
Conserving our soils for 
the future 
Soi l conserva t ion is , l ike 

mo the rhood , regarded by 

everybody as a g o o d thing. 

Howeve r , w h i l e m a n y o f us 

pay l ip service to the idea o f 

conserv ing our soi l s for 

future genera t ions , a recent 

government report ca lcula tes 

that w e need to pay $675 

mi l l i on over the nex t 30 

years to repair the damage 

done to our valuable capital 

resource. 

Tradi t ional ly , pr imary 

producers have used and 

managed their land in 

whatever manner they c h o s e . 

Often the long- te rm and 

off-site effects o f their 

activities ( such as sil tation o f 

dams and waterways, damage 

to road works , and the 

creation o f dust p r o b l e m s ) 

have been ignored or 

over looked . 

A c c o r d i n g to the report, Ά 

Basis for S o i l Conserva t ion 

P o l i c y i n Austral ia ' , the 

c o n c e p t o f soi l r esources as 

c o m m u n a l property, to be 

managed wise ly and he ld in 

trust in perpetuity, has no t 

b e e n deve loped or accep ted 

in Australia. But soc ie ty has 

to preserve its op t ions for the 

future and retain the 

versatility o f its land 

resources , the report affirms. 

T o protect soc ie ty ' s future 

interests, the gove rnmen t 

mus t intervene. State so i l 

conserva t ion authorit ies 

already assist in this regard, 

b u t to avoid irreversible 

damage wi th in the nex t 

decade , o n l y mass ive funds 

f rom government wi l l 

suffice. Even t h o u g h the 

land-user has a bas ic 

responsibi l i ty for c o n s e r v i n g 

his land, in the face o f the 

user 's l ack o f k n o w l e d g e or 

m o n e y for so i l conserva t ion 

works , governments need to 

accept an overr iding 

responsibi l i ty . T h e so i l is 

t o o valuable a r esource to 

delay ac t ion w h i l e 

scapegoats , real or i m a g i n e d , 

are found . 

T h e report, pub l i shed as 

n u m b e r 1 o f a series, 

resulted f rom a nat ional 

study o f land degradat ion 

carried ou t col labora t ive ly by 

the C o m m o n w e a l t h and the 

States and Terr i tor ies . T h e 

purpose was to p rov ide 

informat ion that w o u l d a l l o w 

w i s e conservat ion p rograms 

to b e formulated. 

The report advises that 
a total of $610 million should 
be spent on soil conservation 
works in the non-arid zones. 

A study team emanat ing 

f rom the one- t ime 

Depar tment o f Env i ronmen t , 

H o u s i n g and C o m m u n i t y 

D e v e l o p m e n t , c l o s e l y 

work ing wi th so i l 

conserva t ion authorit ies and 

specialist consul tants s u c h 

as C S I R O , began w o r k i n 

early 1975. Its p lan o f attack 

was to deve lop a long- te rm 

approach to national needs 

in land resource evaluat ion 

and conserva t ion . O n e o f its 

major tasks was to draw u p a 

coordina ted research 

program a imed at mee t ing 

the m o s t urgent p r o b l e m s . 

Water and w i n d are the 

major agents o f e ros ion . 

T h e y were constant ly at 

w o r k before European 

set t lement o f Austral ia , but 

o n l y s ince that t ime has their 

ac t ion b e e n e n o r m o u s l y 

accelerated. 

T h e reason, o f cou r se , 

relates to the use to w h i c h 

the land is n o w put and the 

way it is managed . 

Agricul tura l and pastoral 

activities create the greatest 

impac t . 

T h e manner and degree to 

w h i c h these activities 

degrade the land varies f rom 

State to State. H o w e v e r , it is 

clear that the arid z o n e has 

suffered s ignficant 

degradat ion, particularly 

those areas wi th the longes t 

history o f sett lement. T h e 

fundamental d a m a g e is d o n e 

by mod i fy ing or des t roying 

vegetat ion, and, o n c e 

damaged , plant cove r c a n 

take m a n y years to b e 

restored. 

T h e major cause o f 

vegetat ion damage is grazing 

by sheep and c a t t l e . A l m o s t 

two-thirds o f the arid z o n e 

currently supports grazing 

and it carries s o m e 20—25% 

o f bo th the sheep and cattle 

i n this country . T h e s e 
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animals prune and defol iate 

ed ib le plant spec ies , i n the 

p rocess t rampling the 

g r o u n d cover . We l l -managed 

pastures can sustain this 

insult, but those that are 

overgrazed steadily 

degenerate . 

T h e report warns o f taking 

advantage o f excep t iona l ly 

favourable c o n d i t i o n s . T h e 

danger in a l l o w i n g s tock 

numbers to increase i n really 

g o o d years is that, w h e n that 

t ime has passed, d i spos ing o f 

excess s tock is difficult . I f 

the market is depressed, 

de-s tock ing is often delayed, 

to the detr iment o f 

vegeta t ion and so i l . 

E v e n w h e n land use and 

land managemen t appear 

sound , r isk o f e ro s ion 

damage still lurks. A marg in 

o f safety needs to b e 

e m p l o y e d to a c c o m m o d a t e 

s u c h things as freak s torms, 

wildfires , and c y c l o n e s . 

O n c e damage has 

occur red , in whatever 

c i r cumstances , its co r rec t ion 

is difficult. Spec ia l 

rehabil i tat ion and p ro tec t ion 

measures may b e needed , as 

we l l as necessary c h a n g e s i n 

land use . Measures i n c l u d e 

de-s tock ing — temporar i ly or 

permanent ly , partially or 

comple t e ly ; f e n c i n g and 

loca t ing water ing po in t s to 

direct and spread s tock ; and 

d i g g i n g sha l l ow pits or 

furrows to ca tch water and 

seeds . 

Y e t the study team 

ass igned a l ower priority to 

the fragile arid z o n e than to 

the m o r e produc t ive r eg ions 

because o f their e c o n o m i c 

potential . Expendi ture o n 

so i l conserva t ion is here 

expec ted to be repaid m u c h 

m o r e qu ick ly . T h i s 

'd ivergence ' be tween 

e c o n o m i c cons idera t ions and 

theoretical priorit ies is 

particularly ser ious i n 

northern areas that are a l so 

subject to heavy eros ive 

rainfall, the report no tes . 

A s a poss ib l e 

reconc i l i a t ion , the report 

g o e s o n to sugges t that 

Mal lee roots exposed by wind. 

research may he lp d e v e l o p 

m o r e cost-effect ive so i l 

conserva t ion m e t h o d s . 

W i t h o u t progress here , heavy 

gove rnmen t expendi ture , 

wi th little v i s ib le return (in 

the short term), is the o n l y 

h o p e . 

T h e study team 

r e c o m m e n d s that a 

coord ina ted research 

p rog ram b e deve loped w h i c h 

w o u l d i n c l u d e the 

C o m m o n w e a l t h 

Depar tments w i th an interest 

i n so i l conserva t ion (Primary 

Industry, Na t iona l 

D e v e l o p m e n t , and S c i e n c e 

and the Env i ronmen t ) , 

C S I R O , and, the Bureau o f 

Agr icul tura l E c o n o m i c s . 

Never theless , w h e n the 

figures were in and the sums 

were d o n e , the outs tanding 

result was that 51 % o f the 

five m i l l i o n square 

ki lometres o f Austral ia used 

for agricultural or pastoral 

purposes requires treatment 

for land degradat ion. 

S o m e 4 4 % o f the area 

need ing treatment c a n b e 

rejuvenated by u s i n g sui table 

farm pract ices . C o n t o u r 

cul t ivat ion, s tubble 

m u l c h i n g , temporary 

de-s tock ing and 

crop—pasture rotat ion c o m e 

in to this category. S o m e 

farmers i n this area already 

use o n e or m o r e o f these 

pract ices , but the soi l is still 

l o s i n g : the study team's v i e w 

is that m a n y farmers mus t try 

harder. 

T h e remain ing 5 6 % 

requires measures that 

invo lve the cons t ruc t ion o f 

works such as gu l ly con t ro l 

dams , drainage w o r k s , and 

con tou r banks , as we l l as 

g o o d husbanding prac t ices . 

T h e s e necessary w o r k s were 

estimated to cos t $ 6 7 5 

m i l l i o n (at 1975 p r ices ) , all 

but $65 m i l l i o n o f it to b e 

expended i n the non-ar id 

z o n e . 

O n l y a minu te fract ion o f 

this 5 6 % (about one-fiftieth) 

has b e e n treated s o far: the 

remain ing area still remains 

damaged and requi r ing 

treatment to prevent further 

loss . 

T h e s e est imated cos t s for 

cons t ruc t ion o f w o r k s d o no t 

i nc lude annual ma in tenance 

cos t s , estimated to be $ 5 0 

mi l l i on a year. S i n c e , i n 

general , the gove rnmen t wi l l 

be p rov id ing a major share o f 

the capital c o s t (it is 

p roposed) , then it w o u l d 

s e e m fair for the l andholder 

to f o o t this bi l l . 

According to the study, $593 
million must be spent during 
the next 20 years to save our 
soils. 

N o r does the c o s t i n c l u d e 

that expendi ture needed to 

remedy land degradat ion 

b rought about by activities 

other than rural farming. 

M i n i n g , forestry, coastal 

recreation, and urban 

deve lopmen t contr ibute 

significantly to e r o s i o n as 

we l l , but o n a less extensive 

scale . T h e damage they 

infl ict o n the land was 

therefore n o t est imated i n 

the study, but the report 

strongly suggests that repair 

cos t s shou ld b e m e t by the 

land-users invo lved . 
Channels were ripped in this land to improve water 
infiltration. 
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Silt almost completely fills this town water supply dam at 
Werris Creek, N . S . W . 

Desp i t e any a m o u n t o f 

government assistance, it is 

necessary for the l andho lde r 

to k n o w his land and its 

susceptibi l i ty to e ro s ion . It is 

in h i s o w n interest t o make 

h imse l f aware o f the causes 

o f degradat ion and ways o f 

prevent ing and con t ro l l i ng 

it. Land-users canno t 

reasonably expec t to rece ive 

c o m m u n i t y funds for so i l 

conserva t ion w h e n land 

degradat ion is careless ly 

self-inflicted. 

'A Basis for S o i l 

Conse rva t ion P o l i c y in 

Austral ia: C o m m o n w e a l t h 

and State G o v e r n m e n t 

Col labora t ive S o i l 

Conse rva t ion Study 

1 9 7 5 - 1 9 7 7 , R e p o r t N o . 1.' 

(Australian G o v e r n m e n t 

Pub l i sh ing Se rv i ce : 

Canberra 1978.) 
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