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From the Editor
This edition has a somewhat different 
‘flavour’ to other issues, in that we 
received several submissions of articles, 
all of which were interesting and reflect 
the wide variety of talents and interests of 
our members. Some of them are included 
in this issue, which necessitated squeezing 
out some of our other regular features.  I 
hope you enjoy the variety of perspectives 
represented.

Our Special Report on 
page 5 follows the GNaRLA 
Corner item entitled 
Camels Consistent with 
Conservation – Apparently 
in Vol 2 No 2 of the NaRLA 
News. It is a heartening story 
of the dogged persistence 
and sheer courage shown 
in the face of bureaucratic 
mismanagement and legal 
mazes that some Nature 
Refuge landholders show 
to protect their Refuges.  It 
can only be hoped that the 
Townsville City Council 
instigates a review of its 
application procedures to 
ensure that their staff make 
sure that development 
applications are filled in 
accurately and truthfully 
before being submitted for 

approval.  There is another long standing  
‘David and Goliath’ battle continuing to 
evolve in Douglas Shire, in which a Nature 
Refuge Landholder has been  desperately 
trying for years, without success, to get the 
EPA, DNRW and Douglas Shire Council to 
help them protect their Nature Refuge 
from continuous degradation by trespassers 
from an adjacent public recreation area.  
More on that story in future issues.

Next newsletter, we begin a series entitled 
War Against Weeds – a topic frequently 
mentioned when we canvass our members 
for suggestions for topics of interest.

NaRLA’s capacity to represent and serve the interests of 
landholders depends on a strong membership.

YOU CAN CONTRIBUTE TO 
THAT STRENGTH.

If you are not already a member, call us, or
download the website membership application form to join 

NO TIME TO BE COMPLACENT
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From our President
At NaRLA’s AGM at the beginning of 
December, we saw some changes to 
the membership of the Management 
Committee. NaRLA’s Vice-President, 
Graham Harrington, Secretary, Ben 
Barton, and Treasurer, Doug MacLennan 
(all members of the original Steering 
Committee who established NaRLA 
in 2003) and Nick Clancy stood down 
from the Committee and did not seek 
re-election. On behalf of all members of 
NaRLA, I would like to thank Ben, Doug 
and Nick for their invaluable service to 
NaRLA and its members, and wish them 
all the best for the future. On behalf of our 
members, I would also like to welcome 
the newly elected Committee members. I 
look forward to an exciting and productive 
year working with them to help NaRLA’s 
members meet their conservation goals.  

The new NaRLA Management 
Committee is:

Marta Hardeman 
(Black Snake NR, Mooloolah) 

— President

Shane Joyce 
(Shankeen NR, Theodore) 

— vice-President

Fiona Bengtsson 
(ex Xanthorrhoea NR, Helidon) 

— Secretary 

Phillip Moran 
(Burrawingee NR, Cooran)

— Treasurer

John Lucas 
(Granitica NR, Stanthorpe) 

— Member

Hugo Spooner 
(Avocet NR, Springsure) 

— Member

Tim Thornton 
(The Point NR, Howard) 

— Member

All our Ordinary Members positions are 
filled, but there are still two positions for 
Associate members vacant.  If you are an 
Associate member, and are interested in 
joining our team, let us know.

Marta Hardeman
President

Security for your Nature 
Refuge
One of the factors that influenced my 
decision to have the point at the confluence 
of the Burrum and Cherwell Rivers, 
between Bundaberg and Hervey Bay, 
declared a Nature Refuge was the desire 
to ensure that this small piece of paradise 
would remain so, for the foreseeable 
future and beyond. A covenant on the 
deed of title would ensure that this unique 
ecosystem would change slowly through 
the forces of nature, as opposed to rapidly 
at the hands of mankind.

However, this ‘warm and fuzzy feeling of 
being nestled in the bosom of Government’ 
may not be all that real. For instance, if 
Government decides to build infrastructure 
(roads, dams, mines, pipelines etc) on any 
land they simply resume it, compensate 
the owner, and go ahead. Recently there 
have been cases where Nature Refuges 
have been intruded upon by neighbours 
and Government has passed the problem 
over to the judicial system, as opposed to 
defending the Nature Refuges. Even worse 
is the ‘Neighbour from Hell’, against whom 
Government, the judicial system and the 
police, are seemingly powerless to assist 
the landowner.

There are other ways that may improve 
the security of our Nature Refuges. A 
successful application for a NatureAssist 
Grant means that Government is investing 
more resources into your Nature Refuge, 
which may make them more aware 
of the need to protect their resource. 
From recent experience I strongly advise 
Nature Refuge land owners to use the 
services of NaRLA in preparing your 
application for government grants. What 
seems a straight-forward process can be 
far from it, if it falls between the different 
responsibilities of various Government 
departments. Having a Management Plan, 
prepared with your EPA Nature Refuge 
Officer (and the help of NaRLA), further 
cements you into the system. Participation 
in the Program for Planned Biodiversity 
Studies – Australasia (PPBio-A), a global 
project aimed at monitoring biodiversity 
for the next century through international 
treaties, must surely give preservation and 
security to your Nature Refuge. This must 
be as close to World Heritage Listing as we 
can expect.

Dr Tim Thornton
The Point Nature Refuge 
Ph: (07) 4129-0609 

Landholder-NaRLA partnership 
for conservation
Christine and I bought our land in the 
Granite belt 3 years ago and have declared 
two thirds of it as a Nature Refuge. 
It contains good stands of  remnant 
vegetation, an abundance of wild flowers, 
and is home to many native animals. There 
is also a rare natural wetland which has 
been degraded by cattle and which we 
have begun to regenerate.

To us it is a place where we can find peace 
from our busy inner city lives and to which 
we may move in time. At present the effort 
is towards maintenance, the refurbishment 
of  the wetland into which we have planted 
300 trees, the control of weeds in areas 
that have previously been cleared and 
used for cattle, and the establishment and 
maintenance of firebreaks.

All of this necessary work can be 
undertaken by us with some assistance 
from friends and local Landcare groups 
but there was a point at which larger 
investment needed to be made and so we 
approached NaRLA and found out about 

the Australian Government Envirofund 
grants. If we could build a fence across the 
property to separate the Nature Refuge 
from the more cleared areas then we could 
introduce a few cattle to keep the grasses 
and weeds down and at the same time 
protect the watercourses by establishing 
an off stream watering point.
The professional assistance that NaRLA 
provided in the preparation of our grant 
application and in the technical advice 
they offered made it possible to prepare 
a comprehensive application, which was  
successful in gaining us an Envirofund 
grant.

Since then I have joined the Committee 
of NaRLA and will do what I can to 
encourage others to join and participate 
in the Association which, as a group of 
people with a common agenda to protect 
and enhance the biodiversity of the land 
on which we live, has an important role to 
play.

John Lucas
Granitica Nature Refuge

Letters to the Editor
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There are many challenges, such as drought, 
fires and floods that face landholders 
and rural communities. When devising 
strategies to develop healthy soil, one of 
the first challenges faced is deciding what 
to focus on. The key target is to support 
existing plants and their associated root 
development, leading to root shedding 
and recycling of organic matter within the 
ecosystem.  

In modern agri-ecosystems, soil disturbance, 
caused by cultivation or grazing, is often 
an important part of the dynamics of the 
production system.  Therefore, in order 
to work with existing plants, one of the 
first practical strategies is to identify and 
appreciate the plant succession processes 
operating on your property. Succession 
processes are usually related to relative 
availability of soil nutrients. Knowing which 
plants grow on soils of what nutrient quality 
can give a guide to soil quality just by noting 
the plants growing there1. For example, 
what plants grow on high fertility sites 
such as places where stock camp?  Often 
these ‘indicator’ plants on such sites are 
associated with excess nitrogen in the soil.  
What plants grow on low fertility shallow 
soils?  Remember that the aspect of the 
site may also greatly affect which plants 
grow best there. Across your property, 
the current plant species will often range 
in succession stage from those indicating 
low fertility to those indicating very high 
fertility.  

What are your dominate plant species?  
Do you want to change your dominant 
species?  For agricultural purposes, 
landholders often wish to change the 
plant species that they have by killing off 
existing plants and introducing new ones, 
as in the case of cultivation and re-seeding 
of an ‘improved’ pasture.  Alternatively, 
soil quality management strategies can be  

 
put in place so that less desirable species of 
plants decrease and more desirable species 
naturally replace them as soil conditions 
change to better suit their growth1.

When stock are part of an agricultural 
ecosystem, the selection and 
implementation of an appropriate 
grazing method is a critical part of the 
soil  management strategy. If over-grazing 
occurs, desirable plant species are often 
reduced, together with root depth and 
nutrient cycling.  

A detailed and accurate indication of soil 
quality is best determined by an audit 
of the physical, biological and chemical 
components of the soil. Independent soil 
tests are of value, especially to identify 
Calcium/Magnesium and Potassium/
Sodium ratios and other essential 
elements including the trace elements 
Boron, Iron, Manganese, Copper, Zinc and 
Aluminium.  Be aware that the presence 
and concentrations of some minerals in the 
soil may influence how effectively other 
important minerals are able to function in 
the soil ecosystem. 

Just looking at a soil can tell a story.  So, 
grab a shovel and have a dig.  A shovel audit 
can assist you to assess both the physical 
and biological qualities of the soil, and thus 
guide your pro-active management of the 
soil’s quality and consequent productivity. 
For example, an examination of physical 
features such as  the soil’s texture and 
structure may reveal that  the aeration of 
the soil is poor. This helps you focus your 
attention on identifying the probable cause/
s of the problem (e.g. Is it a physical problem 
such as a hard pan causing roots to grow 
laterally rather than down into the soil?), 
which in turn helps you select appropriate 
management strategies to deal with the 
problem (e.g. Would mechanical aeration 

help me enhance topsoil development? Is 
a multi-tyned aerator needed to get under 
the hard pan and shatter it?, etc.).  

Your shovel audit will also assist you to 
assess the biological quality of your soil2. 
In favourable biological conditions, soil 
life —or the resulting decomposition of 
organic material— can be seen.  If you are 
not happy with your soil’s existing biology 
and biodiversity, you have two choices. 
First, improve conditions for your existing 
soil organisms by ‘feeding’ them (e.g, 
with seaweeds, limes, fish, sugar, etc).  
Alternatively, add ‘better bugs’ to your 
seed/soil by inoculation with compost teas 
or commercial ‘off-the-shelf’ products.

Finally, the last element of the strategy for 
planning the management of the quality of 
your soil is the review of soil energy levels.  
This topic can be complex; however, 
the simple aim is to raise paramagnetic 
levels by positively influencing carbon, 
oxygen and silica levels in your soil.  A 
healthy well structured soil has naturally 
high paramagnetic levels, thus good 
paramagnetic levels can be the result, 
and not the direct cause, of a healthy 
soil.  In summary, we are ultimately trying 
to improve management strategies and 
practices that have, as a by product, the 
formation of ‘active’ humus through 
carbon sequestration and nutrient cycling 
in a healthy soil.  If we fail to achieve this, 
we will ultimately fail as a civilisation.  So, 
when was the last time you made the 
decision to grab a shovel, dig some soil and 
sniff some earth?

Gwyn Jones  2007
Soil Management Consultant
Integrated Agri-Culture
gjones@healthyag.com

Notes:
1.	 See the news item Sugar a weed control 

tool? on Page 4 of this newsletter.
2.	 See Soil Health and Agricultural Productivity— 

Part 2 on page 6 of NaRLA News Volume 2, 
Number 3 for more information on the 
importance of soil biology in determining soil 
quality and productivity.

Editor’s note:  
This is the last in Gwyn’s series of articles on 
soil health and its management. While Gwyn’s 
articles have dealt with soil quality in the context 
of agricultural productivity, remember that the 
same basic principles apply to management of 
soil quality for home gardening, horticultural 
production, forestry, and re-generation and 
maintenance of native vegetation.   

SOIL HEALTH AND 
AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVITY

PART 3



NaRLA committee members Ben Barton 
and Marta Hardeman met with the Director 
General of the EPA, Terry Wall, and senior 
EPA management personnel in November 
last year to discuss issues of concern to 
Nature Refuge landholders, and to forge links 
between NaRLA and the key public servants 
charged with managing the Nature Refuge 
program.   

NaRLA warmly welcomed the suggestion 
made by Geoff Clare, CEO of the EPA’s 
Conservation Services Division, that EPA 
and NaRLA representatives meet regularly to 
exchange views and raise issues. “Geoff Clare’s 
proposal augurs well for the establishment of 
open and productive communications and co-
operation between the EPA and NaRLA”, said 
Marta Hardeman, NaRLA’s president.

“Only  through such regular open dialogue between the Nature Refuge landholders’ 
industry body and the EPA can we hope to create the mutual understanding, trust and co-
ordination between us that is required to maximise the success of the Nature Refuge program. 
The flow of accurate and timely information and views between the EPA and NaRLA cannot 
help but improve the standards of administration of the Nature Refuge program in general, 
and the co-ordination of the EPA’s and NaRLA’s resources and activities in support of 
Nature Refuge landholders in particular”, Ms Hardeman said. 

Mr Clare also invited NaRLA to submit a written request for clarification of EPA policy 
regarding property-specific management plans and responses to notifications of external 
processes ‘threatening’  their Nature Refuges made to the Minister for the Environment by 
Nature Refuge landholders in accordance with their obligations under their Conservation 
Agreements, along with specific questions relating to other matters of concern to Nature 
Refuge landholders. NaRLA is awaiting the promised written responses to a series of ten 
questions that were submitted to the EPA on 30th November 2006.

To further this spirit of open communication and co-operation, NaRLA will be inviting 
Mr Clare and other senior EPA management staff to address a meeting of NaRLA members, 
scheduled for July this year.   

What’s
News
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Sugar a weed 
control tool?
Researchers at Charles Sturt 

University have reported that trials have 
indicated that common cane sugar may 
be an effective  weed control agent. 
They claim that sugar could be used to 
change a woodland system dominated 
by weeds back to one dominated by 
native grass species.

In trials near Young in NSW, it was 
found that weeds occur in soils with 
high nitrate levels, while native grasses 
are favoured by soils with low nitrate 
levels.  Direct application of sugar to 
the soil was found to reduce soil nitrate 
levels, inhibiting weed growth and 
favouring re-establishment of native 
grasses.

Thus, the use of sugar for weed 
control could provide a good 
short-term, natural chemical and 
ecologically-friendly method of weed 
control, which would be particularly 
helpful in organic farming or in places 
where it is difficult or undesirable to 
apply herbicides.

For more details, go to NaRLA’s web 
page, and click >NaRLA’s Services

    > Information Services
        >Online Articles
           >Weeds and Animal Pests
              > Management.

EPA helps clean up Nature Refuges 
after Cyclone Larry

Cyclone Larry arrived on the Atherton Tablelands and converted the Nature Refuges into 
Nature Refuse.  We were all rather glum as we confronted considerable but unquantified 
wildlife death, trees stripped of leaves, buds and fruit, and tracks made impassable by fallen 
trees and branches.  The Environment Protection Agency (EPA) responded magnificently.  
They immediately arranged for feeding stations to keep Cassowaries alive and away from 
gardens, roads and dogs —nonetheless reports have it that at least thirty birds have died.  
Tracks in National Parks were opened up with surprising speed, and subsequently they 
offered the same service to Nature Refuges.  This had a very positive effect on seriously 
demoralised Nature Refuge owners.  We would like to express our appreciation to the 
EPA.

Graham Harrington
Barne’s Pikle Nature Refuge

EPA proposes regular 
meetings with NaRLA

NatureAssist 
first Round 
Completed

The first round of tenders for the 
NatureAssist grants have been lodged 
by landholders and are being processed 
by the EPA.  Some mistakes were made 
in the administration of this first round 
of NatureAssist tenders, including a 
change in the tender conditions after the 
submission deadline, which imposed a 
previously unannounced limit of two years 
within which projects tendered for must 
be completed. Following this change, 
some tenderers were asked by the EPA, 
after the tender lodgement deadline, to 
resubmit their tenders with amended time 
frames for project completion. The EPA 
has assured NaRLA that this was simply 
a ‘teething problem’, and that procedures 
have been rectified for the next round. 
They also assured us that no tenderer was 
disadvantaged by the incident.  

Now that it is clear that all Nature 
Assist projects will be limited to a two 
year time frame for completion, the 
program appears to closely match the 
criteria for Australian Government 
Envirofund grants which are just as 
readily available to landholders.  We 
note however, that Envirofund moneys 
are granted with fewer encumbrances 
than NatureAssist grants.  We look 
forward to sighting the proposed revised 
conservation agreements that landholders 
will be required to sign as a pre-condition 
of their being granted NatureAssist 
funds. We urge landholders to carefully 
compare the new ageement with their 
existing agreement and consider the legal 
implications of any variations. 

NaRLA is very keen to see the regular 
and smooth running of all grant programs, 
which we see as a one practical way to 
help provide Nature Refuge landholders 
with much needed assistance to manage 
nature conservation on their land.




