involved Landholders with conservation land (most, but not all, have conservation 
covenants), along with six supporting partners: the Tasmanian Land 
Conservancy, Cradle Coast NRM, NRM North, NRM South, the Tasmanian 
Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment 
(DPIPWE), and Landcare Tasmania.

Figure 34. The owner of a conservation property points out some features of his land 
(Photo: Robin Garnett)
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The conservation approach
Conservation Landholders Tasmania (CLT) 
started informally as a state-wide organisation 
in April 2012. Its establishment followed the 
supportive response from conservation 
landholders to a questionnaire in the local 
private land conservation magazine, Running 
Postman. The responses indicated that 
conservation landholders particularly wanted 
to meet other like-minded landholders and 
to provide support and share information 
with each other. Guided by the responses to 
the questionnaire, a Steering Group (Robin 
Garnett and John Thompson) organised three 
field days, on the themes of weed control, fire 
management and rehabilitation of degraded 
land. CLT has since evolved into a community 
organisation that supports conservation 
landholders’ efforts to protect, manage and 
enhance the natural values of their land. It is 
a state-wide organisation initiated, organised 
and run by private conservation landholders 
voluntarily: by conservation landholders for 
conservation landholders.

Encouraging conservation on 
private land
CLT now runs three events for covenanted 
landholders each year: two field days, rotating 
sequentially through the three Natural 
Resource Management (NRM) regions of 
Tasmania; and one State-wide conservation 
forum for CLT members and its six supporting 
partners. Events are organised around themes 
that are requested by landholders such as 
weed management, monitoring, ecological 
burning, and plant identification. The field 
days generally have presentations by experts 
and conservation landholders; are held in a 
rural community halls, and include a visit to a 
property owned by a conservation landholder. 
CLT also has a website on which it advertises 
events and reports on them afterwards.
Broadly, the objectives of CLT are to:
• Link people with common interests in 

managing their own conservation land
• Provide mutual support for our conservation 

activities
• Promote knowledge and skill sharing
• Learn from experts
• Facilitate contact with relevant funding 

bodies, and
• Promote the benefits of owning land for 

conservation

Figure 35. Image caption: Dr David Tongway, a retired CSIRO landscape ecologist, demonstrating 
his method for assessing soil health to CLT members (Photo: Robin Garnett)
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Role of government
The Natural and Cultural Heritage Division 
of the Tasmania Department of Primary 
Industries, Parks, Water and Environment 
(DPIPWE) authorised a survey to be sent to 
all landholders with a conservation covenant 
in Tasmania who receive the private land 
conservation magazine, Running Postman. 
This survey canvassed interest in establishing a 
support group for conservation landholders. It 
also asked them what an organisation might 
usefully do for them and how it might operate, 
and people interested in joining a group were 
invited to send through their contact details. 
DPIPWE still provides in-kind support to the 
CLT, and provides the opportunity for CLT to 
publish an article and to list forthcoming CLT 
events in each issue of Running Postman.

Data collection and monitoring
Written feedback from participants is gathered 
after every CLT event, used to select the 
themes for future events and improve event 
administration. An annual report is completed 
each year and sent to the six supporting 
partners.

Benefits and outcomes
There has not been an external evaluation of 
CLT, but informally a conservation community 
has developed amongst CLT Tasmanian 
conservation landholders. Landholder 
responses indicate that they enjoy and feel 
motivated by meeting other conservation 
landholders and they gain from the knowledge 
passed on by experts. Feedback from 
landholders also suggests the program has 
increased their knowledge and understanding 
of conservation land management.

Figure 36. Round table discussions are a regular feature of 
CLT conservation forums (Photo: Robin Garnett)

Barriers and challenges
Initially it was difficult for CLT to make contact 
with conservation landholders, due primarily 
to State Government constraints on accessing 
contact details. To get around this, in the 
survey that went out in Running Postman, we 
asked people interested in forming a group 
to give us their contact details. The State 
Department also helped by sending out paper 
invitations to the first few CLT events.

Contributions to success
A number of elements have contributed to the 
success of CLT. These include:
• The enthusiasm and active participation of 

conservation landholders
• The contribution of the 6 supporting partner 

organisations
• Financial support from the 3 Tasmanian NRM 

organisations
• The management of the CLT bank account 

by the Tasmanian Land Conservancy
• Assistance from the State Government 

and Landcare Tasmania in publicising CLT 
events.

In the view of CLT, it is likely that similar 
organisations could be successfully developed 
by conservation landholders in other States or 
regions. The large size of some States would 
make it harder to visit each other’s properties 
for field days, but one solutions to this might be 
regional field days and an annual State-wide 
conservation forum.

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• Forming similar conservation 

landholder organisations in other 
States of Australia, 

• Events and forums where landholders 
from different states could visit 
properties and share experience, 
knowledge and ideas.
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PRIVATE SECTOR 

Case study 12: Bank Australia 
Conservation Reserve

KEY INFORMATION

Lead organisation/s Bank Australia

Approach type Private sector Status Ongoing

Location Victoria Number of landholders 
involved

1

Year started 2008 Coverage 927 ha

Who else is involved Bank Australia’s customers, the Barengi Gadjin Land Council, Trust 
for Nature (Victoria), Greening Australia, local schools, neighbours of 
the reserve properties, the Country Fire Authority, and the Wimmera 
Catchment Management Authority

Figure 37. Sunset at Bank Australia’s Conservation Reserve in western Victoria 
(Photo: Bank Australia)
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The conservation approach
In 2008, following customer interest in climate 
change and protecting threatened species, 
Bank Australia purchased some 201 hectares 
of biodiverse bushland in western Victoria. 
The acquisition was facilitated through and 
purchased from the Trust for Nature (Victoria) 
Revolving Fund program. The intention was 
to establish a conservation reserve, aimed at 
offsetting the carbon impacts of some of the 
bank’s lending activities, and making a positive 
impact on their customer’s behalf.
Since that initial purchase, the conservation 
reserve has grown to cover three properties 
in the West Wimmera region, totalling 927 
hectares. In partnership with Landcare from 
2008 – 2016, significant revegetation and 
restoration works were undertaken. The reserve 
is protected by a Trust for Nature conservation 
covenant and protected from development, 
forever. In 2016, Bank Australia announced a 
new partnership with Greening Australia and 
Trust for Nature to manage the properties and 
undertake conservation activities on the reserve. 

Encouraging conservation on private land
While Bank Australia initially focussed on 
offsetting the loss of land from new home 
constructions, the focus is now on addressing 
both climate change and the conservation of 
threatened species. These are two key issues 
which the bank’s customers tell them they care 
about. 
Bank Australia, Greening Australia and Trust for 
Nature have developed a 10 year vision for the 
reserve which focuses on five areas:
• Wildlife and land conservation, using 

science-based conservation to protect 
the 11 threatened plant and 13 threatened 
animal species on the reserve and create a 
thriving example of biodiversity 

• Climate change resilience, using the reserve 
to help people and nature adapt to a 
changing climate 

• To engage the community with nature and 
with the bank

• To demonstrate corporate environmental 
leadership and provide the reserve as an 
example to other businesses 

• To engage Bank Australia customers and 
staff with the project, and use the project to 
attract new customers to the bank 

Bank Australia may be the only bank in the 
world to have purchased and managed a 
conservation reserve. It has been able to do 
this because it is a customer-owned bank that 
can use profits for causes that its customers 
care about. Four percent of all bank profits 
go toward the Bank Australia Impact Fund, 
of which the Conservation Reserve is the 
cornerstone environmental project. This is 
different to other approaches because Bank 
Australia owns the properties and manages 
the project with the help of conservation 
partners Trust for Nature and Greening 
Australia rather than taking a sponsorship 
or donation approach. This allows the Bank 
Australia Conservation Reserve to have 
funding certainty and take a long-term view in 
planning.

Role of government
Bank Australia established its conservation 
reserve as part of its regular banking activities, 
without government support. There has 
been some (limited) support for the ongoing 
management of the Conservation Reserve. 
The Australian Government’s 20 Million Trees 
Program has supported some revegetation 
works, and Bank Australia recently received 
a contribution towards ecological surveys 
for the Golden Sun Moth from the Wimmera 
Catchment Management Authority.

Data collection and monitoring
Bank Australia engages in occasional 
monitoring of its Conservation Reserve. 
Since 2008 the Bank Australia reserve has 
participated in annual Red-tailed Black 
Cockatoo counts, with the data contributing 
to the work of the Red-tailed Black Cockatoo 
Recovery Group. Baseline ecological surveys 
were conducted in 2016-17 for native 
vegetation, mammals, birds, amphibians 
and invertebrates. The Bank will conduct 
future surveys to measure the success of its 
conservation work at the reserve, with the 
intention of sharing the results with relevant 
organisations as appropriate.

Improving the knowledge and uptake of private land conservation in Australia 71



Figure 38 Bank Australia’s conservation reserve in western Victoria consists of 3 properties, encompasses 
927 hectares of biodiverse bushland, and contributes to a wildlife corridor (Map: Bank Australia)
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Benefits and outcomes
The Bank Australia reserve has seen 927 
hectares of high conservation value land 
permanently protected, including habitat 
for 13 threatened animal species (including 
the iconic South Eastern Red Tailed Black 
Cockatoo) and 11 threatened plant species. 
A range of important vegetation zones have 
been protected and enhanced, including 
woodland and wetland areas. In total, 70,000 
seedlings have been planted across more 
than 450 hectares of Conservation Reserve 
land. Landscape connectivity has also been 
improved as a part of the Habitat 141 corridor 
initiative, enhancing habitat for native species 
including emus, eastern grey kangaroos, 
wedge tail eagles and sugar gliders. 
Bank Australia is also focused on engaging 
people in conservation through bringing staff, 
customers and the local community out to 
the reserve. Over 680 volunteers have been 
engaged in tree-planting over 8 years, and at 
least once a year, local school groups visit the 
Reserve to participate in Conservation Reserve 
activities and learn about conservation. More 
than 20 percent of current Bank Australia 
staff have participated in Conservation 
Reserve activities, including cultural immersion 
activities with Barengi Gadjin Land Council. In 
recognition of its efforts, in 2014 Bank Australia 
won a Banksia award, acknowledging the 
Conservation Reserve project and its broader 
sustainability initiatives.

Barriers and challenges
Some key challenges for the Bank Australia 
have arisen from the uncertainty of 
revegetation works, especially during times of 
drought. There have also been challenges in 
finding ways to effectively communicate the 
impact of this project to the Bank’s customers 
(who are also part owners in the reserve).

Contributions to success
The Bank Australia reserve has been successful 
by having a strong corporate vision, a 
supportive Board of Directors, strong and 
experienced conservation partners, and 
regular local engagement with neighbouring 
landowners, schools and kindergartens, and 
community groups. By working with established 
and authoritative conservation partners such 
as Greening Australia, Trust for Nature and 
Landcare, Bank Australia has been able to 
use their expertise to revegetate and manage 
the reserve. In addition, owning the Reserve 
has meant that Bank Australia has complete 
control over how it is managed, and enables 
the Bank can tell its customers that they are 
part-owners of the reserve, giving them a very 
direct connection to on-ground conservation. 
Regular customer surveys provide evidence 
that our customers see the value of this project 
and care about environmental issues.
Bank Australia sees their program as replicable 
by any company or organisation, provided they 
can buy and manage their own conservation 
reserve.

Recommendations for improving 
uptake
• Publicising the fact that companies 

are able to do on-ground 
conservation if they have the support 
and corporate will to do so

• Finding better synergies and leveraging 
opportunities between research and 
governmental programs and the Bank 
Australia Conservation Reserve
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Figure 39. Bank Australia staff and community volunteers take part in tree 
planting on the Bank Australia Minimay property (Credit: Bank Australia)
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Recommendations
These recommendations provide strategic 
and practical suggestions for encouraging 
uptake in effective conservation activities on 
private land.  The recommendations have been 
grouped into three key themes:
1. Policy support for national, long term 

protection of Australia’s natural environment
2. Support for landholders seeking to maintain 

and enhance Australia’s natural environment
3. Investment in maintaining and enhancing 

Australia’s natural environment.
Drawing broadly from the individual case 
study recommendations in this report and 
from the previous work of ALCA over the past 
seven years, the recommendations represent 
the collective suggestions of a significant 
proportion private land conservation 
organisations representing private landowners 
across Australia.  
The subset of recommendations under each of 
the three key themes appear in alphabetical 
order not in order of priority. 

The list of recommendations is not intended 
to be definitive.  However, a number of 
the recommendations provide for the 
establishment of or investment in forums and 
ways to exchange knowledge and information 
that could add to the list of recommendations 
and provide guidance as to the prioritisation of 
the recommendations.
These recommendations cannot be 
implemented by any one individual or 
organisation alone but necessarily require 
cooperation across and within sectors.  
Achieving real impact in protecting and 
maintaining resilient, diverse and functioning 
ecosystems and reversing the current decline in 
Australia’s biodiversity will require the ongoing 
commitment and collaboration of many.  There 
is an opportunity to support that ongoing 
commitment and collaboration through the 
implementation of these recommendations 
for the benefit of all Australians and for the 
Australia’s natural environment in perpetuity.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Policy support for national, long term protection of Australia’s natural 
environment, including through:

An annual Private Land 
Conservation Roundtable

The Federal Government to convene an annual roundtable 
with the Minister, Department representatives, business leaders, 
private land conservation organisations, indigenous landowner 
organisations, other relevant agency representatives and 
stakeholders to input into the development of national private 
land conservation policy and strategy.  The roundtable would 
also provide an opportunity for non-government stakeholders 
to receive briefings from relevant agencies in order to maximise 
their input.

Government program policy 
settings 

A policy for a proportion of Federal Government funding for any 
given land-based conservation program to be directed towards 
long term protection, thereby ensuring conservation outcomes 
and securing Government’s investment. 

Land tenure reform regarding 
the interaction between 
covenants and leasehold land

Land tenure reform to allow conservation covenants to be 
registered over leasehold land free from the requirement to 
undertake activities that might be contrary to the objectives of 
the covenant (e.g. commercial livestock grazing)

Land tenure reform regarding 
the interaction between 
covenants and mining rights

Land tenure reform to exclude mineral exploration and 
extraction rights from covenant areas 
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RECOMMENDATION 2: Support for landholders seeking to maintain and enhance Australia’s 
natural environment, including through:

Equitable access to markets Create equitable access for existing and prospective 
covenantors to access markets (for example, carbon markets).  
Currently, landholders seeking to protect or who have protected 
intact existing native vegetation are excluded from the carbon 
market in most states whereas landowners who are improving 
the condition of degraded lands can, in most states, access the 
carbon market.  Provide the conditions for equitable access for 
covenantors to access new and emerging markets.

Expanding support services to 
landholders

Expansion of support services for conservation landowners, 
particularly extension support, training services and networks of 
conservation landowners, with the aim of providing information, 
peer-support, tools and skills to landowners engaging in 
conservation management.

Incentives for landholders 
and the establishment of an 
ongoing Standing Committee 

Consider landholder incentives (for example tax incentives 
and rate relief) and establish an ongoing Standing Committee 
of the Department and the Sector to develop incentives for 
landholders.
In relation to tax incentives, consider amendments to taxation 
legislation to encourage landowner participation in private land 
conservation, and support landowners in their conservation 
management activities, as outlined in Smith et al 2016.  Reforms 
are required to the Australian tax system to improve biodiversity 
conservation on private land. See Environmental and Planning 
Law Journal 33, 443-450) – attached.
In relation to rate relief, encourage greater consistency in 
the application of rate relief to properties with conservation 
covenants to recognise the contribution that these properties 
make to local, state, national and international biodiversity 
conservation obligations.
In relation to the establishment of a Standing Committee, 
this Committee would create an ongoing forum for discussion 
of ways to incentivise landholders (including through the 
development of new or existing markets) to continue to maintain 
Australia’s biodiversity for the public good.

Support ALCA to establish a 
clearing house 

Support (including Federal Government support) for ALCA to 
establish a clearing house (through national forums and other 
mechanisms) to provide landowners with information on the full 
range of conservation options, incentives, legal requirements, 
funding sources and other information applicable to their 
individual circumstances.

Support ALCA to undertake a 
regular stocktake of private 
land conservation efforts

Support (including Federal Government support) for ALCA to 
undertake a regular stocktake of private land conservation 
efforts across Australia (to include numbers of hectares of land 
protected, number of landholders etc.) such that landowners 
and organisations can readily understand their contribution to 
national private land conservation.
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RECOMMENDATION 3: Investment in maintaining and enhancing Australia’s natural environment, 
through:

A dedicated private land 
conservation program

A dedicated private land conservation program within the 
Department of Environment and Energy with the ability to 
champion and raise the profile of private land conservation 
across relevant Government agencies.

A national platform that 
supports a diversity of models 
including long term models 
for private land conservation, 
including in particular 
revitalised investment in the 
National Reserve System

A national investment platform that provides ongoing 
implementation support for a diversity of long term models for 
private land conservation that encourages both government 
and private investment in private land conservation.  This would 
include revitalised investment in the National Reserve System 
program, providing support to governments, landowners, and 
NGOs to expand and manage the private protected area 
estate. This is the most important mechanism for expanding 
the privately protected area estate to advance national 
conservation priorities. 

Increased investment in 
Revolving Funds

Dedicated Federal Government funding for continued 
investment in Revolving Fund programs around Australia.

Increased investment in private 
land conservation research

Increased investment in research that has the aim of 
encouraging the uptake of private land conservation in 
Australia.

Increased investment in 
connectivity 

Increased investment in projects and programs that encourage 
landscape scale connectivity 

*Note that any reference in this table to “landowners” or “landholders” includes reference to Indigenous landowners or 
Indigenous landholders.
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