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Standing in the
way of extinction
For some threatened creatures,
the grassy plains and woodlands of
the Tasmanian Midlands are the only
refuges they have left. That’s why
we’re trying to save them.

places left to go. “We used to regularly
see those little cone-shaped holes in the
ground, but you don’t see them so much
anymore,” says Dr Matt Appleby, Bush
Heritage ecologist for the South East.

Small, conical holes in the ground
are the calling cards of the Tasmanian
Midlands’ gourmands. Shaped by the
finest of noses, these holes are evidence
of Eastern Barred Bandicoots searching
for their favourite foods - truffles, tubers
and insects - and unearthing them
with their long, curved toes.

Eastern Barred Bandicoots aren’t
the only creatures that rely on the
Midlands for their continued survival.
Their fellow foodies Eastern Bettongs
are near-threatened, almost half of
Tasmania’s entire Wedge-tailed Eagle
population calls the region home, and
it’s a stronghold for Eastern Quolls.

These nocturnal marsupials are
becoming increasingly rare in the
Midlands as their habitat is cleared for
agriculture, and they have few other

For these species, as well as many
more, the remnant patches of native
grasslands and woodlands in the
Tasmanian Midlands are critical for

their continued survival. Yet every year
these patches of native vegetation get
smaller and smaller.
Continued on page 3
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Above: Bush Heritage ecologist Dr Matt Appleby
conducts a vegetation survey on a Tasmanian
Midlands property. Photo by Annette Ruzicka
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From the CEO

The Tasmanian Midlands
at a glance

to the long-term protection of one of
Australia’s most biodiverse landscapes.

There’s been a critical evolution
in Bush Heritage’s thinking about
conservation over the years. In the
beginning, we were an organisation
set on owning land to protect it.
While that remains a key part of what
we do, there’s been one significant
addition to our approach: today, our
vision for conservation involves other
landholders. Through this evolution,
we’ve opened doors to conservation
opportunities that would never
otherwise have been available to us.
The Tasmanian Midlands is one
such opportunity. This landscape is
of exceptional conservation value,
almost the entire region sits under
private ownership, and some of those
properties have been passed down
through families for many generations.
By working with the Midlands
landowners to find a conservation
solution that meets their needs, Bush
Heritage has been able to contribute
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Together with the Tasmanian Land
Conservancy, and with the help of
our supporters and those who’ve
generously contributed to the Midlands
Conservation Fund (see Paying the
way to conservation on page 8), we’ve
worked out a practical and innovative
way of making conservation and
agriculture work side-by-side.
In this edition of Bush Tracks, we’re
taking the opportunity to show you
what you’ve helped to achieve in the
Tasmanian Midlands so far, the native
plants and animals you’re protecting,
and what’s to come.
In many ways, the fundamental
question facing Midlands farmers is
one we could all be asking ourselves:
‘In what condition do I want to pass
this country on to the next generation?’
Bush Heritage, the Tasmanian Land
Conservancy and Midlands landowners
are working together to secure the
natural legacy of future generations.

180

threatened
plants and animals

<10%
protected

95%
of native
grasslands
cleared

Thank you for making that possible,

1 of 15
Gerard O’Neill, Chief Executive

national biodiversity
hotspots

Opposite left: Native grasses
in the Tasmanian Midlands.
Photo by Annette Ruzicka
Opposite right: A Wedgetailed Eagle. Photo by Patrick
Kavanagh/Wikimedia
Commons
Opposite inset: Bush
Heritage CEO Gerard O'Neill.
Photo by Bec Walton
Left: An Eastern Bettong.
Photo by Sandy Kuiper/Flickr
Bottom: An Eastern Quoll.
Photo by Sean Crane

Continued from cover

Opportunity in an underprotected landscape
Bush Heritage is slowing that decline
through the Tasmanian Midlands
conservation project. This long-term
project – a partnership between
Bush Heritage, the Tasmanian Land
Conservancy and local landowners –
is seeing native habitats in the
Tasmanian Midlands restored to
good health and protected.
With most of the Midlands region
privately owned and farmed for
agriculture, Bush Heritage and the
Tasmanian Land Conservancy are
focusing on working with local farmers
on their own land, with the ultimate
goal of protecting 8000 hectares of
the Midlands.
“Australia has 15 national biodiversity
hotspots and the Midlands of Tasmania
are one of those, but less than 10
percent of this area is protected
through the traditional reserve system.
That’s why the Midlands project is so
important,” says Dr Jody Gunn, Bush
Heritage Executive Manager for the
South East.
“Lowland temperate grasslands are one
of the key habitats in the Midlands, but
over 95 percent of the Midlands’ native
grasslands have been cleared, or are
now of reduced quality,” says Jody.

A last refuge
Not only are the Tasmanian Midlands
vital habitat for species like the Eastern
Barred Bandicoot, Eastern Bettong and
Eastern Quoll; they are also one of their
last refuges. These creatures are now
extinct in the wild on mainland Australia,
and the Midlands of Tasmania are one
of the few places they can still be found.
The Tasmanian Wedge-tailed Eagle,
a magnificent bird of prey with a
wingspan stretching up to 2.3 metres,
evolved into its own subspecies after
around 10,000 years of isolation from
its mainland relatives. It prefers open
country (as is found in the Midlands)
for hunting, and is highly sensitive to
disruption of its nesting habitat.
“The Wedge-tailed Eagle is a species
that likes fairly open ground to find its
prey, so open woodlands and grasslands
are fantastic areas for them to forage
in, and that’s the dominant native
vegetation in the Midlands,” says Matt.
Just as these animals need the Midlands
for their continued survival, the
Midlands, too, need these animals. Both
the Eastern Barred Bandicoot and the
Eastern Bettong are considered ‘soil
engineers’ for their ability to shape and
nourish the ecosystems they live in.
As these little earth-movers search for
food, they turn soils over and bring

nutrients to the surface, breaking up
hard soils in the process, and making
holes in which seeds can sprout.
“If marsupials continue to decline in this
region, then the ecosystems will start to
breakdown. Bandicoots and bettongs,
for example, help move seeds and spores
from one place to another, and this can
be vital after an area has been heavily
disturbed. Every species has a role to
play, so when a species disappears,
other species can be affected," says Matt.

Take action: Together, we can
prevent extinctions
Australia is in the midst of an
extinction crisis - we’re losing our
native mammals at an alarming
rate. But targeted actions, including
protecting critical last refuges such
as the Tasmanian Midlands, can
help turn that crisis around.
Will you act to save these
species before it’s too late?
www.bushheritage.org.au/donate
Bush Tracks | Winter 2017
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Farming for change
Since 2012, Bush Heritage and the Tasmanian Land Conservancy have been
working with farmers to restore the Tasmanian Midlands. Now, our efforts
are starting to take root.
Tender young eucalypt saplings and
the spiky seed heads of Kangaroo
Grass can be signs of a landscape in
repair, and in the Tasmanian Midlands
they’re a welcome sight. Here, years of
restoration and protection work are
finally beginning to pay off.
Corralled by mountains and Tasmania’s
stunning east coast, the fertile soils of
the Tasmanian Midlands, the traditional
lands of the Tasmanian Aboriginal
community, have been widely
regarded as farmland since European
settlement. Today, those grassy plains
and woodlands have been transformed
into productive cropping and grazing
grounds, and less than 5 percent of
the original native grasslands remain.
Coupled with other pressures, this mass
clearance of land has left over 180 plant
and animal species threatened.
Five years ago, Bush Heritage Australia
and the Tasmanian Land Conservancy
teamed up to tackle this conservation
crisis by asking one simple question:
what if we could engage with the
farmers themselves to help save native
ecosystems on the very land their
livelihoods depend upon?
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It wasn’t the first time that question
had been posed – conservation
covenants and fixed-term agreements
have been a popular tool for many a
state government trying to improve its
environmental policies – but previous
governmental attempts to work with
landowners in the Midlands have failed
to adequately protect valuable remnant
patches of native vegetation.
"Those conservation agreements
were usually applied to land of the
farmers’ choosing,” explains Bush
Heritage ecologist Dr Matt Appleby.
“The problem with that is they tend to
choose the rockiest, most unproductive
land they have, meaning that native
vegetation on productive land gets
left out.”
"We met with the farmers and
they explained that they wanted to
help. But they just couldn't justify
setting aside fertile, productive
land for conservation, forever,"
says Matt.
"That's what led us to develop this
stewardship-based conservation
project."

The game plan
Under the project, farmers receive
annual payments to help finance the
protection and restoration of crucial
patches of native vegetation on their
properties in the Tasmanian Midlands.
Those payments are tied to specific
ecological goals, which are determined
and monitored by the project team, and
set out in a ‘stewardship agreement’
that the landowner signs.
On some properties, meeting those goals
means reducing grazing to give native
grasses the chance to flower and set seed,
as well as strategically managing sheep
numbers in certain areas. “A bit of grazing
can actually be a good thing if you get the
balance right, because a lot of the smaller
native plants get crowded out when
grasses grow too long. Naturally, wallabies
or kangaroos would keep them in
check, but under the right management,
sheep work well, too,” says Matt.
On other properties, landowners are
eradicating weeds, controlling feral
animal populations, and fencing
off waterways or patches of native
vegetation to allow trees to re-establish.

Opposite page: Bush
Heritage ecologist Matt
Appleby with Midlands
farmer Sam Riggall, on
Sam's property.

There are also conversations underway
as to how traditional land management
practises could be reintroduced to the
Midlands landscape, and how Aboriginal
cultural values on stewardship properties
could be identified and protected.

Change in the air
It's still early days, but Matt’s "very
encouraged" by the progress he's seen
so far. About 2600 hectares are now
protected through this conservation
project. Fields of Kangaroo Grass are
going to seed and more regeneration
is occurring over summer. Eucalypt
saplings are popping up in places
where new trees have struggled
for decades, and new populations
of several threatened plants have
been found, including Tunbridge
Buttercups, Grassland Flaxlilies
and Lanky Buttons (daisies).

Bush Heritage and the Tasmanian Land
Conservancy are aiming to double the
amount of land protected under these
stewardship agreements, focusing
on native grasslands, by the end of
June 2017, with a view to eventually
protecting around 8000 hectares.

Top left: Conducting a
vegetation survey on
Sam's property.
Top right: Kangaroo Grass
seed heads.
Below: A map of the
Tasmanian Midlands.
Photos by Annette Ruzicka

But as much as anything, it's the cultural
change occurring in the Midlands
community that leaves Matt most
hopeful. "There are farmers offering us
more land. They're saying to me, 'When's
the next round? I'd like to do more.'
And that's what you want to hear."

“We did baseline surveys of the
properties when we first started, and
from there we’ll do detailed surveys
every three years,” says Matt. “The first
of those subsequent surveys has just
been completed, and the initial results
are promising.
"We’ve seen increases in native
species diversity, as well as the
overall condition of our survey sites.”
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A biodiversity hotspot
At first sight, the dry landscape of the Tasmanian Midlands seems an unlikely
contender for the title of ‘National Biodiversity Hotspot’. There are only 15 of
these hotspots in Australia; areas with high concentrations of species that are
endemic (unique) to each region, and which are threatened with destruction.
So what makes the Midlands one of them?
Located in the shadow of mountains,
parts of the Midlands receive just
450mm of rainfall each year, on average.
The combination of this dry climate
and fertile dolerite soils (a relic of the
landscape’s volcanic past) allows for a

complex mosaic of ecosystems to thrive.
In turn, these ecosystems support a
range of endemic species. The lowland
native grasslands, in particular, support
a rich variety of lilies, orchids, daisies
and other herbs in between patches of

Wallaby Grass, Kangaroo Grass and
other native tussocks. These grasslands,
and the surrounding woodlands and
forests, are also home to threatened
animals like the Eastern Bettong and
Eastern Barred Bandicoot.

Tasmanian Wedge-tailed Eagle
These enormous birds evolved into their
own subspecies after being separated
from their mainland counterparts for
thousands of years. Wedge-tailed Eagles
will often desert their nests if disturbed
by human activities. Almost half of
Tasmania’s entire Wedge-tailed Eagle
population is based in the Midlands
and surrounding mountains, so it’s
vital their Midlands nesting habitat is
protected.

Eastern Bettong
The Eastern Bettong became extinct
on the mainland in the early twentieth
century, largely due to predation by
feral cats and land clearance. Today,
these nocturnal marsupials are only
found in Eastern Tasmania, in dry
open woodlands and grassy woodlands
such as those found in the Tasmanian
Midlands. Their habitat there is
threatened by land clearing and over
grazing.

Black-tipped Spider-orchid
Ecologists often use orchids as an
indicator of an ecosystem’s health
because they are sensitive to disturbances
such as ploughing and fertiliser use.
There are six orchid species found
only in the Midlands that are either
endangered or critically endangered.
Their continued survival will depend
upon the preservation of the Midlands’
native grasslands and woodlands.
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Clockwise from left:
Wedge-tailed Eagle. Photo
by Wayne Lawler/EcoPix
Eastern Barred Bandicoot.
Photo by J J Harrison/
Wikimedia Commons
Kangaroo Grass. Photo
by Matt Appleby
Eastern Quoll. Photo by
Sean Crane
Black-tipped Spider-orchid.
Photo by Matt Appleby
Eastern Bettong. Photo by J J
Harrison/Wikimedia Commons

Biodiversity (noun): The variety of species of plants, animals and microorganisms, their genes, and the
ecosystems they form. Biodiversity is often used to describe the complexity of life in a certain area. If any
single species in that area disappears, it will impact upon the other species in that same area.

Biodiversity Hotspot
Protected Area
Watercourse

Launceston

Eastern Barred Bandicoot
The Eastern Barred Bandicoot is
functionally extinct in the wild on
mainland Australia. Although Tasmania’s
population has not suffered the same
dramatic declines, it is steadily falling
nonetheless. Historically, the Tasmanian
Midlands have been a stronghold for
the species. But agricultural practises
have destroyed much of the habitat
they rely upon, and they’ve now all but
disappeared from the region.

Kangaroo Grass
Lowland Themeda triandra (Kangaroo
Grass) Grassland is one of two subtypes of the critically endangered
Lowland Native Grasslands of
Tasmania ecological community –
one of Tasmania’s most depleted and
threatened ecosystems. Themeda
triandra Grassland mostly occurs in the
Midlands, and, despite its name, is host
to an incredibly diverse array of native
grasses and herbs.

Eastern Quoll
Hobart

These nocturnal creatures spend their
days sleeping, coming out at night
to hunt and scavenge. They remain
common in Tasmania, but are now
considered extinct on the mainland,
where the last confirmed sighting
occurred in the early 1960s. Eastern
Quolls seem to prefer networks of dry
grasslands and forests, just like the habitat
found in the Tasmanian Midlands
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Paying the way to conservation
What do you do if you want to protect the natural bush on your land, while at the
same time making a living off it as a fourth-generation Tasmanian farmer?
This has been the perplexing
question plaguing farmers, such as
Sam Nicolson, who work on and
care for the rolling farmlands of the
Tasmanian Midlands.
Like many farmers in the region, Sam
shoulders two sometimes conflicting
responsibilities: earning a living off
the land, and caring for that land in
the same way his parents did, and
their parents before them. “I’m the
fourth-generation on Bonneys Plains,”
says Sam. “80 percent of this farm
is native bush. It has supported this
family for that long and it continues to
support us because we’ve looked after
it in the best way we can.”
Rather than maximising stock, the
Nicolsons have regularly chosen to
keep stock numbers low to lessen
the impact on the native grasslands
and grassy woodlands. But it hasn’t
always been an easy choice; running
more stock could have paid off large
bills in tough years, while the impacts
of climate change and an increased
capacity to irrigate also put pressure
on the family to intensify their
farming practises.
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Innovating for the bush
The Tasmanian Midlands conservation
project is making that decision an
easier one by providing farmers with
a reliable, additional income stream.
“It was always very clear that the
Midlands are a significant place for
biodiversity. What was unclear was
how to protect those values,” says
Jane Hutchinson, CEO of the
Tasmanian Land Conservancy.
“The farmers approached us and Bush
Heritage… looking for a way to engage
with nature conservation while still
continuing their farming practises
and the farming legacies that are so
significant to them.”
The solution that ultimately came
out of those conversations with
landowners was something called
a ‘stewardship agreement’. These
rolling agreements with local farmers
(for up to 10 years initially, and
extended five-year terms thereafter)
result in them receiving annual
payments in exchange for meeting key
conservation outcomes. As a result,
there’s less financial pressure on
farmers like Sam when they manage
their land for conservation.

“This model recognises that those
farms in the Tasmanian Midlands
aren’t for sale, and may never be for
sale. So it’s a smart way of achieving
conservation outcomes on land that
we wouldn’t otherwise have access
to,” says Gerard O’Neill, CEO of
Bush Heritage.
Of course, the money for those
payments must come from somewhere,
and that’s where the Midlands
Conservation Fund (MCF) comes
into the picture. This $3 million fund,
generously donated by the Sidney Myer
Fund, The Myer Foundation, John T
Reid Charitable Trusts, the Vincent
Fairfax Family Foundation and others,
allows for those payments to continue
on in perpetuity. “The Midlands
Conservation Fund is about getting the
natural environment on the balance
sheet,” says Gerard.
The ultimate goal is to grow the MCF
to $10 million by 2020, which will allow
us to support farmers in the protection
of 8000 hectares of native grasslands
and woodlands.

Two key things make the MCF model
different to other conservation models
previously trialled in the region and
around Australia. The first is the
reliable and ongoing nature of the
payments, and the second is the fact
that the stewardship agreements are
adaptable to change due to their
rolling terms.
“My parents were very wary about
locking the farm down. But the MCF
arrangement is flexible. Because of
the payments, we can reduce stock
grazing even in a hard year, and the
bush is always managed as it should
be, rather than how it has to be to
make ends meet,” says Sam.

Opposite page: Bush
Heritage ecologist Dr Matt
Appleby and Midlands
farmer Sam Nicolson.
Left: The Tasmanian
Midlands.
Right: Managing the
Midlands for conservation.
Bottom: A Bennetts Wallaby
in the Midlands.
All photos by Annette
Ruzicka
Bush Tracks | Winter 2017
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Caring for the land
At the heart of the Midlands conservation project are the men, women and children
on whose land the future of the Tasmanian Midlands hangs. For many of them, caring
for the bush is not only second nature; it’s also a responsibility and a necessity.
This landscape is their backyard: for
some, it’s the land their children play on;
for most, it’s the land their livelihoods
depend upon; and, for many, it’s the land
their parents entrusted them with.
The actions these landowners are taking
to protect the native species on their
properties are just as varied as their
backgrounds. But all of them share a
common desire to look after the bush.

The Nicolson Family
Conservation runs in Sam Nicolson’s
blood. A fourth generation farmer on
his Bonneys Plains property at the base
of Ben Lomond National Park, Sam was
brought up to see the bush as being just
as valuable as the Merino sheep he runs
on it. “My parents dedicated their last
30 years to sensitive land management
and conservation on this property… I’ve
learnt from them and now I’m really just
continuing what they started,” he says.
When Bush Heritage and the
Tasmanian Land Conservancy
first talked to Sam about signing a
stewardship agreement, he admits to
having initially been “hesitant”. He’d
had mixed experiences with other
conservation models in the past,
10
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and conservation already influenced his
family’s management of the property
– they’d shifted from running cattle to
running sheep in order to lessen their
impact on the land, and they had fenced
off significant areas of natural value,
such as waterways and wetlands.
Sam did sign a stewardship agreement
though, and his scepticism has now
dissipated. The payments are supporting
the Nicolsons in their management
and protection of the native grasslands,
woodlands and forests on their
property, including several gullies that
contain Wedge-tailed Eagle nests.

Now, he and his wife, Mel, are putting
their hands up for round two – offering
up even more of their property for longterm protection.
With three young girls – Florence (4),
Hazel (3) and Edwina (1) - Sam says
it’s important to him that his children
see the bush the way he was taught to
see it. “We recognise that we’re looking
after a special piece of the Tasmanian
landscape, and we want to hand it
onto the next generation in even better
condition than we received it,” he says.

Opposite top: The Nicolson
Family: (left to right) Edwina,
Mel, Hazel, Florence and
Sam.
Opposite bottom: Florence
on her family's property.

Sam Riggall
“Farmers are conservationists at heart,”
says Sam Riggall, a sixth generation
farmer on his Midlands property.
“Whether it’s what we do with the soils,
with the bush, or with the endemic
species that remain, we’re always
looking after our land.” Sam grew up
in the Midlands, and his property is
adjacent to the spectacular Western
Tiers, but he still appreciates the beauty
in his own backyard. “As much as we
have magnificent national parks nearby,
there’s nothing like the Midlands
bush. This country is very rich in
biodiversity,” he says.
Situated to the west of the Macquarie
River, Sam’s property is a mixture of
flat, open pastoral land (on the edge of
which his cherry orchard is based) and
hilly country covered in White Gum
woodlands and large open patches of
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native grassland. Both areas are still
lightly grazed by sheep – a continuation
of the wool and meat operation that
used to be his family’s focus – and it’s
this land that’s the primary focus of his
stewardship agreement. “We look at the
stewardship arrangement as a means to
the ongoing management actions that
are needed to look after that land,”
says Sam.
Those management actions include
controlling grazing within areas of
native vegetation, undertaking weed
management, fencing off sections of
land, and controlling feral animals:
all things that cost time and money,
which the stewardship payments can
assist with. For Sam, who has looked at
other conservation models in the past,
the arrangement is working well. “This
model just seems like a natural fit for
what we’re doing here,” he says.

ABN 78 053 639 115
Contributors: Jane Lyons, Gerard O’Neill,
Luke Ryan, Bron Willis, Amelia Caddy

Above: Sam Riggall with
Bush Heritage ecologist
Dr Matt Appleby.
Photos by Annette Ruzicka

“We look at the stewardship
arrangement as a means to
the ongoing management
actions that are needed
to look after that land,”
says Sam.
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Left: A Pink Fingers Orchid in the Tasmanian Midlands.
Photo by Matt Appleby
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to be matched by David Thomas OAM, of The Thomas Foundation.
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