Native Vegetation Framework Review Secretariat,
 

Dear Secretariat,
 

Our comments on this framework reflect our Company's position as Australia's largest private landholder with more than a century of ownership of cattle properties in the semi-arid and arid rangelands.  Our Company has no history or experience in the Eucalypt woodlands of eastern Australia.
 

We hold concern with the broad and non-specific nature of a target under Goal 1.  With the continent having 87% of its original vegetation cover remaining, the issue for policy and management is more about increasing ecosystem complexity in a smaller number of ecological communities.  Targets need setting on an objective basis for each community of concern, and those operating in the vast areas where communities are not of such concern need to feel free to manage according to more general wise use principles.
 

With respect to the 81% of the mainland potentially classified as rangelands, the question of how to measure the condition of native vegetation and to rate good and poor condition has received considerable attention over many years.  Each State with large rangeland areas, along with the Northern Territory, have survey and monitoring systems of various types dedicated to this issue.  The Australian Collaborative Rangeland Information System (ACRIS) produced a 2008 report called Taking the Pulse which made a good job of summarising the data from such systems. The Vegetation Consultation draft makes no reference to this work and instead, routinely falls back on the Beeton et al (2006) reference as a support for sweeping and misleading statements.  For example: “The condition of both remnant and degraded vegetation in extensive land use zones such as pastoral rangelands should be improved as a matter of urgency”.  “Many of these landscapes have crossed a threshold from being predominantly water absorbing to now being predominantly water shedding….”.  There is no robust and present day supporting evidence for statements like this which suggest damage and urgency on the scale the Framework draft seems to imply.  The following quotes show that the (2008) ACRIS project across Australian rangelands, while highlighting a number of problems, did not support anything like the dramatic comments above. “Data from the majority of monitoring sites in 26 bioregions in WA, SA, New South Wales (NSW) and the NT suggest an increase or stability in landscape function”.  “Critical stock forage has remained stable or improved at the majority of sites in 28 bioregions with suitable data for reporting, despite periods of low seasonal quality and variable stocking density”.  “The extent of woody cover has significantly decreased due to broadscale clearing in a limited number of bioregions on the eastern margin of the rangelands (Queensland and NSW)”.  “Altered fire regimes are having significant impacts on components of the native flora and fauna”.  ACRIS is a far more authoritative and comprehensive reference to the state of Australia's rangelands than Beeton et al (2006), whose coverage on the subject is brief, is of generalised statements, and is poorly referenced. 
Similarly, we task the secretariat with modifying the sweeping statement, which carries no supporting objective reference, that  "Much of the extensive land-use zones that have been used for pastoral activities are now highly degraded through trampling and grazing pressure from hoofed animals such as cattle and sheep and from feral animals such as camels".  We accept that there are areas where this is the case, but to imply that this applies to "much" of the rangelands is wrong.  Let's take the vast Simpson Desert for example.  A grab from work just published in Ecology by the team at the Queensland Herbarium, (Fensham et al 2010), in the Simpson Desert fringes contradicts the popular but poorly supported view that the mere presence of cloven hoofed animals is immediately and automatically destructive.  “After 20 years of exposure to managed grazing with domestic stock in Australian dune swales, patterns in species richness have not emerged in response to grazing pressure, the ecosystem has not been transformed to another degradation ‘‘state,’’ and there is no evidence that grazing relief refuges provide havens for species highly sensitive to grazing".  
The Framework Draft also makes a great deal about the potential negative impacts of climate change.  For many of the rangeland areas in which our Company operates there is good evidence that apart from the impact of fire, where this is not managed, the climate change which might already have been occurring has been positive. There is considerable research which conflicts with the view that climate change will be universally detrimental to native vegetation.  Many species, particularly C4 plants, have been shown to have their growth enhanced by warmer and higher CO2 climates.  While south-eastern Australia has suffered a drier climate, this is a national vegetation framework and the Bureau of Meteorology has graphically demonstrated that more than half of Australia has become wetter or experienced no rainfall changes in the last 50 years.  The secretariat should ensure a more adequate coverage of this variation in the text of the Framework report.
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Finally on the subject of carbon targets and the role of vegetation in mitigation, we are aware of numerous Government and third party programs, already in place or proposed, which cover this matter.  Attempting to also set specific goals within this Framework will be confusing and within a short space of time, could even prove contradictory to Government goals in this fast moving area. 
 

We ask that the Secretariat give serious consideration to the points we raise, especially those relevant to rangelands.  We hold no privacy concerns with our submission being made public in any way, and further encourage that our submission be made available to the NRM Ministerial Council. 
 

Regards,
Greg Campbell
Managing Director
S. Kidman & Co Ltd
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