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Blazing a trail to protect private property 
The story of Trust for Nature’s early years.

Leading the way
Meet some of the first people to take the bold step of 
permanently protecting habitat on their land. 

Half a century of protecting Victoria’s nature
Learn about some of Trust for Nature’s biggest achievements.

Vital piece of the conservation puzzle
We take a look at the big picture of private land conservation.

All walks of life
Meet some of the latest people to protect their land with 
covenants. 

The race against extinction
Find out how Trust for Nature is meeting one of the greatest 
challenges of our times – the biodiversity crisis.

Looking after the land
Meet some of the volunteers who have given their time to 
help Trust for Nature protect Victoria’s environment.

Exciting future for Neds Corner Station
The purchase of Neds Corner Station 20 years ago was a 
watershed moment for Trust for Nature.

An ongoing journey
Over half a century, the conservation movement’s approach 
to working with Traditional Owners and Aboriginal people 
has changed completely.

The gift of care
Meet some of the generous people who have donated to Trust 
for Nature. 

Facing the climate challenge
How Trust for Nature is meeting the biggest long-term 
challenge to Victoria’s environment.

Return to High Camp 
We catch up with some of the landholders at High Camp – 
Trust for Nature’s biggest ever sale through our Revolving 
Fund program.

Trust for Nature (Victoria) is a 
not-for-profit organisation that 
works with private landholders to 
protect native plants and animals. 
Two-thirds of Victoria is freehold, 
making the protection of habitat 
vital in preventing extinction. We 
work with landholders to place 
voluntary conservation covenants 
on properties and buy and sell land 
which has conservation values 
through our Revolving Fund.

Patron: The Honourable Linda 
Dessau AC, Governor of Victoria.

Trustees: Gayle Austen (Chair), 
Nina Braid, Dr Charles Meredith, 
Jennifer Wolcott, Andrew Brookes 
BA, MAICD, Binda Gokhale, Dr 
Sandra Brizga, Sonya Rand, Jill 
Smith AM, Lisa Darmanin.

Recognition of Traditional 
Owners: Trust for Nature 
recognises the continuing spiritual 
and cultural connection of 
Traditional Owners to Victoria’s 
land, wildlife, freshwater and 
saltwater environments. The Trust 
is committed to helping Traditional 
Owners conserve, restore where 
possible and protect natural 
environments, wildlife and cultural 
heritage values.

Front cover: Aerial view of 
covenanted property on Phillip 
Island. Image: Annette Ruzicka.
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Celebrating half a century
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The world was very different in 1972. The 
biggest song of the year was Donny Desmond’s 
Puppy Love; The Godfather was taking 
cinemas by storm. Australia’s involvement in 
the Vietnam War was coming to an end and 
the environmental movement was young.

What was then known as the Victorian Conservation 
Trust was created under an Act of parliament, allowing 
the charitable organisation to accept land donations 
and purchase land for conservation. The need was 
severe. Victoria is the most cleared landscape in 
Australia, and national parks, as essential as they are, 
were not sufficient to provide the level of protection 
required for our most threatened animals and plants.

At the very first meeting of the Trust, in 1973, then 
Premier Rupert Hamer said he hoped the Trust would 
be able to buy back land that “should never have been 
alienated”. Conservation minister Bill Borthwick noted 
that “there was a growing desire in the community to 
rectify the mistakes of the past”. You can read more 
about the Trust’s early years on page 4.

Fifty years later, Trust for Nature’s contribution to 
conservation as Australia’s oldest dedicated land trust 
is present right across our state. Today, more than 
110,000 ha of Victoria have been protected forever for 
wildlife across more than 1,500 conservation covenants 
and more than 40 reserves. Over 7,000 ha have been 
purchased by Trust for Nature and returned to public 
management including Churchill Island, Greens Bush 
on the Mornington Peninsula and parts of the Anglesea 
Heathlands. Our innovative Revolving Fund program 
has purchased and protected nearly 7,000 ha and 
continues to support our conservation work.

This special 50th anniversary issue of the Conservation 
Bulletin is a celebration of those achievements, and an 
opportunity to pause and consider the past, present 
and the next 50 years of Trust for Nature. I hope you 
will join us in reflecting on this dedicated work and 
celebrate with us.

As well as reflecting on the huge efforts of Trust 
for Nature’s dedicated staff and Trustees, these 
achievements are also a tribute to you and others 
who have supported our work. Looking back from 
where we are today, what strikes me is the incredible 
support of people in every part of the community who 
have contributed in their own way to protect Victoria’s 
precious environment.

Whether you’ve volunteered at a reserve; donated to 
one of our campaigns, made a gift of land, a bequest or 
a one-off gift; or attended one of our events, we thank 
you for your ongoing support. Our work wouldn’t be 
possible without numerous partner organisations and 
funders, and particularly the Victorian Government.

A big change came when the Trust was able to start 
forming agreements with landholders to protect 
habitat forever, the beginning of our conservation 
covenanting program. The first covenant was signed 
in 1985, and since then the program has gone from 
strength to strength.

It’s worth thinking for a moment on what this says 
about our community, that so many landholders are 
willing to volunteer to protect their land permanently. 
I take heart in the incredible care and passion of these 
people. Thank you—you are creating a future where 
people and nature thrive together.

Now, we consider what’s in store for the future. Many 
threats to Victoria’s environment have increased, and 
climate change poses the greatest future challenge. 
Trust for Nature is well prepared, our work guided by 
cutting-edge science. It will be a challenge, but one we 
can achieve. 

As we go forward, we will deepen our collaborations 
with Aboriginal Victorians, the first custodians of 
this land, and work to enable Traditional Owners to 
achieve their visions for community and Country. As 
we mark our half century, we have already begun the 
process of returning iconic Neds Corner Station back 
to its Traditional Owners.

This year also marks my final year serving as the Trust’s 
CEO. In 13 years I have had the enormous pleasure of 
leading this wonderful organisation and contributing to 
the protection of Victoria’s nature. I’m looking forward to 
continuing this work in other capacities including in my 
role as a covenantor. Read more on page 6.

So, a lot to celebrate and a lot to look forward to. 
I hope you enjoy reading some of the stories of 
the people who have made Trust for Nature in the 
following pages.

Sincerely

Victoria Marles AM 
CEO, Trust for Nature
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Below: The Victorian Conservation Trust was 
launched by then Premier Rupert Hamer (second 
from left).

It was the late 1970s when Neil Marriott heard a 
knock on his door at his home near Stawell. “I 
opened it to see Bill Middleton standing there,” Neil 
recalled. “He wanted to talk about something called 
the Victorian Conservation Trust.” 

That’s what Trust for Nature was called back then, 
and Bill Middleton, who is often heralded as one of 
Australia’s first ‘greenies’, was looking for trustees. 

The Victorian Conservation Trust had been set up 
under the Victoria Conservation Trust Act just a few 
years before in 1972, with the goal of receiving land 
donations and purchasing land for conservation. 

“People had realised there was a gap in conservation,” 
Neil explained. “The government was doing a great 
job with reserves and national parks, but there was 
so much that needed conserving on private land, 
particularly grassy woodlands and grasslands.” 

Neil came on board as a Regional Coordinator, and, in 
those early days, it was a small team. “I covered all of 
western Victoria, and Bill did all of the east,” Neil said 
with a small laugh. “That’s just how it was back then.” 

First 14 yearsThe first 14 years

Small but determined to make a big difference, the 
1970s saw the Victorian Conservation Trust purchase 
many ecologically significant areas of land to transfer 
into the public reserve system such as Churchill Island, 
now Churchill National Park. That time also saw growth 
in support for the Trust, the work it was doing, and its 
importance in the early environmental movement. 

Robyn Edwards, Trust for Nature’s Gippsland Area 
Manager, who has been with the organisation for 
27 years, said knowledge was a key driver of this 
increasing support. “The mapping of native vegetation 
on private land and the formal identification of 
these vegetation types led to more recognition of 
the importance of private land conservation by 
government and certain sectors of the community,” 
she said. “This new wealth of knowledge was vital to 
the Trust’s growth at that stage.” 

But there was still a need to protect private land in 
perpetuity. “We were supplementing the national 
reserve system and protecting some bush, but not 
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Above: Powerful Owls are one of the threatened species that live at Greens Bush, 
purchased by Trust for Nature and now part of Mornington Peninsula National Park.

agricultural property,” Robyn said. “We needed some 
other mechanism to conserve this land that we now 
knew was so significant. That’s where conservation 
covenants came in.” 

Conservation wouldn’t be possible without sharing 
knowledge across borders. When the Trust’s governing 
law was amended in 1978 to allow it to form covenants, 
the organisation looked overseas for ideas. The Trust’s 
Dr Norman Wettenhall met with New Zealand’s QEII 
National Trust, which had also recently started its own 
covenant program. The Victorian Conservation Trust 
channelled this inspiration from across the Tasman Sea 
into its new covenanting program.

In November 1985, the first Victorian conservation 
covenant was put in place—six ha protected by 
Maudie and Ralph Shackleford at Emerald. Five 
years later, there were 110 conservation covenants 
protecting more than 4,400 ha of Victoria forever. 

“It became clear that we had a big role to play in 
this space, which attracted more funding from 
government, more philanthropy and more donors,” 
Robyn said.  

An early demonstration of the Trust’s power was 
the successful appeal to purchase Greens Bush on 
Bunurong Country on the Mornington Peninsula. 
With the support of the R E Ross Trust, local and state 
governments, and many Victorian supporters, the 
Trust was able to purchase part of this special place 
in 1988, which is now part of Mornington Peninsula 
National Park. 

The organisation could also hire more staff to expand 
the reach of the Trust’s conservation program into 
every region of Victoria.

The Victorian Conservation Trust had officially put 
down its roots, but there was still one more major 
change to come in those early years—a new name. “I 
remember sitting in our office drinking tea and having 
a brainstorming session about it,” said the Trust’s 
fourth chair, Brian Snape. “We needed a more friendly 
name that didn’t sound too ‘government’ or ‘greenie’ 
to farmers. We knew ‘trust’ was important, and 
‘nature’ is key to everything we do.” 
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After 13 years of leading and transforming Trust for 
Nature, Vic Marles is stepping down from the role of 
CEO. Vic has led the Trust for nearly a quarter of its 
existence, guiding the organisation through a period of 
significant growth. Her dedication and commitment to 
private land conservation has been unwavering. 

Among her many achievements, Vic has successfully 
advocated for a higher profile of the private land 
sector at a state, national and international level, 
elevating the importance of conservation covenants 
and support for landholders. She was instrumental in 
founding the Australian Land Conservation Alliance 
and is a founding member of the International Land 
Conservation Network.

Vic was appointed a Member of the Order of Australia 
in 2022 in recognition for her significant services 
to conservation and the environment, and to the 
community. In announcing that she will be leaving 
Trust for Nature Vic said it had been an enormous 
privilege to work for the Trust.

“I came to the job of CEO as an owner of land 
protected by a Trust for Nature covenant. I have 

been so proud to work with an organisation which 
embeds its long term vision into its daily practice. It 
has been an ongoing privilege to have worked with 
colleagues, landholders and partners who are all 
deeply committed to protecting nature in Victoria in 
perpetuity and I would like to thank them all. It has 
been inspiring to work closely with so many people 
whose actions are dedicated to the supremacy of our 
natural world. Thank you.” 

Vic said, “While I will very much miss working with 
such an outstanding team at Trust for Nature, my 
commitment to conservation will continue through 
other contributions to the private land conservation 
sector in the future.  At a personal level I am still a 
proud owner of a covenanted property in North Central 
Victoria. This has been and will continue to be a 
powerful through line for my life.”

Congratulations and farewell 
to Vic Marles

Above: Vic Marles with Victorian Environment Minister 
Lily D’Ambrosio. Image: Annette Ruzicka



Above: Protected 34 years ago, Hans’s property was 
the first covenant in the Otways region. Image: Hans 
Fankhanel.

Leading the way
The first people to take the big step of protecting habitat on their land forever were Maudie 
and Ralph Shackleford, who placed a conservation covenant on their property at Emerald 
in 1985. By 1990 there were 110 covenants protecting 4,400 ha of habitat for wildlife. Meet 
some of the extraordinary people who were among the earliest covenantors.
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One moment can change the direction of your life 
completely. This was the case for Hans Fankhanel who 
wears the badge of honour for being the first to covenant 
a farm in Victoria. The Lavers Hill property was also 
the first property to be protected under a conservation 
covenant in the Corangamite region, in 1988.

More than 40 years ago, while living in Melbourne’s 
outer suburbs, Hans watched a neighbour clear his 
land to reduce bushfire risk. It was a pivotal moment 
that set him on a new path as he decided then 
and there to seek out and buy land to protect. His 
statewide search led him to a block in the Otways—he 
fell in love with it and the rest is history. 

“I was a bit ahead of my time,” said Hans who is 
continuing to defend the environment through 
supporting campaigns—largely against logging, 
inappropriate land clearing and development.

The 87 ha property on the crest of the Otway Ridge is a 
mixture of farmland and majestic Mountain Ash forest 
dissected by forested gullies and creeks. Hans left his 
stressful city job to move to the property, building 
a house in 1983 and setting to work to eradicate 
blackberries from the gullies and forest edges. He also 
re-vegetated one section of a large gully to provide 
habitat—the trees now tower above the landscape. 

Hans said, “You must live on the property to work 
it. There is a lot to be done with fencing, blackberry 
removal and ongoing maintenance.” He hasn’t 
regretted the move to a more relaxed lifestyle and 
enjoys being part of the community, including being a 
member of the Country Fire Authority.

“There is still some pressure, but nothing like the job 
I had. I added to my lifespan because the pressure is 
gone,” laughed Hans.

To move closer to Hans’s dream of protecting the 
property forever, the Director of the then Victorian 
Conservation Trust (now Trust for Nature) visited, and 
they negotiated to covenant the entire farm, of which 
30.3 ha was forest. This substantially reduced the cost 

Foresight in the forest

of establishing the covenant by reducing the need for 
surveying. It also prevents development on the cleared 
area of the farm.

“What fills me with great pleasure is to sit quietly in 
the bush. The beauty of it—there are now kangaroos, 
wallabies and the occasional Grey Goshawks on the 
property—the covenant has allowed a lot of nature to 
come back.

“I am very conscious of what happens after I’m gone. 
Eventually it will be sold but having the covenant and 
knowing the Trust will ensure it is being adhered to is 
of great comfort.” 



It takes a community to 
raise a covenant
The story of Urimbirra began back in the late 1960s when 
a high-level battle was playing out to save Victoria’s Little 
Desert, on Wotjabaluk Country, from being subdivided for 
farming. The local and Melbourne communities rallied. Today, 
conservation pioneers and the next generation continue to 
protect the precious landscape saved with foresight more 
than 50 years ago. 

Urimbirra is a cooperative society that was established to purchase 400 ha of contested sandy heathland in 1973. . 
The society went on to buy an additional 600 ha in the 1990s. Alex English is Urimbirra’s Secretary. He said, “Active 
members are now second generation—like me. Our parents were the campaigners and activists.” 

“The land was bought with the hope that over time it might end up protected under the formal structure and 
covenants provided a way to do this.” 

The Trust worked with Urimbirra to covenant the first block in 1989.  The adjoining block was also covenanted in 
1999. “It’s more than a covenant— it’s a very strong relationship and has been great.”

Members are active in protecting the blocks, attending working bees and partnering with Landcare and Museums 
Victoria to contribute to the broader knowledge and science about the ecosystem through trapping, surveying and 
projects such as research into fire ecology.  “Many people don’t realise that Victoria has desert ecology—it has high 
diversity and an incredible mix of plants and wildlife,” said Alex.  

“In winter there are fungi, in spring orchids and stunning displays of wildflowers through to early summer. You don’t 
have to go to Western Australia—it’s here in Victoria. The block is also home to Silky Mouse, Western Pygmy-possum, 
Fat-tailed Dunnart, Painted Dragon, Striped Worm-Lizard, lots of orchids, Wedge-tailed Eagle, Crimson Chat, and more.”

As the Society approaches its own 50th anniversary, members want to focus more on engaging with and involving 
the local community—especially the Traditional Owners. 
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The original campaigners would be proud of how this story of community, 
commitment and foresight has evolved. In the 1970s, members chose the name 
Urimbirra as they were told it meant ‘healing the land’ in the language of the 
Wotjobaluk People. They have achieved this across the decades and, as a collective, 
are looking forward to more healing and understanding to come. 

Above: Museums Victoria and Urimbirra members surveying on the blocks. 
Left: A 1973  Kaniva Times report on Urimbirra and one of its younger members, Penny 
Smith, who is now treasurer. 
Below left: Blue Tinsel Lilies during spring. 
Below right: A patch of Yellow Gums in clay soils support many orchid species.
Images: Urimbirra Cooperative Society.



Lucky number seven
Sally Abbott Smith’s mother was ahead of her time—
and for that Sally is eternally grateful. Her decision 
to covenant 30 per cent of their Glenburn property, 
north of Kinglake on Taungurung Country, in 1990 
encouraged a line of conservation champions and 
protected habitat in perpetuity.

“My mother was definitely a trail blazer—I think the 
farm was covenant number seven. She was right onto 
it and just wanted to be a part of the movement of 
protecting habitat, and Dad was just trying to farm, 
although he also loved being in nature,” laughed Sally, 
who lives on and manages the 133 ha property with 
son Tom.  

The impressive property has rolling Herb-rich 
Foothill Forest and Swampy Riparian Woodland. The 
waterways loved so much by Sally’s mother, including 
creeks and dams, provide an important wildlife 
corridor across the landscape.

“My interest is native vegetation, augmenting and 
buffering it through revegetation. We have planted 
and protected no less than 40 metres either side of the 
waterways,” said Sally.  

She views the changes and challenges on the 
property through the perspective of time—such as the 
dominance of the native shrub Burgan. Sally said, “It’s 
a succession plant, but it’s not allowing other plants to 
grow—after 50 years it’s surprising.” 

Sally said, “Deer are having a high impact on the 
protected habitat and it’s quite difficult to repair their 
damage.” 

The Abbott Smiths love seeing the wildlife on the 
property with birds, wombats, wallabies, Long-nosed 
Bandicoots, bats, phascogales, Ring-tailed Possums, 
Sugar Gliders, and Bush Rats all passing through the 
treed corridor. 

Continuing the conservation work on the property is 
as important to the owners as embracing the latest in 
sustainable initiatives. Tom runs a mobile pastured egg 
business which allows the 2,000 chooks to follow the 
cows around.

Sally said, “The thing that we like most is that the 
covenanted areas are rich in biodiversity.  Tom is 
concentrating on the soil food web of the farm and 
likes the idea of the covenanted remnant areas 
populating the pasture areas with beneficial soil 
microbes—that’s his main way of farming now.”

Sally and Tom are looking forward to extending the 
protected areas with revegetation under the Australian 
Government’s Carbon + Biodiversity Pilot trials. This 
means the areas close to the covenanted land will be set 
aside for conservation, increasing the amount of land 
dedicated to biodiversity on the farm to 50 per cent.

Thirty years on, lucky number seven covenant will keep 
evolving to continue the conservation stewardship. Sally 
said, “The state of the nation’s biodiversity is so dire that 
it’s essential that we protect as much as we can.”  

Above: King Parrots are visitors to the property. 
Below left: Sally’s son Tom practices sustainable 
agriculture on the property. 
Below right: Chocolate Lilies found on Sally’s property.
Images: Sally and Tom Abbott Smith.
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Frankie 
and 
Graeme —  
a meeting 
of values

Frankie and Graeme MacLennan are a like-minded 
pair. Farming on the Gippsland coast on Gunaikurnai 
Country, they live close to the bush block they 
protected 30 years ago, along with the casuarinas, 
acacias, eucalypts and melaleucas that are on it.

It was a combination of Landcare and Frankie that 
helped Graeme decide to covenant 16 uncleared 
hectares of their 300 ha sheep grazing property in 1991. 

“At the time I was still clearing land but having met 
Frankie I started to rethink that process and decided 
what is left we keep. We were a wool growing property 
and every acre of grass was important, so it needed a 
fair bit of thinking about,” Graeme said.

As the region’s first Victorian Conservation Trust (now 
Trust for Nature) Field Officer, Frankie saw a chance 
to demonstrate their commitment and stand up 
and be counted. “We were pleased we had enough 

land to be considered viable for a covenant—it was 
a combination of being involved with Landcare and 
being privileged to have enough bush of high enough 
quality to be kept in perpetuity. We thought let’s do it 
and that it would benefit the family.”

The bush block has required little work apart from the 
continuous problems of foxes and rabbits along with 
the rest of the farm and tackling some recent boxthorn 
blow-ins. In return it has given the family great 
pleasure being the site of walks and BBQs. It acted as a 
seedbank for replanting across the farm and is a haven 
for seven species of insectivorous bats, koalas, reptiles, 
kangaroos, wallabies, wombats, and echidnas. The 
bird list has just ticked over 100 species.

Building their new house as close to the bush as 
possible, they now wake up to the sounds of the birds 
and they bush they protected—all because Frankie and 
Graeme have like-minded values. “It was the best thing 
to do. The future is for the next generation to think 
about and decide and I feel we have done our part,” 
Graeme said. 

Above: The Maclennan family protected 16 ha of their 
300 ha sheep farming property. 
Left: An aerial view of Frankie and Graeme’s property.
Images: Frankie and Graeme MacLennan.
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Smiles all round 
It’s hard to wipe the grin from pioneer covenantors 
Helen and John van Riet’s faces as they talk about their 
beloved property in Victoria’s north east.  

In 1984, when living in Wangaratta, they bought 16 ha 
near Cheshunt in the King River Valley. The block was 
three quarters natural bush with the front four hectares 
cleared for a house site.

“As we walked over it, we noted the variety of plants, the 
animals that lived there and the steep rise to the back 
with several gullies,” said John. “We called the property 
‘Bringalongagrin’, based on a property ‘Bringalong’ we 
had noted on our travels then added “agrin”, for people 
to put a smile on their faces as they entered.” 

The couple spent four years in their spare time building 
a 12-square kit home, camping at first and then moving 
into a caravan until the house was finished. They planted 
a native garden around the house, added rainwater tanks, 
had a bore put in, and installed solar panels.

They had many visitors to their new home including the 
Australian Plants Society of which they were members. 
On a field day with the Society in the 1980s, a fieldworker 
for the Trust suggested they covenant the property. 

“We did so in 1991, becoming the first covenant in 
north east Victoria.” The couple owned the property 
for 21 years. Weeds and feral deer were the main 
challenges they faced. 

“Native orchids were special in spring and the birdlife 
was a highlight with honeyeaters arriving after 
flowering of the new plants, as well as the magpies and 
Laughing Kookaburras who always brought a chuckle 
to the happy site.”

The couple also loved to share the benefits of the bush 
they enjoyed. Being involved with church, they invited 
small groups to retreats—using a labyrinth they laid 
out in the paddock for meditative walking. 

“We also invited people to sit in the bush, be still and 
become aware of its healing smells and sounds.” It was 
with a heavy heart that they sold the property in 2005.  

“Personally, my wife and I benefited greatly from our 
time there. The property provided the opportunity for 
refreshment, reflection and meditation, helping us to 
see the meaning of life more clearly. The covenant will 
ensure the protection of plants and animal life that we 
came so much to appreciate and celebrate.” 

Top: “Bringalongagrin” –  Helen and John named the 
property to make visitors smile.
Centre: A labyrinth on the property was used for 
meditative walking.
Bottom: John van Riet on the Cheshunt property.
Images: Helen and John van Riet.
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1990
There are 110 conservation 
covenants, protecting more than 
4,400 ha of Victoria forever.

Half of a century of 
protecting Victoria’s nature

1972
The Victorian 
Conservation Trust is 
created under the 
Victoria Conservation 
Trust Act, allowing the 
Trust to receive land 
donations and purchase 
land for conservation. 
Then Premier Rupert 
Hamer foretells that the 
Trust will be “of 
tremendous 
importance”.

1973
First land donated to 
the Trust by Sir John 
Reid. The property, 
Haining Farm, 
became part of the 
public reserve system.

1974
Purchase of 4 ha of land at 
Edithvale Wetlands, protecting 
this internationally important 
wetland from housing 
development.

1975
Dr Marion Wanliss 
donates three 
blocks of land at 
Stieglitz to the 
Trust, which 
became part of 
Brisbane Ranges 
National Park. 

1976
Then Premier Rupert 
Hamer announces the 
Trust’s purchase of 
Churchill Island, 
which became part of 
the Philip Island 
Nature Reserve. 

1978
Victoria 
Conservation Trust 
Act amended to 
allow the Trust to 
put conservation 
covenants on 
properties, 
protecting them 
forever. 

6 ha protected forever by Maudie and 
Ralph Shackleford at Emerald. “We were 
in heaven when a Lyrebird couple were 
regularly spotted scratching around the 
dam,” Maudie reflected in 2010.

1988
$1.2 million 
raised to purchase 
Greens Bush on 
the Mornington 
Peninsula. The 
property became 
part of the 
Mornington 
Peninsula 
National Park.

1989
The Revolving 
Fund program 
begins, allowing 
the Trust to buy 
land and resell it 
with a 
conservation 
covenant. 
Proceeds are 
returned to the 
Trust to further our 
conservation work.

First issue of the 
much-loved 
Conservation Bulletin.

1993
The Trust purchases 
119 ha to protect the last 
stronghold of Victoria’s 
critically endangered 
emblem, the Helmeted 
Honeyeater. Since then, 
the Trust has contributed 
more than 200 ha to the 
Yellingbo Nature 
Conservation Reserve,
         also protecting
            critically
              endangered
               Lowland
               Leadbeater’s
               Possum habitat.

1996
The Victorian 
Conservation Trust 
changes its name 
to Trust for Nature.  

2000
The Trust 
establishes a 
statewide 
network of staff, 
with at least one 
coordinator 
employed in 
each of the 
Trust’s 10 
regions. 

2002
Trust for Nature 
purchases 
30,000 ha Neds 
Corner Station on 
Ngintait Country in 
the Mallee region, 
enabled with the 
support of the RE 
Ross Trust, the 
National Reserve 
System and The 
Nature Conservancy.

2003
500th conservation 
covenant: 23 ha 
protected by Daryl 
Barber in the 
Wimmera. Daryl, a 
wheat farmer, first 
started fencing off 
areas to regenerate 
more than 20 years 
earlier. “There’s no 
point letting the 
country look like you 
live in a desert… I 
know I’d rather walk 
out into something 
that’s beautiful.”

2009
The Trust works 
with Traditional 
Owners to protect 
important cultural 
heritage sites on 
Neds Corner 
Station.

2006
The extremely rare 
Striated Sun-moth 
discovered at Glassons 
Grassland—the second 
record of the species ever. 

2012
Biggest purchase 
achieved through 
the Revolving 
Fund, 
700 ha at High 
Camp. The land is 
subdivided and 
sold to multiple 
landholders, each 
protected with a 
conservation 
covenant, forming 
a unique 
collaboration.

2013
Trust for Nature 
completes the 
Statewide 
Conservation Plan, 
Victoria’s first plan 
for private land 
conservation, laying 
out how the Trust 
will protect the 
state’s most 
threatened animals 
and plants.

2019-20
More than 40 
properties with 
conservation 
covenants are 
affected by the 
devastating 
bushfires in eastern 
Victoria. Trust for 
Nature has helped 
support 
landholders and 
wildlife with pest 
and weed control 
and protecting 
refuges forever.

2021
16 captive-bred Plains-wanderers 
released onto Trust for Nature 
reserves, conservation covenants 
and public reserves.

2022
Trust for Nature 
announces the return of 
Neds Corner Station to its 
Traditional Owners. “This 
is part of a natural cycle,” 
said Chair Gayle Austen.

1985
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conservation 
covenant 

2011
1,000th 

conservation 
covenant 2021

1,500th 
conservation 

covenant 

2005-06
27 properties with conservation 
covenants partially or wholly 
burned during fires in western 
Victoria, particularly around 
Gariwerd/Grampians. The Trust 
reaches out to landholders to 
offer recovery advice and support.
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1990

1990
There are 110 conservation 
covenants, protecting more than 
4,400 ha of Victoria forever.

Half of a century of 
protecting Victoria’s nature

1972
The Victorian 
Conservation Trust is 
created under the 
Victoria Conservation 
Trust Act, allowing the 
Trust to receive land 
donations and purchase 
land for conservation. 
Then Premier Rupert 
Hamer foretells that the 
Trust will be “of 
tremendous 
importance”.

1973
First land donated to 
the Trust by Sir John 
Reid. The property, 
Haining Farm, 
became part of the 
public reserve system.

1974
Purchase of 4 ha of land at 
Edithvale Wetlands, protecting 
this internationally important 
wetland from housing 
development.

1975
Dr Marion Wanliss 
donates three 
blocks of land at 
Stieglitz to the 
Trust, which 
became part of 
Brisbane Ranges 
National Park. 

1976
Then Premier Rupert 
Hamer announces the 
Trust’s purchase of 
Churchill Island, 
which became part of 
the Philip Island 
Nature Reserve. 

1978
Victoria 
Conservation Trust 
Act amended to 
allow the Trust to 
put conservation 
covenants on 
properties, 
protecting them 
forever. 

6 ha protected forever by Maudie and 
Ralph Shackleford at Emerald. “We were 
in heaven when a Lyrebird couple were 
regularly spotted scratching around the 
dam,” Maudie reflected in 2010.

1988
$1.2 million 
raised to purchase 
Greens Bush on 
the Mornington 
Peninsula. The 
property became 
part of the 
Mornington 
Peninsula 
National Park.

1989
The Revolving 
Fund program 
begins, allowing 
the Trust to buy 
land and resell it 
with a 
conservation 
covenant. 
Proceeds are 
returned to the 
Trust to further our 
conservation work.

First issue of the 
much-loved 
Conservation Bulletin.

1993
The Trust purchases 
119 ha to protect the last 
stronghold of Victoria’s 
critically endangered 
emblem, the Helmeted 
Honeyeater. Since then, 
the Trust has contributed 
more than 200 ha to the 
Yellingbo Nature 
Conservation Reserve,
         also protecting
            critically
              endangered
               Lowland
               Leadbeater’s
               Possum habitat.

1996
The Victorian 
Conservation Trust 
changes its name 
to Trust for Nature.  

2000
The Trust 
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statewide 
network of staff, 
with at least one 
coordinator 
employed in 
each of the 
Trust’s 10 
regions. 

2002
Trust for Nature 
purchases 
30,000 ha Neds 
Corner Station on 
Ngintait Country in 
the Mallee region, 
enabled with the 
support of the RE 
Ross Trust, the 
National Reserve 
System and The 
Nature Conservancy.

2003
500th conservation 
covenant: 23 ha 
protected by Daryl 
Barber in the 
Wimmera. Daryl, a 
wheat farmer, first 
started fencing off 
areas to regenerate 
more than 20 years 
earlier. “There’s no 
point letting the 
country look like you 
live in a desert… I 
know I’d rather walk 
out into something 
that’s beautiful.”

2009
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with Traditional 
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Neds Corner 
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Vital part of the 
conservation jigsaw 
Whether one hectare or hundreds, 
private land is an essential part 
of the conservation puzzle in 
Australia and beyond.

Almost 20 per cent of Australia’s 
land area is protected for wildlife 
and ecosystems, and nearly 
six per cent of that – just under 
nine million hectares – is on 
privately managed land. Globally, 
organisations, community and 
government leaders are aiming 
to increase the protected area 
estate to protect a third of the 
world’s land and water by 2030 
under a new global conservation 
agreement. The Australian 
Government has committed to 
protecting 30 per cent of land and 
water.

The protected area estate on 
land in Australia includes public 
land (such as national parks), 
Indigenous Protected Areas, 
private protected areas and other 
long-term conservation measures 
that are outside of protected areas. 
Conservation covenants, like 
those agreed between Victorian 
landholders and Trust for Nature, 
are one of the most common ways 
of protecting important habitat 
on privately managed land in 
Australia.

“In the last several decades 
thousands of landholders, 
scientists and businesses have 
chosen to protect land outside of 
public reserves, ensuring that the 
incredible diversity of wildlife and 
ecosystems is preserved,” said 
Jody Gunn, CEO of the Australian 
Land Conservation Alliance, the 
national body which represents 
organisations like Trust for Nature.

Others like Bush Heritage Australia, 
the South Endeavour Trust and the 
Australian Wildlife Conservancy 
manage conservation reserves 
throughout Australia and make 
up a significant part of the private 
protected areas network. 

“The diversity of people involved 
in private land conservation is its 
strength. It’s driven by individuals 
and organisations with all sorts 
of skills and huge amounts of 
passion, and it enables innovation 
and unique partnerships. 

“Nearly half of Australia’s protected 
area estate today is managed 
by Aboriginal groups and 
communities through Indigenous 
Protected Areas, and opportunities 
for enhancing Indigenous 
leadership across the public and 
private estate is benefiting us all,” 
said Jody.

Ensuring Indigenous peoples and 
local communities are central to 
protected areas design is a critical 
tenant of the policy program.

“Australia’s protected area estate 
is an important jigsaw puzzle of 
scale, tenure and management 
types, each playing a critical role. 
Private land conservation can 
enhance connections between 
public reserves; that’s particularly 
critical in highly fragmented 
landscapes, where even small 
patches of protected habitat help 
build resilience.

“Private land conservation can 
focus outcomes in our most 
under-protected landscapes and 
can build community connections 
to our lands and water through the 
efforts of the thousands of diverse 
landholders that are leaving a 
natural legacy,” Jody said.

ALCA is building a broad coalition 
around “Our Natural Legacy”, 
which is seeking to increase 
support to landholders who are 
permanently securing a future 
for our wildlife. Currently two per 
cent of Australia’s private land is 
permanently protected – there is 
a significant opportunity to build 
this network.
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It is important that this effort is 
targeted at the right places, Jody 
said. Some ecosystems in Australia 
are already well protected. 
Others, such as Victoria’s critically 
endangered grasslands need 
much greater protection to meet 
conservation targets.

“There are a number of challenges 
for increasing conservation 
on private land. We need 
greater support for individuals 
to undertake effective land 
management, and particularly to 
break down some of the barriers 
that might discourage landholders 
from getting engaged,” Jody said.

Nature faces many increasing 
threats. In Victoria, over 180,000 
ha of land were cleared in the last 

“When you work in the 
environmental space it’s easy to 
feel deflated when you see some of 
the challenges we face. But there 
does seem to be an upswell of 
recognition about the importance 
of nature, acknowledging that 
nature is foundational for a healthy 
and resilient planet and people,” 
Jody said. 

Below: Grasslands are one of the 
most threatened ecosystems in 
Victoria, with most of the remaining 
grasslands found on private land.
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decade  – 16,000 ha of that was 
forest that was more than 30 years 
old. Globally, biodiversity loss is 
one of the greatest challenges 
facing the planet.

Even so, there are a huge number 
of individuals and organisations 
working to turn these trends 
around. In the United States, 
members of the United States Land 
Trust Alliance, which represents 
organisations across the country, 
have protected over 24 million 
hectares, more than the country’s 
national parks system. 

Conservationists in the Amazon 
are campaigning to protect 80 per 
cent of this incredible rainforest, on 
public and private land and led by 
Indigenous peoples.



All walks of life
Today Victorians have placed more than 1,500 conservation covenants on their land, 
protecting more than 70,000 ha of habitat for wildlife forever. The people who care for these 
special places come from all walks of life: farmers, small business owners, activists, artists 
and people who want a beautiful place to get away from it all. The one thing they all have in 
common is that they care deeply about Victoria’s environment and the animals and plants 
that call it home. We catch up with some of them on the following pages. 

Creating a forest 
retreat 
Yury Shamis is one of the newer conservationists. 
Having found his small piece of paradise near 
Healesville on Wurundjeri Country, he decided to begin 
the process of placing a conservation covenant on the 
19 ha property.

“I had been to a number of music festivals and one was 
held in a beautiful area of rainforest near Gembrook. I 
decided it was time to get a patch of nature myself to 
preserve, immerse in and get some privacy at the same 
time,” said Yury. 

The block borders the Yarra Ranges National Park. 
“It’s rare and unique and pretty much is the national 
park – you can’t tell the difference as you walk the 
property. It’s quite hilly and has several varying terrains 
and different vegetation communities—from regrowth 
after a 1920s bushfire through to really prehistoric old-
growth areas.”

Several neighbouring properties had already been 
covenanted and the local Landcare group told 
Yury it was likely there were critically endangered 

Leadbeater’s Possums on his block along with Powerful 
and Sooty Owls and Greater Gliders. 

“I decided to covenant two thirds of the block and I hope 
to create a semi-public recreation area where people can 
be taken through and shown the different habitats.”

As a psychotherapist living and working in Melbourne, 
Yury’s work is often about reminding clients about 
connecting with nature. He regularly takes clients to the 
property. He is always looking forward to the warmer 
months and seeing the changes on the property through 
the seasons.

Yury said, “I bought the property because I wanted 
it to be a place of rest and refuge, as well as having 
the opportunity to immerse in nature without added 
stresses. It’s about a disconnection from the matrix 
whilst tuning in with the real world. I’m very happy to be 
following the tradition of conserving nature on private 
land and to be doing my small part in saving the planet.” 

Above right: Yury’s property is a place of relaxation.
Images: Yury Shamis.
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Giving nature a voice
Duade Paton’s passion for birds is reflected in the 
stunning images he captures in the open woodland 
on his 52 ha covenant adjacent to the Warby-Ovens 
National Park. The property made Duade and wife 
Erin’s dream to own a small piece of bush come true 
when they bought it in 2018. 

Set on granitic hills, the romantic landscape 
features Blakely’s Red Gum, Red Stringybark and 
Lightwood trees. Beneath lies a treasure trove of 
everlasting daisies, rice flowers and Nodding Blue-
lilies accompanied by healthy populations of Grey 
Kangaroos, Swamp Wallabies, Echidnas, Wombats 
and over 100 bird species—many of which have been 
captured through Duade’s lens.

“We purchased the property to protect it for wildlife 
with a particular focus on birds,” Duade said. “It is 
a special parcel that we wanted to save from future 
grazing and set about to covenant it which was 
finalised by 2021. We have regular visits from Turquoise 
Parrots, Hooded Robins, Diamond Firetails and other 
woodland birds. Regent Honeyeaters and Swift Parrots 
have been recorded nearby and through getting rid of 
the weeds on our property and restoring more habitat, 
we hope to attract these species in the future—and to 
capture them on film.”

St John’s Wort and Patterson’s Curse have presented 
the biggest challenges to date, and Duade said feral 
deer have been recorded in the Warby Range and 
could become a future issue. He said, “Seeing the 
regeneration and abundant birdlife that frequent the 
property is motivation enough to continue doing what 
we can to help.”

Duade and Erin thank the local Trust for Nature team 
for helping them on their covenanting journey saying 
they have been an absolute pleasure to work with and 
their knowledge and help has been invaluable. The 
couple remain passionately committed to protecting 
their small patch of land and providing haven for 
resident and visiting wildlife. 

“The amazing flora and fauna of this country doesn’t 
have a voice and if we don’t act now— we will lose a lot 
of it forever.” 

Above: Spectacular views from Duade and Erin’s property. 
Inset: Wedge-tailed Eagles are one of the 100 species of 
bird that live on Duade and Erin’s property. 
Images: Duade Paton.
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Farmers build 
mini reserve 

Celia and Jack Tucker’s farming business Rhynie 
Pastoral in western Victoria near Gariwerd/
Grampians combines Dorper sheep, broadacre 
cropping and a significant commitment to 
conservation.

Recently they expanded on that commitment 
by purchasing an 80 ha property in the foothills 
of the eastern Grampians which they are 
considering protecting with a conservation 
covenant through Trust for Nature. 

Celia said, “We were drawn by its beautiful 
location and diverse range of indigenous 
vegetation and the promise to provide our family 
and friends with a peaceful place where we can 
escape everyday life and enjoy the gorgeous 
landscape and birdsong.”

And of course, they have sown seeds for its future. 
“We hope to share its beauty by offering exclusive 
access to small, nature-based groups as a way of 
showcasing and celebrating Australia’s unique 
flora and fauna. Our main aim for this property is 
to protect the species that currently exist there,” 
Celia said.

The Tucker family’s conservation efforts began 
on their farm Tullyvallin before they began 
working with Trust for Nature. Frustrated at the 
loss of native animals from the property, Jack 
and Celia became determined to see species 

Above: The Tucker’s Gariwerd/Grampians property is home to 
grass trees.
Inset: The farm is “the ultimate environment” to raise a young 
family, says Celia Tucker.
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Clockwise from bottom left: Tea tree, Barn Owls and 
greenhood orchids live on the Tucker’s property.
Images: Celia and Jack Tucker.

return. They saw habitat loss, along with predation 
from feral animals, as the most significant causes of 
wildlife decline in the area.

“Most of the landscape scale habitat change is beyond 
our control and occurred long before we became 
managers, but in early 2016 we built a four kilometre 
fence to create a 56 ha predator proof area known as 
Shepherd’s Hut Sanctuary,” Celia said. To build the 
fence the Tuckers received partial funding through 
the Grampians to Pyrenees Biolink Project, which 
was administered by the Glenelg Hopkins Catchment 
Management Authority. Since that time they have 
worked closely with ecologist Peter Homan.

As a result of the predator-proof fence, the sanctuary 
is now fox and cat free and they are striving to show 
an increase in native reptiles, mammals, birds and 
invertebrates. Ultimately it is hoped the sanctuary 
contributes to ecological research and education. 

“We see the farm as the ultimate environment to 
raise our young family in,” Celia said. “Combining 
production with conservation really drives us. Our 
business model puts a large focus on nurturing the 
health of soils, landscape, animals and our people to 
ensure it is profitable for a long time to come.” 
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Dianne and Russell Wadsworth’s property 
near Stawell is key to protecting critically 
endangered Tawny Spider-orchids.

Top: Tea-tree Fingers is a critically endangered 
fungus which grows only on tea-tree, banksia 
and paperbark trees. Image: Dr Michael Amor. 

The Tawny Spider-orchid is one of Australia’s most 
threatened plants. At the turn of the century there were 
fewer than 700 recorded in the wild in a tiny area on 
Wotjobaluk Country north east of Stawell.

But thanks to landholders like Russell and Dianne 
Wadsworth, the orchids have a brighter future. 
Russell and Dianne bought their 134 ha property in 
2004, where the threatened wildflowers have been 
reintroduced.

“We’re interested in all sorts of conservation but we 
wanted to do something ourselves and purchase a 
block of land specifically for conservation reasons,” 
Russell said.

“We were looking at Stawell because the box-ironbark 
woodland there is so diverse and full of interesting 
and threatened species.”

The block had been previously protected under a 
conservation covenant by the previous owners, the 
Holden family, who own more than 3,000 ha 
of grazing and cropping land that surrounds the 
Wadsworths’ property. The Holdens have done a lot of 
work to restore habitat on their own land.  

In 2006, the Wadsworths and Holdens restored about 
12 ha of land, planting over 4,000 native plants and 
shrubs. It was here that Russell found the rare orchid 
growing wild.

In 2015 the Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria identified 
the block as suitable for reintroducing the Tawny 
Spider-orchid. 

The race against 
extinction
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“It feels good and it’s particularly gratifying to talk to 
people about our environment. I think it is possible 
to influence people who never normally think about 
conservation and the environment,” said Russell.

The Tawny Spider-orchid is one of the 437 species 
of threatened plants and animals protected through 
Trust for Nature’s work.

Victoria has the greatest number of threatened species 
in the country—more than 1,200 species of animals 
and plants are at risk of extinction.

The reasons are numerous and intertwined, but the 
biggest is one stark fact: more than half of Victoria’s 
native vegetation has been lost since colonisation, the 
worst rate of land clearing in Australia. On private land 
the figure is even worse, with 80 per cent of native 
vegetation cleared.

What is left is often fragmented, making it difficult for 
animals and plants to move to new areas, and leaving 
these remnants vulnerable to invasive species and 
extreme events which are becoming more frequent 
due to climate change.

Trust for Nature’s work addresses all of these problems 
in different ways.

The first and most important is protecting vegetation 
that is still left, whether through working with 

landholders to create conservation covenants or 
through Trust for Nature’s reserves. 

Some of Victoria’s most iconic species have been 
helped in this way. The critically endangered Helmeted 
Honeyeater, one the state’s faunal emblems, lives only 
in rare streamside forest in the south east of Melbourne. 
Trust for Nature has contributed more than 200 ha 
to the Yellingbo Nature Conservation Reserve which 
provides a sanctuary for the species. 

It isn’t always the most charismatic species in need of 
protection. Clasping Hypocreopsis, or Tea-tree Fingers, 
is a critically endangered species of fungus known 
only from four sites in Australia, one of which is Trust 
for Nature’s Wanderslore Sanctuary. Thought to be a 
parasite on other fungi, it is only known to grow on the 
branches of tea-tree, banksias and paperbarks.

It’s not enough simply to protect habitat though, it 
must also be looked after and in some cases restored 
through replanting trees and other vegetation. In the 
state’s north east, Trust for Nature and the North East 
Catchment Management Authority are working with 
landholders to restore the woodlands that critically 
endangered Regent Parrots and Swift Parrots depend 
on, through the Bush for Birds project funded by the 
National Landcare Program.
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Below: Greater Gliders were recently listed as 
threatened with extinction.
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Below: Tawny Spider-orchids are found only in a small 
area east of Stawell. Image: Russell Wadsworth.

Right: Gang Gang Cockatoos, recently listed as 
endangered, are one of the threatened species being 
assisted by controlling pests in East Gippsland after 
bushfires. Image: Sean Phillipson.

Victoria’s wildlife face numerous threats, and tackling 
them will be essential to improving the outlook for 
threatened species. Invasive species are some of the 
biggest. Weeds, deer, cats and foxes can also have a 
greater impact after disasters like bushfires. 

After the 2019-2020 bushfires, Trust for Nature 
has worked with landholders in East Gippsland to 
control pests and weeds, completing nearly 2,500 ha 
of pest control and 1,200 ha of weed control funded 
by the Australian Government. This work is helping 
threatened species such as the Gang-gang Cockatoo 
and Greater Glider, both of which have been recently 
assessed as threatened with extinction.

Some of the most intensive conservation effort—and 
a last resort—is captive breeding and reintroducing 
species such as the Tawny Spider-orchid. Trust for 
Nature is involved with numerous reintroduction 
programs for some of the state’s most endangered 
species. 

On the northern grasslands of Victoria, critically 
endangered Plains-wanderers captive-bred by Zoos 
Victoria and Taronga Zoo have been released on 
properties protected through conservation covenants 
and Trust for Nature’s reserves. 

By 2025 Trust for Nature aims to protect another 
35,000 ha on private land. This effort is underpinned 
by the science in the Trust’s Statewide Conservation 
Plan which targets habitat and species most 
important for conservation.

“We’ve identified 18 landscapes across Victoria 
where we can get the maximum results for protecting 
habitat on private land,” said Doug Robinson, Trust 
for Nature’s Conservation Science Advisor.

“These have been developed by mapping areas 
which encompass ecosystems with a high proportion 
of their occurrence on private land and modelled 
sites of importance for nearly 600 species of 
vertebrates.  They include areas such as the Northern 
Plains, the Wimmera woodlands, Strzelecki Ranges 
and parts of the Mornington Peninsula. 

Other targets in the updated Plan include increasing 
the area of wetlands, waterways and coasts 
protected and the area of protected climate change 
refuges on private land.

It’s through efforts like these and more that 
landholders and Trust for Nature are working to 
make extinction a thing of the past.
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Looking after the land
Trust for Nature’s work wouldn’t be possible without the dedication of volunteers. Many 
of Trust for Nature’s conservation reserves are cared for by volunteer Committees of 
Management. Volunteers also assist with other parts of Trust for Nature’s work, such as 
planting trees and administration. Here, we catch up with some of the people who have 
given their time to help Trust for Nature protect Victoria’s environment. Thank you to all the 
volunteers who have supported us over the past 50 years.

Rock solid conservation commitment 
From the top of Dog Rocks, on Wadawurrung Country, 
you can see 360 degrees—even to the Melbourne skyline 
more than 60 km away—a city reaching out to Geelong 
and gradually swallowing up all the land in between. 
Luckily this significant landscape was protected by Trust 
for Nature more than 30 years ago. 

“My family donated Dog Rocks to Trust for Nature in the 
late 1990s,” said Bill Honey whose family has farmed 
the area since the 1850s. Renowned for its geological, 
cultural, historical and landscape values, the 15.75 ha 
reserve is a regional icon and is not only incredibly 
picturesque, but provides important habitat for Eastern 
Grey Kangaroos, Nankeen Kestrels, Cunningham’s 
Skinks, spear-grasses, wallaby grasses and chocolate 
lilies. Bill said, “Eventually Dog Rocks will become part 
of urban Geelong—it’s only 10 kilometres as the crow 
flies from the city centre. This sort of thing close to an 
urban area is pretty rare.”

Still living and farming within eye view of the rocks, 
Bill remains involved as a volunteer, keeping watch 
on the area and coordinating its care as one of a 
small Committee of Management. He is humble and 
acknowledges the efforts of the local Landcare group 
he has been a part of since Landcare began in 1987. 

Top: Dog Rocks is named for its distinctive granite 
boulders. 
Above: Dog Rocks and its wildlife big and small is cared 
for by a dedicated committee of volunteers. Images: 
Susan Maree Maher.

The intention of the reserve has always been to protect 
it from development and to maintain it for the benefit 
of the local community and visitors who enjoy walks 
and sunsets there.

“It’s always been something special to my family who 
owned it and I farmed it. I’m over 80 now and it’s been 
an important place all my lifetime. Protecting it is the 
whole idea and I’m very happy with the decision.”
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Love for the bush comes full circle
Becoming a volunteer to help protect a precious 
remnant of urban bushland is life coming full circle 
for Will Harper. His family connection to this bushland 
spans back to 1939 when his grandparents purchased 
the property and then donated it to the Trust in 1988.

Uambi, on Wurundjeri Country, in Melbourne’s eastern 
suburbs is 3.7 ha of remnant lowland forest which Will 
has volunteered to help manage for the past 12 years. 
“When the Trust was seeking to establish a Committee 
of Management for Uambi, it immediately made a lot 
of sense to me to help out,” said Will. 

Growing up next door, he spent his afternoons playing 
chasey and hide-and-seek with his sisters, friends and 
neighbours on the block. “We simply called it ‘The 
Bush’. Now, 50 years on, I still live in a corner of Uambi 
and continue to appreciate the stillness, the space and 
sense of calm I feel on my regular walks.”

Through volunteering, Will has met some wonderful, 
knowledgeable people who are passionate about the 
environment. He said, “I’ve benefitted enormously 
from their enthusiasm and knowledge of indigenous 
plants and animals and I’m continually learning.” 

Will’s volunteer journey began as the Millennium 
Drought ended in 2010. “Uambi was clearly suffering. 

Since then, the bush has bounced back with 
remarkable resilience.”

Volunteers have controlled Blackberries, Sweet 
Pittosporum and other weeds such as Asparagus Fern. 
The adjoining old horse paddock has been revegetated 
with indigenous species. “Seeing these plants flourish 
and having many of the local community assist in 
planting days has been very rewarding.” 

Will is also energised to see the property becoming 
increasingly useful as an educational resource and has 
hosted primary and secondary students, Cubs and 
Scout groups, university students, friends-of groups 
and young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
keen to learn more about caring for Country. 

“I love it. It gives me a sense of purpose, of contributing 
to something bigger than me and of making a useful 
contribution to the health of the world. What more 
could one want?”

Above: Will enjoys the stillness, space and calm that 
Uambi offers. Image: Will Harper.
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Labour of love
Cath Olive loves her paid work and volunteering, so 
much so that the two seem to blend into one as they 
work towards the same goal of restoring biodiversity 
on her patch of Victoria on the edge of the Strathbogie 
Ranges.

“I don’t distinguish volunteering from my work—it 
all sort of collides quite happily,” said Cath as she 
multitasked being interviewed while spraying 
weeds.  Living on her own covenanted property, Cath 
volunteers at Trust for Nature’s Burge Family Reserve 
in Gobur, on Taungurung Country, works on natural 
resource projects and manages the Euroa Arboretum.

Cath played an integral role in the creation of the 
reserve. Working with Trust for Nature Goulburn 
Broken Manager Shelagh Curmi and local landholders, 
she saw an opportunity to protect a block of nationally 
significant grassland and restore the hillside behind it. 
The block was generously donated to Trust for Nature 
by the landholder, the late Mervyn Shaw, who grazed 
sheep and cattle on the property, but also loved trees 
and nature.

Today that block is the beautiful Burge Family Reserve 
where Cath volunteers and has helped transform it 
into a flourishing native grassy woodland; and the 
neighbouring property which Cath also restored is 
protected with a conservation covenant.

Cath runs a plant nursery at the Euroa Arboretum, 
the Goulburn Broken Indigenous Seedbank, and she 
coordinates a bush crew and education programs.  

“The arboretum is quite a meeting point and it is a rare 
day when someone doesn’t come in and have a great 
old yarn about their property.”

Above: The Billy Goat Hill that Cath worked to restore 
before (above) and after (below).

Top: Ecological management on the Burge Family 
Reserve includes small, cool, controlled burns.

Images: Cath Olive.



As a child, Malcolm Just saw in a planted River Red 
Gum on their farm the joyful sight of a koala. What 
amazed him was that the nearest eucalypt forest 
was more than three kilometres away. To get to 
this isolated eucalypt, the koala must have crossed 
paddocks, barbed wire fences and a busy highway!

“It was extraordinary to see it sitting there, looking 
down at me. From that moment I understood 
something about nature’s resilience and survival,” 
Malcolm said. Years later Malcolm worked for national 
parks during university holidays, and has walked parks 
and wilderness in many countries, and then one day 
was given a Trust for Nature brochure.

Malcolm said, “I grew up on fertile, volcanic soil cleared 
early to a few Messmates on boundary fences. My 
mother lived in sandy Mallee where the dense scrub 
was cleared through settlement contracts to an inch 
of its life. An organisation dedicated to saving viable 
healthy remnants, saving as many environmentally 
different landscapes as possible, was one I very much 
wanted to work with as a volunteer.”

Today he volunteers at the Trust’s head office 
in Melbourne each week and in the past he has 
supported many office activities including the 

extraordinarily successful Bush Month October when 
on weekends up to 44 properties were opened. He has 
also helped with plant and animal surveys and spruiks 
the Trust at community events. 

Photography and art are also passions of Malcolm’s 
and, since he had held photographic exhibitions of his 
own, he was called on to help hang Trust for Nature’s 
Painting the Corner exhibition and was tasked with 
decorating the Melbourne office with environmental 
photographs. He included environmental and 
Aboriginal artworks to connect the staff to the beauty 
of the world they were safeguarding. 

A spectacular green thumb, Malcolm was also asked to 
add plants to the office, which, under Malcolm’s care 
flourish and improve the wellbeing of staff. “Plants 
have well-known physical and mental health benefits,” 
Malcolm said. “Although some plants in the right place 
can become notoriously Jack-and-the-beanstalkish.” 

His proudest moment was being presented with a 
recognition for his conservation voluntary work in 2002 
by Governor John Landy for the true gem he is—always 
striving to make Trust for Nature’s work environment 
supportive, healthy, and cheerful.

Malcolm in front of a palm he 
cares for in the Trust for Nature 
head office.
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Exciting future for Neds 
Corner Station
“There’s nothing like it in Victoria.”

That’s how then Trust for Nature Director Michael Looker 
described 30,000-ha Neds Corner Station, which the 
Trust purchased 20 years ago, making it the biggest 
private conservation reserve in Victoria.

When the Trust bought the property, which is on Ngintait 
Country, with the help of supporters including the RE 
Ross Trust, the Federal Government’s National Reserve 
System and The Nature Conservancy, the land had been 
degraded by over a century of cropping, grazing and 
native vegetation clearing. 

Only with careful management, destocking and a lot of 
hard work would the property begin to recover.

Today, Neds Corner is starting to flourish again.

The property is a patch of Australia’s ‘Outback’ on the 
southern side of the Murray River. Rich cultural heritage, 
including scar trees, midden sites and burial grounds, 
testifies to its long importance to Traditional Owners 
who were violently dispossessed of their land during 
European colonisation.

Much of the property is covered with chenopod scrub—
saltbushes and bluebushes. There are areas of Mallee and 
Murray Pine woodlands, Black Box woodlands and River 
Red Gum forests along the waterways.

Neds Corner is home to nearly a thousand species, 
including threatened animals such as the Australian Bustard 
and Growling Grass Frog and threatened plants such as Tall 
Sneezeweed or Old Man’s Weed. Twenty-one species new 
to science have been discovered on Neds Corner during 
surveys, including Agaricus colpeteus , a new species of 
truffle fungus named after Station Managers Colleen and 
Peter Barnes.

Thanks to the efforts of Peter and Colleen and so many 
others, Neds Corner is flourishing. Over 25,000 rabbit 
burrows have been removed on Neds Corner and 500 ha 
have been securely fenced from feral predators and 
herbivores, enabling the Trust to restore the woodland 
vegetation there.. The passion and dedication of staff, 
volunteers, donors and partners has restored the property—
from rehabilitating the landscape and cultural sites, to 
restoring its many buildings and facilities. 

The next step along this journey is the plan to build an 
extensive predator-free safe haven covering nearly half of 
the property, a project Trust for Nature has embarked on 
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Above: Gayle Austen, Trust for Nature Chair, and Norman 
Wilson, First People of the Millewa Mallee Aboriginal 
Corporation Chair. Image: Annette Ruzicka. 
Left: A pygmy possum recently found on Neds Corner.
Below inset: Darling Lilies flower on Neds Corner after 
rain. Image: Annette Ruzicka. 
Below: Part of the fenced section of Neds Corner Station, 
with restored woodland habitat. Image: Annette Ruzicka. 

with the First People of the Millewa Mallee Aboriginal 
Corporation and with the support of the Victorian 
Government. The enclosure, which will be one of the 
largest in Victoria, will allow for the recovery of animals 
and plant species still present on the property but at 
risk of decline; as well as the potential reintroduction of 
animals that have become extinct in the area, such as 
Greater Stick-nest Rat and Spotted Bowerbird

In 2022 Trust for Nature announced the return of Neds 
Corner to its Traditional Owners. As part of the transfer, 
which is slated for 2024, the property will be protected 
forever with a specially designed conservation covenant 
that will protect the property’s wildlife and plants 
and enable Traditional Owners’ aspirations for their 
community.

“Our lands were stolen, and our people killed, but we 
are still here today. Having our land back will allow us to 
restore our cultural practices, and care for the land and 
river properly,” said Norman (Tinawin) Wilson, Chair of the 
First People of the Millewa Mallee Aboriginal Corporation. 

“I hope we can set the precedent for other Traditional 
Owners around the country and Victoria, so they can get 
their country back the same way that we are getting our 
country back.”

With Neds Corner returning to its original custodians, a 
cycle is completing, and the future looks very bright for 
this precious country.
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An ongoing journey

Fifty years allows for a lot of change. The time to reflect 
on the challenges of the past and find ways to learn, 
grow and improve. For Trust for Nature and the broader 
conservation sector, one of the most significant areas 
of growth and change has been in the relationship with 
Traditional Owners and Aboriginal Victorians. 

“Indigenous people and their knowledge has been 
largely ignored by the conservation sector because 
we’ve come at it from a western lens,” said Andrew 
Foran, Chief Operating Officer at Trust for Nature. “We 
thought of nature as apart from people, and therefore 
Indigenous people were seen as an obstacle to deal 
with in conservation management.” 

Maddison Miller, a Darug woman and research fellow 
at the University of Melbourne, agrees. “In the past, 
the conservation movement viewed Aboriginal 
land management as destructive and thought 
protecting that land meant removing people from 
it,” she said. Maddison, whose research explores 
bringing together Indigenous and western ecological 
knowledges to foster healthy Country outcomes 
in land management and research, said the issue 
stems from the fundamentally different world view 
between Indigenous knowledge systems and western 
knowledge systems. “We might be looking at and 
talking about the same place, but we’re seeing it 
differently,” she said. 

During the past few decades, this has slowly begun to 
change. “Within the conservation movement here and 
globally, there has been an evolution,” Andrew said.  
“Western framing has evolved from ‘nature apart from 
people’ to the realisation that we are a part of nature, 
not separate from it, and that it is a multidimensional 
relationship.” 

Maddison added: “There is more understanding 
now, and these two world views have begun to come 
together in a way that is more respectful to Indigenous 
people.” For Trust for Nature, this means working in 
partnership with Traditional Owners to protect not 
just the ecological but the cultural value of the land 
in perpetuity. “These two things are not mutually 
exclusive,” Andrew said. “And the more that a western, 
science-based approach to conservation can be 
informed and strengthened by Indigenous knowledge 
and a broader holistic view of what conservation is, the 
better.” 

In recent years, Trust for Nature has been collaborating 
with Indigenous people to conduct cool burns to 
preserve culturally important traditions, as well 
as habitat and threatened species. “There is also 
a growing interest from covenantors in integrating 
traditional land management approaches into the 
conservation of their properties,” Andrew said.  
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Above: Rangers and members of the First People of 
the Millewa Mallee Aboriginal Corporation at the 
announcement of the return of Neds Corner Station to 
Traditional Owners. Image: Annette Ruzicka.
Left: Wurundjeri Elder Uncle Dave Wandin teaches 
Indigenous land management students Chelsea 
Cooke and Renee Sweatman about cool burns on 
Coranderrk, during the first cool burn to happen on 
the property in 160 years.

For Chelsea Cooke, caring for Country and conservation 
work are intimately linked. The Arrarnta woman is a 
recent graduate of a Certificate III in Conservation and 
Land Management and one of Trust for Nature’s newest 
Conservation Officers, working with the organisation 
to do culturally appropriate conservation work that is 
informed by Indigenous knowledge. 

The course is organised by the Trust in partnership with 
the Bunurong Land Council Aboriginal Corporation, 
the Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung Cultural Heritage 
Aboriginal Corporation and Holmesglen, and has been 
designed specifically for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples to gain skills to work on Country. 
Chelsea said the course ‘opened her eyes’ to a career in 
conservation where she could combine her knowledge, 
skills and passion for the land.

“The course is guided by Aboriginal people and is 
designed so that you can learn technical skills about 
conservation but also learn more about caring for 
Country from Elders and share Indigenous knowledge 
with other students,” Chelsea said. “It is such a 
supportive environment and feels more like learning 
with a family than being in a traditional class setting.” 

In the 2021 course, students worked on protecting 
midden sites on the Mornington Peninsula; participated 
in a cultural burn at Coranderrk Station with Uncle 
Dave Wandin; and built a bush food planter box. 
Graduates included descendants of Bunurong/Boon 
Wurrung, Wurundjeri, Tati Tati Mutti Mutti, Ngarrindjeri, 
Wadawurrung, Arrernte, Gunaikurnai, Dja Dja Wurrung, 
Ngurai illam wurrung and Yorta Yorta Peoples.

As part of her role at Trust for Nature Chelsea is also 
helping run the course, which is now in its fourth year. 
“I think it’s really helpful for the students to have an 
Indigenous person helping with the course who they 
can see has gained a job from the experience,” she said. 

Conservation course honours 
Indigenous knowledge

Above: Chelsea Cooke (left) with Renee Sweetman. 
Chelsea and Renee both completed the conservation 
and land management course for Indigenous students.

In May, 2022, Trust for Nature committed to 
enabling the transfer of ownership of the iconic 
Neds Corner Station conservation reserve to its 
Traditional Owners. A property owned by Trust for 
Nature on Phillip Island is also being transferred to 
the local Traditional Owners, the Bunurong Land 
Council Aboriginal Corporation.  “Handing back 
land in this way shows that there has been a really 
significant change in the relationship between 
conservation and Indigenous people in Victoria and 
the nation,” Maddison said. “I think the future is 
looking really positive as we work together to heal 
Country.” 

Andrew agreed and said Trust for Nature is 
continuing to listen and reflect while building 
relationships, trust and understanding with 
Traditional Owners. “We’ve come a long way, but 
this is still just the beginning of the journey. The 
next 50 years will be really exciting.” 
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The gift of care
As a charitable organisation, Trust for Nature relies on donations from the community. 
Thousands of people and organisations have given to Trust for Nature over the past half-
century, enabling us to continue our work to secure a future where people and nature thrive 
together. Whether you give monthly or once a year, large amounts or small, have donated 
land or left a bequest – we thank you for your support. Here, we meet some of the generous 
people who have given to Trust for Nature.

Dedication to reserves
Alistair Inglis says one of his favourite things to do 
while out in Victoria’s environment is look for Platypus. 
He often goes searching for a glimpse of the elusive 
monotremes in the Yarra River near his home on 
Wurundjeri Country in Eltham.

So it was a natural progression to supporting 
conservation at Trust for Nature’s Willis Nature Park 
Reserve. The 81 ha property in Melbourne’s north 
is home to a variety of threatened species and 
communities. Alistair has funded the installment of a 
water tank, exclusion fencing and off-grid power which 
will ensure that animals and plants on the reserve 
continue to thrive.

After growing up in Brisbane Alistair moved to Victoria 
and worked in the tertiary education sector. When he 
retired, he had more time to enjoy interests like bush 
walking. It was while walking in a nearby reserve that he 
became curious about Willis Nature Reserve.

“I’d been interested in conservation since I was a 
university student where I read Rachel Carson’s Silent 
Spring and as a result became concerned about 
the environmental effects of pollution,” he said. “I’m 
interested in seeing the end result of my support and 
the difference it will make to preserving the ecosystem 
here.” 

Alistair hopes and encourages others who are interested 
in conservation to consider supporting the Trust’s 
reserves.

Above: Alistair Inglis is a dedicated supporter of Trust 
for Nature’s reserves. Image: Alistair Inglis.
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‘It’s about taking responsibility’
A Trust for Nature supporter for many years, Inge Meldgaard has been active in the 
conservation movement since 1981, when she joined the Tasmanian Wilderness Society to 
campaign against the damming of the Franklin River in Tasmania.

Inge was born in Denmark, and migrated to Australia in 1957 with her parents and sister. They 
lived in the Latrobe Valley on Gunaikurnai Country where her father worked at the Yallourn 
power station. The family often went on camping trips within Gippsland and on picnics in the 
Strzelecki Ranges. 

“Even as a child I wondered about the vast expanses of ring-barked gumtrees, the blackberry 
infested hillsides and what Yallourn would have looked like before the land was cleared and 
the vast, brown coal, open-cut mine developed,” she said.

Inge studied botany and genetics at Monash University, graduating in 1975. While at Monash, 
she became a political activist with the draft resistance and the anti-Vietnam war movements. 
During further study at Swinburne University she produced an in-depth report of the Victorian 
conservation movement. This led to her working at the Australian Conservation Foundation and 
later the Victorian National Parks Association.

Unfortunately, ill health impacted on Inge’s ability to continue her level of activism. Instead, she 
became a supporter of Trust for Nature, and later, other organisations devoted to environmental 
protection, and has various bequests in her Will, including to the Trust.

“Trust for Nature is a professional organisation that achieves tangible, long-term results, and 
fosters cooperation between like-minded people. It demonstrates that individuals have the 
power to do great things, which can inspire others to do the same,” she said.

Inge has lived in the foothills of the Dandenong Ranges for 23 years, and owns a small property 
that contains the last significant remnant native vegetation in the vicinity. She has worked to 
remove weeds and regenerate indigenous vegetation, with the result that the property is visited 
regularly by up to 16 species of native birds, and is home to both Ring-tail and Brush-tail possums.

“Conservation is simple: it’s about taking responsibility, and caring.”

Above: Butcherbirds are regular visitors to Inge’s property in south east Melbourne. 
Image: Inge Meldgaard.
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Lasting impact
Heather Smith says conservation ultimately 
comes back to us.

“We need all of those other creatures, 
ecosystems and environments to live 
properly ourselves. By destroying them 
we’re only really existing on the edge of 
what’s left,” she said.

Born and raised in Dandenong on 
Bunurong Country near Churchill National 
Park, Heather was always interested in 
nature. But it was only when she was 
retrenched from a job that she became 
more active in conservation.

“There’s so much that can be done that isn’t 
just about money,” she said.

She joined Friends of the Earth to campaign 
against uranium mines, travelling to South 
Australia and the Northern Territory, and 
more recently supported the protection of 
Tasmania’s Tarkine region. She continues to 
be involved in climate action.

Besides being engaged in Yarra Flats 
revegetation with the local conservation 
society, she has planted her whole garden 
with locally indigenous species, and is 
involved with Gardens for Wildlife, creating 
vital wildlife corridors for animals and 
plants through urban areas.

As a generous supporter of Trust for 
Nature, Heather says she is drawn to the 
organisation because the impact lasts 
forever.

“I love the model of Trust for Nature. When 
I move out of my house someone could 
come along with a bulldozer and destroy 
the 20 years of effort I’ve put in to the 
garden. With a Trust for Nature covenant all 
that work is protected.”

Left: Heather Smith has been actively involved 
in many environmental campaigns. 
Image: Heather Smith.

Preserving the bush
Eleanor Dilley was looking for a patch of land to protect 
when she found a 20 ha bush block on Taungurung 
Country near Yea.

“I’d read about Trust for Nature and the idea of having a 
covenant and it just struck me as a good sort of thing to 
do,” Eleanor said. “I told the real estate agent that I was 
looking for a block to covenant. He said, ‘They’re hard to 
break’ and I said, ‘That’s the idea’. I wanted to preserve that 
bit of bush.”

Recently Eleanor generously decided to donate the 
property to Trust for Nature, where it will be sold through 
the Trust’s Revolving Fund program. Proceeds from the 
fund are used to further conservation work. “We were 
trying to think what the best thing to do with it was. We 
never bought it to sell and make a profit and I had a 
very high opinion of Trust for Nature. I think it’s a great 
organisation.”

The bush block protects Dry Sclerophyll Forest, including 
some large Messmates growing beside the creek, with 
plenty of birds and butterflies in the right season. Eleanor 
has looked after the property by controlling weeds such 
as Holly. After growing up in Sydney, Eleanor has lived 
in Victoria since the 1970s. When she retired in the early 
2000s, she began to get involved with field naturalists 
and discovered a passion for bird photography and 
conservation.

Above: Eleanor is a passionate nature photographer, 
particularly of birds. Eleanor was looking for land to protect 
when she bought her property near Yea.  
Images: Eleanor Dilley. 35



Facing the climate 
challenge
Paul Dettmann bought and protected his first 
conservation property over a decade ago. Now his 
business, Cassinia Environmental, has protected and 
restored over 15,000 ha across more than a hundred 
projects, most of them in Victoria.

Restoring the land—planting trees and improving 
the health of ecosystems—removes carbon from the 
atmosphere and stores it in plants and soils. Paul 
estimates over their lifetime, the revegetation projects 
on his business’s properties could absorb more than 1.5 
million tonnes of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.

Many of those properties will continue to store 
carbon forever because they are now protected under 
conservation covenants through Trust for Nature. 

“We thought covenanting is a good way to lock in gains. 
We believe that a third of land should be managed for 
nature, and if we can’t lock that in then it’s at risk of 
being undone,” said Paul.

Paul has also developed a model for other businesses 
to offset their climate impacts through a new venture 
called Wilderlands.

“Planting new forests is one of the things that helps 
mitigate climate change, but it also increases the 
capacity of ecosystems to respond to climate change,” 
said Paul.

Below: Saltmarsh stores a lot of carbon but is also vulnerable to rising seas. 

“Theoretically, climate change is reversible. Biodiversity 
loss isn’t. The imperative to act on this will become 
increasingly clear as the market evolves to embrace 
nature-positive commitments and companies start 
promoting what they’re doing for the planet.”

Protecting and restoring habitat on private land could 
have a big impact on global carbon emissions as long 
as carbon emissions in other parts of society fall at the 
same time and, most importantly, the trees remain 
protected.

Land protected by Trust for Nature stores 4.2 million 
tonnes of carbon equivalent to about a third of the 
carbon emitted by burning coal and gas for electricity 
in Victoria in 2019. Each year another 85,500 tonnes are 
taken up by the plants on these properties.

It’s not just the role private land could play in halting the 
warming of the atmosphere, but also which places are 
the most important to protect.

Across Victoria, coastal saltmarsh is threatened by rising 
seas. That’s bad news for the species that depend on 
it, including many highly threatened shorebirds and 
the critically endangered Orange-bellied Parrot, and 
comes on top of the loss of saltmarsh to decades of 
development for agriculture and urban development
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Plants take carbon dioxide from the air and use it to 
fuel their growth, but it’s no easy matter to figure out 
how much carbon is stored in a forest. Every type of 
habitat is different, and the amount of carbon that 
an ecosystem takes up depends on what plants and 
animals live there, their ages and relationships and 
the size of the property. Fortunately, scientists have 
come a long way in answering those questions, 
and we now know that some of Victoria’s habitats 
such as Mountain Ash forests store more carbon per 
hectare than rainforests. 

Counting Carbon

Above: Paul Dettmann estimates that properties 
restored through his business will remove 
1.5 million tonnes of carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere over their lifetime. 

Trust for Nature has been working with landholders 
who have saltmarsh on their properties to identify 
and protect the patches of habitat that will give the 
ecosystem the best chance of survival as the water 
moves inland. One such place is Manns Beach, in Corner 
Inlet on Gunaikurnai Country, where in 2021 Trust for 
Nature worked with landholders to protect 220 ha of 
saltmarsh. 

The Trust’s updated Statewide Conservation Plan 
likewise identifies other priority areas of habitat all 
across the state which best help ecosystems and 
species persist in the face of climate change, principally 
including our eighteen focal landscapes.  The Plan also 
identifies climate change refuges and habitat patches 
that provide the best opportunities for fauna and flora 
conservation.

Australia is the developed country that stands to lose 
the most in a warming world. Already extreme weather 
events—fires, floods, heatwaves, droughts—are an 
increasing threat to people and nature. Ecosystems 
such as the Great Barrier Reef are facing collapse and 
radical shifts. In the longer term, shifts in the climate are 
changing where and how we can farm, work and live.

At Trust for Nature we’re preparing for that future and 
using what tools we have to minimise the damage. 

Read more about our efforts to address climate change 
at trustfornature.org.au/what-we-do/climate-change
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On a 55 ha lot of land in High Camp, on Taungurung 
Country north of Kilmore, conservation, innovation 
and new-found passion are coming together to 
help improve habitat and protect the nationally 
threatened Golden Sun Moth.  

Theresa and Ian O’Mahoney own one of eight 
lots that make up High Camp, a 700 ha parcel of 
ex-grazing land bought and subdivided by Trust 
for Nature in 2012 as part of its Revolving Fund. 
The Revolving Fund identifies properties of high 
conservation value to protect and then sell on to 
conservation-minded buyers. 

The O’Mahoneys bought in 2017. At the time, 
however, conservation wasn’t their main focus. 
“When we saw our place we fell in love with the 
view,” Theresa explained. “We’ve always been 
environmentally-conscious, but we didn’t buy the 
property for conservation reasons.” 

But when Trust for Nature’s Goulburn Broken 
Regional Manager Shelagh Curmi took the 
O’Mahoneys on a tour of the land, which is 
predominantly Long-leaf Box Gum and Red 
Stringybark and provides habitat for a wide diversity 
of wildlife, including Brush-tailed Phascogales and 
woodland birds, a passion began to bloom. “Shelagh 
was showing us the native grasses and we started 
getting excited because it was obvious there was 
something special going on here,” Theresa said. “We 
wanted to learn, so Ian started taking photos of the 
bad plants on his iPad and I took photos of the good 
plants on mine.” 

Fast forward a few years and the couple, who have 
now built an off-grid house on their property, are 
a font of knowledge about the ecological values of 
their home and spend countless hours improving 
habitat in the hope of helping to protect threatened 
species. As well as determinedly rooting out 
the South African Weed Orchid, which Theresa 
individually wipes with poison almost daily when 
they are in bloom, the O’Mahoneys plant trees , and 
search for new species. 

38

Passion and innovation 
bloom at High Camp

“I have never seen a steeper learning curve,” Shelagh 
said of the couple. “They put so much work into the 
property.”  But their dedication doesn’t stop there. 
Theresa and Ian are conservation inventors too. 
After learning about the native grasses which are 
the habitat of the critically endangered Golden Sun 
Moth, the O’Mahoneys decided to devise a way to 
expand the areas where the grasses grow. Ian, who 
previously worked in earth moving, modified a street 
sweeper to harvest native grass seeds. He conducted 
a trial run recently, with great results. “It was 
really effective,” Ian said. “I’m also going to design 
something for seed separation, so we only have the 
particular type of seeds we want.” 

Shelagh said this combination of their skills and 
passion is inspiring to see. “It’s really innovative,” she 
said.

Theresa and Ian’s conservation work is just one 
of the success stories to come out of High Camp, 
where the landholders work individually and as a 
community to ensure its ecological value is protected 
in perpetuity. 

“When you have a number of people living on a 
larger site and sharing knowledge, it really adds to 
the management,” Shelagh said. “And more eyes on 
the ground means new species are being discovered 
all the time.” 

High Camp represents the largest property that the 
Trust has purchased under the Revolving Fund. 

Opposite page: At 700 ha, High Camp is the largest 
parcel of land sold through the Revolving Fund.
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Swamp Rats are found in Victoria’s western 
grasslands. Image: Peter Murrell.


