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SOUTH WEST STRATEGY AND SUSTAINABLE RANGELAND MANAGEMENT

L.K Pegler

South West Strategy P.O. Box 224, Charleville Qld 4470

INTRODUCTION
Significant areas of South West Queensland have been affected by major natural resource degradation
(Mills et al 1989). This has contributed to economic and social problems, and has been compounded
by unsustainable natural resource management practices, a lack of understanding of the capability of
the land, inadequate property size, declining rural infrastructure and escalating debt (Childs 1974,
Anon 1993). Although initially the problem was addressed through adjustments to property sizes, it
became apparent that other issues (economic, social and environmental) needed to be addressed
simultaneously if more permanent solutions were to be found (Anon 1993).

From 1991 to 1994, State and Federal governments worked with the south west Queensland
community to identify integrated initiatives with the aim of regional recovery, and developed the
South West Strategy (SWS). Four integrated components encourage a holistic approach to recovery:

Enterprise Reconstruction - to facilitate rural adjustment, through financial assistance packages
aimed to improve enterprise sustainability.
Natural Resource Management - to promote and facilitate sustainable and profitable land and
water management, in balance with nature conservation.
Regional Development - to encourage local and regional economies to achieve sustainable
growth.
Information and Technology - to identify and address the challenge of improving
telecommunications and associated services.

DISCUSSION
The SWS is an integrated regional adjustment and development initiative managed by a partnership
between community and government. The program primarily aims to facilitate resource sustainability
by influencing attitudes of producers and improving government policies. The SWS aims to facilitate
the attitudinal change that is required in the rangelands through raised education and awareness.
Long -term environmentally and economically sustainable development in the rangelands will only be
achieved through the willingness of government and rangeland communities to cooperate in
implementing policies and projects that facilitate attitudinal change in these areas.

The approach of the recent Federal Government discussion paper for developing a national policy
`Managing Natural Resources in Rural Australia for a Sustainable Future' supports the role of
regional strategies to develop strategies that suit local circumstances (AFFA 1999). The SWS, and
other regional partnerships, provide a model for delivery of community based programs.

Attitudinal change has been the greatest success of the SWS, particularly in natural resource
management. This change is exemplified in projects such as the Safe Carrying Capacity Project and
the Bore Drain Replacement Project (BDRP). These projects were not initially widely supported, but
now have strong community participation and have led to on- ground changes in property management
that are leading to more sustainable natural resource management.

The Safe Carrying Capacity Project provides an objective means for graziers to accurately estimate
the long -term carrying capacity of properties, and it increases the ability to interpret, measure and
monitor changes to their land. The project uses a model, developed by the Department of Primary
Industries in conjunction with the Department of Lands (now DNR) and local landholders (Johnston
et al 1996a), based on rainfall use efficiencies in relation to different land types, average rainfall,
management history and landholder perceptions of land capability (Johnston et al 1996b).
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The Safe Carrying Capacity assessment is intended to guide decision -making for long -term
sustainable grazing, rather than to set short term stocking rates. The estimate can also provide
property purchasers with the ability to assess land capabilities prior to purchase. The issue of assessed
carrying capacity initially divided the local community; involvement of local landholders in model
development helped to assuage some of the angst, and led to acceptance of the model by the grazing
community.

The SWS was instrumental in establishing the Bore Drain Replacement Project (BDRP) in south west
Queensland. The process of assessment and installation has since become a model for the remainder
of the Great Artesian Basin (GAB). This project ensures sustainable use of land and water resources
by the replacement of bore drains with pipe systems. The aim is to conserve water, to increase
pressures in the GAB, decrease land degradation and improve nature conservation and biodiversity
outcomes. Bore drain replacement provides previously unavailable management options to
landholders allowing improved property management practices to be employed. These practices
decrease operating costs, increase enterprise viability and lead to improved natural resource and
livestock management. A critical component of the success of the BDRP is the monitoring of
completed projects to evaluate the social, environmental and economic outcomes and changed
attitudes that result.

To encourage environmentally sustainable management practices, projects such as BDRP, which
educate and raise producer awareness of the economic and environmental benefits associated with
changed management practices, are required. To ensure sustainable natural resource management
practices are implemented, government incentives should be provided at a level that will encourage
change. In many cases, the private economic benefits to graziers do not outweigh the private costs and
in these instances, financial incentives may need to be provided to ensure that public benefits are
addressed with public funds.

CONCLUSION
Community empowerment programs, such as the South West Strategy, can be powerful agents for
changed management of natural resources in Australia. Co- ordination, facilitation and integration of
all levels of Government in cooperation with the community, can lead to considerably enhanced
outcomes over the traditional Government top down approach.
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