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minister’s foreword

Two decades ago Australia was facing 
grave environmental challenges. We still 
face those same challenges, but thanks 
to the commitment of tens of thousands 
of volunteers we’re  making significant 
progress in natural resource conservation. 
Twenty years of formal landcare effort are 
changing the face of Australia. 

As newcomers to an ancient land, European 
settlers made mistakes through unsuitable 
farming practices and misunderstanding 
of the land’s fragile ecology. 

In the past 20 years, however, our attitudes 
towards, and our understanding of, our 
natural environment have changed a great 
deal. In spite of the past seven years of 
drought in most regions, and longer in 
others, devastating dust storms have 
recurred, but not to the same extent as we 
saw in the early 1980s. This is testament to 
the affinity our farmers have with their land 
and to their delivery of integrated landscape 
management, which is paying its way and 
building resilience into our resources. 

We’ve learned much, and many other 
countries are keen to follow our example. 
Little by little, and region by region, our 
farmers and communities are working 
together and proving that sustainable 
farming practices can increase productivity 
and support biodiversity. 

One of the greatest outcomes of the 
past two decades is recognition of the 
value and strength in landcare partnerships 
between government, the corporate 
sector, communities and individuals. Most 
importantly, the landcare model has shown 
that communities and individuals can achieve 
remarkable results when given the power 
and the opportunity to identify problems 
and implement their own solutions. 

The original caretakers of this land—the 
Aboriginal peoples—have much to teach 
us, and the section in this book on 
Indigenous landcare shows how traditional 
practices in landcare management remain 
appropriate to today’s Australia. 

Our nation relies on our agricultural 
industries for food security and export 
revenue. As we now confront climate 
change and globalisation—perhaps 
the greatest challenges of all—the past 
successes of the landcare movement and 
knowledge gained by land managers, allow 
us to be optimistic that further changes 
to management systems will minimise the 
effects on our frangible resources. 

This book is a tribute to the thousands 
of individuals and communities who have 
played a part in the Australian landcare 
movement over the past 20 years and 
who remain committed to its principles.  

Congratulations on your successes, 
and thank you for making a difference 
to our nation. 

Tony Burke 
Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Forestry 
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chairman’s foreword

The Australian Landcare Council is proud 
to have initiated this book to celebrate 
20 years of landcare achievement. We 
also see the publication as providing 
examples and inspiration for meeting 
the challenges ahead. 

As the Australian Government’s key natural 
resource management advisory body, the 
council relies heavily on its ‘on-ground’ 
volunteers to ensure a necessary reality 
check and knowledge base so that relevant 
ministers and their departmental officials 
can have confidence in its advice. 

The council has been especially effective 
in linking landcarers and land managers 
with important government initiatives 
and policies. This was very evident at 
our February 2008 meeting and forum on 
Climate Change and Emissions Trading. 
A number of key messages were identified 
at that forum, particularly on the assistance 
that landcare could provide as a vehicle to 
engage, inform and educate land managers, 
and ensure that consultation was explicit, 
open, meaningful and inclusive. 

The council has provided advice on a 
diverse range of contemporary issues, 
including drought, water and native 
vegetation management, climate change 
and biofuels, and has noted the impact 
of the widespread drought on rural 
communities and landcare programs. 

All of this suggests that the role of 
landcare—at the national, regional, local 
and, increasingly, international levels—will 
continue to be vital in dealing with the 
ever-mounting environmental and global 
challenges we face. 

On behalf of the council, I congratulate 
the thousands of landcare groups around 
the country for their commitment and hard 
work, and warmly thank all those who have 
contributed to this book. 

Bobbie Brazil 
Chairman—Australian Landcare Council 
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 the landcare partners 
include not only individuals 
but anyone interested in 
better natural resource 
management. 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

introduction

The power of partnerships By Charles Willcocks* 

If there is any one defining 
feature of landcare, it is 
partnerships. They have been 
the movement’s strength and 
the key to its success. 

The landcare partners include not only 
individuals—particularly farmers and 
landowners—but anyone interested in 
better natural resource management. 
They include community groups, and 
industry and business, as well as federal, 
state and local governments. 

Partnership brings with it two basic 
ideas—joint decision making and equal 
or shared contributions of resources and 
effort by the parties. This has worked 
well for landcare. 

Government contributions, generally, 
have been in the form of funding, expert 
advice and assistance and administrative 
support. Federal governments have 
provided at least $1 billion to the National 
Landcare Program (NLP), and state and 
territory governments have probably 
contributed an equivalent amount in 
cash or in kind. 

But the major contributor to the landcare 
partnership has been the community 
itself. Estimates vary, but for every 
dollar contributed by governments the 
community has contributed almost 
double in value. 

This not only represents an excellent return 
on the public funds invested in landcare but 
also recognises the public and private 
benefits from improved natural resource 
management. 

The shift away from a ‘top-down’ to a 
‘bottom-up’ approach in setting priorities 
and making decisions reflects a more subtle 
aspect of government support for landcare. 
This gives the community a greater say in 
what is important and what needs to be 
done—and how it might be done. 
Government departments can then lend 
their guidance and expertise. 

Community ownership of landcare 
problems—and then empowering the 
community to plan and effect its own 
solutions—was and remains a powerful 
driver of the movement, though it took 
many in government departments time 
to understand this. 
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Wind-blown wheat crop near Culleraine, Vic. 

It’s not easy to hand over control, and 
it’s a credit to successive governments 
and their agencies that they were willing 
to accept the risk. 

The psychology was sound—communities 
were likely to value highly something they 
had planned and put into effect themselves, 
including making the difficult decisions 
about the trade-offs between use and 
conservation. 

The bottom-up approach laid the 
groundwork for the larger-scale 
community-based regional and state 
project assessment panels of the 1990s 
and the regional and catchment 
management authorities of today. 

Landcare’s evolution corresponded 
with an increasing willingness of 
government to design programs that 
addressed the causes of natural resource 
degradation rather than the effects. Physical 
damage—a washed-out gully—was the 
symptom of a problem, the causes of 
which lay in factors that influenced farmers’ 
decisions These might include lack 
of knowledge or understanding, limited 
finances, attitude to risk or lack of skills. 

A better longer-term solution was to 
focus on reducing or removing these 
impediments and to improving overall 
management skills. 

The NLP is the best-known Commonwealth 
landcare-support program and has been 
administered by the Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry and its 
predecessors since 1991—the beginning of 
what was known as the Decade of Landcare. 
Before then, the National Soil Conservation 
Program provided support for landcare. 

The Commonwealth managed the program, 
in conjunction with the states and territories, 
through strategies known as Decade of 
Landcare Plans, and through partnership 
agreements. 

The program was directed mainly at farmers 
and rural landcare groups, because it was 
recognised they managed most of the 
nation’s land and water resources—though 
this was never a strict requirement. 

In the early 1990s, the delivery of the NLP 
was combined with other environmental 
programs such as One Billion Trees, Save 
the Bush, and the Murray–Darling natural 
resource management (NRM) programs. 

Government support for landcare and 
related NRM activities continued to grow, 
and became more complex with the advent 
of the Natural Heritage Trust in 1996 and the 
National Action Plan for Salinity and Water 
Quality, endorsed by the Australian, state and 
territory governments in 2000—now part of 
the Caring for our Country initiatives. 
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from the start, the 
landcare movement had 
an impetus of its own. 

The NLP has been a constant for more 
than 18 years. This is a long time for a 
government program and reflects the 
value governments place, and will continue 
to place, on community self-help and 
voluntary efforts. 

The NLP formed a key part of a landcare 
‘package of measures that included 
legislation, the Australian Landcare Council, 
the National Landcare Facilitator, support 
for community and corporate engagement 
through Landcare Australia, NRM research 
and development through Land and Water 
Australia, and landcare-related tax 
incentives for land managers. 

Overall, the landcare approach was risky 
for governments—and outcomes in the form 
of improved management, engagement in 
landcare and improved resource condition 
were difficult to measure. 

Has it been successful? Regular reviews 
and surveys indicate that our awareness of 
natural resource issues and our knowledge 
and capacity to deal with them are way 
ahead of where they were 20 years ago. 

From the start, the landcare movement had 
an impetus of its own, and interest in the 
movement and the number of landcare 
groups that formed far exceeded the 
expectations of those who framed the early 
support programs. 

Landcare, undoubtedly, initiated significant 
change in the design and delivery of 
government programs. 

Charles Willcocks is a former Manager of 
the National Landcare Program with the 
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Forestry in Canberra. 
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