
La n d care 
Who owns the revolution? 

D avid Smith, 

author of Co ntinent 

111 Crisis, ta lks to th e 

people of Harnilton 

in western Victoria 

about the past and 

future of Landcare. 

to\ Tllr (ARL Y 1980,, 
I yn .1nd 3ruce ~lilne' .. 
bro.lJMrc sheep ~nd 
ca lll l' property nt 
11.1millun in 1\Cl>l~t·n 

V1clori,l Wtl!) ~ubject to 
incre."mg problem .. of 

L jjO;:iiiJI,t::,:j ~oil degradation .1nd 
~JIIIltt) Like manv 

properties in the rcgaon, t iel m View IMd 
be~n dea red of most nMivc vcget.l lion. 
A., J resul t, the Milnc .. faced .,criou .. 
difficulties that, de,pitc their be'-1 
l'ffMh, \Wre proving intr.lctable. 

In 1()84, the 1.1n Potter Foundation, 
traggcred b) the amp.)(t of the AIK 
tv lcvasaon serivs 1/ml/ltlllds, pres.-nlcd 
hy CSI RO's Or DcJn Cr,lctl.., fundt'd .1 

prt>gr.un IO tJcklc <;Oi l ucgradation. fiW 
l"'encc t>f the Potter t>l,m was to take ,, 
.. enc .. of rural propNhl'' in what the 
o.>xplorcr lllOma;, \ lltdwiiiMd described 
,,., Victoria Fdtx, a rcgiun on the Ound.1., 
Tabll'l,lnds o f western Victoria, and put 
tlwm 011 the path to ecological 
.,u .. t.un,lbility. Oa1e .. urh farm was l lelm 
Vil'W 

\1,,,,. clement- of whole-farm 
m.1nagement lwd l'•trilcr occurred to 
f.unwr-. itwol\•ed in thl• Potter Pl,ln, but 
h.>d .. ecmcd too difficult or cxpensh e lt> 
implt~>K•nt. ThE• Pollt•r Pl.1 n emerged .1~ 
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A worm farm at Helm View. A single 40·metre·long wlndrow produced 150 tonnes of vermicast in 
the past 18 months. Originally intended as a multifunclional broadscale substitute fenlllser, the 
concept oilers other possibilities. Five million worms were harvested as a cash·subslitute, 
providing collateral In a business venture. AlthOugh scientists are sc.eplical of the strategy on the 
grounds that Its NPK (nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium) index is too low, Bruce Mllne Is sceptical 
ol their advice for more fundamental reasons. 'We're trying to run a highly productive enterprise­
cattle and sheep - on soil that simply can't suppon that output. That's why we have to add 
superphosphate.' Bruce says. But why prop up an ar1ificial system with fertiliser In the first 
place? We'd be better oH farming what evolved here on these very soils: kangaroos, emus and 
yam daisies. That would be a better way to provide the food and fibre the community needs.· 

a stra tegy with lht• putenlaa l h> reddinc 
the philosophy behind land ll'•l' 

B' l 986, the hard work and money 
mvested b) c.1ch f,,mih h.1d b<•):;un to 
pay off and for the lar~ttime the fMnwn. 
'·"'" a way out ot the deprcs,ang .md 
previously llh'~capable spi ra l of 
progressive dt:gr-.1di1tion and inrrcasing 
costs. In ~hurl, tlw plan offered hopt•. 

The approach tal..cn "'•"- h> 'll" ev 
the propt>rl} from both an agracultural 
and ecologacal ,t,mdpoant, ,., tmtuallv 
prod ucing,, piJn for the f.1rm Lh.ll 

reflec ted something of the pro 1wr1y'~ 
underlying Pro logica l realities. l{,athcr 
than fencing an tr.ldational north-.,outh, 
c.l~t-we;.t ploh, the new fence~ follmH>d 
land contour~ th,11 bet ter reflected 
drainage p.lllt-rn~ and the bch~1· a our of 
grazing ,,nialloli... The fa:nces themsclvc~ 
WCrC Of T1('W dc:,igns, strOilbC'r, Chl.\1pl"' l" 

n1l<l w ith ,11\ ingeniOUS V.Uicl)' of llun­
hin!\<'d hft-up section~ ir"te.ld of gate-.. 
If an M<'·' w.h badly o?r<Xil>d, the fanm•r 
\\·as cnt:our.lgt:d to h"nc~ it o tt , ~0\\ it 
with cuc,,h·pt;, ,1nd .l<'.Ki.h .:and allow it 
tillll' lo r.--c;.tablish ihclf. Tlw mess,lgc 
w.-.~: In lh presen t ste1 tc you (.ln' l usL' it, 
so why not admit it? I •··>Vl' the area 
alone.• fur (' lln'le.:- and gi\ t.• at a ch(_HtCt' tn 
recover.' 

lldm V'"" is unqueo,tit>nably ml>rl' 
a llractl\a: w ath at5 nouri.,hing >lands of 
n.11i1 e tree~ and wetl.tmb .tdjoi•ting the 
hou~t·. But for the Mi hw f.u11iiy, the 
!'(>Iter Plan triggered a rt'·' "''~~ment of 
their en tare w.w of life. I 'n \ t ilne went 
on to bt'Ctllll l' ~ Landc.:are f.Kihtator and 
O\ crsaw the planting nl more than a 
million tr<?c:; dunng lwr '" e-year term 
with L.1ndc.ue. Brucc Mihw a ttended 
t lw 1993 Gene\'a C(H>f••rL•ncc on 



biodivcrsity and in 1994 trilvc llcd wide ly in Africa, 
res~arching how Third World inhnbitant~ MC tackl ing 
their problcnb. 

Bn•cc 1\h hw "''', I Ml<kMl' m 1\u.,tr.1li.1 "'>hllm 1b 
inf<lllC), ib dl'H~Iopmcnt h.1mp.:r.:d b1 the fact that 
governments h.we t.1k.:n pohllc,,l kudo~ from the 
mo1 emcnt, Without cnntnbullng the necessary 
rt."\\urces. The \lihw' Me not the onl) onl". "ho feel 
tl1.1t l .mdc.1re h." lt,..t 1t' ".1) 

A grass-roots revolution 
Lik...._ ... 1ntbl ~ftl,.., ... n_.ul' n.~, ulutinn-,, I ••ndt:.lrl" .1r<he out 
of frustTation. L .. 1ndownt·r~ '' crt• .1\\ .Ht• of the ~c' ere 
problems thcv faced and the urgent IWt.-d for repair 

Australi.l'" n.1tion.11 Landcare lacilit,,tor, llelen 
Al.-x.lnder, bclic1 "' the fif'-t ·.,m,lll-1' lant.kMe groups 
Wl'H' born 111 the l'•" l) I 'Ill()., \Hit of 1 .1ndho l dcr~· 
frustration with gvvcrnmcnt. ' Ch.1nge JU~t wusn 't 
happening fast enough,' i\k•\i!ndcr ~·'>'~· 

In 1986 the Victori.ln go1•ernmcnt in it ia ted a 
program. which it called L.mdc.H"c, to .1ssi~t a range of 
volun tary land consc,·v,llion group~ tiMt h.ld ~pnmg 
up in tiMt ; t,lk. Two yt-.11~' lalt•r I and( .ll"l' h.1d bl'conw 
,, federal inili.ltiv(•, till' N,1t ion,1l 1..111\lc,u·e l'ro~-;r,un . In 
julv 1989, the Decade of l~1 ndcarc w,,~ dl-cl~red, with a 
pl~dge of 53~0 million .1inwd ,11 achieving su<tain.1blc 
1.1nd ll 'l' by th,• )'l'M 2000. 

In 19'l4 I andc.1rc ".m umbJ'l·ll.t tcrllll'llt\mtpo~>~i"!l 
a ~"Micty t>f t>rga ni•ation~ vnd ,lfriliJtl'' .. panning the 
country. l'ar more than a men• organisation, L.1ndcarc 
embrace. a diverse range of people wi th wide interc~b. 
backgounds and motiv.ltions. Just five years after its 
fnrm.1! bt'ginning, I ,,ndt"Ml' ill\ oh .. , a third of the 
Au>tralian (annm~-: communit~ 111 mor<' th,lll 2000 
groups, makin~ it,, clet~r ll-,Jdt~r antllrntlhun._•llv 

L1ndcare's r.1pid gro" th " not 'urprio,ing. for the 
impact ot 'green' acti1 io,rn dunng the preceding 20 
) e~r.. Ill r,li,lng ,}\\ .1rt.'l'll .... "t uf l'O\ arOOillt!Ot,ll jc.,..,Ul.-, had 
o,pawncd ,, bnc-.1-brac nl•twor\.. of con-...•rvahon groups 
which had aln:ad} b\:gun tu achll'll' 'UCCl'''i!' 111 man) 
arenas. All that Wih needed. it >Ct'nb, w,,, !or thc;c 
groups to be unit<?d b1 a common catch-crv. I he term 
Lmdca~ achic1 ed just that. 

Th<' primt> rc.l'>on fnr l.andc.lr<''~ popuiMity is th.ll 
the movt•ment origin.llt•d wllh pcopl!' 1)11 the l.lnd J 11d 
thu• reflec t• thl'lr gt'IHIIIW <.nncl'rlh <~bout how tn 
achieVL' ~u~taJnilble l,1nd nl,l11,lA"-'"'~nt. lt w.1~ not, in 
lhe first in<tancc, imptl'.l·cl un tlwm lrom .1bove. 

Th ... Pconnnuc bi1cl-.grmllld tn till' lnrma li~at inn nf 
I ;lndCil l'\.' Hl Au,tr-.11i.l t'Ould ~(.1 rCt'l )' h ,l Vl' ht.."Cil wor ... (', 
b ut inmic,tll y th,ll nwy h.Wl' fc>rn•d thl· i~s11 c. Tlw 
i\\lstrnlian llurl'.HI l>f i\gricultur.l l ,1nd Rcsm~rce 

Econl>mics est imated t lwt farm bus iness profit hnd 
declined b y 3'>0" .. between 1989/90 .1 nd 1990/9 1, 
resu lting in an avemg,• loss of $ 18 000 per (Mm .1cross 
Auotra li.l. This "'·" '''P''Ctcd to inCI'CJ"' tn SJO 000 p('r 
f.1rm in 1991 / 92 .110111; wi th .m ,1l.1rnung lilt~,,_,. in tlw 
proportion nf f.trm c."h dc•vull'tl tn p.1 ying off Jlltl•rc.,t, 
estimated in 1'190/ 91 tulw 12" ... 

Landcare consultant John M.1rr1olt from 
Branxholme 111 we<>tern V1ctor1.1 "'Y~ tnugh economic 
hnw<> are c.,u~ing pc•upll' tn hll,• tho: bullet and 'ay· 
'Well, hdl, 1f wc' l'l' )ltlln)l tu get <>ut uf th" Wt''d bctkr 
do somethin)l ilbout it now' If thmg~ were ~till good 
they'd be saying· 'Wh.ll'~ the worr)•' I'm n1.1king a 
quid .. : 

Has Landcare lost the plot? 

I nitiatiwcs such .IS the Pouer Plan pbycd an impurwn part in 
priming the community for Landcare, but other. essentially 

solo cffon:s also helped. Jnhn 1-cruon " <Ill ':1gro-fcm:\1<·r' from 
Victoria'• We.>Jern Dimiu. Fenton taugh1 him~clf the principl~ 
of whole-farm pbnning when he beg.m planung nam·e tr~ on 
his property some 35 yc:tr<> :~go. 

The reason was simple. he say-= ' I ~rietl pl:tnting pine' and 
cypres.;cs hut they wouldn't grow. M> I ,wirlhcd to cuc:tlypts and 
acacias and they rook off.' Today the properry IS heavily wooded 
in many arl':lS .tnd Fentnn boa'" nf hi' \U~Cl'\\ 111 agrn-fim:;try, 
running sheep and timbe1 pl.llllaliOth nn wmnH>II ground. 

Fcnton's property i. unu,,u.tl in th.~l h.: h.h kept mcticulom 
records of all trees planted, together with der.1i lcd records of 
wi ldlife nn rhc property since he ttlol< it over. Rcsc:trch .<tudcnt 
and town planner Elizabeth Jnc.k.J helped ddvc bnck iuro the 
property's history. The resul ts arc illuminating. Before European 
serrlemenr rhe number of bird •rccics i' C'limnrccl at l 'i8. By 
1958. after a lengrhy period of · dcvdnpmc11r ', juM 38 ~pede' 
remained. Each decade since has seen an increase, rising to 97 in 
1966, 134 in 1976 and 14'i in 1986. 

Like r.he Milnes, Fenton is wary of 0\cr-htucaucr:tti>ation. ' I'm 
not against the bureaucracy.' he say,, • somebody'• got to run the 
bloody thing. 

'Bur, I saw a school advertised not long ago for farmers ro learn 
how ro fill in forms. Absolutely blooJy bi1-'1rrc! We've done 1hc 
cduation - we've gor the whole cou1Hty on ,ide .• md now if "C 

don't look om we' re gonnalosc: the plot!' 

£COS82 SCJ/.1/JfR "994 ~) 11 



TI•e import ann• of l.lndc,ue must be 
-.et •'S•'""t till' <'IWimnmental and eco­
nomiC problem' f.wed by Australia at 
the end of thl' 20th Cl•ntur~. The com­
bined effec t of the ' dl·,·eiopment' t>f 

Austr~li~ ~nd the impact of s pecies 
introdun•d ~incc European colonisation 
h.h co .. t tlw rountr} di'MI}. Some of the 
d am.•gc m.•y ht• l'l'p.1 ir.l blc, but extinct 
species c~nnol be rl·pi<~Cl'tl. The conse­
quences of their l u~~ from the system MC' 

difficult to predict, but by .lllowing bio­
thver..,i ty lo bt• lt•dun:d Wt' are moving 
into unchark'd w.llt'"· 

Director of the r.,~lvr.JI and 
Vetcrinan Jm.titute at llamilton, Or 
Andrew Kell\', .,,ws f.1rming m the area 
g<'le;. b.1d. to IR';O. There's reli.1ble rain­
f.lll, .1nd tlw cMI} hCttlers could grow 
c<>ttle Wlthoulc'\ c·n trying.' he h<l)'S. 

'lhcir agr.cul lur.l l pr.lctiws .1re well 
eslabli,hccl, bul I clnn' l p retend tlw rc 
isn' t llw long ;.lcll\ deg rad ation 
sp~nnu1g ma ny y c•M;. tha t is showing up 
when wt• l<luk lnr it a nd ge t the 
i ndic~lt>r- "' p l.let'.' Kt• lly .. ays. 'j u ... t 
bccau>e t he~··ve >urvivcd for 100 year~ 
doesn't mean ith ~u~tainable: 

11 i;. .,urprbingly difficult to find 
•"') mw •n tlw tO\\ n;.hip of Hamilton 
who t•ltlwr dot•,n ' l 1-now about 
L,,ndc.uc• nr "ho cll:..lpprm·es. Cafe 
proprietor \ 1 ~ 1 \Voll.in,nn J:,,erh th.1 t 
Landc.ue me.ln~ bog bu,ine,s in the 
region. Tho, town run~ 9!! percen t on 
the ' h''"P'' b.1ck,' he says. ' If the wool 
got:'~1 \ V(' ~n!' 

What will bring Landcare down? 
lt ;, irtlllic tha t .1 mov""'"'" t that grew 
from fru, t ralion with govern ment 
should become 'ucccs~ful enough to be 

cmbran•J lw go\ .. rnmcnt, tho.>n find 
it,clf at r""- of bt·•ng ,..trangled b) th.lt 
""'OlC" go\ c-rnn1cnt nlt~chinc TI11"' ..... \ 
filll' t·~ample ol ho" governmcnh ,.,,n, 
by 'l't..'Jng ltwir nwn !tUrvh·al c:1s an end 
in it,clf, m•~' the point tha t the} "'" 
rcallv the re to help the community. 11 
help rc•qu ire• them to take the lead fr{ln> 
pt!op k, then ;o be it. 

Snbln,, Oouglns·lli ll, publi,..hing .1nd 
l'ducntionnl resou rce$ nl«nflgl•r ,, t 
Gn•cning Aus tra li a, feels strongly tha t 
lht•rt• ""' ' hlO many dollars caught up 
bt•IWl'l'n f,•dc•ral .111d 'talo.> systems. ' ll1C 
two· til'fl\tl bur~.lucrJC) b too co,ll~ .' 
she"'"'· I hb '"not to say Llwrc Me not 
good rx·oplc working at both ll'\ cJ,, but 
llw n•,lllty ;.. that duplic.1tion '' 
""P"n"' l' w lwn there arc too fe" 
doiiM,.. ll> pl.1y w•th in the first p l.1ce: 
Former /\Cl' Uireclor Phillq' Toyn•• 
es t imate> th,•t of the $105 m illil> ll 
~ ll oca tl'd to Landcare in 1993/94, only 
I:J", ,lc tually reach ed the communi ty. 

St.ll islic~ rev.:~ I thill o ne th ird t•f 
Ausl r.1 li.111 farms nre actively involved 
in I .111do:.Hc' operations. The reali l\' i~ 
111.11 tlll•rc· " .1 limilicd amount of gn\'· 
ernment fm,mc•.ll ~upport ,l\ ail.1blc for 
LandcMe .1nd Lhc competition i' tough. 
it'..,,, ... m.11l pi<' and no L.1ndcare group " 
hl-l'l} tu ,1dmi t to ~maller mcmbcr..,l11p 
lh~n tht•y <:.m Jll'-hfy. But what consh· 
lllll"- truly ,,dive p;. rticip~tion? Is it the 
10 member. in a region w ho .liW,l)' 
~ ttcnd mc<:tmgs, who M C known to be 
WOI'king dil igen t ly to b r ing ~bnu l 

ch .llll).:'G in lh<' way their propcrtie' .uc 
m.u1.l!;l'd? O r b it the declared member­
ship vf '\{l wh•ch 111cludes a s pectrum of 
progres~ivcly le;,;.-involn-d people? 

Obviously from ~ public rel,ltllln' 

,, ..... lh.m I' p.·r "'~·m 

11 I"" lo 1 '\ ('"f \.I."UI 

11 "'hi ~" f':l "'"''11 
11 t~ hi"'" ('1\'f ~ 1..'111 

- J,!f\',11\.'f lh,lll J"i. ra''-'IU 

lltl tJur •• 

Proportion of broadacre and dairy farms with a Landcare member 1992·93. (Source: ABARE) 
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p<,int of "iew it would ><.'l'm prudt•nt to 
cool. the books in fa\'our of grt·~lc•r 
pMhopahon. But no-one reall\' ... t.md' 
to gJul (f(nll ,1 m•!:Jrepre..,ent,ltion of th~ 
rl'c.ll ... iludlion \\'ith respect tu I ._lnlh.olr"~· 
I he pntt•nh~l dichotom} bctwl'cn '' h.1t 
tlw•e on the lnnd know " reall} ~n1ng 
nn .1nd w ha t is being feel to tht• ht'·"' 
((>lllll<'r" nu~hl to be avnidcd. 1 he• u'<.' of 
b io lug11:.dl v lll ('<lll ingful pt•rfom l,lnCC 
tndicall,rq, s ubject to >C ie nt ific-, tvk 
:--cru l iny~ w il l enhanct• comnl ll lllh 
confidence in L.1ndcarc'~ .lch~t•' l'llll'nl .... 

Who pays? 
n, .... hoghhght~ what is pcrhap' the 
mo't >enou' pitfall for L~ndcMe I he 
L.1ndc.1re mo,•ement ~pr~ng fn•m tlw 
pt•oplt• out of a combination ot a dc,•rc 
to do thin~~ better and out of fru,.tr.1 tion 
wi lh govemment tard inl'» "' dnmg ,n. 
l l.wing no\\ bet~n adopted by gm'l'l'n 
lllt'nl, it is crucin l to keep tlw own('a',lllp 
of the movement with the pcopk w ho 
~tMl<'d it ,md that is not helped by docu­
nH:nl~ who~c prinle ai rn i~ l<) ~a t is£y 
other bureaucrats and bean cnun t,•r .... 

A m.1jor problem with a pure!\' <'l:U· 
nomac .lppr.li!>.ll of ,..ucCt"~ i~ that it 1.111 ... 

to .1cJ..nowlede the difficult) of "IMt " 
lwmg .1chie' <!d by people <m the l,md 
fh" pmnl focu~ Lhe que~tion ot who 
'hould P•'' fur land reh,lbaht.ltion. Some 
~ll\'l'l'llmen l offici a Is believe f.~rmt'r' 
should pay for repai ring d.1m.1ge: thev 
c.l uticd at, they s hould fix il. Tlw ,.._,,,li t\• 
i., tl1.1 t la rme rs werC' coerced hy tlw ir 
fi nt1ncil·r~ \1 nd advi$ed by extt..ln~i un t'tffi· 
cers to ndop t m a11agemcnl ' '1',11<'!\ '"' 
thn t l.;)d to degradation of their prt'P'-'•· 
t tc''· Uo)lil reco.>ntly farmers acro~~ till' 
n.l!lon wt•re ~1111 being pa1d a bounty for 
culling down trees. 

i\ndrcw Kell) says: ':O. Iam '''"ling 
farmer> - l'l>fX'Cially if lhey'rt• -10-plus 
~pent their youth chopping dui\ n trl'<' ' · 
p.~rtl} for the subsidy <>nd partly 
bcc.1u&c the e~ tension officers required 
it. Today those same fa rmer& nrc putting 
trct'' back.' 

John Marriot's wife, Sue, say' ll1<1 t 
o ne of the critica I points "'·' " th.ll llw 
b,lnk, in Lhc ir cashflow budget; made 
no ,,llowancc for repa irs a nd maintl'­
nance to the land. 

·w,• costed in repairs and maonlt•· 
n.1nce to tht• building'< and machincn . 
but not the land' she say,... 'App.Hentl} 
your b.be asset didn't require rep;nr~ 
and mainten.:n,111ce. I thint.. that it wa< 
important to get that on the .1gend.1.' 

John Marrio tt says the whole thmg 
should be seen not as an e:>.pen~e. but,,, 
an investment in land rch~bilit.1 1 ion. ' lt 
would have its sp in offs,' he snys. 'If you 



put farmers b~ck into profitable mode 
they' ll begin to pay taxes and employ 
people, the towns wi ll flourish ilnd so 
on.' 

wiJI bum out if not p ropedy s upported. association. As Sabina Douglas-tliJI put 
it: 'The fed era I Government has 
adopted a sense or owner~hip of 
Landcarc which is a11 interpretation that 
is tota ll y foreign to the basic tenets of 
the movement.' 

So the government should take its 
share of the blame and the farmers must 
undergo a mental switch from the idea 
of it being a right to get rich because of 
good prices to the reality that they must 
be good opera tors.' 

Governments, both sta te and fedcr<1J, 
are keen to reap the politica l rewards 
associa ted wit h the bandwagon and 
thus a ll w.1nt a piece of the action in the 
scnst• o f hav ing their logo brandished 
around a nd gai n ing kudos by 
association. More about La ndcare 

The enthusiasm for the Landcare 
concept is real ~nd crosses fonncr ly 
impassable sociil l bound<1ries. lt <1lso 
offers ,, way of b lending scientific 
expertise with local exper ience, but it 

The overriding truth that emerges is 
tha t there is a very strong feeling among 
nu·a l people that they do own L<mdcare. 
There is also a degree of frustration that 
this sens e of ownershi p may be 
piu ndered by government agencies 
seeking political accolades by 

i\13ARE ( 1994) Surwy of Landc<lf<' and llllld 
mmwgcmrut flrtlclicf'S. C11nbcrra. 

Campbelt A ( 1994) l.antfcarr - COIIHIIImilirs 
slwpwg llretr lnwf, tltciT futun• . A Hen & 
Unwb1, Melbourne. 

Smith 0 (1994) Smm•g 11 ContinCIII: lo~<•JYds a 
>uslllina/Jk future·. UNSW Press, Sydney. 

Science ignored at Landcare's peril 

A r rhe ANZAI\S conference in September 1994. assisr:uu 
ch ief of rhc D ivis ion of Soi ls. Dr John Wi lliams. 

outlined rhe changes he consider$ nccessa•y for Austra lia's 
rural indusrrics to become sustainable by 2020. HC.'ading his 
m~nifesto was the urgent need for furmcrs eo come to grips 
with tbe scientific and rechnicalmagnimdc of the cask ahead. 

\Xfilliams S<\)'S thar more susrainablc land use pmcrices, 
coupled with berrer manage1nem systems and technology, 
couJd increase grain and pasture production from the prc.~cm 
cstimare of 30% of real porential to 50%. Even if only 25% 
of f.·wns achieve this, export earnings from the fa rm secmr 
could increa-'C hy $0.5 billion a year. 

Effecti ve roral ca tchment management should also lead to 
dryland farming systems that are sustainable in the lo ng 
rerm, Williams says. To achieve rh is, environmenral impacts 
must be <}U:l iHitarivcly established. and new methods and 
rools to support this evolu rion in managemcnr be d~.signed, 
te.~red and delivered. 

Despirc Landcarc's SLICccss in raisi ng awareness of 
tmsustainable land use practices. rhere rema ins a tendency in 
governmenr and the Landcare movement ro rriv ialise the 
scienriflc and technic:1l djfficulry of 'f.uming wirhour harm', 
Will iams says. 

Recognising the sca le :1nd complexity of Lhc p •·ohlcm is 
necessary before furrher moves toward susta inabi liry can be 
made, he says. This recognition is central to understanding 
that fut ure decisions about research priorirics and bnd-use 
planning need robe made from an ecological perspective. 

\XIilliams says damage eo the nor:l l environment h:~s in pan 
been due ro rhc pioneer ethos rhar Australians must conquer 
a harsh and unforgiving landsc:1pe, mrhcr than work with a 
landscape they loved and understood . The pursu it of 
unsuitable agricultural pract ices nccessirarcd rhe pa rallel 
evolution of a scientific ncrwork geared ro solve 'one-off 
producrion problems as rhcy ;u·osc. 

This fragmcnred focus led to Australia's rural resea rch eflorr 
becoming compartmcnraliscd into separate disciplines and 
insrirutions. Under th is arrangemen t, rhe interacrion of 

rhc landscape, and the impl ica t ions for ecological 
sustainability, were neglected, or studied in isolation. 

'A consequence of this is the failu re of' agricultura l communi­
ties ro .tppreciare the place of furm ing in it• regional .:cology,' 
W illiams says. 'We need to look at how systems function. 
not just what they produce, and develop agriculrur;t l systems 
sui ted m the ecosystem in which rhey are c::rst.' 

Towards catchment care 
The approach he advocates would place furmers' needs :md 
prioriries as rhc starring poim for agricultural re.~earch and 
ex te ns ion, involving them in the d evelopment and 
innovation process from beginn ing to end. FMmcrs would 
help to focus and priori tise rura l research, and would be 
e ucourage d ro cxpcrime nr with radically different 
configurations of land use. 

Setting priorities in association with furmcrs, however, is only 
pan of the solution. To c:tr ry dHough the new eth ic of 
considering the environmenr first. changes to the srructure 
research instirurions, exrension agencies, and research and 
development corporations are needed. Wi lliams says. These 
changes need ro be addre.<;sed at a natio nal level with rhc 
development of a rural rese:ll'ch sn·ategy for Australia. 

Will iams ha.~ considered the.5c issues in plouing the course of 
CSI RO's Dryland f'arm ing Systems fo r C:uchment C •te 
program, the intended Outcomes of which are: 
• cools to assess rhe susrainabil ity of currcnr and fururc 
fitrming sysrcms; 
• models for m;m:•ging fa rn1ing systems, appl icable ar both 
paddock and catchment scale; 
• narional guidelines for susrainablc hlrming systems; aJld 
• improved networking and collaboration among existing 
research centres. governmcnr agencies and carchment groups 
ro hclp plan and coordina te activities. 
The program's n~sea rch covers three areas: learning how 
c:uchmencs respond to furming sysrems; designing computer 
models for predicting F.lrm production and its impacrs on 
land and warcr rcsou rces; and developing i nd ica rors of 
catchment health. 
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