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In our Friends of Grasslands’ submission to the Inquiry of 16th June last, we summarised our 
issues thus:

“To conclude, we believe the challenge to retain the natural environment by ensuring it is 
integrated into further development is achievable and should be the ultimate aspiration 
promoted by the ACT Government. FOG wishes to nominate a set of issues that we see to be 
central to not just retaining but improving the value of our natural environment in urban ACT. 
Details are given in the attached appendix, but our key points are:

• Tourism - better promote the assets of ACT's natural environment to visitors.

• Home Gardens - promote the use of indigenous plants and encourage small fauna to use our 
gardens

• Invasive plants - better funding for weed control and encouraging ACT residents to play their 
part

• Feral Animals - some introduced species, now major pests, need more resources to reduce their 
impacts

• Community Engagement - can new groups draw more people into active care for the 
environment in their neighbourhood?

• Traditional Values - indigenous land management and conservation support many of the same 
values

• North Mitchell Grassland Reserve - in an urban area that has rapidly grown in recent times. 
Can this become a good example of ways to simultaneously protect the environment and 
engage the community?”

Friends of Grasslands’ (FOG) values

FOG members, as mentioned in our submission, include professional scientists, landowners, land 
managers and interested members of the public who have a passion for grassy ecosystems. While 
we base our advocacy work on the best available science, we are very much aware of the 
underlying values that give rise to that advocacy. In FOG we aim to deepen those values and our 
knowledge of the science, and add to both, through our activities which include visits to numerous 
sites; on-ground work (weeding and the like); forums and workshops; plant, fauna and vegetation 
surveys; research for our advocacy work and presentations; obtaining grants to extend our on-
ground work and making grants (through our supported projects program); and undertake many 
forms of communications (our highly treasured newsletter, presentations to and writing for other 
groups, submissions, taking part in networks, and taking opportunities to promote our issues in 
the public media). 

Each member brings his/her work and personal experience to FOG which benefits from each 
person’s experience. In my case, I am a long-term resident of Canberra, apart from a period of 
working abroad; by profession I am an economic and social statistician; throughout my life I have 
taken a strong interest in politics, social wellbeing, Indigenous people, nature and history; and I 
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have participated in many conservation and other groups, often taking on an advocacy role. My 
interest in nature was greatly enhanced by my wife and me acquiring a 230ha property near 
Nimmitabel in 1993. We learnt quickly to be conservation managers, but this required knowing 
about flora and fauna, ecological processes, weeding, fire, etc. Friends of Grasslands and other 
groups were particularly helpful in this learning and skilling process. I found that economics and 
ecology have many concepts, methods and approaches in common and so it was not difficult to 
pick up a basic knowledge of ecology.

Paramount importance of biodiversity

A theme throughout FOG’s submission is the paramount importance of biodiversity and 
particularly conserving and restoring our natural temperate grasslands (NTG) and yellow box-red 
gum grassy woodlands, critically endangered ecological communities, and their associated 
threatened and rare species. An extension of this is the protection, conservation and restoration of 
other natural vegetation remnants.

Successive ACT governments are to be congratulated for their support of our threatened ecological 
communities and species, and for providing funding to support large areas of grassland and 
woodland in reserves (within Canberra Nature Park) and Open Spaces. More recently weed 
management in reserves and open spaces has been greatly improved and efforts to enhance the 
plant diversity in reserves and their functionality has made great advances. Canberra now has a 
network of grassland and woodland sites that should be the envy of many other cities. The 
management standards of other large public and private grassland sites in the ACT is a mixed bag 
and needs more attention. 

Economics verses conservation values

Successive ACT governments are to be commended for their commitment to building a successful 
and liveable Canberra, climate change policies, adopting light rail, placing a strong emphasis on 
good education and health outcomes, support of biodiversity, and so on. Nevertheless, in public 
policy formulation, biodiversity is often seen as a liability or obstacle, rather than as something 
that is worthwhile incorporating. This appalling attitude, I believe, is due to a poor understanding 
of economics and a lingering cultural cringe that undervalues anything indigenous to our shores.  1

Furthermore there is anecdotal evidence of bullying in the ACT bureaucracy to the effect that 
biodiversity should not get in the way of proposed economic developments.

Tourism promotion is an example where major attractions crowd out Canberra as the “Bush 
Capital” (or my preference “the Grassland Capital”). Some limited funding is required to design 
for example a tour of grasslands, to facilitate easy entry to the selected grasslands, and to design 
and print material to promote such a tour.

 For example, Block 3 Section 22, Barton (York Park Grassland), a less than a one hectare site which contains 1

natural temperate grassland (NTG), golden sun moth (GSM) and striped legless lizard and is the site where 
the original research on GSM occurred. The York Park Master Plan will obliterate the grassland - to the 
proponents the offset is merely regarded as a cost of doing business. The proponents could have 
incorporated the grassland as a feature, but lack the soul and imagination to do so. York Park is one of two 
grassland remnants in the Barton area, reminders of what was our extensive Limestone Plains grasslands. 
This behaviour is akin to allowing an amateur artist wanting a canvass to destroy a masterpiece painting  
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Weeds

Uncontrolled weeds impoverish our city, undermine its biodiversity, make our roadsides and open 
spaces look unsightly, and make the work of volunteers more difficult.  Fortunately, members of 2

FOG and many other not-for-profit groups have substantial knowledge of, and skill in, weed 
management, especially learnt from participation in on-ground projects. Also fortunately, the ACT 
government weeds unit (within Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate 
- Environment) punches well above its weight. While operating on a shoe string budget, it has 
managed to control potentially invasive weeds across the ACT, and controls invasive weeds in 
Namadgi National Park, other reserves and high biodiversity open spaces. It has developed 
suitable apps to facilitate weed spotting by rangers and volunteers. 

Hence the ACT Government obviously has the skills to remove weeds along our roadsides and in 
our open spaces. It is already taking some steps to use clean mowers which is a major source of 
weed spread. A more comprehensive strategy involving a facilitator, public education, and a clean 
mowing strategy is required. I believe that a low budget project over five to ten years could 
achieve major progress in reducing weeds but any project should be additional to and not at the 
expense of other government biodiversity projects.3

Feral animals

The ACT Government should be congratulated for its attempts to control non-native animals and 
birds but more should be done, particularly on cat containment; control of deer, rabbits, foxes and 
cats; reduction of populations of non-native birds that outcompete native birds for food and 
nesting sites; more assertive explanations on culling kangaroo; and trialing management of some 
native birds which may negatively impact rare and threatened bird species. 

A garden city

Canberra once took great pride as a garden city, combining attractive home gardens, public 
landscaping and weed free roadside and public places. Again, a low cost strategy could see the 
return of a garden city within five to ten years. However, the focus should be on indigenous 
(especially herbaceous) plants and habitat for our small creatures (small birds, frogs and lizards). 
Gardens with indigenous plants would attract invertebrates and enhance soil microbes, the basis of 
the food chain for native fauna. Home gardeners would learn valuable horticultural and 
conservation skills. This would be a win-win for Canberra as a garden city and as a biodiversity 
hot spot. 

Furthermore, incentives (and possibly penalties) could be offered to public (including schools) and 
commercial buildings to create more attractive and biodiversity-rich gardens around them - much 
of what is currently planted is boring, lacking imagination and often poorly weeded.

 FOG has an agreement with the National Capital Authority (NCA) to undertake weed work parties on 2

National Lands at Stirling Park and adjoining land and at Yarramundi Reach. FOG’s 2018 Report highlights 
that FOG held 11 working bees, involving 112 volunteers, and 549 hours excluding travel time in 2018 at part 
of that work. A big problem facing volunteers is weeds coming from ACT government managed roadsides 
and urban parks nearby, including uncontrolled African lovegrass (ALG) infestations and poor and/or non-
existent management of Button Wrinklewort (BWW) populations on urban park lands around Stirling Park 
(e.g. there appears to be no St John’s Wort (SJW), ALG or Serrated Tussock control on Bullen Mura, which is 
being over-run by SJW). Also there is no protection for BWW population around the DNA sculpture on 
Alexandrina Drive which is subjected to mowing, cars and spraying grass around infrastructure.

 Also see an article by me ALG in the suburbs in News of Friends of Grasslands, Mar-Apr 2019, p13.3
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Indigenous culture 

Successive ACT governments have done much to promote recognition of the Ngunnawal people 
and Canberra was also a meeting place for many Indigenous peoples. This is part of an Australia 
wide phenomenon that, long overdue, recognises that non-Australians have much to learn about 
Aboriginal lore, culture and language which will contribute to our understanding of spirituality, 
nature, life and society. Appreciation that traditional Aboriginal land management practices 
allowed Aboriginal people to live comfortably is growing. Cool burning for example is becoming 
increasingly recognised as a benchmark for managing our remnant vegetation, including reducing 
the fire risk and recovering biodiversity. The recent introduction of the Burning for biodiversity 
project in Canberra’s grassland reserves is ably demonstrating this.    4

FOG has been engaged for some time in making connections with and learning from Aboriginal 
people and especially traditional land management values. Personally, members of my own family 
include Indigenous people, people of mixed race, and people with mental health issues. I have 
seen at first hand some of the uglier Australian attitudes towards minorities. I have many 
Aboriginal friends and I have seen them struggle and learn to rediscover their lore, culture and 
language - truly impressive. At our property I conducted a FOG program of five two-day 
workshops with Ngarigo elder Rodney Mason. I have taken many opportunities to be exposed to 
many good experiences with Aboriginal people. 

Many non-Aboriginal people have little knowledge of or contact with Aboriginal people - not an 
easy issue to address. Nevertheless, more should to be done, while avoiding reinforcing negative 
preconceptions of Aboriginal people. We also need, I believe, to address the elephant in the room, 
namely the denial of a continuing act of genocide commenced in 1788.

Community engagement 

Canberra has a strong history of community conservation volunteers and more recognition and 
support should be given to their efforts.  Community engagement in biodiversity conservation and 5

restoration is an opportunity for people of all ages to engage in nature. Volunteerism may provide 
a healing experience and an opportunity to make friends and earn respect, and to learn skills. The 
government could do more to promote biodiversity volunteering.

A particular issue is the funding of facilitation positions. Catchment Group, Frogwatch and 
Waterwatch projects, are dependent on diminishing Commonwealth funding. These are essential 
positions and should be fully funded. Either the ACT Government should fund these or find a 
solution through the Council of Australian Governments. 

 For a fuller explanation see my article Fire & Bushland in Fronds, Friends of the National Botanic Gardens, 4

Number 19, April 2019, pp 6-7.

 Using official statistics, I have estimated that in 2017, 4,081 Canberra ‘conservation and animal welfare 5

volunteers’, each contributing 128 hours, contributed 522,814 hours, which I have conservatively valued at 
$18.3m. In 2018 Friends of Grasslands volunteers contributed $410,000 in conservation services. The office of 
Commissioner for the Environment and Sustainability has a project to create a framework to improve 
economic and social statistics. This is an important project and amongst other things places a value on 
conservation volunteers’ efforts. This work should be recognised in the Nature in City report.
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Franklin (a.k.a. North Mitchell) Grassland 

Friends of Grasslands has been working on a proposal to create a natural, cultural, research, 
education & recreational reserve at the current Franklin Grassland Reserve and has created a 
preliminary concept plan on which stakeholders’ views are being sought. See:

https://www.dropbox.com/s/mrktkcftz5f03ws/Franklin%20grassland%20-
%20%20submission.pdf?dl=0

The concept plan is based on similar grassland and passive recreation reserves in Melbourne, and 
demonstrates how a high quality conservation site may be used to promote biodiversity and 
Indigenous cultural values, and to encourage the local community to appreciate its values and 
participate in its ownership and management. Franklin Grassland is already earmarked as a 
recipient of offset funds and so some funding is available to pursue many of the objectives set out 
in a preliminary concept plan.

To summarise

• Tourism. Canberra is unique amongst our Australian cities for its extensive areas of nature 
within our city. It is hoped that the Inquiry will recommend that resources should be found to 
promote Canberra as the Bush Capital (or Grassland Capital).

• Home gardens. Our vision is to once again make Canberra a garden city with an emphasis that 
home public gardens and gardens around other buildings use indigenous plants and create 
niches for small fauna. It is hoped that the Inquiry will recommend that the ACT Government 
will develop this vision and develop a strategy to move it forward.  

• Weeds. This is the corollary of the previous point. It is our view that the ACT Government 
should develop a strategy to make Canberra weed free but should not do so at the expense of 
other biodiversity projects. We hope that the Inquiry will support this view.

• Feral animals. It is our view that the ACT government should increase its efforts to suppress feral 
animals, extend and enforce its policy of cat containment to the whole of the ACT, and manage 
over populations of native animals that may impact negatively on threatened and rarer native 
species.  We hope that the Inquiry will support this view. 

• Community engagement. It is our view that the ACT Government needs to do more to recognise 
the contribution of conservation volunteers and made a greater effort to recruit them. It also 
needs to address properly funding community facilitation positions. We hope that the Inquiry 
will support this view. 

• Traditional values. It is our view that the ACT Government continue to strengthen its ties with 
Ngunnawal and other local Indigenous people, to encourage greater use of their traditional land 
management practices in our reserves and open spaces, and promote an understanding of their 
lore, culture and language. We hope that the Inquiry will support this view.

• Franklin Grassland (a.k.a. North Mitchell Grassland). We hope that the Inquiry will support the 
concept plan developed by Friends of Grasslands and encourage input into its development. We 
would also like to align the plan with any recommendations of the Inquiry.  
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