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Introduction

River Recovery is a national Greening Australia initiative that links rivers, landscapes and people, using rivers as unifying frameworks.  The River Recovery program in Tasmania supports sustainable agriculture, protects and enhances biodiversity, and improves river health and water quality by working with the community, landholders, business and government. The program is unique in Tasmania, and perhaps nationally, in effectively harnessing multiple investors to address natural resource management issues in the context of vibrant economically and socially sustainable rural communities. The program acknowledges that in most cases farms need to be economically viable before landholders can undertake serious conservation work.  

River Recovery is a program that overcomes government and regional short-term and stop-start funding cycles by engaging multiple co-investors. It attracts partners from all levels of government, industry, and the community, including groups and individuals not traditionally involved in natural resource management. In this way the program engages genuine partners who have greater participation in planning and ownership of the activities being undertaken. Co-investing also improves overall resourcing consistency; the program’s capability of working within ecological timeframes (not political ones); more enduring relationships with farmers and the rural community; and improved certainty for staffing, project management and coordinating operational functions. 

River Recovery operates in the Derwent and Rubicon catchments in Tasmania, which are different in many ways, including the farming enterprises, and biophysical and land management issues. However both catchments are highly modified in their agricultural landscapes and have common NRM issues.

In both catchments River Recovery takes holistic approaches to river and land management by encouraging and supporting best practice land management and engagement of locally active groups. Neither River Recovery program is beginning from “blank slates”, and both have the advantage of a history of ‘landcare’ work, with established communities of land managers who are skilled and experienced in NRM. 
This paper discusses some of the NRM and sustainable primary production issues in the Derwent and Rubicon catchments and the novel ways in which the River Recovery program is addressing them. 

Discussion

Natural Resource Management and Sustainable Primary Production Issues Addressed by River Recovery

The majority of NRM issues facing the Derwent and Rubicon River Recovery programs are similar across both catchments, despite significant differences in geology, soils, rainfall, vegetation and agricultural enterprises. The major issues are also common to agricultural areas across Australia.  

The primary issues being tackled through the River Recovery program include:  

· Fragmentation of habitat and loss of biodiversity

· Stock in water ways - increased nutrients, turbidity and microbial pathogens

· Run off, resulting in increased nutrients and turbidity, herbicides and pesticides in waterways

· Intensive agriculture and aquaculture (e.g. cropping, dairies and fish farms) – increased nutrients, sedimentation, turbidity, changes to pH and microbial pathogens

· Weed invasion (aquatic and terrestrial weeds)

· Erosion (by over grazing, inappropriate tillage practices, soil structure decline)

· Altered river flow regimes (and inefficient water use for irrigation)

Additional Derwent catchment issues include:

· Tree decline (dieback); 

· Altered river flow regimes through Hydro Electric power generation; 

· Salinity; and 

· Algal blooms. 

Additional Rubicon catchment issues include:

· Highly impounded sub-catchments; 

· Restricted fish passage; and 

· Highly productive ferrosols subject to intensive agricultural pressures.  

River Recovery Planning

Community groups in both catchments had prepared status reports/ high-level NRM plans prior to the River Recovery program commencing. These provided excellent foundations to build strategic and on-ground action plans upon. River Recovery has since re-engaged and reinvigorated each catchment’s communities and primary stakeholders, aligned investors’ objectives, and prioritised on-ground actions. 

The Derwent catchment has been divided into 12 sub-catchments according to priority conservation assets (vegetation communities, threatened species, geomorphic values etc.), threats, land tenure, and the program’s ability to bring about change. The three priority sub-catchments are undergoing “Conservation Action Planning” processes following The Nature Conservancy planning model.  

The Rubicon catchment is less advanced in sub and whole of catchment action planing, although Rivercare plans have been developed for several sections of the river system and whole farm planning has been more widely adopted.  

Actions

River Recovery plans and coordinates multiple levels of on-ground action.  The beauty of the program is that it is not single focused, limited to specific “projects” or time limited to funding streams.  Current on-ground activities include: 

Vegetation and River Management 

Protection and enhancement of important biodiversity values are priorities in the program, particularly in retaining areas of high conservation remnant vegetation and habitat for threatened species. Riparian zones are recognised as being important links across landscapes and between land based and water based systems. Much effort has been made to exclude stock from waterways and to improve water quality and riparian ecosystems. 

Tree decline is severely impacting parts of the Derwent Catchment. We are working with the CRC for Forestry, the University of Tasmania and farmers to improve our understanding of tree decline and how to better manage it.  

Revegetation to link remnants and to help protect against wind and water erosion, protect riparian zones, provide shelter, replace stands affected by dieback, and improve catchment hydrology. Local landholders are fencing waterways, and revegetating where appropriate. In some situations they sow grassed riparian filters between cropping or other intensive operations and riparian zones and use grassed drains to improve the trapping of nutrients and sediments to prevent them entering rivers and creeks. A current activity being undertaken by a Green Corps team is the rehabilitation of a degraded wetland in the Ouse Township. 

We are trialling innovative approaches to revegetation – for example, by establishing shelterbelts in unproductive patches under centre pivot irrigators. This is still a new area, where we are still experimenting with species selection, controlling stock access, methods to quantify benefits in different settings.  

Water Management 

Water monitoring in both catchments is still patchy, but is raising awareness of quality and quantity issues and the consequences of actions institutions and individuals take. Water monitoring provides baseline data to quantify improvements in water quality due to River Recovery activities over the long term. 

We are gaining sponsorship in the Derwent Catchment to purchase water-monitoring kits to be used by schools and community water-watch groups. Data loggers are installed in the Rubicon Catchment to monitor flow regimes, particularly during times of high irrigation demand.  Weirs and monitoring sites are being upgraded to improve fish passage. 

Improving Land and Water Management Practices

The program works with landholders to encourage and support the adoption of sustainable land and water management practices in productive farms. One-to-one on extension and group workshops are directed toward: 

· Improving understanding and use of fertilisers and soil sampling

· Demonstrating sustainable cropping practices such as minimum tillage, direct drilling, retaining stubble and crop rotations

· Managing soil erosion by improving stocking regimes, ripper mulching (an erosion control device that lays straw in contour channels to catch sediment in runoff), and judicious revegetation in areas subject to wind and/ or water erosion or salinity

· Irrigation scheduling and water use efficiency through soil moisture monitoring and better programming

· Managing sodic soil through raising awareness, testing and advising on management actions; 

· Improving soil health (organic matter, soil aggregate stability, soil compaction, etc)

· Working with agribusiness, or production focused groups, to integrate production and NRM objectives

· Improving awareness of established and potential weeds i.e. Chilean Needle grass.  

The program works closely with farmers in the Derwent Catchment to rehabilitate saline areas and to bring them back into production if possible. Electro-magnetic surveys and piezometers are being used to better understand salinity at local scales, as landforms, geology, soils and groundwater flows are extremely complex.  

A range of management options is being tested in the program, including salt tolerant plant species, soil treatments (e.g. lime and/or gypsum), timing and methods of sowing (e.g. direct drilling vs. broadcast and trample in with stock). Currently the preference in paddocks where salinity is expressed inconsistently is to use a ‘shotgun’ mix of grass varieties with different levels of tolerance (e.g. fescue, puccinellia and tall wheat grass).

Community Engagement and Partner Agency Activities 

River Recovery works with a diverse range of individuals, community groups, institutional land mangers, local councils, government agencies and businesses, as well as farmers and natural resource management practitioners.  Activities currently underway include:  

· Greater Rubicon Catchment Management Group: Primary program partner in the Rubicon Catchment

· Derwent Catchment NRM Committee: Primary program partner in the Derwent Catchment

· Hydro Tasmania: Improving catchment planning and addressing water quality, riparian vegetation and river bank stability issues in focus catchments

· Central Highlands Council: Integrating council NRM issues into the River Recovery program across the municipality

· Derwent Valley Council: Primarily focusing on weed management

· NRM South: Primarily focusing on the rehabilitation of Dew Rivulet, a sub-catchment of the Derwent

· Local anglers groups, the Inland Fisheries Service and the Department of Primary Industry and Water: Mapping and developing containment strategies for introduced aquatic plants and animals (such as Canadian pond weed and red fin perch)

· Hobart Water: Improving water quality in the catchment through cooperating on catchment planning, and addressing point source pollution issues

· Kayaking club: Assisting riverside surveying and eradication of African Feathergrass

· Anglers clubs: Improving access to waterways by controlling weeds and rehabilitating key fishing locations

· Corporate partners, including Norske Skog: Staff involvement in tree planting and weed control activities; 

· Thirlstane Golf course (lower Rubicon catchment): Implementing weed control activities; 

· Mersey NRM and Work for the Dole team: Implementing on-ground works, weed control and tree planting in priority remnant sites.

Conclusion

River Recovery in Tasmania is demonstrating that it is really linking rivers, landscapes and people, by taking a coordinated and integrated approach to NRM in the context of economically and socially productive rural communities. Although Greening Australia only launched the project in Tasmania in mid 2005 it is harnessing the power of multiple partners to effectively plan across catchments and direct resources and effort to areas most in need and with the best chances of improvement. Over time this approach will build upon previous work and achieve lasting outcomes by empowering and continuing to support all participants. 

The program is underpinned by community knowledge and understanding of their catchments, sound scientific research, and consultative priority setting and action planning. It is a long-term program and is already overcoming the limitations of short, disjointed single issues “projects” by carefully planning actions and integrating them into the “bigger catchment picture”. Past and present on-ground work is contributing to achievement of catchment NRM objectives, it is improving primary productivity and is reinvigorating Tasmania’s rural communities.  
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