
6 December 2017 
 
 
NSW Office of Environment and Heritage 
Conservation Programs Branch 
Level 12 
PO Box A290 
Sydney South NSW 2000 

Re: Submission Regarding the Draft Biodiversity Conservation Investment Strategy 

The following entails a submission to the Office of Environment and Heritage with regards to 
the development of the Biodiversity Conservation Investment Strategy (BCIS). The submission is 
being made by SMK Consultants, who have been engaged to act on behalf of the Proponent, 
Seery Partnership Pty Ltd.  
 
The proposed BCIS outlines investment priorities to support private land conservation within 
NSW. The strategy identifies five ranked priority areas for investment, in association with a 
suite of investment principles and conservation targets. 
 
We contend that the draft BCIS offers insufficient detail regarding proposed expenditure of 
conservation funding to be managed by the Biodiversity Conservation Trust (BCT). We propose 
the following recommendations to be considered in the development of the BCIS: 
 

• Utilisation of investment quotas to ensure appropriate allocation of conservation 
funding between priority areas; and 
 

• Adoption of an additional investment principle relating to site-scale design of funding 
provision arrangements within Conservation Agreements, to improve the likelihood of 
short-term and in-perpetuity Conservation Agreements being adopted by landholders 
across the State (with an emphasis on landholders located within Priority 1 Investment 
Areas). 

 
These recommendations are outlined below. 
 

The Rationale for Adopting Investment Quotas 
The draft BCIS outlines six land categories within NSW; five Priority Investment Areas and an 
additional category of land in which existing conservation efforts meet ‘representiveness’ 
targets under the Comprehensive, Adequate and Representative (CAR) conservation scheme. 
The BCIS further outlines a series of investment principles which aim to guide the BCT’s 



investment decisions within the State, with an emphasis on investment in higher priority 
conservation areas. 
 
However, the language within the investment principles is vague, with no definable thresholds 
or goals for expenditure within each Priority Investment Area. Further, the draft BCIS states: 
 
“The BCT may consider prioritising landholders who are willing to enter into permanent 
agreements in subregions that have met the national ‘representativeness’ target, over time-
bound agreements within priority investment areas.” 
 
This caveat effectively undermines the stated intent of the BCIS, which is to undertake 
conservation investment with respect to the CAR conservation scheme. It additionally runs the 
risk of undermining the overall effectiveness of the BCIS in delivering conservation outcomes 
within the highest priority conservation areas of the State. 
 
Historically, the east coast of NSW tends to be more receptive to the concept of private land 
conservation, and subsequently more likely to enter into conservation agreements. These areas 
are likely to supply a reasonably abundant number of landholders who are willing to enter into 
conservation agreements, in bioregions which already have sufficient representation within the 
conservation reserve system. 
 
Conversely, Priority 1 Investment Areas (such as the Moree Plains and surrounding regions) are 
typically less receptive to the prospect of entering into conservation agreements. The high 
opportunity costs of reserving potentially profitable agricultural land for conservation purposes, 
the costs associated with conservation, and a cultural mistrust of government intervention have 
resulted in low levels of voluntary adoption of conservation initiatives to date. It may therefore 
be difficult to ensure conservation goals within Priority 1 Investment Areas are achieved, due to 
reluctance of landholders to participate in the conservation scheme.  
 
The current draft BCIS permits the BCT to elect to provide funding to landholders on the coast 
who are not located within a Priority Investment Area. Therefore, the BCIS is effectively 
providing the BCT with an exit clause, such that the BCT may adopt a reduced focus on 
establishing conservation agreements in the more difficult Priority 1 Investment Areas in 
preference to areas which are easier to work in, yet which are less in need of conservation 
funding. 
 

Our Recommendation 
We support the use of investment quotas, to ensure the allocation of funding exclusively to 
Priority Investment Areas identified within the State.  
 
The use of an investment quota provides greater clarity regarding the goals of the BCIS, and the 
resources available to achieve these goals. It enables transparency in decision-making and is 
consistent with the overarching purpose of the BCIS to establish a CAR conservation reserve 
system. 
 
Further, the use of quotas minimises the risk of it being deemed ‘too hard’ to establish 
conservation agreements within Priority 1 Investment Areas as a result of resistance to 
conservation efforts within these localities. Instead, quotas will force the BCT to undertake 
regular self-reflection and adopt innovative techniques utilising the principles of adaptive 



management, to ensure that successful conservation agreements are able to be established 
within Priority 1 Investment Areas. 
 

Proposed Conservation Investment Principle: In-Perpetuity Conservation 
Agreements 
Under the Biodiversity Conservation Act, three different voluntary land protection agreements 
will exist: Biodiversity Stewardship Agreements, Conservation Agreements and Wildlife Refuge 
Agreements. The Proponent supports the format of Biodiversity Stewardship Agreements and 
Wildlife Refuge Agreements. The Proponent wishes to make recommendations regarding 
investment principles which guide the format of Conservation Agreements. 
 
The BCT Website defines a Conservation Agreement as: ‘a permanent agreement or agreement 
for a specific time period that may be eligible for stewardship payments to provide support for 
landholders in carrying out actions to help protect and manage the land.’ Financial support for 
conservation efforts may occur either through direct payments, tax relief, rate relief, or some 
combination of these. 
 
The Proponent is concerned that, without adequate provision of funding to compensate for 
conservation and opportunity costs associated with entering into conservation agreements, the 
rate of voluntary landholders adopting of long-term and in-perpetuity Conservation 
Agreements will remain low – particularly in Priority 1 Investment Areas. This is further 
discussed below. 
 

Consideration of Opportunity Cost/Ha in In-Perpetuity Conservation Agreements  
To date, there has been a low uptake of in-perpetuity voluntary land conservation agreements 
in NSW. There may be many reasons for this, including risk aversion and desire for future 
flexibility in farm management. This submission however, contends that a primary barrier that 
limits landholder interest in entering into in-perpetuity voluntary land conservation agreements 
are opportunity costs associated with limiting the long-term expansion potential of agricultural 
enterprises. This factor has the potential to significantly limit the potential uptake of in-
perpetuity Conservation Agreements into the future, particularly in Priority 1 Investment Areas. 
  
Priority 1 Investment Areas typically coincide with highly productive agricultural regions within 
NSW, which have been heavily cleared of native vegetation as a result of the high production 
potential of the land. A prime example of this is the alluvial plains of Northern and Central 
NSW, which are centers for the production of irrigated cotton in the State.  
 
Regions of cotton production in NSW coincide with a suite of threatened ecological 
communities listed under the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016, including (but not limited to): 

• Brigalow within the Brigalow Belt South, Nandewar and Darling Riverine Plains 
Bioregions (listed as an Endangered Ecological Community) 

• Myall Woodland in the Darling Riverine Plains, Brigalow Belt South, Cobar Peneplain, 
Murray-Darling Depression, Riverina and NSW South Western Slopes bioregions (listed 
as an Endangered Ecological Community) 

• Coolibah-Black Box Woodland in the Darling Riverine Plains, Brigalow Belt South, Cobar 
Peneplain and Mulga Lands Bioregion (listed as an Endangered Ecological Community) 

• Native Vegetation on Cracking Clay Soils of the Liverpool Plains (listed as an Endangered 
Ecological Community) 

 



For long-term and in-perpetuity Conservation Agreements to be enticing for the majority of 
farmers within cotton-producing regions of New South Wales, conservation funding must take 
into account the opportunity costs associated with not utilising an area of fertile land for 
productive purposes. Furthermore, the ongoing costs associated with maintaining land set 
aside for conservation efforts must also be accounted for to make the agreement cost-neutral 
for the land owner.  Overall, conservation funding provided for setting aside land under a 
Conservation Agreement must be of a sufficient magnitude such that the future potential 
overall profitability of the farming enterprise is not impacted by entering into such an 
agreement. 
 
The average profitability of growing irrigated cotton in Australia is $1,106/ha, based on a five-
year average of figures from 2012-20161. Furthermore, the average cost of ongoing 
conservation in NSW, including weed and pest control, equates to $25/ha2. Therefore, 
significant expenditure will be required to ensure adequate protection of ecological 
communities in localities which have the potential to support extremely profitable agricultural 
enterprises.   
 

Our Recommendation 
We recommend that the following investment principle be adopted: 
 
Investment in in-perpetuity Conservation Agreements, provided they meet minimum 
environmental value standards, should seek to reflect the relative production value plus 
conservation costs of the land to be set aside, to account for the opportunity costs to the 
landholder which are associated with entering into in-perpetuity private conservation 
agreements. 
 
This principle ensures that opportunity costs and conservation costs are considered in 
determining appropriate funding arrangements to support in-perpetuity Conservation 
Agreements. Further, the principle allows for variation in the provision of conservation funding 
between regions which are characterised by varying degrees of profitability. 
 
It is anticipated that adoption of the above principle will increase the appeal of in-perpetuity 
Conservation Agreements to local landholders, particularly those in Priority 1 Investment Areas 
which intercept highly profitable agricultural enterprises. 
 
Additionally, average regional metrics should be established to determine the average 
profitability of agricultural production per locality. This would enable transparency and clarity in 
investment decisions based upon this principle. For instance, all conservation funding within 
the alluvial plains region of the Gwydir Catchment, provided minimum environmental values 
are met, should receive a minimum fee of $1,131/ha/year for land reserved for conservation. 
This minimum will ensure the agreement is cost-natural for the land owner by accounting for 
opportunity costs ($1,106/ha) and conservation costs ($25/ha).  The BCT will retain the 
discretion to offer increased fees for land of higher conservation value.  This minimum fee will 
vary from region to region, depending on the average profitability of the dominant enterprise. 
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This example metric may define investment regions based on a suite of natural, abiotic factors 
(such as soil type, catchment and topography), or on existing dominant land uses (such as 
cropping, grazing or horticulture) – or on some combination of the two. 
 

Conclusions 
The Proponent supports the commitment of the NSW Government to increase funding to 
support private land conservation activities in NSW. These funds however, need to be 
distributed appropriately, and with consideration of the needs of and challenges facing the 
landholders, to ensure that conservation programs are adopted and that environmental 
outcomes are achieved. 
 
Thank you for your time. Please do not hesitate to contact us should you have any further 
questions. 

 

  
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

  
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 




