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Bob, a Narrogin farmer, has been
thinking. . . ‘We should fence that bit

of scrub down in the back paddock; save it
for the honeyeaters,’ he says to his wife,
Anne. ‘But it’ll cost a packet.’

‘No problem,’ Anne says. ‘Just call this
number. The local farmers’ association will
help with the costs if they think it’s
worthwhile.’

‘Great, let’s do it today,’ Bob says,
reaching for the phone.

If only it were that simple. According to
Carl Binning, a research scientist at CSIRO
Wildlife and Ecology, farmers are often
discouraged from conserving remnant
bushland on their properties by the
prospect of battling with government
bureaucracies.

‘We have to face the reality that
Australian farmers and Australians in
general are not very good committee

goers. They’re not very good at all that
bureaucracy,’ he says.

Binning and his colleague Mike Young
at CSIRO Land and Water have just
completed the report Motivating People,
funded by the Land and Water Resources
Research and Development Corporation
and Environment Australia. The report
explores ways of motivating farmers to
conserve native vegetation on their
properties. Binning and Young believe this
is essential if conservation measures are to
be effective.

‘In the past we’ve had a culture which
says that conservation is a public issue and
should be looked after by public agencies,’
Binning says.

Increasingly, though, people realise
that the country’s national parks and
wildlife reserves will not do the job by
themselves. A large proportion of land
containing threatened ecosystems is not
public: it is in the care of family farmers,
pastoralists, Aboriginal communities,
agribusinesses, investment companies and
hobbyists. If the aims of conservation are
to be met, these land managers must be
convinced that conservation is in their
interests.

The Landcare movement has been
spreading the message for more than a
decade. ‘Landcare was underpinned by the
principles of facilitation and demonstra-
tion,’ Binning says. The idea was that
landholders would change their practices if
they realised the imperatives of
sustainability.

But this hasn’t been enough. Financial
incentives are also needed to catalyse a
farmer’s good intentions into action. These
may be in the form of rebates on land
rates, or as direct payments to meet at

least some of the costs of fencing, weed
control and other activities in bushland
remnants. According to Binning, it’s the
symbolic value of such payments that is
most important: they show landholders
that the community supports their actions
and is a willing partner in them.

Such payments have started to flow.
The Federal Government is offering a range
of incentives for conservation initiatives on
private land via the Natural Heritage Trust,
which was established with $1.25 billion
generated by the partial sale of Telstra.

Binning says the Trust provides a
unique opportunity to expand and
consolidate the role of private lands in
conserving our wildlife. But he is
concerned that many landholders are
unable to access the Trust because multiple
layers of bureaucracy limit its effectiveness.
Often, three levels of government are
involved, as well as a range of Landcare
groups and regional committees.

Every level of government has a
legitimate role to play in addressing
environmental issues, but the process must
be streamlined, Binnings says. The Federal
Government, for example, must provide a
national focus and set national priorities for
the use of its money, but shouldn’t be
involved in decisions made at the regional
or local levels. State governments are good
at strategy, and at establishing programs
and networks at the state level. But,
according to Binning, they’re not good at
managing the relationship with individual
landholders.

‘State governments should focus on
providing strategic leadership and
monitoring at the state level. But the actual
delivery of government programs should
be devolved to local groups which can
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understand how particular landowners
operate,’ he says.

Such groups would seek to establish a
partnership with landholders, entering
into what are called management
agreements. These might be non-
binding, such as those used by the highly
successful Land for Wildlife scheme in
Victoria. This program allows landholders
to register their property if areas within it
are managed actively for nature
conservation. Or agreements might be
legally binding: landholders and funding
bodies agree to a legal covenant that
commits the landholder to the

management of vegetation remnants for
conservation and the funding body to
the provision of financial assistance.

All states have programs of this
nature. The most successful, whether
binding or not, are those in which
management agreements are built in a
true spirit of partnership and
cooperation. Binning and Young
advocate the expansion of successful
programs within a nationally agreed
framework and a bureaucracy that
motivates, not hampers. And more
money will be needed. ‘A billion dollars is
nothing, it’s a drop in the ocean,’

Binning says. ‘The natural resource

problems faced by Australia are on a

huge scale, but the urgency of the

problem has not been well publicised.’

Delivering such money effectively is a

monumental challenge to the

bureaucracy. But it will pay to get it right.

Contact: Carl Binning, CSIRO Wildlife and

Ecology, (02) 6242 1671, fax (02)

62413343, email: c.binning@dwe.csiro.au.

For a copy of the report contact

Environment Australia, (02) 6250 0200.
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Cattle roaming the world’s grasslands and savannas may
become important environmental sentinels by doing what

comes naturally – excreting. An Australian scientist has found that
dietary evidence contained in cattle dung may be a useful indicator
of overgrazing and the effects of global warming in these regions.

David Coates of CSIRO Tropical Agriculture believes cattle dung
has much to tell about the quality and state of pastures. Basically,
what the cattle eat and excrete becomes a chemical snapshot of
pasture health, and in open grazing situations such as northern
Australia, the dung may also warn of adverse changes to the
pasture resource.

Coates says with ruminant animals such as cattle, a high
proportion of food is not digested, so the properties of undigested
plant material in the dung contain information about the cattle’s
diet and even the health of the landscape where they are grazing.

Before all this information becomes a useable tool, however,
graziers must embrace the idea of collecting fresh dung.

‘Sampling laboratories would need dollops from five to 10
cowpats, mixed in a suitable container such as a plastic bucket to
get a reasonable herd average, then, if the wife doesn’t mind, put
in a suitable sized sub-sample in the refrigerator to chill,’ Coates
says straightfaced. ‘If it’s not kept cool it may start to ferment and
ooze under pressure. Postal services probably wouldn’t take kindly
to such a parcel.’

Assuming safe arrival at a laboratory, the dung would be dried
then ground through a fine screen for scanning by a Near-Infrared
Reflectance Spectroscope (NIRS), and instrument which determines
the chemical characteristics of substances that absorb and reflect
light in the near-infrared region (an area invisible to humans).
These include molecular bonds between hydrogen, carbon,
oxygen, nitrogen, and, to a lesser extent, sulfur and phosphorus.

Coates says the scan produces information on factors such as
the protein levels of the forage eaten, forage digestibility, and the
proportion of grass and non-grass components in the diet. Low
digestibility is a particular problem for cattle in tropical and sub-
tropical areas.

The application of NIRS technology to dung samples collected

across the country would enable diet quality and composition to be

mapped and related to vegetation, soils, seasonal conditions and

climate. This information would help graziers monitor their land’s

capacity to provide a productive, sustainable diet. It would also

provide land managers with early warning signals of land stress. For

example, higher than normal proportions of non-grass matter

would be a danger signal, warning that cattle were being forced to

eat other vegetation.

Environmental effects caused by climate change, and increased

carbon dioxide levels resulting from global warming, are also likely

to exert pressures on grassland vegetation. Coates says some of the

effects should show up in the botanical and chemical composition

of the diet of domestic ruminants. Provided sufficient information is

gathered under present conditions, the consequences of future

climate changes on the diet and potential productivity of cattle

should be able to be determined.

Contact: Grant McDuling, CSIRO Tropical Agriculture, (07) 3214

2300, fax (07) 3214 2400, email: grant.mcduling@tag.csiro.au.
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