
Firstly, let me say that I am a farmer and landholder. In 1989 we moved from a small very 

productive, but over cleared block of land in the south, to a larger block of developed and 

underdeveloped land in the north of the state. We had looked forward with great ambition to 

developing this property to be more productive and a great place to live. 

               It wasn’t long and we were soon being impacted by clearing laws. As a result of 

these laws about one third (1000 acres) of our property now is thick scrub. When we 

purchased this property it supported two families, today only one. The native vegetation on 

this property was not thick when we purchased it, the cattle and sheep grazed it, but now it is 

much thicker and almost impenetrable. We now can only run about three quarters of the cattle 

we originally ran. The reduction in carrying capacity reduces our income by about $50000.oo 

per year.  My wife now has to work to keep us going.  Most of the native vegetation on our 

property was not in virgin pristine condition when we purchased it, in fact it can still be seen 

today (25 years later) that the vast majority of it is regrowth. In the nineties I applied for 

some Government funding to fence off some of the scrub. The Dept. of Environment sent two 

young graduates to inspect the environment before funding would be allowed. After a week 

of wandering through the scrub these 2 experts wrote a report that stated there was nothing 

significant about this area of bushland and that funding was being denied. NO threatened 

species, plant or animal were identified, yet we were still not allowed to touch any of this 

native vegetation, not even to remove firewood for our fire or timber for fencing. 

               In recent times I have fenced off some of the native vegetation at my own expense 

as a management practice to stop sheep and cattle getting lost in it. Any paddock with scrub 

in it is always difficult to muster and it is very hard to find all your animals when you muster. 

This creates other management problems as some animals will not get drench or vaccine and 

sometimes bull calves are not marked in a timely fashion. Also calving cows will sometimes 

retreat into the scrub to calve. If they get into trouble there, they are usually not found with 

the result you have a dead cow and calf. This is not only a tragedy from a production point of 

view but also from an animal welfare point of view.  We have 8 paddocks that contain thick 

scrub where this occurs.  

I have also fenced off some riparian zones along the creek, to stop use by animals (farm and 

native), eroding the creek banks. Again done at my own expense, mainly due to Catchment 

Management authorities being inflexible and domineering as to how it could be done. This 

brings me to the point; we own this land, when we bought it there were no restrictions placed 

on it (freehold), now we are forced to deal with government people in order to manage our 

own land. I have found that many of these Government people are very impractical, THE 

Environment is a religion to them (a holier than thou attitude) and no one has the right to 

challenge their opinion. I have tried to negotiate with these people to fence off some scrub in 

order to be able to clear some other areas, but they are so impractical and one sided that 

nothing has ever come of it. To lock up 500 acres in order to clear 5 acres does not seem a 

fair trade off to me. Farm production does not enter into the equation with these people, the 

environment is everything and people trying to live on farms are insignificant when 

compared to the environment. One observation from my local area in regard to government 

funding for the environment is that the majority of it occurs on hobby farms or the farms of 

people who do not rely on the farm for their main income. It is not that real farmers do not 

care for the environment, but that real farmers are so concentrated on trying to scratch out a 

living for themselves and their families, they don’t have the time to jump through all the 

hoops required.  Farmers are land managers and make decisions every day of the week about 

managing land. There are very few farmers that deliberately damage their farm 

environment.  Instead of the “Big Brother “ approach to managing the environment, 

Governments should concentrate on managing their own lands better, while providing 

incentives for farmers to manage biodiversity. Many city people now think that farmers are 



environmental vandals. This is wrong, we never see good news stories about how farmers are 

looking after their properties.  I think there would be much more good will demonstrated if 

all decisions on clearing and biodiversity were not made by Catchment Management or Dept. 

of Environment people, but a totally independent authority  with no axe to grind. As the 

system stands today, farmers have no right of appeal, the government officials have all the 

say and if you don’t like that, it is too bad. 

               I am of the opinion that simply locking up native vegetation is an ill-conceived 

option. Firstly I think that if there is to be no funding for farmers to manage such native 

vegetation, then the laws for biodiversity should only apply to public lands. There are plenty 

of examples of Government owned land that is not managed well. The blanket ban on land 

clearing was a political decision based on what, I don’t know. In my own local area we are 

not short on native vegetation or biodiversity in general. Farmers know what good country to 

clear is and what should be left alone. Here most of the valleys are cleared and the steeper 

hills still have native vegetation. My own property is relatively flat and a lot of what is scrub 

today once had been cleared.  One of the problems that come with having native vegetation is 

that a lot of our native species are quite invasive, around the edges of scrub their needs to be 

constant management to stop the scrub encroaching on good land. Although it is supposedly 

legal to clear regrowth since 1990, I know of local people threatened with prosecution for 

doing precisely this. One person I am acquainted with has been given a remediation order for 

clearing pine regrowth, not even ten years old. Once again a zealot Government Official, 

knowing full well that most farmers cannot afford to fight such matters in the court. Farmers 

are quite capable of managing their environment sustainably without government 

interference. 

I am now very worried that our own native vegetation is just a catastrophic wild fire 

waiting to happen. Our scrub has had no fire through it for over 30 years, there is a massive 

amount of fuel that could burn. We live in an area prone to lightning strikes in summer. If a 

catastrophic wildfire was to occur in our scrub, it would be terrible for us, but for the 

environment it would be disastrous. These fires burn so hot that a vast amount of trees will be 

killed and not regrow, unfortunately most of the native animals would also die. The recent 

fires in the Warrumbungle National Park and The Piliga Nature Area show just how 

devastating these fires can be when native vegetation is not managed. Also 50 homes were 

lost. In order to manage native vegetation properly there should be a system of cool burning 

the scrub in a mosaic pattern every few years to make it safer for all, i.e. plants, animals and 

humans alike. This natural system also improves the quality of the bushland. We have The 

Weetaliba Nature Reserve quite close to us and to their credit the National Parks and Wildlife 

Service periodically burn the area during the autumn.  Incidentally, The Weetaliba Nature 

area has a cleared area right round it to prevent fire escaping, and a series of fire breaks 

within the park to control the fire so it does not get too hot.  We are not allowed such fire 

breaks in or around our scrub, if we were to do these we would be charged with illegal 

clearing. This is a clear example of a different rule for Government Depts. to that applying to 

privately owned native vegetation. We would love to have the resources to have “cool” 

hazard reduction burns in our scrub. Lock up mentality is not looking after the environment; 

it is just creating unnatural conditions that could lead to disastrous loss of life. We cannot see 

our  native vegetation is any longer an asset, I cannot see that the general community receives 

any benefit from it, really it is just a large liability that given the right conditions could burn 

ferociously enough to also burn the nearby town. 

               Another result of the lock up mentality is that as the scrub becomes thick it becomes 

the home to a large number of feral animals, many of which are devastating on small native 

animals and birds. These feral animals also interfere with farm production. In our scrub now 

you can find large numbers of feral pigs, rabbits, foxes, cats, goats, red deer, fallow deer, 



indian mynas and recently nearby there has been stock killed by wild dogs. We are constantly 

poisoning, trapping and shooting at our own expense but the problem is increasing not 

declining. Again, managing native vegetation is more than a full time job. We are fortunate 

though, that as yet there is very little problem with invasive weeds in the scrub, I guess it is 

only a matter of time though, as it seems to happen in other areas. 

               Another problem with Government funding for environmental work is that it is 

expected that farmers will allow caveats over their title in order to receive such funding. This 

is really ridiculous. Firstly, anyone with a mortgage will find that banks are not too happy 

about caveats over land that they have an interest in. This is because banks well know that 

such caveats usually reduce the chance of selling such land easily. It also raises the point: if 

locking up scrub on your property is such a great thing to do, why does it actually decrease 

the value of such property and make it harder to sell.  Effectively, the land clearing laws have 

reduced the value of my own property by 1000 acres. I think I should have received 

considerable compensation for this. I would place a value on this of over $500000.oo. 

               Finally, in the guidelines for this submission you ask, “Should there be an 

aspirational goal for biodiversity conservation?”   I think that preserving biodiversity is a 

good thing but it has been gone about the wrong way. Conservation should not be at the 

expense of ordinary landowners. Governments obviously cannot afford to pay us what it is 

really worth to look after and manage our native vegetation therefore they should concentrate 

on looking after public land properly first and then provide incentives for private landowners 

to carry out conservation on their properties if they so wish. I am sure there are many people 

who would take up such incentives, particularly in areas that need it. In my own area we just 

need to be left alone to manage our properties sustainably for our own future and that of the 

environment. I would never clear all my property but leave blocks of remnant vegetation 

where appropriate to the management on my property.  I have always been driven by the 

desire to leave my property in a better state than I found it. Unfortunately Government bans 

on clearing or thinning due to biodiversity will make sure that this does not happen.  The 

European Union countries have paid farmers to look after the environment but are now 

reducing these payments as they can no longer afford it, most of their economies are a basket 

case. The Queensland Government has relaxed clearing laws there, it can be done.  

Please consider what I have said, these laws on biodiversity have come at a great cost to us 

personally and have made no significant improvement in the local environment. 

Sincerely, 

Graeme Ferguson, 

G.O. & C.F. Ferguson, 

“Bolton”, COOLAH. NSW. 2843. 

 


