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Introduction

with an abundance of natural resources. As a western industri-

alised nation we may be young and developing, but our land is
not. The Australian landscape is old and tired. ‘Fragile’ is a term which
became hackneyed during the 1980s as a descriptor of our soils, water and-
vegetation. : o ‘

It is not the soils, water and vegetation which are fragile, but our
understanding of them.! The response of the Australian landscape to fire
or climatic extremes exemplifies toughness and resilience, not fragility. It
would have been impossible to convince the early settlers of the fragility
of the Australian landscape as they battled against tenacious scrub, gutless
soils and harsh climates, trying to farm as they had in Europe. Early accounts
" describe the unfamiliar land as vast, threatening and unknown, as needing
to be ‘tamed’. They portray the fledgling communities on the land as fragile,
tottering between survival and bust. The creation of a large, diverse agri-
cultural sector, in which 5 per cent of the workforce now generate 40 per
cent of Australia’s export income, is the result of the gut-busting hard work
and resourceful ingenuity of generations of Australian farmers.

Through a combination of need, greed and ignorance, however, Australian
agriculture has been living beyond its means. The inherent productivity of

E 1 ANY PEOPLE THINK of Australia as a young, lucky country blessed
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much of our farmland is very low. Before European settlement, stable com-
munities of perennial plants and soft-footed animals survived by using very
efficient methods of nutrient cycling and energy conservation. Vegetation
provided a thin mantle of organic matter which protected the ancient, im-
poverished soils and nutrients were distributed from plants to the soil and
back again in cycles which had been perfected over millions of years. The
marsupials and other animals which so fascinated the European explorers
have also evolved unique mechanisms for survival in Australian conditions,
adapting to periodic dry spells which we now call ‘drought’ and making
very efficient use of the subtle productivity of the Australian bush.

Our farming systems have often been inappropriate for Australian soils
and for low, variable rainfall. Farming (and mining and forestry) has had
an overwhelming impact on the animals and plants which had adapted
over millions of years to these conditions. It is difficult to put into perspective
the speed and violence of the impact of European man on the Australian
landscape over the last 150 years, compared with the gradual changes which
had imperceptibly moulded it for previous millennia. The axe, the plough,
introduced crops and weeds, horses, dogs, cats, rabbits, sheep, cattle, goats,
donkeys, camels, buffalo, insects, diseases and countless other immigrants
have altered for ever the balances which had evolved between native animals
and native vegetation. Lately the tractor, bulldozer, irrigator, boom spray
and crop duster have greatly accelerated man’s ability to mould the en-
vironment to cater for perceived immediate needs, whether to clear land
for crops or pastures, to remove all competing pests from a chosen crop
or to apply elements imported from other countries to bolster the fertility
of hungry soils. . :

It is worth looking briefly at some of the stark impacts of Australian agri-
culture, mining and forestry on the landscape over the last 150 years:

e Two-thirds of Australia’s forests (40 million hectares) and one-third of
all scrub and woodland (63 million hectares) have been cleared.

e Forty-six mammal species (15 per cent of the total) have become extinct—
a world-record rate of extinction.

e More than 500 species have been introduced as cultivars, weeds, pests
or all three.

e More than half of all cropping and grazing lands require treatment for
erosion, salting, soil acidity or soil structure decline. »

e Many of the waterways and wetlands on this dry continent have beCome
contaminated by soil run-off and algal blooms caused by fertlhsers pesti-
cides and heavy metals.

e Most irrigation areas are being flooded from beneath by rising saline
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groundwater, due to clearing, profligate water use and non-existent or
inadequate drainage.

The annual cost in lost agricultural production of these problems was
estimated by the CSIRO in 1989 dollars to be more than one billion dollars—
we export $600 million worth of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium each
year in grain and livestock commodities alone. The immediate cost to arrest
and repair this damage is estimated to be $2.5 billion, plus an annual cost
of $180 million.

The extent of these impacts, and their long-term costs, have only recently

been glimpsed by policy and decision makers in Australia and they are

still only superficially recognised by the general community. Until recently,
land degradation has not grabbed headlines. Soil is not cuddly or furry,
nor rare and beautiful like reefs or rainforests. Soil conservation has taken
longer to benefit from the growth in environmental awareness and concern
which developed in the western world throughout the 1970s and 1980s.
Finally, though, Australians are now worried about the basis of our liveli-
hood—the land. Land degradation is, and is now recognised as, Australia’s
most serious environmental problem. In the early 1990s, efforts to correct
past mistakes in land management are receiving unprecedented political
and community support. It is encouraging that the groundswell of community -
concern for the environment and about land degradation in particular has
not been accompanied by an atmosphere of blame. The entire Australian
community, over seven or eight generations, has contributed to the land
degradation problems illustrated by the few statistics above. Government
regulations, prevailing community attitudes, the church, business, banks and

the education system have all helped to develop the land-use patterns which -

have resulted in our current problems. At the same time, the entire community
has built its present standard of living and lifestyle largely on the export
earnings generated by the agricultural and mining sectors. All sectors of the
community have contributed to these problems and it is in the community
interest to fix them for the benefit of current and future generations.

" This book suggests that it is not only possible to develop sustainable
farming systems in Australia, but that we already have the necessary knowl-
edge and examples from which to learn. It describes the development of
a farm-planning process which can change the way in which farmers think
about their land, using the practical experiences of case-study farmers from
a demonstration farm project in western VlCtOI‘la called the ‘Potter Farmland
Plan’.

But before we open the gate and enter the paddock of the farmer trying

to support a family, in the face of rising costs and fluctuating returns, without

3
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degrading his land, it is important to discuss briefly this trendy notion of
sustainability. ‘

® SUSTAINABILITY

Sustainable development is becoming the catchphrase of the 1990s, both
in agriculture and in the broader field of natural resource allocation and
management. Sustainable agriculture is almost a hackneyed phrase, inter-
preted in a variety of ways according to the perspectives of its users. Broadly,
sustainable. farming systems must meet the needs of current generations
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs.
Clearly, the degradation caused by the impact of modern agriculture on
Australia’s soils, water, plants and animals has already compromised current
and future generations—most of our current farming systems are unsus-
tainable by any definition. But simply to spend money to ‘fix’ the accumu-
lated problems of the past 150 years with remedial measures is no more
sustainable than to continue degrading the basic resource. The challenge
now is to modify our land use and land management to prevent future
degradation and, hopefully, to tackle existing problems at the same time.

Farming systems must also be economically viable, which means that the
concept of sustainability embraces the balance between conservation and
productivity—they are inextricable in the long term.

So what does sustainable agriculture really mean? Sustainable farming
systems could also be called permanent or lasting farming, but to endure
over time they must also be dynamic. If we are to learn from the natural
systems which existed for the millennia before Europeans settled Australia,
we must apply the essential elements of any natural ecosystem—control of
populations, recycling of nutrients and efficient use of energy sources.

“In the agricultural context, these can be combined to achieve the following
definition:

A sustainable farming system is one which is profitable and maintains the
productive capacity of the land while minimising energy and resource use and
optimising recycling of matter and nutrients.. ‘

Sustainability is obviously not an absolute state—it is a moving target
for which we must continually adjust our aim with better knowledge and
changing economic and physical circumstances. But it is possible to judge
the relative degrees of sustainability of certain practices and systems, and
to strive for improvement. An appropriate metaphor which helps to illuminate
the concept of sustainability for me is that of a pilot flying a light aircraft.
The pilot keeps the plane in the air and on target by observing a number
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of dials which indicate altitude, speed, fuel flow, trim, direction and so on,

keeping all of these parameters within a safe range. There is no attempt

to reduce all of these to a single gauge. Sustainable farming is similar, in
that there are a number of indicators which the farmer needs to keep an
eye on and to keep in balance, adjusting the farming system accordingly.
These include soil structure and fertility, energy use, water and nutrient
budgets, economic and ecological diversity and stability, and even social
cohesion. As with the light aircraft, there is no single indicator of
sustainability, but for each of the indicators used there is a direction which
is more sustainable and we should be continually improving our farming
systems in these directions.

For farmers who may have been farmmg in a certain way on a certain:
piece of land for many years this is a complex challenge. Sustainability is
a vague notion and debate is often confused by interest groups using the
term to further their own agendas. Modern communications and direct mail

swamp farmers, as they do other sectors of the community. Assessing and -

absorbing this information and sorting out and applying what is valuable
is very difficult for many farmers. It is often easier to carry on with ‘business
as usual. This book concentrates on how farmers can learn more about
their farming systems and their impact on the land and describes a process
for planning change. The whole farm planning process explained in chapters
3 and 4 helps farmers to examine the management of each type of land
on their farms and to implement improvements in an integrated way across
the whole farm—to move towards sustainability.

® DEMONSTRATION FARMS—THE GERMINATION
OF AN IDEA

There have always been farmers who have recognised the need to improve
farming practices to prevent land degradation. Early steps towards more
sustainable farming usually involved tree planting or reducing the amount
of ploughing in preparing land for crops. Some farmers began to avoid the
use of synthetic fertilisers and pesticides. These early pioneers were often
regarded as eccentric or ‘greeny’ when it was not fashionable to be green.
They learned many hard lessons which are now of value for the entire farming
community. They were almost universally operating in a vacuum of supportive

advice and information, swimming against the stream of information flow -

as well as prevailing community attitudes—and many still are. Naturally,
some of the eatly tree planters and other conservation-minded farmers made
mistakes, but valuable examples of what can be achieved were created.

5



6

®  PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABLE FARMING

The development of sustainable farming systems in Australia is further
compounded by the way in which agricultural research and extension
services have developed in Australia. A great deal of research has been done,
research which has solved some of the problems of farming in such
unfavourable conditions. Much of the research has achieved large increases
in production and has contributed to our present high standard of living,
but there has been a gradual specialisation of research effort as knowledge
has become more detailed and specific. Extension services, responsible for
assisting farmers to modify their attitudes and behaviour to apply new
information and technology in improving farming systems, have also tended
to become more specialised. Most departments of agriculture, for example,
employ separate livestock or cropping officers, pastures specialists and
economists, all dealing with their own aspect of the farming operation. In
most states of Australia, soil conservation, wildlife and tree advisers are in
different government departments and very few in number.

- Australian farmers, on the other hand, are supreme generalists. They have
a proven capacity to dramatically change their way of farming in a very
short time, in comparison with farmers from other countries or with other
sectors of the Australian economy. A farmer might be a mechanic in the
morning, a veterinarian after lunch, a pasture manager in the afternoon and
an accountant at night, planning the inputs for a diverse crop and livestock
enterprise. But farmers are largely advised by specialists, and the information
available to them is usually presented in bits and pieces within a particular
discipline, rather than as a package which integrates information from
various disciplines.

This reductionism has been accompanied by a separation of conservation
and production in the minds of farmers and the rest of the community.
With a few exceptions, the government agencies dealing with conserving
the land resource are separate from those dealing with productive use of
the land, which often leads to conflicting information and advice being
disseminated by different departments. In 1977 the Hamer government
recognised this when it created the Garden State Committee, under the
Chairmanship of John Jack, then Assistant Secretary of the Department of
Premier and Cabinet, a forester of 30 years’ experience with a strong interest
and background in ecology. The Garden State Committee was set up to
achieve better coordination of government and private efforts in encouraging
the conservation and establishment of native vegetation in Victoria and to
develop an ethic of respect for the environment, and for its vegetation in
particular, by promoting the image of the Garden State.

The Garden State Committee was made up of representatives of relevant
government agencies, academia and private organisations. One of the first
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initiatives of the committee was to prepare a strategy to reverse tree decline
in Victoria, which recognised the diverse range of contributing factors in
rural tree decline and the need for an integrated approach to revegetation.
It also recognised that local communities need to be directly involved in
re-establishing vegetation, that it should not be seen as simply a matter
for government to fix up, and that farmers can make best use of the limited
advice available in groups rather than as individuals. After a highly successful
‘Focus on Farm Trees’ conference in Melbourne in 1980, the Garden State
Committee, in.conjunction with the then Victorian Farmers and Graziers
Association, initiated farm-tree groups at Hamilton, Rochester, Wycheproof
and Bairnsdale. Farm-tree groups involved farmers interested in conserving
and establishing trees, with the addition of one or two representatives of
relevant government departments, usually the then Forests Commission, Soil
Conservation Authority or Department of Agriculture. It was intended from
the outsex that the groups would be led by and mainly comprise farmers,
that they would be a forum for information gathering and dissemination
about farm trees and that they would be active in promoting tree growing
in rural areas. The farm-tree group programme grew quickly, and there are
now fifty groups in Victoria, under the umbrella of the Victorian Farmers
Federation and Greening Australia, which succeeded the Garden State Committee
in 1989. ' ; : ‘

The farm-tree group programme illustrated the diverse sources of advice
from which farmers must distil information relevant to their own situations.
It also revealed a widespread belief within the farming community that it
was not feasible to replace some of the vegetation which had been cleared —
that trees need constant watering, that grubs eat them, that they just won’t
grow. In response to this, the Garden State Committee established demon-
stration blocks' of mainly indigenous vegetation at strategic sites around
Victoria—usually on very exposed, degraded hills close to main roads, to
show that even in the most difficult situations it is possible to re-establish
trees. This very successful project was called ‘Project Tree Cover’.

After showing that native trees could be successfully re-established (for
a relatively modest.cost) even in unforgiving conditions, a few members
of the Garden State Committee were aware that many trees were still being
planted in the wrong places, and often for the wrong reasons, in the Australian
countryside. Indeed, trees were still being regarded as an issue separate
from the rest of the farm enterprise. Professor Carrick Chambers was a
member of the Garden State Committee and head of the Botany School
at the University of Melbourne. He and John Jack, Chairman of the Garden
State Committee, had often discussed these problems and each of them
had launched successful farm-tree programmes in various parts of Victoria.

7



’

® PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABLE FARMING

They mused on the benefits of setting up an entire farm to show how trees
might fit into an ecologically sound farming system.

At about the same time, early in 1984, the Ian Potter Foundation, one
of Australia’s largest philanthropic trusts which was set up by Sir lan Potter
of stockbroking fame, was reviewing its programme. The lan Potter Foun-
dation had been a major contributor to the arts, conservation and medical
research for over twenty years. There was now a feeling by some members
that they should turn some of their attention to the problems affecting
agriculture, particularly salinity. This was partly stimulated by an ABC tele-
vision screening, over the weeks before this meeting, of the ‘Heartlands’
series of documentaries narrated by Dr Dean Graetz of the CSIRO. ‘Heart-
lands’ depicted in graphic detail the degradation and profound ecological
imbalances occurring over Australian rangelands, awakening most of its
viewers to these issues for the first time. Patricia Feilman, Executive Secretary
of ‘the 1an Potter Foundation, recalls that several of the Governors of the
Foundation had seen the programme and were moved by it to suggest that
the Foundation should sponsor an effort to tackle land degradation. She
was asked to investigate how the Foundation could best contribute.

- Pat Feilman'is a trained accountant who has an extensive and varied
background in the business world and in public interests, When she was
asked to develop a project relating to land degradation, Pat was President
of the Nurserymen’s Association'of Victoria and was also a member of the
Zoological Board of Victoria, which she later chaired. She also became the
second Chairman of the Garden State Committee, succeeding John Jack
in 1987. Through these and other interests, Pat had known Carrick Chambers
for some years, and she asked him for advice as to how the Foundation

- might get involved. He recommended that the time was right for establishing

demonstration farms that could illustrate to agriculturalists that the reversal
of land degradation could be tackled at its root cause by blending agriculture
with applied ecology. Clearly there was a powerful group of people wanting
to help. The Ian Potter Foundation and.the Garden State Committee (with
the support of the Victorian Government) agreed to work together to develop -

a project. The Potter Farmland Plan was born.

When Carrick Chambers and John Jack began to discuss the establishment

~of some demonstration farms, they focused immediately on the areas where

the first farm-tree groups emerged, reasoning that these areas have farmers
with a proven interest in tackling land degradation and, at the same time,
returning trees to their farm landscapes. They recommended the Dundas
Tablelands, near which the Glenelg Farm Tree Group was estabhshed at
Hamilton, as an ideal demonstration region.

- The Dundas Tablelands are a prominent feature of the country explored



e ‘Helm View' is an outstanding example of a property which has substantially
implemented a whole farm plan. Water supply, fire protection, farm layout, pasture
1position and management, landscape values, wildlife habitat, shelter for stock and

crops, drainage and land degradation control have all been integrated in the plan and in
the paddock, resulting in a more stable, attractive and productive environment in which to
live and work.

e An attractive vista from just south of Glenthompson. Land degradation is often a subtle
process, slow in terms of normal human planning horizons. Changes need to be made to
the farming systems in this area to achieve a better water balance, to improve soil stability
and fertility (and profitability) and to preserve biological diversity, if views like this are to be
possible for future generations.




e Before and after: the top photograph shows an old fence dissecting a waterlogged, salt-
affected drainage line. The lower photograph, taken five years later, shows the low-lying

area fenced into one unit, sown to salt-tolerant perennial grasses and surrounded by
direct-seeded trees and shrubs. The production from this'area has more than quadrupled
and it isnow a farm asset.
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by Major Thomas Mitchell in 1836, which he called ‘Australia Felix’,
describing it thus: ‘A finer country could scarcely be imagined'.

These words and other descriptions in Mitchell’s report caused a rapid
influx of settlers, whose impact on the land will be described later. First,
_ a bit more about its original condition.

On 12 July 1836, Major Mitchell climbed the highest peak of the range
he named the Grampians and decided to continue his expedition westwards,
rather than south along the eastern edge of the mountains, as the ground
appeared too soft. By 31 July the party had travelled west, hoping to follow
the Wimmera River to its mouth, which they assumed to be along the south-
east coast of what is now South Australia. Climbing Mt Arapiles on 23 July,
Mitchell observed that the Wimmera turned to the north-west, leaving me
in a country covered with circular lakes, in all of which the water was salt
or brackish’. :

Mitchell and his assistant, Granville Stapylton, concluded that, ‘it is
reasonable to suppose that the salt water on these Lakes has been left there
by the receding of the Ocean’.? They were right. The expedition turned
south, crossing the Glenelg near the present town of Harrow, and following
it down as far as Dartmoor before veering south-east to Portland by 30 August
where, to their surprise and disappointment, the Henty family had already
established a farming and whaling settlement. As they crossed the tributaries
of the Glenelg on their journey south, they were see-sawing over the alternate
flat-topped hills and steeply dissected valleys which we now call the Dundas
Tablelands. An extract from Stapylton’s journal of 29 July 1836 captures their
enthusiasm for this landscape (1 have inserted punctuanon absent from the
original): -

A running Creek, the first we have seen for many days, course South East,
the very thing we wished, High Forest ranges bordering it right and left. The
descent of the Creek is remarkably sudden, 1 mile from its source it becomes
A Large Tributary to some great River ahead. Its rapid increases in bulk and
the sudden descent from the Low level Lake Country implies our proximity
to the Ocean. Primitive Rock on the ranges which are high and dry. Foliage
of the Timber rich and shady, in short the most picturesque Forest Land |
have ever seen. Noble and wide ranges, grassy and thinly covered with Swamp
Oak, Banksia and Lofty Gums. Such A situation would be invaluable as A grant
coupled with the illimitable run for Catle about the Salt Lakes, where.also
innumerable fresh water Swamps abound. Nothing could have happened more
unexpectedly than this sudden change from Deep Flats to good granite ranges.. ..

Three days later Stapylton described the area which they named Pigeon
Ponds: ‘the forest ranges richly clothed with grass xanthonia in the valleys
positively having the appearance of a crop of oats’.

9
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Stapylton’s ‘xanthonia’ is probably the perennial tussock grass Danthonia,
which was accompanied by Kangaroo Grass (Themeda australis), Spear Grass
(Stipa species) and Poa species. The forests admired by Mitchell and Stapylton
were woodland and open forests comprising mainly River Red Gums
(Eucalyptus camaldulensis) along the drainage lines and flats, Manna Gums
(Eucalyptus viminalis) and Swamp Gums (Eucalyptus ovata) on the slopes and
tablelands, with an understorey of smaller trees such as Silver Banksia (Banksia
marginata), Blackwood (Acacia melanoxylon), Black Wattle (Acacia mearnsii),
Drooping Sheoak (Allocasuarina verticillata) and Sweet Bursaria (Bursaria
spinosa). Further down the Glenelg, Mitchell describes Stringy-bark (probably
Eucalyptus obliqua) and Blue Gum (Eucalyptus globulus) ‘some as much as
eight feet in diameter’. »

Stapylton’s term, ‘an illimitable run for cattle’, seems to have been taken
literally by the energetic Hentys, as they were the first of many to spread
their stock into Australia Felix after hearing tales of promise from Mitchell’s

-party. In August 1837 the first mob of sheep was driven to the Merino Downs .
and by winter of 18401and as far as Chetwynd had been taken up by squatters
including Winter, Bryan and John G. Robertson.?

The first clearing of the Dundas Tablelands and areas south and east
was probably limited to the immediate vicinity of homesteads (such as they
were) and tracks. But the impact of sheep was immediate, profound and
widespread, as they took with an indiscriminate vengeance to the lovely
perennial tussocks and their multitude of cloven hooves ground the reluctant
soil into submission. As early as 1853, the John Robertson mentioned above
was moved to write to Governor La Trobe about conditions at Wando Vale,
in an often-quoted extract:

When 1 arrived through the thick forest land from Portland to the edge of
the Wannon country, I cannot express the joy I felt at seeing such a splendid
country before me. .. The few sheep made little impression on the face of the
country for three or four years... Many of our herbaceous plants began to
disappear from the pasture land... the ground is now exposed to the sun...
the clay hills are slipping in all directions... when I first came 1 knew but
two landslips, now there are hundreds found within the last three years...
springs of salt water are bursting out in every hollow or watercourse. Strong
tussocky grasses die before it, with all the others... when rain falls it runs
off the hard ground... into the larger creeks and is carrying earth, trees and
all before it... Over Wannon country it is now as difficult to ride as if it were
fenced. Runs seven, eight and ten feet deep are found for miles where two
years ago it was covered with tussocky grass like a land marsh.*

Robertson’s communication to La Trobe also illustrates that another charac-
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teristic of Australian agriculture—the cost/price squeeze, also became evident
very early after settlement:

~ About twenty of the squatters in the Portland Bay district were sold off. Three
or four I knew compromised for less than half with their creditors—there is
not one station I know but my own and two others that is occupled by the
orlgmal squatter.*

Sheep were worth £2 to £3 per head in 1828, but in the depression
of the 1840s, were worth less than five shillings. Robertson mentions that
in 1843 he purchased (for his cousin) Warrock Station on the Glenelg, in-
cluding a team of bullocks, 2500 sheep and improvements, for a total cost
of £300. It had cost its founders £5700 to establish and keep for three
years. The people who survived such tough times, often with only rough
slab buildings for shelter, were people of capital, fortitude or both. It is esti-
mated that nearly two-thirds of the pioneer settlers of the region were from
the Scottish lowlands and had a farming tradition of centuries behind them.

The prosperous, stable farming community of western Victoria today owes
a great deal to the resourceful stoicism of these pioneers, but we also owe
a debt to the land. By 1903 Bruni remarked of the land around Hamilton
that:

.since the squatting days fully three-quarters of the timber has disappeared. .
the country is becoming so open that ere long the landholders will have to
set about establishing shelter plantations.

One hundred and fifty years after Major Mitchell the problems caused
by overclearing, overstocking and rabbits were recognised to the extent that.

the Victorian government established a parliamentary inquiry into salinity.

The Hamilton public hearing of the inquiry in July 1983 was told that up
to 5 per cent of the Dundas Tablelands was affected by dry-land salinity
and that gully, sheet and tunnel erosion had continued to get worse since
Robertson’s first report in 1853. These problems were accompanied by a
disturbing decline in the health and appearance of many of the remaining
paddock trees, the characteristic grandeur of the ‘Red-Gum country’ which
was so much admired, particularly in evening light.

Some far-sighted farmers had recognised these problems and were doing
something about them long before the politicians. Neil Lawrance, farming
at Gatum, north of Cavendish, fenced out his first salt patch and rehabilitated
it by mulching it with old hay and sowing it to salt-tolerant grasses and
trees in 1960. John Fenton at Branxholme committed himself to a long-
term programme of tree planting and returning water to natural wetlands
for wildlife habitat and water conservation early in the 1960s. Over the next



12

&  PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABLE FARMING

decade, several other local landholders—notably Richard Jamieson from
Woorndoo, Richard Weatherly from Mortlake, Robin Jackson from Lake
Repose and the Macgugan family from Grassdale—made significant advances
with farm tree establishment. When the farm-tree group programme began,
Glenelg was an obvious first.

Thus, returning to the point of the story, when John Jack and Carrick
Chambers and others put forward the Dundas Tablelands as a site for a
demonstration project, they were considering a region which could display
all the main types of land degradation in abundance within a reasonable
radius of Hamilton, but which also contained some environmentally aware
farmers who had already shown that they were prepared to confront land
degradation.

In early to mid 1984, staff from the Garden State Committee (mainly
Executive Officer Alan Thatcher and Project Officer Stephen Farrell) prepared
a detailed outline of the proposed project under the supervision of John
Jack, with inputs from Carrick Chambers, Pat Feilman and Bill Middleton.
Bill Middleton is a forester and skilled naturalist with 30 years’ experience
(mostly in the Wimmera and Western Victoria), running the Forests
Commission’s Wail Nursery and promoting the establishment of trees on
farms and the protection of ecologically critical remnant vegetation. For six-
teen years, in the 1960s and 70s, Bill was ‘the Western Victorian Gardener’
on ABC radio, hosting weekly chats about the ecological side of farming,
long before it was fashionable to be interested in native plants and birds
on farms.

On 7 and 8 August 1984 representatives of the Garden State Committee,
the lan Potter Foundation, the Glenelg Farm Tree Group, the then Victorian
Farmers and Graziers Association, the Department of Agriculture, the then
Soil Conservation Authority and the then Forests Commission made an ex-
tensive tour around the Dundas Tablelands region. They identified three
distinctly different localities, each with its own farm types and land degra-
dation problems, which would be suitable for demonstration purposes. They
were Wando Vale, Melville Forest and Glenthompson (see page 22).

® THE SETTING

The Wando Vale demonstration area (80 kilometres west of Hamilton) is
on the steeply dissected western side of the Dundas Tablelands. It is beautiful
country, still deserving of the glowing descriptions it inspired in Mitchell
and Stapylton, with steep slopes, delightful permanent streams and flat,
wooded hilltops forming a landscape which is much more visually interesting
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than most Australian farmland. The sandy loam topsoils often have outcrops
of ‘buckshot’ or ironstone gravel concretions on the ridges, and the subsoils
are yellow clays on the slopes and black clays on the valley floors. As John
Robertson noted in 1853, the area is highly prone to gullying, tunnel erosion,
saline soaks and landslips (where soil slips down a hill after the subsoil
becomes saturated and unable to support it). Tree decline is becoming more
severe among the Red Gum (Eucalyptus camaldulensis), Manna Gum
(Eucalyptus viminalis) and Snow Gum (Eucalyptus pauciflora) remnants. ..

Most farms in the Wando Vale area are grazing properties of 400-800
hectares, running sheep and cattle, with a few smaller dairy farms in the
valleys close to Casterton and a few larger sheep and cattle properties of
more than 2000 hectares. The climate varies even within one farm, from
the tableland country, which is over 400 metres above sea level and has
- occasional severe winds and frosts, down to the valleys which are milder.
The average rainfall varies from 700 to 800 millimetres per year, and is
very reliable, making this a prime farming area. Lucerne is grown for high-
quality hay by some farmers on favourable banks and occasional crops are
grown, mainly for stock feed. ‘

Melville Forest (45 kilometres north of Hamilton) is representative of the
beautiful ‘Red Gum country” of the eastern Dundas Tablelands, on soils
derived from rhyolite. The average annual rainfall for Melville Forest is a
reliable 650-675 millimetres, and the farms are mainly sheep enterprises of
200-600 hectares, with few farms larger than 1000 hectares. The classic Red
Gum (Eucalyptus camaldulensis) savannah woodland has been heavily
modified since settlement. Most of the original understorey of Blackwood
and Sheoak has been cleared and is now confined to roadsides. The area -
is subject to increasing dry-land salinity and erosion.

Melville Forest was settled in the 1840s by sheep farmers on extensive
runs, which gradually became smaller over the next fifty years of closer
settlement. In a bizarre move typical of many bureaucratic decisions affecting
land use in Australian history, Melville Forest was the site of an attempt to
settle English soldiers on farms after the Boer war. Bruce Milne’s father recalls
that these chaps led the flife of Riley’ for a few years—hunting, dressing for
dinner, playing croquet and other gentlemanly pursuits. But they were not
farmers, and no one had taught them how to farm. One by one they walked
off with nothing.

It is hard to see why Melville Forest is so named, as the few grand but
tired old Red Gums dotting the landscape resemble anything but a forest.
When Peter Waldron’s grandfather came to the area at the turn of the century,
the crowns of the trees were touching. My grandmother tells the story of the
“first white settlers to the district 10 kilometres north of Cavendish, where
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my family farm is today, who needed axemen to clear a path for the dray
through the forest. We now have less than one large Red Gum per acre, and
they are dying at an alarming rate, due to ‘AIDS'—Age, Insects, Disease and
Stress. At one stage Melville Forest boasted numerous sawmills, cutting Red
Gum for railway sleepers, bridge decking and the blocks which paved the
streets and tramways of Melbourne and Adelaide; many of these are still
evident today. .

The timber cutting took place from the turn of the century through to the
1930s. Tall, straight trees were felled and milled, and most of the crooked
ones were ring-barked to kill them. Many of these skeletons are still standing,
with the necklace of axe cuts around the trunk and stark grey limbs stretching
skyward, prompting one visitor to describe them as ‘strangled screams’. The
early settlers thought that the trees competed with the pasture, that they
caused liver fluke in sheep, and that they made rabbit control more difficult.
The last point was true then, but it is no longer valid today. During the
depression of the early 1930s Peter Waldron’s father was employed ring-
barking for sixpence per tree, which was good money in those hard times.

We can smile at or wistfully regret the mistakes of the old-timers, but they
were operating according to the conventional wisdom and prevailing com-
munity attitudes of the day—not just among farmers, but throughout the
community. Clearing was not only good, it was an essential pastime for good
farmers. The communal image of the ‘good farm’ was one laid out on the
square like a chequerboard, cleared from fence to fence, with perhaps some
conifer hedgerows to accentuate the regularity, and some deciduous trees
in a formal avenue along the driveway for colour in the autumn. These
attitudes die hard, and are still prevalent today, encouraged and exemplified
by legislation. It was only during the 1980s that the tax concessions for
clearing were removed!

[ prefer not to dwell on the mistakes the old-timers made, but to applaud
what they were able to achieve with the knowledge and equipment available.
Anyone who has ever tried to remove just one overgrown eucalypt from a
backyard should admire a generation who cleared so much tenacious scrub
with axes, bullocks and chains. They did a mighty job and achieved what
they set out to do, because they had the full weight of public opinion and
government (such as it was) behind them and they persevered. There are
some valuable lessons there for us as we try to repair some of the damage
and to develop farming systems which do not degrade the land. We have
the benefit of hindsight and new techniques which the pioneers did not
have. More of that later. " \

As in other farming districts, it wasn’t just the big trees which were cut
down or killed at Melville Forest. Most of the original understorey of Black-
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wood (Acacia melanoxylon) and Sheoak (Allocasuarina verticillata), together
with a range of associated shrubby and herbaceous species, was cleared and
what is left is now confined to roadsides. The area seems to have some of
the most severe dieback of the remnant Red Gums in western Victoria. Most
creeks in the district are salty, and some dams are now completely useless
for stock because of salinity. Most farms have land along their drainage lines
which is now too saline for pasture grasses to grow, and these saline areas
are commonly around 5 per cent of the total farm area. In many of these
salty creeks soil structure has deteriorated, allowing the banks to be eroded
by water and the hooves of sheep and cattle. The thirteen sawmills, the ring-
barkers and generations of sheep, cattle and rabbits since have taken their
-toll. The countryside is still beautiful, but to an informed eye, it is sick.

The Glenthompson area (50 kilometres east of Hamilton) is typical of much
of the western district today, with rolling, windswept country broken only
by Sugar Gum (Eucalyptus cladocalyx) or Cypress (Cupressus macrocarpa or
C. lambertiana) shelter belts. The area is high in the western reaches of the
Hopkins River, which runs from the Pyrenees in the north to Bass Strait
at Warrnambool and is now suffering from salinity problems. The geology
of the area around the demonstration farms is varied, as deeply weathered
Devonian granodiorites have intruded into Ordovician shales and sand-
‘stones.> Crops and pastures are grown on ‘texture contrast’ soils (where
there is a sharp boundary and contrast between the texture of the topsoil
and the subsoil), usually sand or sandy grey loam topsoils over yellow clay
subsoils. The average annual rainfall is 600-700 mm. Farms in the demon-
stration area are subject to very severe gully erosion, wind erosion on the
‘higher sandy slopes, tree decline among the very few remnants and
increasing salinity. Some farms have more than 10 per cent of their land
affected by salinity, and the gullies are often more than 5 metres deep and
5 metres wide.

The Glenthompson area was settled at about the same time as the Wando
Vale and Melville Forest districts, and has so far followed a similar pattern,
although farms are larger—averaging from 400-1000 hectares, with a few
over 2000 hectares. Sheep and cattle are the main enterprises, although
cropping (usually oats and lupins) is more common than in the other two
areas.

! Ted Lefroy of Western Australia explains this beautifully: ‘Soil, water and vegetation
are anything but fragile—they are as robust and adaptable as the processes occurring
within them as long as we respect those processes. If we know the physical limits of an
environment (as described by climatic and edaphic parameters) and we recognise the
range of processes that can occur within those limits, then we should be amazed at
how tough any landscape is. As an example 1 recently watched a two year old destroy a

i5
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state-of-the-art video recorder in thirty seconds, The video recorder wasn't fragile, it
just wasn’t designed to have a three-inch nail and a piece of toast posted through its
cassette hole. Similarly, a bulldozer is not fragile because it requires a complete
overhaul when someone puts a few grams of compound X in its fuel tank.’

? Alan E.J. Andrews (ed.), Stapylton, With Major Mitchell’s Australia Felix Expedition,
1836, Blubber Press, Hobart, 1986. )

3 Andrews, p. 171.

*'].F. Bride, Letters from the Victorian Pioneers, Trustees of the Public Library of Victoria,
Melbourne, 1898. '

5 P. Dixon, ‘Dryland Salinity in a Subcatchment at Glenthompson, Victoria’, Australian
Geographer 20 (2), November 1989.



Getting Organised

® ADMINISTRATIVE AND ADVISORY STRUCTURE

well under way in Melbourne and its broad focus and areas of operation

B Y SEPTEMBER 1984, planning of the as yet unnamed project was.
were defined. An executive committee was established comprising:

Chairman ' "~ John Jack

lan Potter Foundation Patricia Feilman
Land Protection Division, CFL Bob Campbell, Dennis Cahill, 1987-88
Victorian Farmers Federation Doug Richens, Bob Carraill, 1986-88
John Diprose -
University of Melbourne lan Ferguson
Victoria Conservation Trust lan Wilton, Warwick Forge, 1986-
’ Bill Middleton
Communications consultant Peter Mathews
Department of Agriculture Jim McLaughlin, Bruce Muir, 1988-

Senior Field Advisor Bill Middleton :
Public relations consultant Mr Derek Sawer ‘ﬁ
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The executive, based in Melbourne, was supported by a project officer
and, from early 1985 to mid-1989, a part-time administrative officer.

I was appointed Project Manager in October 1984. I grew up on a farm

north of Cavendish, less than 20 kilometres from the Melville Forest area
as the crow flies, and my family has been farming in the area for generations.
I studied Forestry at Creswick and the University of Melbourne and worked
with the Forests Commission in farm-tree extension, forest management
and fire suppression in the Grampians and at Bendigo and Shepparton.
It became obvious very early in my forestry career that the most exciting
and rewarding area in which I could apply my training was in working
with farmers in revegetation. After a great deal of contact with farmers through
the Forests Commission’s Tree Growing Assistance Scheme [ was convinced
that for best long-term results, it is essential that trees on farms are planned
as an integral part of the whole farm operation, not ‘bunged in’ as an
afterthought.
- The position of Project Manager for a demonstration-farm project in West-
ern Victoria, to be funded by the Ian Potter Foundation, was advertised
within the Department of Conservation, Forests and Lands (CFL) in spring
1984. This department was formed in mid-1984 from the amalgamation
of the Forests Commission, the Soil Conservation Authority, the National
Parks Service, the Lands Department, and Fisheries and Wildlife. It became
the Department of Conservation and Environment (DCE) in 1990.

I thought such a job sounded too good to be true. A detailed Project
Manager’s brief had been prepared by Alan Thatcher and Steven Farrell of
the Garden State Committee for the project executive, setting out broad
project aims, proposed activities and anticipated outcomes at the end of
three months, six months, one year and three years. Throughout the project,
the management structure and decision-making processes were streamlined
and effective. As Project Manager, I was responsible directly to the Melbourne-
based Executive. The Project Manager was required to present quarterly
reports to the Executive, documenting the progress of operations at Hamilton,
summarising expenditure, making recommendations and seeking approval
for major items of expenditure and any changes of direction or new
initiatives. The contrast between our operation and the government office
in which we were located was stark. I could write cheques for equipment
and other local purchases and we could reliably negotiate with local suppliers
knowing that we could pay within seven days, which is a real asset in a
country town. We had a general policy of purchasing everything locally if
possible, even to the extent of getting some publications printed in Hamilton
rather than Melbourne. : '

It was envisaged from the start thata Works Supervisor would be appointed
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to assist the Project Manager, particularly with on-ground works and docu-
mentation of works activities. John Marriott was lured from his dairy farm
at Myamyn (near Heywood in south-west Victoria) to this position in January
1985. John has a very strong farming background, having managed large
grazing properties in western Victoria for many years prior to developing
his own farm. He has a Diploma of Agriculture from Lincoln College in
New Zealand and by 1985 he had developed excellent skills in drafting
and had a sound technical knowledge and practical experience in revege-
tation after years of part-time work for the Forests Commission in Heywood.
In recognition of the evolution of his role from works supervision to extension
as the project developed, John's title later changed to Project Officer.

During the first six months of the project, from November 1984 to May
1985, CFL provided technical assistance to the project through the full-
time involvement of Bill Middleton, in the position of Senior Field Advisor,
and the*part-time involvement of Bill Sharp, Soil Conservation Advisor. On
a local level, the Project Manager and the Project Officer were advised by
a Local Advisory Group, chaired by Bill Middleton, comprising:

Victorian Farmers Federation (VEF) Stuart Cuming

Department of Agriculture and ~ John Heath, Banjo Patterson, 1986,
Rural Affairs (DARA) Bruce Knee, 1987- '

CFL Bill Sharp, John Langford 1985-

Glenelg Farm Trees Group Richard Jamieson

Participating farmers from each demonstration area

Originally three farmers, one representing each area, were on the Local _
Advisory Group, but in August 1987 the membership was extended to include -
all demonstration farmers. Demonstration farmers included the principal
partner in each operation, and those directly involved on the demonstration
farm, including wives and children.

The Local Advisory Group advised the Project Manager on aspects of
demonstration work, assistance to associate demonstration farmers; and local
public relations and extension, such as field days. It also provided an op-
portunity for the demonstration farmers to express any concerns and was
the main forum for group interaction among the demonstration farms.

® SELECTING FARMS AND FARMERS

In December 1984 Peter Mathews, in his role as communications consultant
to the project executive, organised a ‘consultation’ at Creswick to introduce
the germinating idea of the project to farmers from the demonstration region

19
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and representatives of other sectors of the community and to give participants
a chance to listen to all points of view, to contribute and to take responsibility
for decisions made. Peter had much experience in group consultation from
his career with Australian Frontier, and his facilitating skills with groups
of people from a diverse range of backgrounds made a tremendous
contribution as the project evolved.
~ The consultation process provided a neutral meeting ground, an indepen-
dent chairman, an open agenda, and no press reports or formal resolutions.
The Creswick consultation gave about twenty farmers from the Hamilton
region the opportunity to meet local bankers, accountants, government
officers, academics, educators and representatives of the project executive,
to hear the Potter proposal and consider if they felt it worth putting to
other farmers in their district. The farmers had been nominated by the
Hamilton office of the Department of Agriculture, the Soil Conservation
Authority, the Glenelg Farm Trees Group and the then Victorian Farmers
and Graziers Association as ‘opinion leaders’ within the farming community.
The Creswick consultation was a watershed in the development of the
project. The participating farmers were enthusiastic, the range of people
present began to see its tremendous potential and to feel a responsibility
towards the project by having been involved in planning at such an early
stage in its development. Participants agreed that the project had' merit,
and went through an interesting exercise of naming the embryo—eventually
coming up with ‘Potter Farmland Plan’. Farmers were particularly keen to
see the contribution of the lan Potter Foundation reflected in the name,
the emphasis on planning had to be conveyed, and the sense of a broader
ecological approach was embodied in the use of the word ‘farmland’, rather
than just ‘farm’. Y
The Creswick consultation also approved the criteria for the selection
of farms as follows:

FARM SELECTION CRITERIA

e Farms must fall within the three delineated areas.

e Farms should preferably be located high in a catchment, so that works
carried out would be as independent as possible from any flow-on effects
of poor management on other properties within the catchment.

e Farms should preferably have a subcatchment within the property.

e Farms should have significant evidence of land degradation.

e Farms should be readily accessible and preferably in highly visible
positions.

e Farms should have'been managed on sound agrlcultural principles, so
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that the project was seen to address issues common to the region rather
than the effects of a history of poor management.

e The range of farms selected should reflect the diversity of enterprises,
land types and management approaches in the region.

o There should be evidence that the farmer has made a real effort to address
problems.

REQUIREMENTS OF PARTICIPATING FARMERS

e Contribution in cash, equipment, materials and labour of at least one-
third of the total cost of implementation and maintenance of the whole-
farm plan. This contribution could vary on an annual basis as agreed
between the Executive and the farmer.

e Willingness to allow access to and use of the property for monitoring,
demonstration and publicity purposes indefinitely.

e Completion and maintenance of the works as outlined in the whole-
farm plan.

o Willingness to keep a financial and physical record as required by the
Executive.

e Willingness to cooperate with the Potter Farmland Plan Executive in the
development of the project. ;

e Signature on a formal agreement covering the conditions above.

e Subsequent agreement that, should the farm be sold, the existence of
the ‘plan’ and its fundamentals would be brought to the notice of pro-
spective purchasers. -

The Creswick Consultation also agreed that all landholders whose prin-
cipal dwelling was within each demonstration area would be invited in
writing to a public meeting. Demonstration farms were to be selected from
volunteers after the meetings. The selection criteria, and an introduction
to the aims of the Potter Farmland Plan, were to be circulated with the in-
vitation to the meeting. A sub-committee comprising John Jack, Bill
Middleton and Andrew Campbell was empowered to select a minimum of
two and a maximum of six farms from each of the three demonstration
areas. '

The three public meetings were held in January 1985. About eighty farmers
attended and forty-five applied to be involved in the project. All the applicants
were interviewed, their farms were inspected by the committee in mid January
and a short list of potential demonstration farms was prepared according
to the criteria established at Creswick. Those farms on the short list were
inspected again, and discussions were held with landholders about their
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potential contributions to the project. Sixteen demonstration farms (six at
Glenthompson, five at Melville Forest and five at Wando Vale) were selected
and recommended to the Executive for approval in February 1985. One
of the landholders selected at Wando Vale withdrew his application and
fifteen farms were finally approved by the Executive in April 1985.

® THE FARMS

‘While the demonstration farms as a group were supposed to represent the
range of farm sizes, farm enterprises (the type of business run on the farm—
for example wool growing, cropping, dairying) and land types, at no stage
was it intended that the farms would be hand-picked to achieve a rep-
resentative sample. The Potter Farmland Plan demonstration farmers were
selected from a group of people who volunteered their farms, and a substantial
amount of their time and money, without really knowing what the project
would mean for themselves or their land. There was no ‘recipe’ or established

norm for what we were proposing to do. Farmers were to be assisted to -

develop and implement their own farm plans, which were to integrate the
agricultural demands of the farm business with the ecological needs of the
land, but apart from these broad parameters the project was to evolve as
it went along.

The farmers who applied to be involved tended to be younger, better
educated and with larger farm sizes and a longer length of ownership than
the average for the district—typical ‘risk takers’ in the jargon of extension._
The farms chosen range in size from less than 200 hectares to over 3000
hectares and cover the full range of land types over the three demonstration
areas.

The ‘before’ picture of each farm is briefly sketched below, but a fuller
picture will emerge as the impact of the project is described over the coming
chapters.

WANDO VALE

‘Gheringap’

Ross and Annabelle Kitchin have owned ‘Gheringap’ since 1981. The pro-
perty was an unimproved block of 260 hectares when the Kitchins took
over, poorly subdivided into large paddocks, with poor annual pastures and
almost no fertiliser history. It is a very attractive block on Satimer Road,
approximately 25 kilometres north-east of Casterton, with healthy stands
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of indigenous eucalyptus, acacia and casuarina species (albeit with a lack
of understorey species due to grazing), particularly on the steeper slopes.
It is dissected by the Corea Creek (a tributary of the Wando River), and
is typical of the area, with some flat tableland broken by steep escarpments
and very clearly defined, often deep, gullies. It has several active soaks, and
some very active gully erosion caused by stock traffic to the creeks, which
were the main water supply prior to 1985.

Ross and Annabelle run a self-replacing Merino sheep flock, and had -
embarked on a programme of farm development involving new pastures,
new fences and better subdivision (including laneways) when they applied
to be involved in the Potter Farmland Plan. During 1987, they purchased
300 hectares of the neighbour’s property to the north, creating a compact
block of 560 hectares, which is a viable property size for the area.

‘Barnaby’

Jeremy and Jill Lewis moved to ‘Barnaby’, on Satimer Road in 1978. They
operate a Perendale sheep flock in partnership with William and Jennifer
McKellar, who live in Geelong. The 650-hectare property is dissected by
the Wando River, which runs from north-east to south-west, and it is notable
for two 10-hectare areas of remnant woodland comprising Manna Gum
(Eucalyptus viminalis), Snow Gum (Eucalyptus pauciflora) and Drooping Sheoak
(Allocasuarina verticillata), with local understorey species such as Blackwood
(Acacia melanoxylon), Black Wattle (A. mearnsii), Native Cherry (Exocarpus
cupressiformis) and Sweet Bursaria (Bursaria spinosa). The northern two-thirds
of the farm is a flat tableland which drops steeply to the Wando and the
southern portion slopes more gently from Satimer Road to the river.

When purchased by the Lewis partnership, ‘Barnaby’ was relativély un-
improved, with very large paddocks, poor pasture and poor.fencing. The
steep slopes along the Wando were subject to landslips and parts of the
river bank were affected by gully erosion and rabbits. Some of these areas
had been fenced out by the Soil Conservation Authority in the past. Stock
camps on high ground were also-a problem, typical of many throughout
the district.

“Benowrie’

Peter Sandow owned ‘Benowrie’, a 972-hectare farm on the Casterton-Eden-
hope Road, 20 kilometres north of Casterton, from 1964 to early 1988. ‘Ben-
owrie’ is largely undulating, with several steep gullies, through which Deep
Creek and Vines Creek run, eventually finding their way into the Glenelg



e Peter Waldron has converted the dead, dry old Red Gum trees and posts on ‘Willandra
into attractive rustic furniture. This lucrative sideline gives him a buffer against falling
commodity prices and provides him with the cash to take land out of short-term

production for the next crop of trees. Old fence posts are no longer rubbish or firewood!
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