The changing face of landcare in the south west

case study

Landcare has changed significantly over the last ~40,000 What does landcare mean to you?
years in the South West, and yet the underlying premise
‘Sense of Place’ and the South West ‘way of life’ are two
of stewardship and belonging remains constant.
of the most important values impacting on landcare
Noongar people were the first ‘landcarers’. But to them groups and volunteer involvement. Connected
it was so much more than just caring for the land. The
communities drive environmental change and
natural environment and their inter-relationship with it environmental change drives communities.
was part of their culture, who they were and the way
People who are more attached probably take more of an
they interacted with it was laid down in law. In the
interest in the local area and want to spend time with
English language this law for living is referred to as ‘the
other attached people, leading to greater local
Dreaming’ or ‘Dreamtime’, and as such the element of
participation and likely increasing their ties to the area
law/lore is somewhat lost in the translation (Bennell,
(Anton and Lawrence, 2014).
2006).
Noongar people refer to it as belonging/connection to
A good description of landcare today is that it provides a
Boodja/Country. As opposed to seeing Boodja as
self-determining mechanism for leveraging the positive
belonging to them, they belong to it. The health of
motivation and action of communities to care for land,
Boodja is fundamental to culture. The two are
water, bushland, beaches and the marine environment.
irrevocably linked and cannot be considered
This can be facilitated through grassroots driven
independently (Wooltorton et al 2017).
‘community landcare’, or ‘Government funded
Regardless of the traditional Noongar perspective, or
Landcare’ programs and initiatives (WA Landcare
the contemporary perspective, landcare is as much
Network, 2017).
about people and connectedness as it is about the
But ultimately, a term like landcare can mean different
natural environment.
things to different people. This is both its greatest
strength and potentially greatest weakness.
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Threats
The South West’s [Development Commission Region]
population is expected to grow significantly by 2026, to the
tune of almost 210,000 (Department of Planning and WA
Planning Commission, 2015).
One of the biggest threats to our current ‘sense of place’ and
‘way of life’ and the Boodja we belong to is population
increase, urban development and associated land use
conflict.
A staggering 84% of South West urban residents are
concerned about climate change and its impacts on our
region in future.
Furthermore, they believe human activities are having an
impact right now (Fenton, 2013).
Lack of funding certainty is one of the biggest threats to
landcare group longevity, legacy and succession.

Did you know?....

In a regional survey undertaken for SWCC in 2013, results
showed that 72% of community groups cited funding,
Volunteering is WA’s largest industry based on
including access to funding, concerns about the loss of
participation,
delivering high returns to the community?!
funding and the uncertainty of future funding, as the biggest
threat to legacy.
The sum social, economic and cultural value of

volunteering has been estimated at about $39 billion
A further 56% also cited an inability to attract new members
annually. Every dollar invested by the State’s 5,000
and the lack of leadership capacity within the group (28%) as
volunteer-involving
organisations returns $4.50 in benefits
major threats (Fenton, 2013).
to the community. It is estimated that a one per cent
annual increase in the rate of volunteering would create
an additional $6.12 billion in benefits over 10 years.
Employee volunteering adds around $9.4 billion to the WA
In the South West specifically, only 14% of urban residents economy annually (Department of Local Government and
Communities, 2017).
were found to have participated in organised meetings or
In addition, volunteering generally is declining across
Australia (Department of Local Government and
Communities, 2017).

activities about environmental issues (Fenton, 2013).

All wetlands, creeks and rivers in the South West are
culturally significant to the Noongar people, because of
their environmental importance?

Most commonly reported reasons for this is that residents
believed they were too old, too busy or that they hadn’t
heard about them.
Waterways are evidence of creator ancestors according to

“We need to instil environmental care from
as young an age as possible. Noongar and
Wadjella. It’s much harder to teach
environmental values to older kids and
adults. Doing this facilitates a power shift.
Knowledge is power.”

David Collard, 19 January 2018
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the Dreaming (Wooltorton et al, 2017). They are also vital
to survival and so Noongar people recognise that they are
our most important asset to be looked after (Bennell,
2006).

Since 2001, more than $100 million has been invested in
Landcare across the South West?
This has included funding grants to a range of private
landholders, working in partnership with Local and State
Government to protect government assets, support to
agricultural grower groups, working with Aboriginal
organisations to build enterprise capacity, and funding for
project work, administrative support and capacity support
to Landcare and catchment groups.
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Trends, condition and information
reliability

facilitation. So while the LCDC model may not be as popular
as it once was, capacity still exists in these areas.

While there was an overall increase in landcare groups in the
South West from 2000 - 2017, 11 South West located LCDCs
and Incorporated Landcare Groups that were established in
1999/2000 were no longer active as at 2017.

There are inherent gaps in landcare group recording
(informal, unincorporated groups are not on the public
record) and no continual community survey approach or
focus from 2001 – 2018, so there are inherent gaps in this
data.

This reflects the State-wide trend in declining relevance and
manageability of these groups, in favour of smaller, less Not all of the data collected and/or referenced is specific to
the South West Region, due to changes in Regional
formal arrangements (WA Landcare Network, 2017).
boundaries over time. In addition, the data has not been
Another important trend to note in the South West is the captured for Local Governments in landcare, as they were
change between 2000 to 2017 in the approach to landcare not included in the original definition of ‘landcare’. This
from largely rural based LCDCs and incorporated Landcare makes it difficult to ascertain the exact number of landcare
groups to coastal and urban incorporated Landcare groups, groups currently in operation.
more informal Friends of groups and Aboriginal community
organisations.

Actions & achievements

This correlates strongly with a general population shift over Landcare groups in the South West NRM Region have been
the last 30 years from rural to more coastal urban and peri- supported and managed since as early as the 1980s by a
urban living (Fenton, 2013).
culture of volunteerism in rural/regional communities and
farmers (WA Landcare Network, 2017).
In addition, many farmers and small landholders undertake
landcare activities on their properties independently of a Local, State and Federal Government funding and support as
formal landcare group and a number of informal farmer of the 1990s in ‘The Decade of Landcare’, private
groups are beginning to form organically (Fenton, 2013).
philanthropy and more recently, an increase in corporate
volunteering, has supplemented this, which has resulted in
It is also important to note that in rural areas, many Local
an incredible amount of on-ground and community
Governments are taking responsibility for local Landcare
engagement and education outcomes.
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Where to from here?

Calls to action

Well the good news is, it’s not all bad news!

Get back to nature!
Reconnecting with the natural environment in a
volunteer capacity is good for society, your mental
and physical health and of course, the
It is interesting to note that this pattern in activity very much
environment.
Landcare capacity and activity has ebbed and flowed over
the years across WA, with a significant peak during 20032009 and since then a general decline and then stabilisation
from 2013-2018.

mirrors patterns in State and Federal Government funding
(WA Landcare Network, 2017)
Interestingly, the South West has bucked this State-wide
downward trend, with an increase in landcare groups
between 2000 and 2018 from 48 to 77 [WA Landcare
Network and SWCC database raw data, 2018].
And while there are a number of environmental issues facing
us here in the South West NRM Region, there is also
community concern for the natural environment.
A survey of almost 100 residents in 2016 illustrated that
46.4% thought that poor health of rivers and wetlands is a
big problem, 58.6% thought at loss of native vegetation was
a big problem, and 60.6% thought that declining numbers of
some native animals or birds was a big problem (University
of Canberra, School of Applied Ecology, 2016).
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Support your local landcare group.
It’s a great way to meet people, get into the
outdoors and give a little bit back. And if the great
outdoors isn’t your thing, you can support in other
ways by sharing other skills that they might need,
like PR, media, office and financial skills.
The power of the people.
The protection of our South West environment
and agricultural land relies on your voice and
action, so get involved and speak up when you get
the opportunity.
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