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Abstract
Eaglehawk Waterhole is a 684 hectare (1700 acre) private nature reserve owned and managed by Nature Glenelg Trust, 
situated near the western end of the Little Desert National Park, on the border between SA and Victoria. The property has a 
chequered history, including a successful state government prosecution of a previous owner for illegal clearance, which left a 
legacy of a complex legal and management framework over the site. This paper explores how the policy drivers and systems 
that govern native vegetation clearance in South Australia played a role in making the future protection of the property a more 
feasible proposition, several years after the illegal clearance issue was resolved. Having policy mechanisms in place, capable
of creating a positive legacy from otherwise negative circumstances, has a critical role to play in environmental management 
and restoration. But a word of caution – policy alone is never the answer for achieving lasting or strategic on-ground results –
and when the property was placed on the open market, its future management appeared uncertain. At that point, a new 
partnership between Nature Glenelg Trust, the Native Vegetation Council and Nature Foundation SA Inc. resulted in the 
majority of the actively farmed portion of the property (i.e. 510 of the 684 hectares) being secured for conservation and 
restoration – meaning this story has a happy ending.

Introduction
Nature Glenelg Trust (NGT) is a charitable, not-for-profit environmental organisation operating in south-eastern 
Australia, with a particular emphasis on habitat restoration enshrined in its charter. Since its launch in January 
2012, the organisation has worked on a wide range of projects to restore habitat across both private and public 
land in South Australia and Victoria. In some cases however, when restoration of a strategically located site 
requires a whole-of-property scale solution, NGT has also been willing to develop funding partnerships to allow 
purchase and establishment as private Habitat Restoration Reserves. NGT now owns and manages two such 
reserves: Mt Burr Swamp (near Millicent, SA) purchased in 2016 and Eaglehawk Waterhole (the subject of this 
paper, near Frances, SA; Fig. 1) purchased in 2013. Eaglehawk Waterhole is a 684 ha (1700 acre) woodland 
property, situated within 2km of the state border, near the western edge of the Little Desert National Park in 
Victoria. The property was part of a large pastoral station (Run 447) until 1923, when the wider area was sub-
divided for closer settlement as the Hundred of Geegeela. Throughout this period the site was grazed, but the 
property escaped physical clearance until the late 1960s; a time when accelerated rates of land clearance in the 
surrounding landscape saw large areas of land converted to more intensive agricultural uses.

The role of government native vegetation policy
This pattern of accelerating land clearance continued in the wider landscape until the introduction of South 
Australia’s first native vegetation laws. Hence, on the 12th of May 1983 statutory controls (in the form of 
Regulations under the Planning Act 1982) were introduced; later superseded by the Native Vegetation 
Management Act 1985 and finally the Native Vegetation Act 1991, which is still current and the statutory 
responsibility of the Native Vegetation Council (NVC).

The last broad-acre clearance at Eaglehawk Waterhole occurred in 
1981, and although grazing of the site continued, the new laws left 
the property in a partially developed state. The previous owners 
(immediately prior to NGT) purchased the property in 1987 and it 
continued to be used for grazing, but without major investment in 
agricultural improvement for several subsequent years, leaving 
many natural values either intact or recovering (through the 
process of natural regeneration). However, a period of renewed 
activity on the property in the early 2000s involved 1109 trees 
being cleared without consent from the NVC. The matter was 
investigated in 2003, and the owner was convicted and fined in 
2007. An application to clear regrowth was submitted in 2006, but 
this was put on hold pending the outcome of the earlier legal 
proceedings. Remnant tree cover on the property at that time can 
be seen in Fig. 1. Further legal proceedings to ‘make good’ the 
clearance were imposed with the registration of a Court Order and
Heritage Agreement over parts of the property in 2009. 

In terms of pro-active policy, a Biodiversity Offset Incentive Scheme (also in 2009) made a payment for fencing 
and destocking of all of the large, intact areas of native vegetation on the property. This duplicated some of the 
outcomes of the court order, and led to a further on-title agreement, under a separate Act.

Fig. 1. Eaglehawk Waterhole.
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Policy ‘carrots and sticks’ only go so far
While these legislative mechanisms played a decisive role in preserving (and preventing the further loss of) the 
biodiversity values of the property, the policy carrots (incentives) and sticks (legal proceedings) are limited in 
what they can ultimately achieve, by both practical constraints when farming is the predominant land use and the 
intentions and attitude of the landholder. In the case of Eaglehawk Waterhole, the net effect of these policies 
resulted in:

Permanently protected areas almost exclusively consisting of habitat associated with the lowest fertility 
soil types, such as stringybark woodlands over deep sands;
The highest fertility soil types, featuring the more threatened box, buloke and gum grassy woodlands, 
being preferentially cleared and continuing to be grazed;
Poor layout and configuration of conservation areas; and,
A total of 510 ha of the 684 ha property, much of which retained significant biodiversity values, still 
being outside formal conservation and under long-term threat.

This was the situation when the property was placed on the open market for sale in mid-2013, and brought to the 
attention of NGT. At this point the property faced an uncertain future. If it remained as a mixed farm, land-use 
intensification was likely, whereas if it were purchased and consolidated for biodiversity conservation, it would 
present a unique opportunity for whole-of-property scale restoration in a priority landscape.

Results 
After NGT secured the property under contract, an intense 
period of negotiation to set-up the necessary funding 
partnerships with the NVC and Nature Foundation SA Inc. 
resulted in the purchase being settled in December 2013; 
commencing a restoration journey that continues today. In 
July 2015, NGT completed a Management and Restoration 
Plan for the property (Haywood et al. 2015), and three 
partnership projects are currently underway to complement 
natural regeneration with active revegetation works; i.e. 
Landscape Links (SA Department of Environment, Water and 
Natural Resources) (see Fig. 2), 20 Million Trees (NGT with 
Australian Government funding) and Habitat 141 revegetation 
(Greening Australia). Additionally, thousands of volunteer 
hours have so far helped with a range of activities to improve 
the values of the property, such as: internal fence removal, 
tree planting and guarding, fauna surveys, nest box 
installation, and ground habitat restoration (such as log 
placement). NGT ultimately intends to enter a new, whole-of-
property Heritage Agreement to offer permanent protection, 
while also working to simplify the current complex (in some 
cases overlapping and now unnecessary) legal protections 
over the property that are a by-product of the history 
described.

Discussion
It is clear from the story of Eaglehawk Waterhole that the ‘carrot and stick’ approach of good native vegetation 
policy played a role in enabling the environmental values of the property to persist despite agricultural pressures. 
However, policy mechanisms are often designed to ‘block’ (stop the bad) whereas active restoration requires 
creative means that go ‘over and above’ arbitrary legal thresholds (to enable and encourage the good). Hence, 
policy alone (which can’t, for example, prevent the ongoing continuation or intensification of farming practices) 
is not – and likely never will be – enough to force whole-of-property outcomes in strategic places where they 
would ideally occur, but can certainly help encourage that outcome. As illustrated in this example, these projects 
won’t happen by themselves if left to policy mechanisms alone, and that is where the non-government 
conservation sector can step in. It is also noteworthy that a NVC Significant Environmental Benefit (SEB) grant, 
which is comprised of funds from past fines or offsets payments in the region, provided the major funding source 
that helped to secure the property for restoration and perpetual protection. Given the NVC’s history of legal 
involvement with the site, this is a fitting end to the story; demonstrating the strategic value of the SEB fund in 
achieving a positive legacy - a previously unimaginable, permanent environmental outcome for the property. 
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Fig. 2. Before and after images of revegetation 
work.


