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Abstract 
 

The conceptual unity of contemporary conservation is being disrupted by the Anthropocene, a 

theoretical proposition that has been the basis for a call to abandon efforts to conserve natural 

environments, in favour of a ‘New Conservation’. A New Conservation calls for the creation 

of new, politically powerful versions of nature, which could form the basis of a more popular 

and therefore stronger conservation movement. The New Conservation emerges in the context 

an Australian public sector under pressure, increased privatisation of government services, 

and the growth of conservation service delivery by private and non-government actors. This 

thesis addresses this contemporary political moment with an empirical account of Australia’s 

emerging private conservation sector. It describes private conservation through a multi-sited 

ethnography, with ethnographic field research focusing upon private conservation practices at 

two Australian landscape scale conservation projects, as well as centres of philanthropic, 

government, and strategic support in Australian capital cities.  

 

As this account shows, private conservation practitioners are free to imagine and compose 

innovative and entrepreneurial versions of nature, provided they can simultaneously recruit 

an active constituency able to engender these with social and political force. The freedom of 

private conservation practitioners results in multiple versions of nature within the sector, and 

private conservation governance emerges as a style of governing characterised by the 

presentation of compelling options, and the application of consumer choice. Since the 

emergence of private conservation has coincided with the loss of important decision-making 

forums across Australia’s conservation sector, versions of nature and their protagonists are 

engaged in an ongoing political contest. This thesis attempts an account of this nature 

politics, as conservation approaches compete to govern a contested Australian nature whole. 
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Chapter One: Private Conservation Governance and Nature 
   

 

1.1 Debating Nature  
In 2012 a widely-read essay by the popular Australian biologist Tim Flannery opened a 

debate about the performance of Australia’s conservation sector. The essay characterised 

Australia’s conservation efforts as ‘haphazard’ and ‘ineffectual’ (Flannery, 2012, p. 1), its 

failures being attributable to a mischaracterisation of the proper ends of conservation, and an 

application of a set of poorly suited means. According to Flannery, Peter Garrett, Australia’s 

then Federal Environmental Minister was, ‘convinced by the orthodoxy that ecosystems rather 

than species should be the focus of the national conservation effort’ (Flannery, 2012, p. 6).  

Garrett, and the Australian conservation movement in general, had made the mistake of 

focusing on ecosystem protection, an objective pursued through the designation of different 

forms of protected areas across representative samples of Australia’s ecosystem types. This 

misdirection of conservation effort had, in turn, compromised the protection of endangered 

species. For Flannery, the indeterminate ecosystem approach had contributed to the extinction 

of species that might have been saved.   

 

The solution for Australia’s ongoing conservation failures, put forward by Flannery’s essay, 

was not to strengthen the mix of protected area and endangered species legislation, public 

departments and public science programs, but to engage a new collection of policy measures. 

These measures would refocus conservation effort, from ecosystem protection by government 

bureaucracies, towards targeted interventions by non-government specialists, designed to save 

species vulnerable to extinction. Focused and efficient NGOs provided an obvious 

improvement to the failing bureaucracies of state protected area agencies. As an example, he 

cited the work of the Australian Wildlife Conservancy, an NGO on whose board he was a 

director, that prioritised endangered species protection, often through the construction of 

‘wildlife sanctuaries’ surrounded by large predator proof fences. Private organisations of this 

type could be contracted to deliver conservation services in place of public departments, in 

certain circumstance. Rather than only funding environmental departments for the ongoing 

management of the protected area estate, private specialists would, ‘compete for funding and 

the privilege of conserving our endangered fauna and flora’ (Flannery, 2012, p. 68). In March 

2015, Flannery’s proposal was picked up and implemented by the New South Wales 

Government in their Save our Species program. In a direct replication of Flannery’s policy 

proposal, the program outsourced the management of species focused projects on some public 

protected areas to specialist NGO and private sector managers (Office of Environment and 

Heritage, 2016).  Flannery’s flagship organisation, the Australian Wildlife Conservancy, was 

one of the main beneficiaries of the competitive tender process, one of two non-government 

bodies eventually contracted to create and manage, ‘introduced animal-free exclusion zones’ 

for the reintroduction of locally extinct mammals within three publicly owned reserves 

(Office of Environment & Heritage, 2017).   
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Flannery’s attack on what he saw as the inefficiency of the public sector quickly drew 

criticism from supporters of protected areas, and public sector service delivery more broadly. 

In a response to the essay, Peter Garrett (2013) defended both the ‘whole of landscape 

approach’ to conservation and government agencies as service providers.  Responding to the 

call to shift conservation focus to endangered species programs, Garrett (2013) suggested 

instead that, ‘in the long term, healthier, better-protected ecosystems will give both common 

species and rare ones … a greater prospect of survival’(p.84). In defence of public 

departments, Garrett (2013) proposed that to replace policy creation and implementation by 

government was ‘illogical’ given it was, ‘the only actor on the stage with the clout and the 

resources to get big things done’ (p. 84).  

 

The debate between Flannery and Garrett highlighted disagreement over how best to govern 

Australian nature. This debate is far from two sided, and the policy intervention proposed in 

Flannery’s essay was another contribution to what was an already complex and crowded suite 

of policy options. Also with voices in the debate are advocates for the Landcare movement 

(Tennent and Lockie, 2013) and Natural Resource Management (NRM) bodies (Lockwood et 

al., 2009), two related but different prescriptions for governing Australian nature. Landcare 

and NRM have important and controversial histories of their own. These different ways of 

governing nature, and the different versions of nature they prioritise, jostle with one another 

to contribute meaningfully to a contested Australian conservation policy whole. 

 

1.2 Private Conservation and Governing Nature  
The Australian debate over the proper combination of ends and means, is a subset of a much 

larger existential debate occurring within the international conservation community (Robbins 

and Moore, 2013). Evoking the theoretical concept of the Anthropocene, a cohort of 

conservation academics and practitioners, labelled ‘New Conservationists’, have re-opened 

conservation’s foundational beliefs for debate. These authors (Ellis, 2013; Kareiva et al., 

2011) propose a conservation that moves beyond the concept of Nature1 as conservation’s 

grounding archetype. For New Conservationists, the traditional understanding of Nature – a 

unique, stable, singular, entity, defined through its ‘naturalness’ and separation from the 

influence of Society – and its use as a baseline as a target for conservation, is no longer 

conceptually or practically viable. Instead of the ‘protection’ of Nature, New Conservationists 

propose a conservation that imagines many new versions of nature that might prove to be 

more effective because of their broader social appeal (Ellis, 2013; Kareiva et al., 2011).  

 

The re-appraisal of conservation has implications both for the types of actors that are believed 

to be best placed to deliver conservation outcomes, and for the way that decisions are made. 

Whereas the protection of Nature has historically been carried out using legislated protected 

areas and the enforcement tools of the state (Runte, 2010), the strong constituencies required 

to establish new versions of nature might make environmental NGOs, with their history of 

 
1 Throughout this thesis, Nature is capitalised when referring to a unique entity (a proper noun). That 

is, the version of nature that has come to be understood as a unique, stable, singular, entity, defined 

through its ‘naturalness’ and separation from the influence of Society. 
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successful movement building, better suited to the New Conservation. The reappraisal of 

Nature also has implications for the way that decisions are made, and the field of conservation 

coordinated. A commonly held Nature, for instance, offers the possibility of closure through 

scientific fact-finding efforts that locate, and then protect, Nature. In this way, a singular 

Nature is decisive (Latour, 2004), with uncertainty or disagreement resolved through 

empirical effort. The generation of new versions of nature leads to a suite of options, leading 

to greater political complexity. A conservation that proposes multiple natures must find 

mechanisms for coordinating these if it is to maintain a cohesive conservation sector. Latour 

(2005) suggests a ‘parliament of things’, a space where differences are democratically 

resolved. Others, however, worry that the coordination of the multi-natural might evolve to 

follow a neoliberal ontology (Collard et al., 2015), with versions of nature emerging and 

fading away with the rhythm of supply and demand. This thesis attempts to foreground this 

emerging conservation politics. It signals this intent through a reframing of contemporary 

conservation as the task of governing nature. This adjustment is an attempt to foreground the 

difficult political questions involved in contemporary conservation (what, who, how), and to 

fade out the certainty of a conservation that seeks to protect or conserve Nature.  

 

1.3 An Ethnography of Private Conservation  
This thesis analyses contemporary conservation through an ethnography of private 

conservation governance. For those working in the field of conservation, the term ‘private 

conservation governance’ has come to be used as a catch all term for conservation activity 

performed beyond the state, and not well described by the terms ‘community’ or ‘indigenous’ 

(Dudley, 2008). This definition is the starting point for identifying ethnographic case study 

sites, but these structural terms – the state, civil society, private sector etc – do not form the 

basis for empirical work or analysis. Instead, this research considers private conservation 

governance through an attention to situated practices. The empirical focus of this thesis, 

therefore, switches from a research that attempts to uncover and describe an entity’s essential 

form (Escobar, 1999), to one that understands an entity through the practices that define it. 

Private conservation governance, therefore, is detailed through ethnographic descriptions of 

the practices of private conservation practitioners. The ethnographic research of this thesis 

attempts to focus entirely on descriptions of the practices of private conservation governance, 

addressing larger themes related to contemporary Australian conservation. This thesis seeks 

to answer the following questions: 

1. What is private conservation governance? 

2. How does it relate to other propositions for governing nature? 

3. What are the implications of its development for the conservation sector?  

The thesis answers these questions through a description of how private conservation 

governance is practised (or done). In doing so it focuses upon the possibilities of private 

conservation, showing how Australian conservation is done and how it could be otherwise.  

 

Ethnographic research followed a multi-sited approach (Marcus, 1995), carefully tracing 

practices that contribute to private conservation governance at case study sites. Field work 

began at two geographical case study sites selected for their high concentrations of private 
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conservation activity. Beginning at these sites, field work followed associations and 

connections to other locations in order to fully describe private conservation governance. The 

analytical themes used to structure this thesis emerged through this close attention to 

conservation practices, and reading these against a background literature from the fields of 

Science and Technology Studies (STS) and Political Ecology. 

 

1.4 Thesis Themes and Structure 
This thesis seeks to demonstrate how private conservation governance governs nature, and to 

compare this to other ways. In so doing, it provides an in-depth empirical account of the 

politics of contemporary conservation. To undertake this task, the analytical work of this 

thesis followed four major themes that emerged between trips to the field, subsequent 

analysis, and comparisons between empirical detail and the literature. These themes, which 

drove the analytical work and in turn, have been used to help structure the thesis, were: (i) 

composition – the dependence of private conservation governance on the assemblage of 

compelling versions of nature; (ii) interest and enrolment – these versions of nature must be 

able to interest others, to enrol a constituency to provide social and political force; (iii) 

difference – the freedom that private conservation actors have to pursue their own versions 

of nature results in considerable difference within the field; (iv) coordination –  this 

difference must be negotiated, coordinated and accounted for to maintain a cohesive 

conservation sector.  

 

The thesis begins with Four introductory chapters. Following this first chapter, Chapter Two 

situates this thesis within its research context, outlining current debate between Nature 

conservation and the ‘New Conservation’; research on the Anthropocene and the multi-

natural; and debate over contemporary techniques of governing more generally. Chapter 

Three positions the thesis within its theoretical and disciplinary context. It outlines the third 

generation political ecology approach that guides this research (Blaser and Escobar, 2016), 

including its ontological approach, its imperative to focus upon practices as the empirical 

basis for research, and the shift in focus from critique to composition that this entails. The 

chapter goes on to outline the tools used in the ethnographic inquiry that form the basis for 

analysis, including the descriptive metaphors of assemblage, enactment, interest/enrolment, 

difference, and coordination. Chapter Four offers a description of how the research was 

conducted, outlining the case study sites and their selection, offering an account of multi-

sited ethnography, and collection, analyses and presentation. 

 

Chapter Five begins the empirical account of the research. It describes the field of private 

conservation through an account of the ‘Future Directions for Private Land Conservation in 

Australia’ conference, held in December of 2015. The account of the conference presents the 

context for the research, as outlined by private conservation practitioners themselves. This 

chapter describes two versions of private conservation governance, distinguished temporally 

and by their approaches to difference and its coordination. Contemporary private 

conservation governance is defined as an entrepreneurial private conservation governance, 

one that celebrates independence and creativity, but results in significant difference within 
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the sector nationally. Chapter Six moves to the first case study site, Landscape A. Through a 

description of the history of this private conservation project it outlines a compositional 

environmental politics, defined by the creation of new versions of nature that offer a 

conservation vision designed to be compelling. This chapter argues that this nature politics 

contrasts with a more traditional type, which attempts to defend or protect Nature. Chapter 

Six argues that this compositional politics, and the composition of compelling versions of 

nature is the basis for governing nature through private conservation governance. Chapter 

Seven argues that the compelling versions of nature put forward by private conservation 

practitioners require the support of a constituency to persist. As this chapter describes, 

however, the development of a constituency does not occur independently of the composition 

of versions of nature. Chapter Seven describes a process of co-articulation, in which versions 

of nature and constituencies are composed simultaneously. Through stories told from data 

collected at the second case study site, Landscape B, this chapter firstly describes a type of 

constituency that is bound to a ‘site of engagement’. Sites of engagement display a version of 

nature that is able to attract a constituency through meaningful interaction. Chapter Seven 

goes on to describe a second type of constituency that acts at a distance. Here, constituents 

become supporters and benefactors through acts of donation and grant making. In this case, 

constituents, including philanthropic and governmental based grant makers, are interested in 

achieving outcomes, and proofs must be generated that actions on site are generating viable 

versions of nature that are consistent with the conservation vision.  

 

Chapters Eight and Nine focus on private conservation governance, difference and its 

coordination. Chapter Eight shifts focus back to the multi-natural, and the different versions 

of nature that are enacted by private conservation practitioners. It provides an account of the 

way that different versions of nature are assembled around different conservation logics. 

These logics are best defined either through a desired endpoint, or a defining set of 

procedures. Chapter Eight attempts to show that the multi-natural and attendant difference is 

important, as different versions of nature propose the selection of completely different 

conservation actions, including where to act and what to do there. Chapter Nine offers a 

description of how difference is coordinated within the field of private conservation 

governance, through an account of the coordinating mechanisms deployed by private 

conservation practitioners. This chapter addresses the balance within private conservation 

governance between the freedom fundamental to this style of governing, the resulting 

difference in approaches, and the desire for collective order and coherence. Section one of 

this chapter describes a series of tools that carry out epistemic coordination, focused on the 

manipulation of knowledge to optimise the conceptual arrangement of versions of nature. The 

second section focuses on the tools used to coordinate conservation practices themselves. 

 

Chapter Ten completes the empirical work of this thesis, attempting an analysis of an 

Australian conservation policy whole. Private conservation governance is presented as one 

means of governing nature in Australia. Through an ethnographic analysis of policy 

practices, this chapter attempts to place private conservation amongst its policy alternatives. 

Chapter Eleven provides a conclusion for the thesis, reiterating the key themes and offering 

some closing recommendations and observations.  
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Chapter Two: Conservation and the multi-natural  
  

 

2.1 Introduction 
This chapter situates the thesis in its research context. To do so it outlines current debate 

about conservation’s proper motive and form. This chapter outlines the basis of the 

contemporary debate on the Anthropocene and the conservation’s guiding logic. It follows 

arguments that see Nature as existing as a stable, singular, ontological category, able to act as 

a universal guide for conservation action, before outlining those of a  ‘New Conservation’, 

which adopts the view that, under the Anthropocene, the possibility of a Nature protected 

from human influence is no longer conceptually tenable, and perhaps more importantly, does 

not work. For these practitioners, new types of natures must be created or composed. Those 

who see nature as being composed point to opportunities for creating new and better natures, 

for a multi-natural world where many different versions of nature are possible. 

 

The multi-natural world is not embraced wholeheartedly by all and debate about the ‘New 

Conservation’ has been keen. Many of those embracing a view of nature as composed, are 

also wary of its implications. A world with many possible versions of nature requires these 

different versions to be sensibly coordinated to maintain a cohesive conservation sector. 

However, the question of how decisions between natures ought to be made is an open 

question. Some scholars are concerned that a collectively held Nature is being replaced by 

decision making processes that rely increasingly on a market-like formula (Collard et al., 

2015; Verran, 2009). It is in this context that private governance emerges as an object of 

study. Through analysis of this literature the central themes of this thesis are introduced, 

including the increased freedom private conservation practitioners have to imagine and create 

their own versions of nature, consequent difference between these composed versions of 

nature, and the question of how this multi-natural world is to be governed.    

 

2.2  Nature and the Anthropocene 

The debate between Flannery and Garrett over how Australian conservation should be done 

forms a subset of a heated global debate within the international conservation movement, over 

Nature and its uses. Arguments for a reconfiguration of global conservation centre around a 

reappraisal of how best to understand and visualise the object to conserve. Proponents for 

change include mainstream conservation organisations like the Nature Conservancy (TNC), 

Conservation International, and the progressive USA based think tank, the Breakthrough 

Institute (Collard et al., 2015). In brief, conservationists within these organisations argue that 

biodiversity outcomes have deteriorated at the same time as conservation has set aside ever 

larger areas of Nature for protection from human impact. In an influential essay entitled 

Conservation in the Anthropocene, former Chief Scientist and Vice President of TNC, and 

Breakthrough Institute scholar, Prof. Peter Kareiva, called for a change that would require 

conservationists to, ‘jettison their idealized notions of nature, parks, and wilderness … and 

forge a more optimistic, human-friendly vision’ (Kareiva et al., 2011, p. 1). The essay sparked 

a fierce dispute amongst conservationists who sided either for this ‘New Conservation’ 
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(Kareiva, 2014; Kareiva et al., 2011; Kirby, 2014; Marvier, 2014), against it (Soulé, 2013; 

Soulé, 2014), or attempted to mediate between the two (Hunter et al., 2014; Tallis and 

Lubchenco, 2014). For Kareiva, the Nature traditionally proposed by conservation was not as 

fundamental as many conservationists claimed. Further, its continued use ensured the failure 

of contemporary conservation efforts. For conservationists following arguments like 

Kareiva’s, the concept of Nature and the pursuit of its protection ought to be abandoned in 

favour of new guiding principles, including ones that refocus on nature as a social 

phenomenon, by embracing ecosystem services, expanding conservation’s supporter base and 

brokering new partnerships with the corporate world to encourage sustainable development 

(Kareiva et al., 2011).  

 

In response to the essay by Kareiva et al., (2012), Soulé (2013) suggested that a type of 

conservation that abandons Nature, ‘does not deserve to be labelled conservation’ (p.895). 

Playing out in the pages of the international journal Conservation Biology, the debate evolved 

to take in the proper place for humanitarian aspirations in conservation (Kirby, 2014), the 

place of human use value and the role of ecosystem services (Kareiva, 2014; Marvier, 2014), 

and the relationship of conservation with economic development (Kareiva, 2014). Concerned 

to maintain conceptual unity, others explained the difference away as occupying slightly 

different positions on a spectrum between a biocentric conservation and a more 

anthropocentric conservation (Hunter et al., 2014). The entrance of multiple others effectively 

closed this particular debate through a petition (signed by 240 signatories) published in the 

journal Nature that demanded, ‘an end to the infighting’ (Tallis and Lubchenco, 2014, p. 27).  

The principals at the core of this initial debate are now being re-prosecuted by those arguing 

for and against the ‘Nature Needs Half’ movement, an argument for protecting half of the 

world for nature conservation (Büscher et al., 2017, 2016; Cafaro et al., 2017; Kopnina et al., 

2018; Locke, 2014). 

 

Fundamental difference within the conservation biology community remains, however.  

Soulé, who has a long history of defending the traditional concept of Nature from postmodern 

others (see particularly Soulé and Lease, 1995), suggests that the difference between Kareiva 

and himself are ‘nearly irreconcilable’ (Soulé, 2014, p. 1). Importantly, the different versions 

of nature championed by both advocates dictate entirely different means for pursuing nature 

conservation. For Soulé, Nature has an internal logic that cannot be altered. Conservation 

effort must be based on an empirical understanding of this Nature and work through means 

designed to protect it. Answers to the question of ‘how best to do conservation’ may be found 

through detailed empirical work that uncovers Nature’s true form. In this scenario, 

conservation need not be done with popular support but may be decided upon by the relevant 

experts and implemented using the coercive tools of the state, especially protected areas. For 

the New Conservationists, nature is a human construct rather than a stable ontological 

category. As a human construct it can be changed, with certain limitations, to focus on 

introducing a wider basis of political support (Kareiva, 2014; Marvier, 2014). For New 

Conservationists, nature can be adapted, modified and expanded such that it becomes value-

able and thus more capable of recruiting allies. Under this model, conservation focuses on 

creating versions of nature able to interest necessary supporter groups (political parties, 
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corporations, different community types, indigenous peoples), rather than protecting a true 

form. This metaphysical debate, between a ‘made’ and ‘found’ nature, sprawls across a 

portfolio of diverse conservation approaches, from conservation biology through to renewal 

ecology (Bowman et al., 2017).   

 

Conservation has a history of debate over appropriate imperatives (Adams, 2004; Mace, 

2014), and lines of argument within the New Conservation debate replay many from the past 

(Holmes, 2015). However, the ferocity of the contemporary debate highlights an intensity of 

feeling, and the belief amongst conservationists that a rethink of conservation effort is 

appropriate. However, the suitability of the New Conservation debate as a vehicle for this 

rethink has been questioned, and the debate has been criticised for its reduction of a complex 

field of ideas to a unidimensional set of options, and the domination of male, western voices 

(Holmes et al., 2016; Sandbrook et al., 2019). Whilst the impression given is of a categorical 

choice to be made between New Conservation and the protection of Nature, these choices are 

not viewed as clear cut by a majority of conservationists (Sandbrook et al., 2019).  Whilst 

sharp differences exist on some of the key principles of the New Conservation debate, many 

of the central tenets of both the New Conservation and Nature protection approaches are 

shared by conservationists, despite these often being presented as mutually exclusive 

(Sandbrook et al., 2019). In fact, there is significant variance in the views of conservationists 

across the world (Holmes et al., 2016; Sandbrook et al., 2019) and the simplification of these 

diverse standpoints to two alternatives has been a remarkable rhetorical effort by the debate’s 

main protagonists. 

 

2.3 Composition and the Anthropocene 
The Anthropocene has been the theoretical rallying point around which the ‘New 

Conservation’ movement has gathered. Originating in the Earth Sciences, the Anthropocene 

was first used as a term to denote a new geological epoch, characterised by human impact on 

the global biogeochemical cycle, and especially human alterations to the global carbon cycle 

(Crutzen, 2002; Steffen et al., 2007). In the geological period of the Anthropocene, humans 

are labelled an earth changing force, their impact now so extensive as to be imprinted in the 

geological record. Despite attempts to delimit application of the term (see Ellis et al., 2016; 

Hamilton, 2016) the concept of the Anthropocene has been adopted, repurposed and amplified 

across disciplines. It has now taken on multiple different meanings (Lorimer, 2016; Toivanen 

et al., 2017). As a concept, the Anthropocene is adopted as a mechanism for destabilising 

existing knowledge categories, and generating new, challenging ones. In the field of 

conservation, for instance, the concept has been used to prompt a rethink of traditional 

conservation goals and standards (Holmes, 2015; Rudd, 2011). New Conservationists argue, 

for instance, that with the wide-reaching impact of human induced changes to the global 

carbon cycle, there are no longer places that might exist as Nature, able to be protected in an 

unchanging state through a beneficial separation from Society. In this sense, Nature so 

defined, can be said to no longer exist. Without recourse to Nature as conservation’s 

grounding archetype, the proper ends of conservation are brought forward for debate. The 

point is well made by Bingham and Hinchliffe (2008), 
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Nature … seems to have stopped working so well. It no longer offers a stable category to 

which objects can be intuitively allocated … neither a source of smooth facts which seem to 

speak for themselves … nor an unchanging ground on which one might rely ... Nature does 

not form a rallying site where an agreeable collective might be formed …or serve as an 

external arbiter which could speed matters along past due process …  (p. 83). 

 

In the field of conservation biology and ecology this logic is applied to the use of natural 

reference areas. Given that there are no natural arrangements of species (a natural ecosystem), 

so the argument goes, there must be a rethinking of which species belong where (Holmes, 

2015). These concepts have been used to rethink invasive species management (Robbins and 

Moore, 2013), to promote the pursuit of novel ecosystems (Bowman et al., 2017; Lorimer and 

Driessen, 2014), or to classify the world as a set of socio-ecological systems, or anthromes 

(Ellis, 2015). 

 

For the philosopher Bruno Latour, Nature is anti-political. Through its reference to a singular, 

proper form, it closes down debate about other possible forms and how they might be 

composed (Latour, 2004). As an alternative, Latour (2010) has popularised the idea of the 

composition of nature. Taken in a literal sense, the idea of composition points to a nature that 

must be carefully created. In this view, nature becomes not the starting point but the outcome, 

‘a consequence of a series of practices and transformations’ (Asdal, 2008, p. 124). For 

Breakthrough scholar and new conservation proponent, ecologist Erle Ellis, abandoning 

Nature for this new conservation is not an admission of failure but an invitation to imagine 

better natures, ‘in moving toward a better Anthropocene, the environment will be what we 

make it’ (Ellis, 2013). If nature is ‘what we make it’, then New Conservationists claim, it can 

be made in any number of different ways. In this scenario conservation becomes a field of 

options, a ‘fund of potentiality that can be actualised variably’ (Braun, 2015, p. 107).    

 

The proposal of a compositional nature offers an invitation to a new nature politics. Instead of 

asking how best to protect or defend Nature, it demands practitioners take a step backwards 

and ask new questions: what types of natures are there? Which of these do we want? How 

should these natures be related to one another? The question becomes how to make natures 

well (Latour, 2004, 2010). For New Conservationists then, the Anthropocene is not only 

technical term for a new geological epoch, but an opportunity to force a reconsideration of 

how nature conservation is done (Barry and Maslin, 2016; Collard et al., 2015).  

 

This conservation prioritises human agency, and the need to create a ‘good Anthropocene’ 

(Lorimer, 2016) For others, the Anthropocene is not an opportunity for new natures, but a dire 

warning. This use of the Anthropocene is a call to action; to protect those intact ecosystems, 

with less human modification, before it is too late (Caro et al., 2012). Hamilton (2016), for 

instance, suggests that those using the Anthropocene to promote a more enlightened humanity 

are missing its point. That is, the symbolisation of a contemporary ‘rupture’ from historical 

planetary conditions. Whilst the Anthropocene has many uses, this thesis only considers its 
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application as a term that unlocks ontological possibility, for the creation of a New 

Conservation and new versions of nature.   

 

2.4 The Possibility of a Multi-Natural World 
The search for new modes of conservation capable of addressing a post-natural world has led 

to descriptions of various new forms of conservation, often written up as ‘manifestos’ 

(Collard et al., 2015; Lorimer, 2015). For Lorimer (2015), the author of one such manifesto, 

the post-natural world is also a multi-natural world (Lorimer, 2012). If Nature, the singular 

guiding ideal, is abandoned, then multiple others present themselves as options. For him, 

conservationists must now choose which types of natures they wish to pursue. Using 

ethnographic research on conservation practices in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, 

he presents two very different possibilities for nature conservation. Through a description of 

the conservation of the endangered corncrake (Crex crex), Lorimer (2015) outlines what he 

terms a compositional nature. For him, this is a nature modelled closely on a traditional view 

of ‘Nature’, one with an intrinsic value that requires preservation. In this case, conservation 

success is measured against the protection of an ideal type, determined by the population 

dynamics of an endangered species. Endangered corncrake numbers must be maintained or 

increased, and careful planning, monitoring and habitat arrangement is required to meet that 

end. As he shows, conservation interventions on behalf of the corncrake comprised a series of 

agreements with local landholders that attempted to fix landscapes in position, retaining 

habitat and ultimately, successfully protecting corncrake numbers. Whereas Latour uses 

‘composition’ in a metaphysical sense, the composition of new realities, Lorimer uses the 

term to imply conservationists’ attempt to master the natural world, to materially arrange its 

component parts and hold them stable across time. In this case to compose a world suitable 

for corncrake survival. Despite the success of the conservation project in holding corncrake 

numbers steady, Lorimer (2015) describes this as, ‘a mournful, nostalgic model for 

conservation,’ one that attempts to ‘render the present eternal’ through the ‘reactive 

management of extinction’ (p.96).  

 

In arguing for the existence of other possible natures, Lorimer outlines a second type, defined 

by ‘wild experiments’ (Lorimer and Driessen, 2016, 2014). He uses the long running 

rewilding project of the Oostvaardersplassen (OVP), located on a polder just north of 

Amsterdam, as an example. Here, statistically unremarkably herbivores (deer, cattle, horses) 

have been released and invited to de-domesticate in order to catalyse ecological processes. 

This mode of conservation is clearly experimental, linked to an investigation and 

encouragement of ecological functioning and with an attention to emergent properties and the 

possibility of novel natures. It is not guided by management plans, species population targets 

or any ecological archetype, and does not seek to ‘return’ to Nature. Rather, the architects of 

this project refer to nature ‘development’ and willingly describe their project as an attempt to 

engineer ‘new natures’ (Lorimer, 2015). Whereas a compositional nature concerns itself with 

the population dynamics of species, the OVP focuses on a nature defined by ecological, 

ethological, and evolutionary processes. 
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For Lorimer, these two modes of nature conservation, a compositional and an experimental, 

are enlivened through an attention to practices associated with the discipline of ecology; a 

compositionist nature focuses on species protection and population dynamics, an experimental 

nature focuses on evolutionary processes. Shifting the analytical lens slightly, other 

conservation ethnographers have shown how different natures emerge with an attention not to 

ecological principles, but to those practices that order conservation effort. This is the task that 

Verran (2009, 2011) and Spencer (2014) set themselves as they outline the emergence of 

different natures in an Australian context. Through ethnographic research these authors 

outline what they term a ‘value-able’ nature. For Verran (2009), this ‘value-able’ nature is 

defined by its instrumentalisation, where nature is treated as the means to another end 

(production, aesthetic, spiritual, scientific, education, recreation etc.). It is couched in the 

idiom of the financial and economic world, using terms like ‘natural capital’ and ‘ecosystem 

services’. In practice, it allows different natures to be ‘traded’ off against one another 

according to demand (Verran, 2011).  

 

Spencer (2014) takes up this theme in her PhD thesis. Undertaking ethnographic research in 

north-east Tasmania, she attends to the emergence of a ‘value-able’ nature through a longer 

ethnographic enquiry, contrasting it with a nature that is handled through conservation 

practices guided by the more familiar logic of an untrammelled, pristine, timeless nature, what 

she terms an ‘originary’ nature. For Spencer, these two natures simultaneously emerge 

through different sets of conservation practices, and direct conservation efforts along very 

different pathways. She uses her experiences of the treatment of the weed gorse (Ulex 

europaeus) as one example. For the community conservation group she worked with, gorse is 

a non-native and the ‘wrong’ plant for a pristine Nature. It must, in every case, be removed 

for this Nature to properly perpetuate itself. This is a clear example of an ‘originary’ nature. 

For the local Natural Resource Management Board (NRM), however, gorse is only removed if 

the benefits, including productivity, employment opportunities, community interests, as well 

as environmental impact, outweigh the costs. Under a ‘value-able’ nature, gorse is only 

removed when it is found at ‘manageable levels’. In areas where it has become dominant its 

removal is judged to be an inefficient use of resources and it is left to spread unhindered. 

Spencer (2014), concludes that the local NRM board is working not to enact an ‘originary’ 

nature but a ‘value-able’ nature. 

 

In my previous weeding work, the presence of gorse in a landscape had been wrong. 

However, here the presence of gorse was sometimes wrong and sometimes OK; something to 

be put up with because its impacts were not considered significant or the costs of its removal 

were too great. Here there were no pristine or degraded natures, just a continuum of natures 

of varying value – ranging from high value to low value (p. 28). 

 

Spencer (2014) takes the recent negotiation of the Tasmanian Forestry Agreement as a further 

example. During the course of these negotiations between environmentalists and the forestry 

industry, environmental NGOs were forced to choose which forests ought to be protected and 

which harvested. To do this, environmental NGOs mobilized the category of the High 
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Conservation Value Forest (HCVF)2. Not to be found on any map or discernible on the 

ground, these were forests that local environmental groups felt connected to, wanted to 

protect, and were able to articulate why they were deserving of protection. HCVFs had 

effective spokespersons who were able to mobilise and empirically support one of a number 

of conservation logics: large and intact forest; ecological maturity; social, cultural and 

spiritual value; rare forest communities and species; landscape values; or ecosystem services. 

In this sense, many different natures were brought together and combined under the banner of 

HCVF through a set of negotiations. Any differences that existed between natures were 

smoothed away through the creation of a new entity, the HCVFs of Tasmania. This was a 

process that was dedicated not to the location of a singular truth about Nature, but about the 

types of natures that could be empirically established and were politically supported. This was 

not the protection of a Nature with intrinsic value, but another example of a value-able nature.  

Importantly however, this was a different example to the technocratic value-able nature 

outlined by Verran (2009). The creation of HCVFs pointed to a more democratic resolution of 

the problem of the multi-natural. In this case differences between possible HCVFs were not 

resolved by an accounting of their possible economic value, but through the creation of a 

formalised set of negotiations in which differences between natures, and differences between 

forests (HCVF and production), might be resolved. Spencer’s thesis closes then, by opening 

up a further question. How might a multi-natural world be governed well? 

 

2.5 Governing the Multi-Natural 
As Latour (2004) has argued, a singular Nature is decisive. It offers the possibility of closure 

through scientific fact-finding efforts that report Nature’s true form. For a conservation that 

seeks to return to, or protect, a natural baseline, politics and the difficulty of decision making 

can be bypassed in favour of scientific analysis and prioritisation. The multi-natural, however, 

is generative of multiple possible versions of nature. If the conservation sector is to remain 

united in a multi-natural world, it requires a new type of nature politics, and the creation of a 

sensible and broadly accepted method of deciding between possible natures. As Robbins and 

Moore (2013) have argued, those authors that have spoken in favour of the multi-natural view 

the adjudication of choices between natures as, ‘largely a question of good liberal and 

communicative collective discussion under a new kind of constitution … [and] a parliament 

of things’ (p.15). Latour refers to a ‘parliament of things’ (Latour, 2005a) to describe a need 

for the resolution of different possible versions as an ongoing task, what he refers to as the 

‘progressive composition of the common world’ (Latour, 2004, p. 53). Whereas Latour 

(2005a) refers to a ‘parliament’, Callon et al. (2009)  uses the term ‘hybrid forum’ to describe 

the same deliberative process, ‘a citizen conference which gives … the feeling that it is 

possible to define a place where singular wills are combined and where it is possible to 

imagine a common world that can accommodate differences which seemed to be irreducible’ 

(p.115). Both describe a deliberative process, in which difference is resolved through public 

discussion, and agreement. Spencer (2014) demonstrates such a process in her account of the 

determination of Tasmania’s HCVFs.  

 

 
2 High Conservation Value Forest is a classification used across the forestry industry. 
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However, both Verran and Spencer also illustrate what they see as a multi-natural world 

ordered by neoliberal principles. As Spencer shows with her example of gorse management, 

this value-able nature can be treated as a mere calculative challenge, where differences are 

smoothed away by spreadsheet calculations of costs and benefits. As Verran (2011) also 

shows, the multi-natural world may be presented as a field of options that allows for, and 

encourages, individual choice in settings reminiscent of the marketplace. Here, natures 

emerge and fade with the rhythm of supply and demand. For some, governing natures based 

on instrumental value and choice, relies upon and replicates a neoliberal ontology (Collard et 

al., 2015; Lorimer, 2015; Spencer, 2014; Verran, 2011). The literature on neoliberalism of the 

conservation sector stretches for a long way in many different directions (for an overview see 

Arsel and Büscher, 2012; Büscher et al., 2012; Igoe and Brockington, 2007). However, this 

thesis follows the approach described by governmentality scholars (see Burchell et al., 1991), 

who view neoliberalism as a rationality.  Following Foucault, these authors describe 

neoliberalism as a redeployment of the liberal imperative for states not to govern too much 

(Foucault, 2010), but to allow individuals the freedom to decide for themselves, as 

enterprising and entrepreneurial individuals in marketplace type settings (Rose, 1999). The 

governing logic of neoliberalism therefore, moves responsibility for decision making away 

from public forums and collective agreement, and towards the ambition, ability and choices of 

individuals and organisations. This thesis then, follows Rose's (1999) suggestion that a 

neoliberal rationality rests on powers of freedom, and as Mol (2008) suggests, a logic of 

choice. 

 

2.6 Private Conservation Governance in the Literature  
As this literature attempts to show, a multi-natural conservation cannot be understood simply 

as a search for more compelling versions of nature, but must also attend to the politics of 

coordinating a multi-natural world. It is this view of conservation in a multi-natural world that 

forms the focus of this thesis. However, the vehicle through which this topic is analysed is 

what has come to be known in the field of conservation as ‘private governance’ (see Dudley, 

2008), and what I term, for the sake of specificity, private conservation governance. Private 

governance has come to be understood as a style of governing characterised by a fading out of 

‘the state’ to a partial role, with the private and civil society sectors encouraged to assume an 

increasing role in the task of governing. Different disciplines have understood, and 

questioned, private governance through different frameworks. In the field of international 

relations, for instance, private governance has been studied from an institutional perspective, 

its characteristic feature being the ability of private actors to implement and enforce 

independent (of government) rules based systems (Pattberg, 2005a, 2005b, 2006). Of 

particular interest to these authors has been whether private governance can meet the 

theorised set of standards of ‘good governance’. That is to say, whether private governance 

can be legitimate, democratic, transparent, accountable and so on (Balboa, 2009; Bernstein 

and Cashore, 2007; Biermann and Gupta, 2011; Lockwood, 2010).  Scholars who address 

private governance from an institutional perspective ask whether it is a form of governing that 

can be procedurally sound.   
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Research from the field of conservation tends to grapple with how best to characterise private 

conservation governance, assess its benefits, and to include it in national and international 

conservation planning and policy. The literature on private conservation governance is 

dominated by what have come to be termed privately protected areas (PPAs). Conservation is 

a territorial in nature (Adams, 2019, 2004; Adams et al., 2014), and much of the research on 

private conservation, and especially PPAs, attempts to delimit its territorial extent 

(Fitzsimons, 2015; Stolton et al., 2014). Whilst data collection on the global number and 

coverage of PPAs is currently ad hoc (Stolton et al 2014), it is clear that they are growing in 

extent (Figgis, 2004; Fitzsimons, 2015; Hodge and Adams, 2012; Langholz and Lassoie, 

2001), and are increasingly being employed as conservation tools in public policy across the 

world (Carter et al. 2008).   

 

Other research focuses upon characterising the role played by the private sector in delivering, 

what might be termed, conservation services. This research examines the incentive based 

public policy frameworks sympathetic to conservation service delivery by non-state actors 

(Adams et al., 2014; Corson, 2010; Lemos and Agrawal, 2006; Logan and Wekerle, 2008), 

and attempt to categorise this emerging ‘hybrid’ or ‘blended’ conservation delivery model 

(Higgins et al., 2014; Hodge and Adams, 2014, 2013, 2012). Other research examines the 

ways the private sector assumes the role of delivering these services (Carter et al., 2008; 

Holmes, 2014, 2012; Lindsey et al., 2007, 2013; Robbins and Luginbuhl, 2005a; Snijders, 

2012), and the growing influence of NGOs in formulating conservation strategy (Brockington 

and Scholfield, 2010a; Corson, 2011) and as conservation service providers (Adams et al., 

2014; Figgis, 2004; Hodge and Adams, 2012; Logan and Wekerle, 2008). Others have 

focused on the efficiency of the private land conservation sector (Hardy et al., 2018) the 

permanence of its protection (Adams and Moon, 2013; Hardy et al., 2017), the motivations of 

private land holders carrying out conservation works (Gooden and Grenyer, 2019; Gooden, 

2019), and therefore, how best to direct their actions (Selinske et al., 2017). 

 

Another body of research addresses the possible advantages of delivering conservation 

services through non-state actors. These include, bringing new funding into the conservation 

sector through, for instance, high end eco-tourist reserves (Langholz & Kerley 2006; Sims-

Castley et al. 2005b; Ojeda 2012) and wildlife based hunting reserves (Lindsey et al., 2007, 

2013; Robbins and Luginbuhl, 2005b; Snijders, 2012), which serve to connect PPAs directly 

to global tourism markets. Speculative revenue streams from the world of finance loom as a 

means of financing these profit focused private conservation operations (Huwyler et al., 

2014). The addition of large philanthropic donations to this list (Holmes, 2012; Spierenburg 

and Wels, 2010) means that the pool of money contributed by the private sector towards 

biodiversity protection by private actors is now substantial (Parker et al., 2012). Many of the 

putative advantages of private sector conservation, are rehearsals of arguments for private 

sector delivery more broadly, including its innovation, efficiency, responsiveness, flexibility, 

greater independence and freedom (Krug 2001; Alderman 1994; Sims-Castley et al. 2005a; 

Carter et al. 2008). For instance, research suggests that the flexibility of PPAs means that 

they are able to make important land acquisitions quickly (Pasquini et al., 2011; Stolton et al., 

2014) and place them in areas of high conservation value (Fisher and Dills, 2012; Gallo et al., 
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2009; Holmes, 2013). The body of literature supportive of PPAs advocates for better support, 

and their inclusion in global protected area planning and accounting (Borrini-Feyerabend et 

al., 2013; Langholz and Krug, 2004; Stolton et al., 2014; Stolton and Dudley, 2007), and in 

national policy (Cooke et al., 2012; Cooke and Moon, 2015; Moon and Cocklin, 2011; 

Selinske et al., 2017).  

 

What most of this literature holds in common is the positive coding of private conservation 

governance. However, there is also a body of criticism, primarily from within social science 

disciplines. In the field of human geography, scholars have drawn from, especially Marxist, 

political economy and write on private governance as an expression of neoliberal thought and 

demonstration of a neoliberal conservation. These authors see the expansion of private 

conservation as a mechanism of  privatising and regulating environmental resources to make 

them ‘amenable to capital’(Brockington et al., 2008; Büscher et al., 2012; Igoe and 

Brockington, 2007). Simply put, this ‘neoliberalisation of conservation’ is defined by, firstly, 

the shrinking of role of the state as conservation’s primary actor, and its replacements by 

NGOs and other private actors (Castree, 2008; Igoe and Brockington, 2007); secondly, 

conservation’s increasing adoption of market mechanisms to protect biodiversity, with the 

state pivoting to create and regulate such markets (MacDonald, 2010a; MacDonald and 

Corson, 2012; Sullivan, 2013); thirdly, conservation’s ever closer relationship with 

corporations (Holmes, 2010; MacDonald, 2010b, 2010c). The consequences of such changes 

are often shown to be the inequalities and injustices associated with critiques of capitalism 

more broadly.  

 

Questions of the social impacts of private conservation arise most conspicuously in 

development settings, where the resource needs of local communities often clash with high 

biodiversity values. Conservation NGOs have a strong presence in such places (Brockington 

and Scholfield, 2010b), as do private reserves (Holmes, 2014; Jones, 2012; Snijders, 2012), 

and both have been criticised for promoting the biodiversity protection expectations of 

funding sources (Holmes, 2011, 2010; Milne, 2009; Spierenburg and Wels, 2010) at the 

expense of the resource use expectations of local communities (MacDonald, 2005).  Some 

researchers have focused on the creation and distribution of private rights to nature, and 

describing the way these further marginalise local communities (Benjaminsen and Bryceson, 

2012; Kelly, 2011; Snijders, 2012), with investment in conservation land by wealthy 

individuals raising fears of external land grabs and a subtle form of neo-colonialism 

(Langholz and Lassoie, 2001).  Placed within the context of a global concentration of land 

ownership (Zoomers, 2010), the international purchases of areas for the preservation of 

biodiversity have been labelled ‘green grabbing’ (Corson and MacDonald, 2012; Fairhead et 

al., 2012; Holmes, 2014).   

 

Who benefits from private conservation, who is disadvantaged, and who has a say in decision 

making, become central questions of this style of research (Brockington et al., 2008; Castree, 

2011). A body of literature has emerged on the decision makers in private conservation, and 

the growing influence of philanthropists and high net worth individuals (Holmes, 2012; 

Tedesco, 2015), corporations (Adams, 2017), and large NGOs (Chapin, 2004), together 
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comprising a ‘Transnational Conservation Elite’ (Holmes, 2011). Tellingly, philanthropy 

offers the business world an opportunity to exercise their judgment, and pursue their interests 

and biases in conservation projects (Holmes, 2011; Milne, 2009). These include the 

application of concepts taken from the business world and venture capitalism, including 

promoting entrepreneurship and innovation, profitability as a conservation imperative 

(Brockington and Scholfield, 2010a; Holmes, 2012), and rewarding innovative ‘pitches’ for 

investment/donations (Edwards, 2008). Besides exercising their preferences in funding 

decisions, philanthropists and business people are playing an increasing role in the decision 

making of conservation NGOs themselves, with successful business people now comprising 

approximately two thirds to three quarters of the membership of conservation board NGOs 

(Holmes, 2011), and in some cases starting their own conservation NGOs (Brockington and 

Scholfield, 2010a; Spierenburg and Wels, 2010). Conversely, and as the debate on the New 

Conservation shows, conservations turns to philanthropy and corporations as an effective 

way to get things done (Holmes, 2012).  

 

In this survey of the literature, for the most part, private governance is viewed as, and defined 

by, a set of structural changes to the institutions of government. Borrowing from a third 

generation political ecology (Blaser and Escobar, 2016), this thesis analyses private 

conservation governance through a different lens. It attends to private conservation practices, 

and seeks to show how private conservation governance is done in practice. This thesis is 

interested primarily in the performative3 dimension of private conservation governance. It 

follows private conservation governance with particular attention to the composition of new 

natures and the systems that have emerged for their coordination. 

 

2.7 Conclusion 
 

This short appraisal of the literature outlines the context for this analysis of private 

conservation governance, and the questions that this thesis sets out to address. It provides an 

account of the politics of conservation in the Anthropocene. It goes on to describe research on 

the multi-natural, relating to both the composition of new versions of nature, and to 

coordinating contemporary conservation. It briefly introduces emerging themes related to 

governing the multi-natural. Private conservation governance is introduced as the vehicle for 

analysing these themes. The literature on the Anthropocene, the multi-natural, and governing 

create the background for this research. Having introduced these topics in this chapter, the 

next outlines a research approach capable of addressing them, detailing the tools of third 

generation political ecology. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 See definition of enactment (Chapter 3.5.3) 
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Chapter Three: Third Generation Political Ecology 
  

 

3.1 Introduction 
This chapter situates this thesis within its theoretical and disciplinary context. The research is 

defined as a work of political ecology, and builds upon post structuralist antecedents within 

that research field. The chapter outlines the ontological foundation of the research, and an 

associated research ethic, before outlining the set of analytical tools used by the thesis. This 

thesis borrows from the terms and metaphors of the field of Science and Technology Studies 

(STS), and these are introduced and explained. 

 

3.2 Political Ecology 
This thesis follows a research approach that has come to characterise what Blaser and Escobar 

(2016) refer to as third generation political ecology. According to these authors, a third 

generation political ecology is characterised by a shift from a political ecology informed by 

Marxist political-economy, towards post-structuralist analysis, with a particular focus upon 

the ‘relational ontologies’ proposed by the discipline of Science and Technology Studies. For 

these authors, a third generation political ecology foregrounds, ‘the power-laden negotiations 

involved in bringing into being the entities that make up a particular world or ontology,’ 

(Blaser and Escobar, 2016, p. 167). This most recent iteration of political ecology research 

builds upon previous generations, connected by a long running focus on the ‘interrelations 

among nature, culture, and power’ that Blaser and Escobar (2016, p. 164) believe best 

characterises the discipline. For Robbins (2012), it is the conceptual struggle to define these 

interrelations which helped form political ecology’s research approach. For him, political 

ecology developed from of a form of cultural ecology that rebelled against an early 20th 

century determinism, one that suggested that nature was not only static and resistant to human 

influence, but that human cultures could be best understood as being shaped by nature. In 

contrast, cultural ecologists of the 1960s and 1970s viewed human-environment relations as 

part of a singular ecosystem with (especially tribal) humans viewed within environmental 

systems. In this framework humans were considered a part of an ecosystem, their relationship 

with it best described by the terms provided by the developing field of ecology. This included 

a special attention to the biological struggle for nutrients, calories and subsistence materials. 

For political ecologists however, the explanatory logic of cultural ecology – the mechanisms 

of an internally modulating ecological system of which humans are a part – were unable to 

address rapid changes to livelihoods caused by an integration with a globalised world 

economy (Robbins, 2012).  

 

The earliest of the work that has come to be termed political ecology (see especially Blaikie 

and Brookfield, 1987) was founded on a cultural ecology that extended the network of 

relevant human/nature relations, borrowing from the theories and frameworks of political 

economy to explain human-environment interactions (Neumann, 2005). For the earliest 

researchers working within this tradition, political ecology depended on an understanding of 

nature within a political and economic context. This political ecology research proposed that, 
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‘the human transformation of natural ecosystems cannot be understood without consideration 

of the political and economic structures and institutions within which the transformations are 

embedded’ (Neumann, 2005, p. 9).  The seminal work of Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) laid 

the foundations for the theoretical and empirical approach with an analysis of soil erosion 

within nested political and economic scales.   

 

For Escobar (2010), the widening of the understanding of environmental problems through 

the application of political economy frameworks was the defining feature of a ‘first generation 

political ecology’ (PE1). PE1 could be seen as widening the set of relations considered as 

important for understanding environmental change. At the same time, however, these political 

ecologists maintained a conceptual dualism, one that considered nature and society (or 

culture) as separate, interacting entities, and employing an epistemological realism that 

considered these as genuinely real entities that could be properly explained given the right 

methodological tools (Blaser and Escobar, 2016).  For Escobar (2010), PE1 had begun to give 

way to a second generation political ecology (PE2) at the end of the 20th century. PE2 was 

marked by a questioning of these conceptual assumptions. Marxist thought offered a way of 

reconceptualising the relationship between culture and nature as a ‘dialectical unity’, rather 

than a set of ‘interactions’ between two distinct objects (Neumann, 2005). However, a 

stronger trend was marked by a post-structuralist interpretation of the nature/culture debate.  

 

Post-structuralist political ecologists adapted a number of insights from poststructuralist 

theorists, particularly Foucault and Deleuze, who pointed to the way analytical and conceptual 

‘structures’ – the community (Rose, 1999), the economy (Miller and Rose, 2008), scientific 

facts (Latour, 1987; Latour and Woolgar, 1986), disease (Mol, 2002), territory (Elden, 2007), 

scale (Marston et al., 2005), the state (Burchell et al., 1991), and particularly Nature (Cronon, 

1995a, 1995b; Escobar, 1999, 1996) – were not separate from the knowledge practices 

through which they were understood. Under a post-structuralist interpretation, environmental 

issues were seen as being socially and historically produced (Escobar, 2010), nature being 

cast as an entity that had always been cultural since it can only be known and understood 

through knowledge processes (Blaser and Escobar, 2016).  

 

A second-generation political ecology (PE2) was distinguished by its embrace of both a 

political-economy and post-structuralist approach to nature politics. A political economy view 

of nature politics attempted to show how environmental degradation was an outcome of 

political and economic drivers. A post-structural analysis, showed how there were different 

constructions of the concept of nature, and how these constructions hide the exercise of power 

(Escobar, 1996; Robbins, 2012). Adams and Hutton (2007) described these two nature politics 

as sitting one beside the other: 

 

The field of political ecology explicitly addresses the relations between the 

social and the natural, arguing that social and environmental conditions are deeply and 

inextricably linked. Moreover, it emphasises not only that the actual state of nature needs to 

be understood materially as the outcome of political processes, but also that the way nature 

itself is understood is also political. Ideas about nature, even those that result from formal 
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scientific experimentation, are formed, shared and applied in ways that are inherently 

political. (p. 149).  

 

As Escobar (2010) points out, however, there is an epistemological incongruence that exists 

between these two types of nature politics. On the one hand, there exists an epistemology as 

realism, which suggests that nature has an essential core that can be studied and known. On 

the other, an epistemology as constructivism suggests it is not possible to understand the 

reality of nature as it is, ‘always situated, contingent, and mediated’ (Neumann, 2005, p. 50) 

by cultural knowledge practices. As Robbins (2012) explains, this approach to political 

ecology is, ‘characterized by a stubborn insistence on describing the transformation of the 

physical world as well as the complex systems of meaning and representation that make it 

difficult, if not impossible, to know the condition of the physical world’ (p.97). This 

incongruence extends, problematically for some (Barnett, 2002, 2005), to a commitment to 

both structuralist political economies, that require the stability offered by analytical structures 

(the state, civil society, the private sector) to make generalisations about the world, and to 

post-structuralist approaches that insist that these same structures are socially constructed. 

Rather than becoming entangled with arguments about epistemological incoherence however, 

second generation political ecologists have tended to focus on the utility of both these 

approaches in describing very real and obvious environmental degradation.  

 

3.3 Third Generation Political Ecology: An Ontological Approach 
Whereas PE1 attempted to understand a reality that existed ‘out there’ and could be ‘found’ 

and described with the right methods, debates about nature occurring within PE2 were 

complicated by an understanding that knowledge of this domain was necessarily 

compromised by the situated and contingent nature of the knowledge practices. Still, there 

existed a material reality ‘out there’ and the researcher’s job was, keeping this constructivist 

caveat in mind, to locate and describe its proper functioning. These approaches can be 

described as forms of epistemological inquiry, an approach that suggests that reality exists in 

a singular form that can be known and described with the right methods (Law, 2004). For 

Blaser and Escobar (2016) and Escobar (2010), a third generation political ecology PE3 is 

now emerging that engages with what has come to be termed an ontological approach 

(Woolgar and Lezaun, 2013). Such an approach shifts research considerations from 

epistemology, a concern with whether representations are accurate (Mol, 2002), to ontology, a 

concern with what there is and what there could be (Law, 2004).  

 

Whereas an epistemological approach focuses on how best to describe reality, an ontological 

approach shifts focus to both the material basis for reality and the tools used to describe that 

material reality. That is to say that understandings of reality, or ontologies, are entangled with 

our ways of knowing and of acting (see Law, 2004). Importantly, this approach does not 

discount the existence of an external reality, but suggests that this reality is impossible to 

describe separately from knowledge practices and tools. That is, from counting, recording, 

statistical methods, microscopes, cameras etc. For third generation political ecologists like 

Hinchliffe (2008), ‘the objects of conservation (like species and habitats) are not fully formed 
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or always fully present, but in the process of being made present’ (p.89).  For this reason, a 

third-generation political ecology shifts the research focus from an analysis of the reality of 

nature, to the way that nature(s) are composed in conservation practices. 

 

3.4 From critique to composition 
For political ecologists, the methodological approach has often relied upon critique (Robbins, 

2012). This has been a particularly powerful tool used to reveal the inadequacies of certain 

explanations of the world, especially those using neo-classical economic terms, and the 

detrimental impacts of such discourses and forms of governing (for examples see Castree, 

2010; Leach and Mearns, 1996). As Latour (2010) suggest however, critique is problematic as 

it proposes that better realities can be unveiled through the deconstruction of problematic 

social constructs. For Latour (2010),  

 

…critique can only prevail if, behind the slowly dismantled wall of appearances, is finally 

revealed the netherworld of reality. But when there is nothing real to be seen behind this 

destroyed wall, critique suddenly looks like another call to nihilism. What is the use of poking 

holes in delusions, if nothing more true is revealed beneath? (p. 475) 

 

Addressing critical political ecologists, Ferguson (2009) points to a problematic lack of 

alternative solutions when critiquing neoliberal environmental and development policy. 

Ferguson directs political ecology away from critique and towards a political ecology that 

opens up possibilities rather than closing them down. For him the question must change from 

‘what are we against?’ to ‘what do we want?’.   

 

For those working within the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS), the opening up 

and presentation of alternatives has been a long running research approach (Woolgar and 

Lezaun, 2013). The field of STS emerged in the 1970s as a discipline focused on 

understanding how scientific knowledge was produced. Rather than focusing on the epistemic 

questions of accuracy and validity of certain claims, STS researchers deployed ethnographic 

research techniques that focused upon the knowledge practices of the laboratory (Latour, 

1987; Law, 2004). These studies focused upon the social interactions of scientific research, 

that led to certain scientific facts or technologies being accepted and others not. In outlining 

the human processes behind the establishment of facts and technologies, early STS scholars 

showed that the adoption of technologies, like the diesel engine, or a body of knowledge, like 

the periodic table, have complicated political histories. If they exist in one form, a different 

set of political factors could see them exist in another. In undertaking empirical research on 

the practices through which entities are brought to life, they show how they might be done 

differently.  

 

For Rose (1999), the purpose of providing empirical accounts of the practices that comprise 

an entity, is ‘to help make judgement possible’ (p. 59). For him, to gather together and 

describe the tools of contemporary forms of governing, for instance, ‘is to enhance their 

contestability, to point to the need for new experiments in thought which can imagine new 
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ways in which we can be and can act’ (Rose, 1999, p. 59). Following this line of thought, the 

researcher engages in an empiricism that attempts to show what is present, and therefore what 

is possible, in order to encourage educated judgement. For Foucault (1984) this research ethic 

pursues an analysis that is decidedly ‘experimental’ and attempts, ‘to imagine it [reality] 

otherwise than it is’ (p. 41). To examine, ‘ … contemporary reality, both to grasp the points 

where change is possible and desirable, and … [to] determine the precise form this change 

should take’ (Foucault, 1984, p. 46). An analysis that follows this approach must work 

towards what Foucault refers to as a critical ontology of ourselves and our present, an 

examination of the types of things that exist and could exist. 

 

The critical ontology of ourselves has to be considered not, certainly, as a theory, a doctrine, 

nor even as a permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating; it has to be conceived as an 

attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the 

same time the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with 

the possibility of going beyond them (Foucault, 1984, p. 50). 

 

Adopting this intent, the aim of this research is to present emerging possibilities for the field 

of conservation. Rather than critique, it describes the possibilities of private conservation 

governance, showing how it is done and to point towards emerging opportunities for 

conservation more broadly.  

 

3.5 Actor Network Theory: Outlining a Set of Research Tools 

3.5.1 Studying practices 

Many of the research tools used by those working with an ontological or compositional 

approach have been developed in the field of STS. When gathered together these ‘tools’ (Law 

and Singleton, 2014) have come to be termed Actor Network Theory or ANT (Law, 2009; 

Mol, 2010). Despite the name, ANT does not propose any empirically testable theory, nor do 

ANT researchers work to produce an accumulating body of knowledge (Law, 2009; Mol, 

2010). If ANT research can be bundled together it is through a common mode of analysis that 

is sensitive to particular points of interest (Mol, 2010). The first and defining research 

sensitivity of STS scholars is an attention to ontology. Rather than attempting to sense and 

represent a set of definite social processes, that are always already existing in reality, these 

researchers focus on how knowledge practices act to create what is understood as reality. For 

Mol (2002), the driving question becomes not ‘how to find the truth?’ but ‘how are objects 

brought into being through knowledge practices?’ (p.5). Under this approach what is counted 

as reality does not precede practices but is a part of them, ‘ontology is not given in the order 

of things, but … [is] brought into being, sustained, or allowed to wither away in common, day 

to day, sociomaterial practices’ (p.6).  Under the ontological approach it is the sociomaterial 

practices necessary for the composition of versions of nature, to which the research gaze 

shifts. Following this approach, this thesis takes those private conservation practices that help 

comprise contemporary nature conservation in Australia, as the empirical basis for this thesis.  
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3.5.2 Enrolment and Interest 

For early pioneers of STS it was enough to make the foundational point of the ontological 

approach – that what counts as reality depends on knowledge practices and that these 

practices both describe and shape reality at the same time (Latour and Woolgar, 1986). This 

assumption implies, in turn, that there is human agency in the production of what counts as 

reality. However, this work also took great care to explain that realities cannot simply be 

shaped as they are imagined. In practice, new additions to what is understood to be reality 

must be established against what Law (2004) refers to as a ‘hinterland’ comprised of, ‘pre-

existing social and material realities’ (p.13). As the name implies, STS draws much of its 

foundational analysis from empirical cases drawn from studies of the scientific method and 

scientific knowledge. Latour (1987), in particular, has focused on empirically describing the 

hinterland on which scientific knowledge depends. In his ethnographic descriptions, scientific 

facts emerge as a result of practical activities that depend not only on the confirmation of 

hypotheses in laboratory experiments, but also on the spreading of these results through 

journal publications, and the subsequent acceptance, through citation, of other scientists. As 

Latour (1987) also shows, the production of a ‘scientific fact’ in a laboratory setting likewise 

depends on the necessary practices that are preliminary to the experiment. Experimental 

results can only be produced if all those things necessary to run a lab have been gathered 

together. The successful funding of a lab requires the lead scientists to promote the project by 

maintaining a high public profile and good publication record, presenting at international 

conferences, and through the lobbying of funding bodies. The money necessary to conduct the 

experiments depends on the funding decisions of governmental heads of departments, the 

decisions made by panels of peers and so on (Latour, 1987). In short, there is much social and 

political work that must be done before and after an experiment in order to establish a new 

scientific fact, a new piece of technology, a new procedure and so on.   

 

As Latour’s example shows, the development of scientific knowledge depends not only on the 

recording of a successful experiment, but also an ability to enrol or interest others in the work 

of the lab. Without interested others to support, fund, and validate, the work of composition 

fails. For this reason, this research attends to the way that conservation practitioners attempt 

to interest others in their programs of work and their associated versions of nature. In this 

view, different natures emerge through conservation practices, but they are dependent upon 

collective interest or enrolment for support, validation and perpetuation. For natures to be 

successful they must be able to bind others to them. 

 

3.5.3 Enactment and Assemblage 

Thinking of natures as composed through conservation practices, as opposed to being found 

through scientific inquiry, has led third generation political ecologists to employ a set of 

relational terms when referring to nature. Terms like assemblage and network are used to 

evoke the web of the heterogeneous interrelations necessary to compose natures. Using these 

terms, natures are described as heterogenous sets of actors (objects, logics, techniques, tools, 

plans etc.) that are enlivened through conservation practices. As a descriptive metaphor an 

assemblage is not only thought of as a network of relations holding in stable form. Implied in 
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the academic use of the term is a type of motion. Law (2004) returns to the French usage of 

the term outlined by Deleuze and Guattari (1987), drawing attention to its original verb form 

agencer (to arrange, to dispose, to fit up, to combine, to order). In this interpretation an 

assemblage is a process, a verb, a networking or an assembling. The term network is used in 

the same way by other researchers linked to ANT (see for instance Latour, (2005) and Mol 

(2010)). In this sense the assemblage is not an object to be traced but a movement, ‘a process 

of bundling, of assembling … of recursive self-assembling in which the elements put together 

are not fixed in shape, do not belong to a larger pre-given list but are constructed at least in 

part as they are entangled together’ (Law, 2004, pp. 41–42). Investing the assemblage with 

this motion signals an attention to what might be thought of as the temporal component of 

assemblages. As they increase in certainty, assemblages fade into the background, becoming 

what Latour (1987) refers to as a black box, a tightly held assemblage that is used without 

consideration of the relations it contains.  

 

Described in this way, assemblages gain certainty as they are repeated and incorporated as 

actors in wider assemblages. Unused they fade away. Helen Verran (2007) describes this as a 

clotting. As the associations between actors are consistently repeated, they are bound together 

creating the reality of entities as we understand them.  

 

Entities…materialise or ‘clot’ as configured in particular ways in the here-and-now… In this 

new imaginary, realness is achieved in the emergence of webs of gradually clotting, and 

eventually routinised sets of actions that connect as nodes. These nodes are established sets of 

embodied acts and are mostly banal, but sometimes innovatory. Acts performed and re-

performed in a repetitious, ritual-like way … In some cases … we are so familiar with these 

routines that they are often invisible. (Verran, 2007, pp. 37–38) 

 

For STS scholars then, a key function of the assemblage is to accommodate and convey a 

sense of action and association – this constant action and associations between actors being a 

necessary condition for their ongoing existence (Latour, 2005b; Mol, 2010). Assemblages 

grow stronger as the connection between them are energised and ritualised. Unused, they fade 

away. It is this dependence on constant energising, and a consequent instability, that has led 

Mol (2002) to replace the popularly used post-structuralist metaphor of construction, a 

metaphor that suggests a progressive build towards ultimate stability, with the temporally and 

spatially contingent metaphor of enactment. In contemporary STS scholarship, it is more 

accurate to describe the enactment of changeable assemblages than their construction. 

 

This thesis uses the metaphors of assemblage and enactment to replace the concept of Nature, 

considered as a stable ontological category. Rather than viewing Nature as something existing 

in stable form, it sees different versions of natures that emerge as assemblages enlivened 

through practices. The temporal instability of different versions of nature is evoked through 

the use of the metaphor of enactment. In this view natures emerge as they are enacted, and 

fade away if not. Metaphors of assemblage and enactment replace a stable Nature with 

compositionally and temporally variable natures. 
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3.5.4 Difference and Coordination  

If conservation practices vary from place to place, associating different things in different 

assemblages, then it follows that there may be different versions of nature enacted at different 

locations (or at the same place by different practices). This is a point that Mol (2002) makes 

in her ethnographic work. Adopting an ontological approach, she describes the way that the 

disease atherosclerosis is enacted as different entities at different locations across a hospital.  

Through practices specific to the pathology lab, for instance, atherosclerosis emerges – 

through practices of dissection, dying and microscopic analysis – as a narrowing of the artery.  

In the clinician’s consulting room – through practices of bodily probing and questioning – 

atherosclerosis emerges as the patient’s expressed pain in the legs. In the vascular laboratory – 

through practices of blood pressure analysis – atherosclerosis emerges as reduced blood 

pressure in the legs, and so on. For Mol (2002), a detailed description of the different versions 

of an entity is designed to do much more than to simply show ontological difference where 

there was believed to be none. For her, it is the fact that these multiple versions are fitted 

together as one singular entity that is worthy of analysis. The point therefore, is to foreground 

the efforts of coordination required to order these different versions of an entity so that they 

hold together as one. For her, the difference between versions of an entity and the negotiation 

and coordination of this difference to form a singular entity, becomes a key focus for research.   

 

In the field of political ecology, the study of difference between western and indigenous 

versions of nature has been a strong focus of this type of analysis (Blaser, 2013, 2016,  

Verran, 2002, 2009, 2013). As these authors show, different versions of nature jostle and 

bump together, with western versions of nature often coming to dominate (Blaser, 2016).  For 

these authors, research focuses not on how the correct nature might win out, but on how these 

very different versions of nature might, to paraphrase Verran (2013), work out a way of going 

on well together given their difference. As Law et al. (2014) detail, going on well together 

involves not only noticing and negotiating difference, but in some instances, becoming 

comfortable with complexity, non-coherence and difference. An attention to difference and its 

coordination is a key focus of this thesis. A focus on this type of nature politics attends 

especially to how the conservation movement adjudicates between different possible versions 

of nature. That is to say, how the field of conservation governs a multi-natural world.  

 

3.6 Conclusion  
This chapter has sought to outline the theoretical context of the thesis. It has proposed a set of 

research tools for understanding the research topic put forward in the previous chapter, 

namely, governing nature(s) through ‘private conservation governance’. Positioning the 

research within a developing third generation political ecology, the thesis concentrates on 

ontology, a concern with what there is and what there could be. Abandoning critique in favour 

of a compositional research ethic, it attends to conservation as a performative process through 

which different versions of nature are composed. These are to be understood and explained 

using a set of research tools, summarised in table 3.1, include: the assemblage, enactment, 

interest or enrolment, and difference and its coordination. 
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Table 3.1 Description of the tools of analysis for this thesis.   

Research 

Focus 

Research Implications 

Ontology 

 

 

 

 

Composition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Practices 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assemblage 

 

 

 

 

 

Enactment 

 

 

 

 

Interest 

 

 

 

 

Difference 

 

 

 

Rather than basing analysis on stable categories like Nature and 

Society, this thesis views these as emerging in knowledge 

practices.   

 

  

An attention to composition shifts the research focus from 

critique. It focuses on the way that conservation practices enact 

different versions of nature. A compositional approach outlines 

the ways in which different natures are enacted and how they 

might be enacted differently.   

 

 

Rather than attempting to show how things really are, an 

attention to practices attends to the way things are done.  

Different natures are shown to emerge through conservation 

practices, and conservation practices become the empirical 

focus of the research.   

 

 

Instead of being viewed as stable ontological categories, 

different versions of nature are viewed as assemblages, 

comprised of relations between actors that are enlivened 

through practices.  

 

Replacing the post-structuralist metaphor of construction, 

enactment instead evokes the temporal instability of 

assemblages. Without continued enactment, assemblages fade 

away.  

 

The successful enactment of entities requires the support and 

validation of other actors. New versions of nature cannot be 

created as they are imagined. They need also to be supported. 

 

 

If versions of nature are said to emerge through conservation 

practices, then it follows that different versions of nature 

emerge through different sets of practices that engage different 

assemblages.   
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Coordination 

 

The work of coordination and ordering is necessary to ensure 

that different versions of nature can co-exist well together.  

 

These tools form the basis for the empirical work of this thesis, enabling description of the 

way that private conservation governance creates and governs nature(s). The following 

chapter outlines the ethnographic inquiry that forms the basis for the analytical work of this 

thesis.  
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Chapter Four: Outlining the Ethnographic Research Method 
  

 

4.1 Introduction 
The empirical research of this thesis seeks to provide a robust account of private conservation 

governance in action. To do so it followed an ethnographic case study approach, offering 

illustrative accounts of those practices that collectively comprise private conservation 

governance at two case study sites. Conceived of as a multi-sited ethnography, the research 

included those actors involved in the background work of conservation, the fundraising, 

philanthropy, policy design, grant making and so on, that occurred at locations geographically 

remote from case study sites. Such an approach recognises that off-site actors and events are 

equally necessary for the performance of private conservation governance at selected case 

study sites.  

 

This chapter describes these research processes as well as the approach taken for data analysis 

and writing. The research of this thesis is presented in the form of ethnographic stories, 

informed by the themes outlined in the previous chapter, that seek to offer insight into private 

conservation, and Australian conservation more broadly.  

 

4.2 An Ethnographic Approach 
Ethnography can take many forms but generally involves the researcher participating in the 

daily activities of case study sites for an extended period of time, watching, listening, asking 

questions through informal and formal interviews, collecting documents and artefacts, and 

any other information able to further elucidate the topic of interest. It involves a research that 

is intimate and engaged with the everyday, which does not seek to alter research sites or 

propose experimental interventions (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). The empirical focus 

of this ethnographic work was private conservation practices, those actions that private 

conservation practitioners carried out in their daily work, whether it be counting, mapping, 

meeting, planning, classifying, negotiating, campaigning and so on. In following private 

conservation practices, this thesis viewed ethnography as an active, engaged, collaborative 

and cooperative research pursuit, in contrast to one of dispassionate or transcendental 

observer. As much as possible, attempting a research approach that encouraged a dialogical 

production of the ethnographic story, or a ‘cooperative story making’ (Tyler, 1986, p. 126). 

Throughout the research field work, I attempted to create ample room for participants to 

explain their conservation practices, focusing as much as possible on relating their stories and 

meaning, and to tell their story of nature conservation.  

 

4.3 Case Study Sites and Selection  
The ethnographic work of this thesis began at two geographically bounded case study sites.  

The original intention of the research was to focus on organisational case studies, following 

two Australian conservation NGOs as they carried out private conservation governance across 

Australia. The general reluctance of one of these organisations to participate, and a refusal 

from the other, forced the research to use a geographical, rather than organisational, starting 
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point for the research. A geographical focus was seen to be less focused on organisational 

styles in particular, and more focused upon private conservation governance in general. To 

remove barriers to research participation, all identifying characteristics of case study sites and 

participants, both organisational and individual, have been removed, and pseudonyms have 

been used throughout (see table 4.1), rather than actual names.  

 

Ongoing negotiations with one of the NGOs, NGO Alpha, led to the selection of the first case 

study site, Landscape A. Site A was an Australian landscape scale conservation project that 

had many private conservation organisations and practitioners, including NGO Alpha. Whilst 

the Landscape A stretched for a long distance, the particular area of focus for this research 

was a more restricted section of the overall site. The objective of Landscape A was to 

establish ecological connectivity across a section of country, and between two areas with 

significant primary native vegetation.  

 

The second case study site, Landscape B, was selected with the help of a supervisor of the 

research project. Landscape B had been the case study site for a previous research project, 

also on private conservation, by Dr James Fitzsimons. This site had been selected as it offered 

a high density of private conservation projects but also a network of personal connections that 

could be borrowed from Dr Fitzsimons. The two largest private conservation reserves at the 

Landscape B site were the Reserve Red and Reserve Blue. Managed by separate NGOs, these 

formed the basis for much of the ethnographic work at the Landscape B case study site. Both 

case study sites were selected for their large amount of private conservation activity and the 

availability and willingness of local organisations and individuals to participate in the 

research. The two case study sites are two early, and leading examples, of on ground, large 

scale multi-tenure networks that have become popular in Australia (Fitzsimons et al., 2013) 

and globally (Worboys et al., 2010).  

 

Table 4.1. Description of pseudonyms used throughout the thesis.  

Site Participants 

Landscape A 

 

NGO Bravo – Small, NGO based at the Landscape A site, whose role 

is to coordinate the Landscape A project 

NGO Alpha – National NGO with reserves and an office within the 

Landscape A case study site.   

NGO Echo – International NGO instrumental in establishing the 

Landscape A project. 

NGO Foxtrot – National NGO whose ecological program formed the 

basis for the approach used at in the establishment of Landscape A. 

NGO Golf – National NGO with reserves and staff members employed 

within the Landscape A case study site.   

State B – The Australian state within which Landscape A is found. 

Landscape B Reserve Blue – A large reserve within Landscape B, with an office, 

visitor centre, and accommodation, and managed by NGO Charlie 
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Reserve Red – A large reserve within Landscape B, with an office, 

visitor centre, and accommodation, and managed by NGO Delta 

NGO Charlie – National NGO and manager of Reserve Blue, with an 

office on Reserve Blue. 

NGO Delta – National NGO and manager of Reserve Red, with a 

volunteer office on Reserve Red. 

State A/Department A – Australian state where some Landscape B 

research occurred, and environmental land management department of 

that state. 

State B/Department B – Australian state where Landscape A research 

occurred, and environmental land management department of that 

state. 

State C/ Department C – Australian state where some Landscape B 

research occurred, and environmental land management department of 

that state. 

National The Trust – National philanthropic foundation, and original funder of 

NGO Charlie 

The Network – A national network of Australian environmental 

philanthropists and philanthropic organisations 

The Department – A Federal Government department partly 

responsible for the administration of Federal Government programs 

related to Landcare and Natural Resource Management programs  

 

 

These case studies are treated as starting points for the ethnographic inquiry, the case and its 

context emerging through detailed ethnographic work. As Woolgar and Lezaun (2013, p. 323) 

explain, an ontological approach, ‘requires a refusal to draw on ‘context’ as an explanatory or 

descriptive tool’. For them, the context is not an inanimate setting in which research activities 

occur. As they explain, context is emergent, its property developing through the very same 

practices that bring the object of the research, in this case private conservation governance, 

into being. In this view practices are not said to occur ‘in context’ but are constitutive of it. 

Nor is context neutral. It is shaped by practitioners and adapted to their own political purposes 

as they seek to promote their own interests. For this reason, description of the ‘research 

context’ is shifted to the empirical chapters of this thesis, treated as something that emerges as 

a result of analysis rather than something that precedes it (Latour, 2005).   

 

4.4 A multi-sited approach  
Taking private conservation governance as its target, this thesis follows the methods of a 

multi-sited ethnography, attempting to ‘follow the thing’ (Kirksey, 2015). This style of 

research is conceived as a mobile ethnography that follows unexpected trajectories across and 

within multiple sites. It investigates and ethnographically describes the worlds of variously 

situated subjects and objects, as well as describing aspects of the associations and connections 

between sites (see Marcus, 1995). Complex systems are unlikely to be held in their entirety 
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within a single site and local actors cannot be separated from their regional, state, national or 

international setting. In the case of this research, actors continued to come from or go 

elsewhere: scientific reports, experts and models from the USA; philanthropic money and 

aspirations from capital cities; public funding and policies from the national capital, Canberra, 

and state capitals; and data from and to centres in Canberra, Melbourne and Sydney. As an 

object of study, private conservation governance could not be properly accounted for by 

remaining at the two sites proposed. 

 

At the two case study sites of this research, private conservation practices put in play actors 

from across the world. Following a multi-sited approach, this research did not seek to 

partition these actors out as non-local, but focused on how they were engaged by 

conservationists on the ground. Influential actors were followed back from these localised 

settings to their point of origin. Interviews were conducted with philanthropists in east coast 

cities, with public servants at head offices in capital cities, with funding bodies and managers 

based at regional centres, with experts at conferences, and so on. At least as much time was 

spent with non-local others as it was interviewing and participating at each case study site. 

This was not seen as a shift in scale or geography, but as an analysis of how geographically 

remote actors participated in private conservation governance practices at these two case 

study sites. In this way research at non-local sites was selected and bound together in the same 

frame. This multi-sited approach was seen not as a widening of the research focus, and thus a 

diffusion, but an attempt to provide a more complete ethnography of selected case study sites.  

 

4.6 Data Collection 

4.6.1 Field Work 
Case study field work was comprised of large blocks of time spent at the two case study sites, 

and many smaller trips to interview geographically remote actors. In total, five weeks were 

spent at each case study site, broken into multiple shorter trips, at least two to each site, and 

carried out over the course of 12 months (see table 4.2 for a summary of field work activities). 

Gobo (2008, p. 118) suggests, ‘gaining access to the field is the most difficult phase in the 

entire process of ethnographic research’. At both case study sites, the organisation of field 

work benefited from the knowledge and personal social networks of key participants. This 

was especially true of Landscape A, where fieldwork benefited from the assistance of Lewis, 

the CEO of the NGO that assisted in the management of the landscape project, NGO Bravo. 

To support the research Lewis made available the extensive social networks he had developed 

over the course of an approximately 35-year career in the region, setting up introductions 

across Landscape A and beyond. With Lewis’s assistance, research at the Landscape A site 

progressed quickly, and reached a broad range of practitioners. The support of Lewis ensured 

a positive introduction to research participants, establishing trust, and enabling more detailed 

and intimate interviews and participation observation across the case study site. Lewis’s help 

was also invaluable in documentary research, opening his personal archive of newspaper 

articles; books on local history, geography and biology; official communications; and 

facilitating access to policy documents, both historical and contemporary. In many cases, 

points of interest brought up in conversation with informants could be successfully followed 
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up with Lewis’s assistance. In total, five weeks were spent at the Landscape A case study site, 

divided into two long trips almost 12 months apart.  

 

Whereas the Landscape A benefited from the work of Lewis and NGO Bravo, the Landscape 

B had no such overarching organisation. Instead, NGOs participating in this project tended to 

focus primarily on works on their own private reserves, with little collective effort. As such, 

the organisation of field work at this case study site required more preparatory work, and was 

less informed and efficient. Despite benefitting from the contacts of Dr James Fitzsimons, not 

having a local guide to the people and politics of the site, or a coordinating organisation, 

meant that approaching and persuading potential participants was more difficult. The research 

at Landscape B was conducted over the course of three separate trips, five weeks in total, 

spread over six months. Each trip spent time at both Reserve Blue and Reserve Red. These 

trips included shorter visits to NGO managed reserves also included in the Landscape B 

project the area. However, the strong initial relationship established between myself and the 

managers of both Reserve Blue and Reserve Red meant that I could easily return to these 

reserves, and research at this case study site was mostly focused at these two reserves. Visits 

normally involved short stays – between two and five days – at both Reserve Blue and 

Reserve Red. Both reserves had the benefit of on-site cabins and visits involved staying 

onsite.  

 

A large part of the work of governing nature at case study sites occurred at locations distant to 

these sites. Artefacts like sandalwood or carbon plantations, for instance, stood at case study 

sites as reminders of calculations made, and deals done, in capital cities. The stories of how 

these and other local artefacts were created and arranged were to be found in people and 

organisations in cities across Australia. Field work involved following the stories of these 

artefacts to geographically removed locations. Similarly, the organisational structure of some 

of the case study NGOs also extended beyond case study sites. Many of the NGOs and 

businesses included in this research had state or national headquarters in capital cities. It was 

here that the scientific, fundraising, planning, organisational decision and policies were 

created, and field work followed these organisational connections away from case study sites.  

 

The research followed private conservation practitioners to private conservation conferences, 

where practitioners gathered to set the terms and direction of their discipline. The first and 

second National Private Land Conservation Conference, held in Melbourne in 2015 and 2016 

gathered together private conservation practitioners to discuss the objectives, the methods, 

and the terms and direction of their emerging field. Field work included the two conferences 

as sites of ethnographic research. Research involved spending time in Melbourne, Sydney, 

and Canberra investigating the funding of private conservation efforts at case study sites. 

Field work took in regular trips to Melbourne and Sydney to interview philanthropists and 

philanthropic organisations, as well as multiple trips to Canberra to interview past and present 

managers of environmental grant and policy programs. Here, research focused on how private 

conservation practitioners at case study sites attempted to build support for their projects, and 

how funding bodies and policy makers made decisions on which projects to financially 
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support. The ethnographic accounts of private conservation practices offered here, depended 

upon at least the equivalent amount of off-site research.  

 

Finally, Private conservation governance at both case study sites depended on participation of 

actors from outside private conservation organisations. This was most clearly the case for 

state public conservation departments and Traditional Owners. At each case study site, private 

conservation organisations included indigenous connection to country explicitly in their work, 

either by partnering on projects with Traditional Owners or employing indigenous staff 

directly. The importance of indigenous participation meant that field work included a focus on 

the contribution of traditional owners to private conservation governance. Similarly, public 

departments were often important contributors to private conservation, as participants and 

collaborators, but also as a common reference point for private conservation practitioners, 

private conservation narratives and definitions commonly relying upon comparisons with the 

public sector. The boundaries to the field work then, were not limited to a particular place, or 

a particular organisational type, instead following connections that more completely described 

private conservation governance at case study sites. 

 

 

Table 4.2. Outline of substantive field work trips. Regular trips to Melbourne, Sydney and Canberra to 

interview key practitioners have not been included.  

Type Date Activity or Site Description 

Conference 

Attendance 

12th – 19th 

November, 

2014 

IUCN World Parks 

Congress (Sydney) 

Attending presentations with a particular 

focus on Privately Protected Areas. 

Preliminary interviews with key private 

conservation practitioners. 

3rd and 4th 

December, 

2015 

Australian Land 

Conservation 

Alliance – 2015 

Future Directions 

for Private Land 

Conservation in 

Australia 

Conference 

(Melbourne) 

Attending the presentations of the 

conference across two days. Focusing 

on the how private conservation 

practitioners make sense of their 

emerging discipline, create consensus 

on its direction, and decide upon its key 

terms and actions. Organising follow up 

interviews with key private conservation 

practitioners. 

24th and 25th 

November, 

2016 

Australian Land 

Conservation 

Alliance – 2016 

National Private 

Land Conservation 

Conference 

(Melbourne) 

Attending the presentations of the 

conference across two days. 

Undertaking similar ethnographic 

research. Offering a short presentation 

as a part of the ‘recent research’ panel. 

Field Work 

Case Study 

One 

5th June – 25th 

June, 2015 

Landscape A case 

study site 

Interviewing private conservation 

practitioners, and public servants. 

Observing activity at Landscape A 
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office, participating in activities across 

the Landscape on multiple reserves. 

29th May – 9th 

June, 2016 

Landscape A case 

study site and state 

capital city 

Interviewing private conservation 

practitioners and public servants in at 

Landscape A site and at the state capital 

city. Observing activity at Landscape A 

office, participating in activities across 

the Landscape. 

Field Work 

Case Study 

Two  

7th December – 

11th December, 

2015 

Landscape B case 

study site 

Observing practices at the NGO Charlie 

office at Reserve Blue, and across 

Reserve Blue, and interviewing private 

conservation practitioners.  

Volunteering at Reserve Red and 

interviewing private conservation 

practitioners. 

28th February – 

12th March, 

2016 

Landscape B case 

study site 

Pitfall trapping at a public protected area 

and interviewing state public servants. 

Observing practices at the Reserve Blue 

office and reserve. Volunteering at 

Reserve Red and interviewing private 

conservation practitioners.  

2nd May – 13th 

May, 2016 

Landscape B case 

study site 

Observing practices at NGO Charlie 

office and Reserve Blue, and 

interviewing practitioners. Observing 

practices and volunteering at Reserve 

Red. Interviewing private conservation 

practitioners at Reserve Four. 

Interviewing state public servants.  

 

 

4.6.2 Participant Observation 
Much of the empirical work of this thesis was comprised of participant observation fieldwork. 

Lewis had offered to host me at the Landscape A office on trips to the Landscape A case 

study site, and it was here that I spent much of my time. At the office, I learnt from Lewis and 

his partner at the organisation, about the way the Landscape A project was made to work. In 

the office, I was able to observe the daily functioning of NGO Bravo, ask questions, 

informally and formally interview Lewis and other contributors to the Landscape, and follow 

up on documents, maps, computer programs, policies and so on. Spending regular time in the 

office allowed me to cross check observations from across the Landscape A site, test 

interpretations, and get assistance on new leads. The NGO Bravo office acted as a central 

point for the Landscape A project and many of the participants of the project were regular 

visitors. This allowed for ongoing conversations with them, as well as formal interviews. 

Basing the participant observation at the NGO Bravo office put me at the hub of a busy 
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network of conservation activity. From here I was able to follow connections out across the 

Landscape for further research work. 

 

From the NGO Bravo office, the research followed connections out, visiting individual 

reserves, attending meetings, participating in revegetation work, and interviewing 

conservation practitioners. The Landscape A site included several NGO Alpha reserves and 

interviews were conducted with both local staff members. These included more formal 

interviews, but also informal conversations, including a demonstration of how conservation 

planning software worked. Visits to conservation reserves were a regular part of the research 

work. In many instances visits to individually managed protected areas included a tour of the 

reserve or conservation works, and an informal conversation followed, or preceded, by a more 

formal interview. Site visits focused on the types of activities that practitioners were carrying 

out and the ways in which they were organised, funded and completed. In some instances, I 

was on site when activities were occurring and was a volunteer participant, helping, for 

instance, with weed control or revegetation work. More often, however, private conservation 

practitioners took time out from their daily tasks to highlight the things they believed most 

important for their work as private conservation practitioners. The collaboration of 

practitioners within the Landscape A project ensured that formal interviews and site visits 

were only one part of the research. Across the five weeks I would see many of the Landscape 

A participants time and again, in the office or on trips across the Landscape, and stories often 

emerged over the course of many separate conversations. 

 

At Landscape B, time was mostly spent on the two largest NGO managed reserves that 

comprised the project, and participant observation was focused on the day to day activity of 

these two conservation reserves. At both Reserve Blue and Reserve Red, participant 

observation research involved informal conversations with volunteers and staff, observation 

of and participation in the day to day life of the reserve office, and participating in the work of 

managing the reserve. Participant observation at these reserves again began from the on-site 

offices of the reserves. Starting the working day at the office I could follow and assist 

conservation practitioners as they completed their tasks around the reserve. In this way I 

participated in many of the day to day tasks of conservation: the pitfall trapping, the bird 

banding, species monitoring, track maintenance, preparing cat traps and so forth. On each 

reserve I also benefited from the assistance of staff and volunteers who went out of their way 

to show me the way tasks were done and the logic behind those tasks. Again, time spent in the 

office allowed me to follow up on certain points in casual conversation with practitioners, 

conduct documentary analysis, or organise interviews with staff and volunteers.  

 

Throughout the time spent on participant observation work I kept a notebook of daily 

activities, which comprised a large part of the data collected. Note taking occurred throughout 

the day, often with a substantial instalment at the completion of the day. Notes were typed up 

upon the completion of each field trip. 
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4.6.3 Interviews  
At both conservation case study sites, data were collected through direct conversations with 

conservation practitioners. These included the many informal conversations across the course 

of the field work, but also a range of in-depth and more formal interviews. Formal interviews 

conducted at case study sites followed either a semi-structured or un-structured format. Both 

allowed informants the freedom to speak about what they did and how they did it. Most often 

a rough guide for the interview was prepared before-hand, with questions selected from a 

general set of interests, and adapted to address the particular roles and tasks of that 

practitioner. Questions centred around a set of common themes that included: the way 

participants used different formal policy and legal tools (legislation, policies, funding 

programs); the ways they worked with other groups and funding bodies; the ways they 

attempted to influence others outside the organisation; the tools they used to fund their 

operations; the way the workforce was organised; the way management proceeded; and what 

activities were performed each day. The aim of these interviews was to follow, as closely as 

possible, what private practitioners did. The practical every day activities of conservation, but 

also the political work necessary to keep the project functioning. Audio recordings were taken 

of formal interviews, and transcripts were typed up using voice to text software. Formal 

interviews were often complemented by many regular day-to-day conversations that allowed 

for the extension and clarification of information gathered in formal interviews. These 

informal conversations were recorded in my field notebooks.  

 

At each case study site interviews were also conducted with local public servants. These 

included both employees of the local state conservation departments and the regional Natural 

Resource Management Boards. Interviews with these staff focused on what conservation 

activities they carried out. These sets of interviews helped both to get a complete insight into 

conservation practices at case study sites, and to act as a point of comparison for private 

conservation governance. Interviews with public servants were generally not complemented 

by participant observation work – the one exception being three days spent with State 

Department officers on a reserve within the Landscape B case study area – but did include 

documentary analysis that followed up on information collected in interviews.  

 

A great many of the interviews of this thesis were conducted at locations connected to, but 

geographically remote from, case study sites. These interviews focused upon fundraisers, 

philanthropists, policy makers, regional managers and so forth. Questions to those actors at a 

geographical distance still attempted to establish what was being done. However, these 

informants often had roles that dealt specifically with the funding, data management, policy 

making, political manoeuvring and marketing that keeps contemporary conservation 

functioning on the ground. In the case of private conservation governance, the research 

attended particularly closely to the ways that philanthropists and public servants decide which 

versions of private conservation government ought to be supported. Thus, whilst the interview 

focus didn’t shift from what actors did, the type of data collected focused on those practices 

that coordinate the field of private conservation governance.  
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The use of interviews allowed for data collection that improved upon participant observation 

in at least two ways. Firstly, interviews allowed for a compression of time. Through 

conversations with informants, it was possible to find out what was done as well as what is 

done, allowing me to see what was done across time, at each site. Secondly, it allowed me 

(sometimes) to learn about events that happened in places I had no licence to go. Interviews 

with public servants, for instance, extended my ethnographic reach into meetings, report 

writing, data analysis, etc. that occurred in public departments across the country. Interviews 

with CEOs extended my reach into board meetings, conversations with funding bodies and so 

on. Over the course of the field work 64 conservation practitioners were interviewed (see 

Table 4.3), some multiple times, either on reserves, at regional centres, in capital cities across 

Australia, or by phone. All interviews helped inform my understanding, but not all interviews 

have been referenced in this thesis. 

 

 

Table 4.3. List of interviews organised by practitioner type.  

Practitioner Type Number 

interviewed 

Interview content 

NGO Staff 24 Private conservation practices including:  

• history of the project 

• types of funding accessed 

• legislation or policy programs used 

• data collection and use 

• relationships developed and relied upon 

• important groups or people for the project 

• types of conservation actions performed 

• the organisation of work 

• the logic or justification for actions 

• convincing others of performance. 

Federal Public Servants 5 The administration of grants and policies: 

• history of relevant Federal Government 

programs 

• tools used to deliver policies (eg grants, 

legislation, regulations, audits, policy 

programs) 

• decision making processes (who decides, 

what information is used, what principles 

apply) 

• logic or justification for the programs 

• the practical implementation of programs 

including any strategies or principles of 

funding 

• the types of recipients eligible 

• ongoing engagement with recipients and 

assessment of programs.   
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State Public Servants 9 Conservation practices on public reserves, 

including:  

• the structure of the department, planning 

and policy tools employed 

• funding mechanisms used 

• relationship to other organisations 

• the implementation of conservation 

activities 

• the organisation of work 

• the logic or justification for actions 

• assessment of performance. 

Community and Individual 

Conservation Practitioners 

11 Conservation practices for community or 

individual projects:  

• history of the project 

• types of funding accessed 

• legislation or policy programs used 

• data collection and use 

• relationships relied upon 

• important groups or people for the project 

• types of conservation actions performed 

• the organisation of work 

• the logic or justification for actions 

• convincing others of performance. 

Conservation and Business 6 Practices in the management of conservation 

projects that generate revenue:  

• history of the project 

• types of funding accessed and types of 

investors 

• important groups or people for the project 

• types of products sold 

• creation and management of products 

• other management actions performed 

• the logic or justification of actions 

• the measurement of outcomes and 

performance. 

Philanthropists 9 Decision making and the practicalities of 

philanthropic grant making:  

• type of corporate vehicle used 

• personal philanthropic history 

• decision making process including any 

ongoing strategies used 

• justification or logic to grant making 

• engagement with grant recipients 
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• relationships with other philanthropists or 

organisations 

• the organisation of the grant making 

process 

• any evaluation of grant making. 

Total 64  

Note: some interviewees were interviewed multiple times on subsequent trips or in follow up interviews. Lewis, 

for instance, spoke on the record seven times. Multiple interviews with each person have been counted as one. 

Not all interviewed participants have been referenced in this thesis. 

 

4.6.4 Documentary and Tool Analysis 
At each case study site, the research also focused on any documents, policies, audits 

communication pieces or reports referred to by practitioners. These were the documents that 

practitioners deemed to be important for their work, or were clearly used in conservation 

practices. Other documents were more political in nature, seeking to influence others or 

advance a cause. These included newspaper articles, funding applications, business cases, 

annual reports, emails, newsletters, journal articles and so on. In all cases, those artefacts 

focused upon were active within private conservation practice. Documents were especially 

sought out when referred to by participants. For instance, if an audit or scientific report had 

been particularly influential. This approach included audits, plans, policies, maps etc. that 

were documentary in nature. It also included techniques, software and other types of tools. As 

with other data types, documentary and tool analysis focused on private conservation 

practices. In the case of the Landscape A, for instance, NGO Alpha staff explained, and gave 

a tutorial on, the planning software that their NGO uses to manage their conservation work, 

from planning and budgeting, through to monitoring and evaluation. Thus, documents, tools 

and other artefacts formed another important focus of the ethnographic work.  

 

4.7 Analysis and Presentation 

4.7.1 The Analytical Process  

The analytical process occurred iteratively over many trips between the field and the office, 

and the text of the thesis was the result of a slow accretion of field experience, reading and 

analysis. Following each trip to the field, field notes were typed up and interviews transcribed 

using voice to text software. This data were collected and arranged in the qualitative data 

analysis software NVIVO. Early in the research, data were loosely grouped, collected together 

around emerging commonalities in practice. These included categories like planning, 

agreements, regulation, engagement and so on. This early coding of the data helped to 

organise and focus further trips to the field. As the research progressed, themes were refined 

with ongoing attention to the literature, on the one hand, and field work experience on the 

other. The themes of this research – composition, the multi-natural, interest/enrolment, 

difference, and coordination – emerged through this iterative process and became increasingly 

useful for sorting and analysing the empirical work of the thesis, ultimately helping to 

structure the thesis itself. At the completion of field work, in July 2016, transcription was 

completed, and all field notes typed up. All data was input into NVIVO and collected loosely 



 48 

by case study, by thesis themes, and by the original themes in practice originally identified. 

Despite using NVIVO to collect and sort the data, the actual analysis and writing did not seek 

to offer an holistic account of case study sites. Rather, the empirical research of this thesis is 

presented as an ethnographic account of private conservation governance, partial stories 

intended to shape ideas and shift perceptions rather than to provide complete representation.  

 

4.7.2 Presenting Ethnographic Cases 

The empirical work of this thesis is presented in the form of descriptive ethnographic cases. 

These ethnographic accounts, however, are not offered as a means of testing or generating 

theory. As Law (2009) explains, the focus in the types of ethnographic cases offered by STS 

inflected work is on offering accounts that are alive to the complexity of the world, and wary 

of simplifying large scale theoretical claims. As Clifford (1986a) suggests, referring to 

ethnographic accounts as stories, as opposed to representations, highlights the constructed 

nature of ethnographic accounts, the ‘systematic, and contestable, exclusions’ of some things, 

the ‘silencing of incongruent voices’, discarding of ‘irrelevant’ details and so on (pp. 6-7). 

Just as some things are left out, the ethnographer inevitably offers their own individual 

interpretations and imposes their own meanings. Reference to ethnographic stories attempts to 

evoke the subjectivity of ethnography, at the same time recognising that these stories are true 

reflections of the ethnographer’s experience.  

 

Reference to ethnographic stories also implies a shift in the purpose of the research. Rather 

than attempting complete accounts that add to an existing body of factual knowledge, 

ethnographic stories are willing to be partial, focusing instead upon the allegorical and 

evocative potential of ethnographic accounts (Clifford, 1986b; Law, 2004). These 

ethnographic accounts shift the quality of ethnographic analysis and writing, instead of 

claiming that, ‘this represents, or symbolises, that,’ suggesting that, ‘this is a (morally 

charged) story about that’ (Clifford, 1986b, p. 100). For Clifford these stories are powerful for 

their allegorical potential, their ability to point to additional meaning, ‘to generate another 

story in the mind of its reader (or hearer), to repeat and displace some prior story’ (Clifford, 

1986b, p. 100). Winthereik and Verran (2012) refer to ethnographic stories that are able 

‘intervene’, opening the topic, offering new possibilities and ideas, and shifting perceptions 

(see Mol, 2008; Winthereik and Verran, 2012). According to Mol (2008, p. 8), good 

ethnographic cases studies, ‘inspire theory, shape ideas and shift conceptions…case studies 

increase our sensitivity’ and help us to ‘learn new lessons’. Similarly, Hine (2007, p. 668) 

points to the way that good ethnographic cases, ‘surprise, challenge, or offer new 

conceptualizations’.   

 

This is not to say that the ethnographic cases described here are not valid points from which to 

generalise. For Mol (2008), whilst ethnographic stories and case descriptions are specific they 

are not limited by their specificity. They may become a part of a trajectory, offer a point of 

contrast or comparison, allowing an analysis of difference between cases. As Winthereik and 

Verran (2012) explain, ethnographic stories and cases can be used as the basis for at least two 

types of generalisation. As they explain, ethnographic accounts can be used for a ‘one to 
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many’ generalisation, which situates the story as an example of others. Here, the case or story 

becomes an example in a collection of similar stories that might become the evidence base of 

a statement about reality (Winthereik and Verran, 2012). The stories told in this thesis of the 

enactment of different versions of nature can be considered of this type. They are intended to 

act as examples that support a re-conceptualisation about the way environmentalists do nature 

politics and resolve difference. They are stories that are intended to be readily recognisable, 

and examples of a wider phenomenon. A second type of generalisation put forward by 

Winthereik and Verran (2012) is ‘parts to whole’ generalisation, which positions the story or 

case as a representative of a larger whole that it helps to form. These can be thought of as 

descriptions of, ‘an emergent entity in a vague whole, whose parts will never add up to a 

complete picture’ (Winthereik and Verran, 2012, p. 41). This type of generalisation is used in 

this research to position private conservation governance as a part of the mobile and 

fluctuating whole that adds up to the way that conservation is currently done in Australia. 

Here, private conservation governance is positioned as a type, a way of governing in a certain 

style that, when combined with other forms, helps comprise the overall effort to govern nature 

in Australia.  

 

4.8 Research Ethics 

4.8.1 Role of the Researcher 
The ethnographic accounts offered in this thesis attempt a balance between accurate accounts 

of empirical work, and an awareness of the inevitably subjective nature of fieldwork and 

writing. Pratt (1986, p. 32) describes this as a, ‘contradiction within the discipline between 

persona and scientific authority’. For Pratt (1986), this requires balancing between an attempt 

at objective distance while, at the same time, this distance is compromised through 

entanglement in the everyday activities of the research site. Given the interactive and engaged 

experience of the ethnographer, it is impossible to attempt the objectivity defined by the, 

‘scientific position … that of an observer fixed on the edge of space, looking in and/or down 

upon what is other’ (Pratt, 1986, p. 32). Rather than attempt this scientific objectivity, this 

thesis attempts ethnographic objectivity through a short description of the subjective position 

of the researcher and the frame through which field work was viewed, data analysed, and 

writing pursued.  

 

The ethnographic account of private conservation governance given here is one of a 

sympathetic insider. The research project has its origins in my career as a private conservation 

practitioner. Through this experience I had developed an appreciation for the complexity of 

the debates around public and private conservation. On the one hand, private conservation 

offered a freedom from bureaucratic and hierarchical direction. Within the private 

conservation field there was a focus on the possibilities of nature, an optimistic view that 

placed no limits on the types of natures that could be achieved, with adequate funding. Many 

of the projects I had worked on were ambitious and inspiring. As an environmentalist, this 

hope and possibility had been enticing. On the other hand, as a practitioner in the field, I had 

also been aware of the sense of loss many environmentalists felt for an apparently declining 

public service. An ongoing tension existed about what the growth of, and the political support 
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for, private conservation meant for a conservation public service that was under pressure. 

Funding cuts to the public protected area system, the introduction of commercial activities in 

national parks, the contracting out of public services to private actors, and the application of 

business solutions to the public sector, have all been divisive issues in the conservation field 

(for recent examples see Hannam, 2017; Menadue, 2017). In this view, private conservation 

governance is one more plank in a perceived attack on the traditionally held view of a public 

nature. The perceived privatisation and commercialisation of Australian nature is a debate that 

occurs against a similarly framed international one (see for instance, Adams et al., 2014; 

Holmes et al., 2016; MacDonald, 2010a, 2010b; MacDonald and Corson, 2012).  

 

This tension, between the possibilities of private conservation and potential damage to public 

institutions, has been a personal driver of my interest in this research. It meant that, whilst I 

was aware of and interested in the critical literature on neoliberal conservation, I was reluctant 

to apply this largely critical approach. I preferred an approach that that was firstly empirical, 

rather than critical, one that was firmly focused on this tension between opportunity and loss. 

Instead of attempting to provide a definitive account of the field, this thesis sought more 

modest outcomes, attempting to trace the tension within private conservation, and to open up 

understanding of it, and points of engagement with it. Whereas the approach applied in this 

thesis might lack definition or sharpness, I felt it offered a chance to explore critical theories 

of neoliberal conservation, without discounting the possibility of more hopeful, exciting and 

innovative conservation. This account therefore, attempts to do justice to the messy political 

reality of private conservation governance. 

 

4.8.2 Ethics 
The ethnographic research of this thesis took me into the everyday lives of conservation 

practitioners. Over the time spent with participants, there were obvious moments of formal 

data collection, during interviews for instance. Inevitably, however, the long days and weeks 

also included moments that were less clearly ‘research’ moments. Some conversations were 

clearly ‘off the record,’ whether explicitly stated or not. There were moments of frustration, 

negative comments about other parties, and so on. Over the course of the research I have tried 

to treat sensitive information with care, and have avoided data that would be inflammatory, 

rather than informative. In all cases I have tried to apply a fair and even-handed approach to 

data collection and analysis, attempting to provide a balanced and non-judgemental account of 

all actors at the case study sites. 

 

In all instances, access to the case studies, and the research participants, was preceded by a 

written description of the research and the chance for participants to offer their written 

consent or decline participation. At all times I have attempted to be honest about the nature of 

the research. Despite this upfront approach, it was not possible to provide a full account of 

what the implications of participation in the research might involve when starting out. Many 

of the participating organisations rely upon a positive public image, and a reputation of 

positive impact and success, to generate donations. In addition, contemporary debates in 

conservation, between public and private, are sometimes heated. For these reasons, as 

mentioned above, I attempted to lower the barriers to participation in the research, and the 
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interview process, by providing anonymity to both individual participants and organisations. 

Generic pseudonyms or position titles were used in place of actual names and specific 

positions. In all cases this has been done to allow parties to speak and participate in the 

research more fully, with less fear of real-world implications, and especially risk to their 

public image. As the focus of the research was the way private conservation works in practice, 

rather than private conservation organisations in particular, this anonymity was believed not 

to impact the research. For reference, a table of the pseudonyms used throughout this thesis is 

included above in Table 4.1. 

 

4.9 Conclusion  
This chapter has outlined the research design and methods. Ethnographic research began at 

two case study sites and followed a multi-sited ethnography. The approach followed private 

conservation practices across Australia, from case study sites to regional cities, to capital 

cities. Field work involved a mix of participant observation, semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews, and documentary and tool analysis. In all cases, data collection focused upon the 

practices that comprised private conservation governance. Both case study sites offered rich 

examples of private conservation governance in practice. At the Landscape A case study site 

the research benefitted from the assistance of Lewis, the CEO of NGO Bravo. Much time was 

spent observing practices at the NGO Bravo office, and interviewing and participating in 

conservation activities across the Landscape. At the Landscape B case study site most time 

was spent at Reserve Blue and Reserve Red. Visiting these reserves involved staying on site 

and participating in and observing the day to day management of the reserves, as well as 

interviewing staff and volunteers. At each site interviewing also took in public sector 

practitioners. Interviews with non-local actors included philanthropists, public servants, staff 

at NGO head offices, and scientists offered more detail about private conservation at case 

study sites. Throughout the thesis, all participants and organisations were referred to through 

the use of a pseudonym to offer anonymity. 

 

The analytical process deployed in this thesis developed iteratively, with themes developing 

across the course of the research. Themes were developed in the form of ethnographic stories 

that prioritise accounts that provide new conceptualisations and openings, rather than 

attempting comprehensive representation. These stories attempt to address the sense of 

opportunity and loss that was the motivation for this research, at the same time attempting to 

find pathways that reach beyond critical accounts of private conservation governance. 
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Chapter Five: Private Conservation Governance and Difference 
  

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter begins the empirical account of the research. It follows private conservation 

actors as they come together at the Australian Land Conservation Alliance’s first publicly 

held private land conservation conference, in December 2015. The chapter follows private 

conservation practitioners at the conference, attending to the presentations and forums, to 

determine what private conservation governance is, and what practitioners think it should be. 

The ethnographic account of the conference relies on information gathered from 

presentations at the conference, but also includes in depth interviews that were conducted 

with participants following the conference, in order to provide a more complete account.  

 

This chapter attends to difference and its coordination. It outlines two forms of private 

conservation governance that were visible at the conference, which were defined by the way 

they handle difference. The first, a strategic private governance emerged alongside national 

programs coordinated by the Federal Government. Australia’s private conservation sector had 

been established at a time of strong national goals established by public science programs, 

strong leadership from successive Ministerial Councils, and large public funds. With large 

reductions in public funding, the disbanding of the Ministerial Council, and reductions in the 

role of the Federal Public Service, this strategic private governance had given way to an 

entrepreneurial private governance defined by its need to establish independence, especially 

from government funding. Without a strategic imperative from an apical governing body, 

private conservation practitioners are now free to pursue their own versions of nature. 

However, as many practitioners told me, the contemporary lack of coordination within the 

field was proving uncomfortable. In providing this account, this chapter outlines the context 

for this research, and sets out its main themes.  

 

5.2 Future Directions for Private Land Conservation in Australia 
In December 2015, the Australian Land Conservation Alliance (ALCA), a collective of NGOs 

and semi-statutory bodies from across Australia dedicated to conservation efforts on private 

land, held its first public conference entitled Future Directions for Private Land Conservation 

in Australia (the Conference). In opening the event the Chair of ALCA suggested that the 

conference was to, ‘give profile to this [private land conservation] concept’, a concept that 

was rapidly gaining momentum across the world. The year 2014 had seen the first conference 

of the International Land Conservation Network in Berlin, and in the US, where the Chair and 

others had just returned from an investigative tour, the Land Trust Alliance (an alliance of US 

land trusts) continued to lead the private conservation field.4 It was this ‘profile’ that I was 

seeking in attending the conference. I had been carrying out ethnographic research for a year, 

and realising that most of my informants would be attending and presenting, saw that the 

Conference offered a chance to observe what happened when the different stories I had been 

collecting in the field were brought together in the one place.  

 
4 Field notes (3/12/15) 
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In attending I was following a recent fruitful ethnographic pathway into the political work 

performed by conservation conferences. As Corson et al. (2014) show, conferences can be 

seen as events that help to configure ‘the field’ of the conservation ethnographer, highlighting 

the agreement, the debates, outlining the logics and illustrating the techniques of conservation 

work. Conferences are the places where, ‘people debate and formalise the direction of 

conservation policy and practice’ (MacDonald, 2010a, p. 258) and where much of the job of 

‘organising conservation’ is carried out (MacDonald, 2010b). These become sites where the 

facts of environmental governance are made, and where different versions of conservation 

governance compete. Conservation narratives are circulated and jostle for position, consensus 

is (perhaps) generated, new conservation techniques are promulgated and practitioners are 

guided towards appropriate activities (Corson and MacDonald, 2012; MacDonald, 2010a, 

2010b). According to conservation ethnographer Kenneth MacDonald (2010a),  it’s at 

conferences that ‘permanence and cohesion’ is created through the development of an, 

‘organisational culture in which norms of individual and collective behaviour become easily 

known, learned, and circulated’ (p. 259). Conferences become rich sites for ethnographers to 

follow conservationists as they come together, in this case offering an insight into how 

contemporary private conservation governance is organised. If the many stories of private 

conservation governance that I had collected at case study sites were ever to cohere, to be 

presented with a binding order, then it would be at the Conference.  

 

The ethnographic analysis of the Conference relied upon two research approaches. The first 

was participation and attendance at the conference, taking notes, and participating in informal 

discussions. A conference, however, only offers a snapshot in time, through short 

presentations and conversations. I attempt to build on these snapshots through in-depth 

interviews, following both informants and concepts back out to their points of origin to 

understand and describe fully those elements brought together at the Conference. In this sense 

the Conference can be thought of as providing a sampling lens, the follow up interviews as the 

necessary bulk of the data collection.  

 

5.3 The Conference and Difference 
The Future Directions for Private Land Conservation in Australia was one of the first 

conferences of its type in Australia. A conference that gathered around 200 private 

conservation practitioners to begin the difficult task of shaping what private conservation 

governance was and how it ought to be organised. It was this question with which the 

conference opened. The introductory welcome by the Chair of ALCA suggested that part of 

the aim of holding the Conference was to attempt to create a network of private conservation 

actors able to act as a collective. However, the question of who might be a legitimate 

participant in such a network remained open. Actors had been brought together from NRM 

boards, Landcare organisations, governmental departments, NGOs, indigenous corporations, 

and there were bankers and farmers. The Conference had shifted the emphasis of the ‘private’ 

from the organisational type towards the type of land tenure – as demonstrated with the use of 

‘private land conservation’ in the Conference title – to indicate that what bound these public 
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and private organisations together was an intent to pursue conservation on privately owned 

land. Yet even this apparently stable category seemed a poor guide. At the Conference private 

land was widened to include collectively owned Indigenous land. The schematic utility of 

‘private land’ had been further destabilised by the increasing reliance on conservation 

partnerships, with some attending NGOs performing their conservation activities on publicly 

owned land. In practice then, the term ‘private’ did not appear particularly useful for drawing 

the limits of the field of private conservation. The ambiguity of the private conservation 

concept was matched by the diversity of pursuits that had been brought together as legitimate 

private conservation actions. Topics of presentations covered everything from carbon farming 

to camping. By the end of the Conference the proper ends and means of private land 

conservation were still unsettled and what exactly it meant ‘to do private conservation 

governance’ remained loosely defined.  

 

In this chapter I suggest that it is partly this non-coherence that defines contemporary private 

conservation governance. Used in this way non-coherence is not a pejorative expression but 

one that attempts to reference the sometimes-positive connotation of the term ‘diversity’. To 

speak of non-coherence is to remove the normative assumptions associated with the term 

incoherence (Law et al., 2014). Non-coherence speaks of the presence of difference and 

attitudes towards its coordination. In this chapter, I attend to difference and the way it is 

handled in the field of private conservation.  

 

In foregrounding difference and non-coherence, it was possible to notice two forms of private 

conservation governance emerging at the Conference. The first was told as emerging in the 

partnership with large Federal Government programs of the late 1990s and 2000s, the second 

form being characterised by the search for an independence from government following 

funding cuts from 2012 and onwards. The first I term strategic private governance, a type of 

governance that is defined by planning, collaboration and governmental leadership. Where 

this type of governance notices difference, it seeks to address it through governmental 

strategies designed to smooth it away and generate consensus. The second emerges as a type 

of entrepreneurial governance and is defined by the need to establish independence from 

decreasing governmental funding. This entrepreneurial governance characterises itself as 

innovative and enterprising, and draws its support where it can find it, including the world of 

finance and the market. Here, the Government is represented as just another actor in an 

already crowded space, its planning and strategic tools no longer able to generate a shared 

sense of purpose. In an entrepreneurial governance, private conservation actors must work to 

create their own compelling versions of nature. Under an entrepreneurial governance, 

difference is an advantage, a distinguishing feature in the competition for a limited pool of 

funds. Whereas a strategic private governance is characterised by networks of coordination 

that manage and remove difference, an entrepreneurial governance is characterised by greater 

difference. Importantly, these two versions of governance are temporally organised by the 

conservation actors interviewed. A strategic private governance recalls, ‘the good old days of 

the public service’, a time that has since passed. The story of an entrepreneurial governance 

emerges as a means of transition to a new private conservation governance. It is said to 

happen after or next.  
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5.4 Private Conservation Governance as Strategic Governance 
The first version of private conservation governance appearing at the Conference could be 

found in its introductory moments. Before the opening plenary sessions, the director of 

conservation of the Australian arm of the international NGO, NGO Echo, opened the 

Conference with a story of the emergence and growth of private conservation. I retell this 

story here through notes taken at the conference, follow up interviews with the presenter and 

further interviews with key public policy and NGO executives who feature prominently in the 

story. The story of the emergence of private conservation governance in Australia, as told by 

these informants, acts to arrange private conservation in two different ways. Firstly, as 

mentioned, it offers a temporal ordering. The story describes a conservation governance that 

emerged at a specific time in Australia’s history, in the final years of the 20th century and the 

first decade of the 21st century. It was a story about the origins and growth of the conservation 

NGO sector in Australia. By the time of the Conference, in 2015, however, the conditions that 

had led to the emergence of this type of governance were weakening and this version of 

private conservation governance had begun to fade. Both the governmental funding and 

strategic leadership that had helped forge a place for conservation NGOs had disappeared.  

Informants struggled with what this would mean for the nascent sector and much of the 

conference was dedicated to finding new ways forward. In this way the origin story of private 

land conservation imposes a temporal break, separating the emergence of the field from a new 

version of private conservation governance that was on display at the Conference.  

 

The second arrangement offered by the story is a typological one. It tells what private 

conservation governance is. As told by these key informants, and retold by NGO Echo’s head 

of conservation at the Conference, private conservation governance emerged in lockstep with 

the interests, targets and strategies of the Federal Government of Australia. In this story both 

the private and public sectors are locked together in a shared effort to properly develop a 

conservation system for Australia. It is a private conservation governance based on 

cooperation and a shared ambition. In repeating this origin story here, I seek to outline these 

two versions of private conservation governance. Firstly, the emergence of strategic private 

conservation governance bound up in the ambitions and policies of Government (5.4.1 

through 5.4.5). Secondly, the enactment of a temporal break (5.5) that invites conference 

attendees to imagine and create alternate versions of private conservation governance under 

conditions of governmental retreat, in this case an entrepreneurial private conservation 

governance (5.6). 

 

5.4.1 The Emergence of Strategic Governance 
In the last decades of the 20th century conservation remained primarily a territorial pursuit 

with conservation reserves protecting patches of land, ‘pocket handkerchief reserves’,5 that 

were largely owned and managed by the public sector. What counted as land that could be 

attributed to conservation effort was publicly owned, held in the conservation estate through 

 
5 Interview with NGO Executive Officer Three (15/6/15) 
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protected areas of various sorts. As numerous informants told me, the public reserve estate, on 

its own, was failing to achieve conservation outcomes for two reasons. Firstly, the areal extent 

of the public reserve system was not considered adequate for the achievement of 

conservation’s aims. Secondly, the bits protected had been selected for the wrong reasons. 

The collection of reserves was said to be based on political and economic drivers, rather than 

conservation outcomes, and the protected area estate was said to have developed in an ad hoc 

manner from bits of land not suitable for primary production.6 This description of 

conservation in 1990, sets the scene for a set of Federal Government policy interventions that 

formed the basis of a rapid growth in Australia’s entire conservation sector. 

 

From 1992 until 1997, interlinked Federal Government actions changed the accepted state of 

affairs and provided the means for a rapid expansion of the conservation sector in Australia. 

In ratifying the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in 1992, the Federal Government 

of Australia was required to develop a strategy for conserving the nation’s biodiversity, and to 

develop a national system of protected areas. This imperative promoted a range of federally 

funded strategic planning and policy initiatives that sought to address both these objectives: 

the Regional Forestry Agreements (RFA) process, the Interim Biogeographic Regionalisation 

for Australia (IBRA), and the development of a Federal Government fund for protected area 

purchases under the National Reserve System Program (NRSP). This flurry of Federal 

Government activity in the 1990s often became interlinked events in the story of private 

conservation governance in Australia, tied together through a shared objective and urgency, 

and prompted by Australia’s ratification of the CBD.7  

 

5.4.2 Establishing Targets, Negotiating Forests 
In signing the CBD, Australia’s Federal Government had agreed to the Convention’s ‘Global 

Statement of Principles on Forests’, requiring it to create, ‘a national approach to forest 

issues’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, p. 1). It did this through the RFAs. The RFAs 

were a response to new international treaty obligations, but also presented an opportunity to 

settle ongoing political disputes over the uses of public forests in Australia. To resolve 

ongoing tension between environmentalists and the forestry industry, forests would be 

categorised as holding either greater conservation or economic value, and regulated 

accordingly. The RFAs were the result of negotiations at the highest levels of government in 

Australia. Decision making was carried out in Ministerial Councils that brought together State 

and Federal ministers as well as the heads of relevant state and federal public departments. As 

Ministerial Councils, the Australian Forestry Council (AFC), the Australian and New Zealand 

Environment and Conservation Council (ANZECC), and later the Natural Resource 

Management Ministerial Council (NRMMC), helped to create the backbone of this 

government led strategic governance.  

 

 
6 Interviews with NGO Executive Officers One (20/3/15) and Two (19/3/15), and with State Public 

Servant One (19/5/15). 

7 Interview with NGO Executive Officers One (20/3/15) and Two (19/3/15) 
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The RFA process began with the development of the National Forest Policy Statement, jointly 

created by the Australian Forestry Council, the Ministerial Council relating to the forestry 

industry, and the conservation focussed ANZECC Ministerial Council. The Statement was 

endorsed by the State and Territory governments, and the Federal Government in 1992.8 The 

Statement set out a vision for the, ‘ecologically sustainable management of Australia’s 

forests’ in a manner that claimed to balance, ‘the conservation and commercial objectives of 

public forests’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, p. 3). The nature conservation values of 

forests would be protected through additions to the National Reserve System (NRS), and the 

development of an appropriate strategy for selecting forests to be added to the conservation 

estate was given to, ‘a working group of technical experts’ that was answerable to a steering 

committee of both the AFC and the ANZECC Ministerial Councils (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1992, p. 8). The Working Group was tasked with ensuring that Australia’s National 

Reserve System included comprehensive, adequate, and representative samples of Australia’s 

forest ecosystems. These three imperatives were captured in the acronym CAR that came to 

be the mantra of the developing National Reserve System, helping to bind actors to a readily 

understandable and agreed set of objectives.   

 

The CAR principles were supported by a set of targets established by the RFA working group 

(see Table 5.1). Targets related to the protection of both biodiversity, and cultural values. The 

Working Group recommended that 15% of the pre-1750 distribution of each forest ecosystem 

be preserved. However, increased priority would be given to those ecosystems or species that 

had been identified as either rare, vulnerable or endangered. Thus, at least 60% of forest 

ecosystems recognised as vulnerable were to be protected, and all remaining occurrences of 

rare and endangered forest ecosystems were to be placed in reserves. The Working Group set 

out further targets that sought to, ‘encompasses a range of natural and cultural values’ that 

were not captured by these categories of the ecological sciences (JANIS, 1997). These were 

defined as ‘old growth forests’ where ecologically mature forest existed with negligible 

impact from disturbances, and ‘wilderness’ areas, land that had not been substantially 

modified, was remote from the influences of European settlement, and capable of providing 

opportunities for solitude and self-reliant recreation (JANIS, 1997). The mechanisms for 

addressing these categories of nature were similarly linked to measures of scarcity with 

greater levels of loss attached to more significant efforts at protection.  

 

Table 5.1. Principles and targets for the allocation of forest reserves under the RFA process (JANIS, 

1997). 

Category Definition 

Comprehensive The NRS should include the full range of forest communities recognised 

by an agreed national scientific classification. This principle requires that 

the reserve system sample the full range of forest communities across the 

landscape. 

 
8 All state and territory governments, other than Tasmania, as well as the Federal Government signed 

a statement released in 1992. Tasmania ultimately signed in 1995.  
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Adequate An adequate NRS is one able to maintain the ecological viability and 

integrity of populations, species and communities. This principle refers 

to the level of forest extent needed to be protected to ensure the survival 

of ecological groupings (ecosystems, communities, species). 

Representative Those sample areas of the forest that are selected for inclusion in 

reserves should reasonably reflect the biotic diversity of ecological 

communities. This principle is designed to ensure that the diversity 

within each forest ecosystem is sampled within the NRS. 

Vulnerable A Vulnerable forest ecosystem is defined as one which, within the next 

25 years, is likely to become endangered unless the circumstances and 

factors threatening its extent, survival or evolutionary development cease 

to operate. Vulnerable forest ecosystems are described as those 

approaching a reduction in areal extent of 70% within a bioregional 

context and/or those suffering from significant threatening processes. 

Rare A rare forest ecosystem is one where its geographic distribution involves 

a total range of generally less than 10,000 ha, a total area of generally 

less than 1000 ha, or patch sizes of generally less than 100ha, where 

such patches do not aggregate to significant areas. 

Endangered An endangered forest ecosystem is one which is likely to become extinct 

unless the circumstances and factors threatening its extent, survival or 

evolutionary development cease to operate. An endangered ecosystem is 

recognised when its distribution has contracted to less than 10% of its 

former range or the total area has contracted to less than 10% of its 

former area, or where 90% of its area is in small patches which are 

subject to threatening processes and unlikely to persist. 

Old Growth 

Forests 

Forest that is ecologically mature and has been subjected to negligible 

unnatural disturbance such as logging, road cutting and clearing. The 

definition focuses on forest in which the upper stratum or overstorey is 

in the late mature to over mature growth phases. 

Wilderness Land that, together with its plant and animal communities, is in a state 

that has not been substantially modified by, and is remote from, the 

influences of European settlement or is capable of being restored to such 

a state; is of sufficient size to make its maintenance in such a state 

feasible; and is capable of providing opportunities for solitude and self-

reliant recreation. 

 

The RFAs performed the difficult task of creating agreement between forestry and 

conservation interests on those types of forest that deserved protection and would therefore be 

taken out of production, and how much of each of these forests ought to be protected. The 

expert Working Group responded to a steering committee comprised of both AFC and 

ANZECC members, and acted as a decision-making body for the RFA process, which sat at 

the very top of Australia’s public departments and governing infrastructure. Placing decision 

making in these expert hands allowed for the creation of a policy order, which was able to 
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dedicate forests un-controversially to either nature conservation or to the forestry industry. 

The governmental ordering carried out by the RFAs offered a simple, and readily agreed to, 

set of principles and targets able to generate consensus at the level of the Ministerial Council. 

Percentage targets for the protection of forest ecosystems offered a way of positioning forests 

along a sliding scale of conservation importance. Of most importance were those pre-

colonisation forest ecosystems that exist as an idealised whole, nature as 100 percent. At the 

other end, zero percent areal coverage. The further a forest community dropped below 15% of 

an estimated pre-colonisation extent, the stronger its conservation value and the greater the 

protection imperative. Above the 15% level, forests were no longer categorised as targets for 

the conservation estate and became those forests that were traded to the forestry industry. In 

this way an ordering system based upon principles and targets, determined by an expert 

working group, was able to generate the consensus necessary to bind actors – State and 

Federal Governments, forestry industry representatives and advocates, and conservation 

practitioners and advocates – to the RFA process.  

 

5.4.3 Refining Targets, Making Regions 
The establishment of territorial targets for the distribution of publicly owned forests occurred 

at the same time as a similar body of work was being carried out within the Federal 

environmental department. Building on earlier planning in Queensland (Stanton and Morgan, 

1977), this public research program had been working towards the construction of a 

framework that could guide the development of, ‘a truly national system of protected areas in 

Australia’ (Thackway and Cresswell, 1992, p. iv). The profile of this program grew with the 

development of the National Reserves System Cooperative Program (NRSCP) following the 

ratification of the CBD. The aim of the NRSCP was to survey not just all forest ecosystems, 

but to assess all bioregions across Australia such that a, ‘comprehensive, adequate and 

representative system of reserves be established progressively by the year 2000’ (Thackway 

and Cresswell, 1995, p. iii). Assessment of ecosystems would result in a priority map that 

could guide the selection of new protected areas, that would then be purchased and added to 

the reserve system. As with the RFAs, percentage targets would be based on the proportion of 

a bioregion protected. The Federal Government would then provide financial assistance for 

State and Territory Governments to implement the system according to the bio-regional 

approach and CAR principles.  

 

The cooperation signalled in the title of the NRSCP was a reference to the collaboration of 

State, Territory and Federal governments. The program was administered by the Federal 

Government, and again, the forum for the generation of agreement and cooperation was the 

ANZECC Ministerial Council (Thackway and Cresswell, 1995). Once again, the Council 

would be asked to reach agreement on a suitable classification scheme for Australia’s 

bioregions. The eventual agreement of all State and Federal Governments on the best 

classification of the Australian continent into bioregions became the Interim Biogeographic 

Regionalisation for Australia (IBRA).   
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Figure 5.1. Map of the Interim Biogeographic Regionalisation of Australia (Thackway and Cresswell, 1995). 

 

The IBRA had been the second iteration of a regionalisation model proposed by public 

scientists working under the NRSCP. The first had been a model that provided a set of 

environmental regions based on data collected over the previous ten years, and could be 

smoothly scaled up or down depending on the scalar demands placed upon it. When taken to 

the Ministerial Council in 1992, however, it failed to get the support necessary for its 

implementation.9 A second set of regionalisations, the IBRA, finalised in 1995, negotiated 

both bio-geophysical data and input from the heads of each state’s conservation agencies. 

This approach, rather than attempting to best represent the data set, sought instead to facilitate 

agreement between all of Australia’s state governments. It allowed state agencies both to 

input data and make decisions along the way. Rather than building bioregions that offered the 

best representation of the available data, the IBRA sought to describe bioregions that were 

readily visible, abandoning a model of best fit and adopting an approach that used, ‘whatever 

information, qualitative, quantitative, to describe the environment as map units’.10 Rather than 

attempting to build a model to allocate bioregions based on available empirical data, the 

ultimately successful bioregional approach focused on generating a bioregional model that 

could be agreed upon. Accordingly, some bioregions, ‘were entirely inappropriate and some 

of them still live on today’.11 For the public scientist working on the project, it was necessary 

for the IBRA to be malleable enough to find agreement at the level of the Ministerial Council.  

 
9 Interview with Federal Public Scientist (26/2/16) 

10 Interview with Federal Public Scientist (26/2/16) 

11 Interview with Federal Public Scientist (26/2/16) 
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However, what ultimately brought the state governments and agencies together under the 

IBRA was its application through the distribution of millions of dollars of Federal 

Government funding for land purchases.12 

 

5.4.4 Making Payments, Forging Alliances 
The RFAs had worked through the allocation of public land, many of the new additions to the 

NRS, proposed by the IBRA, would now come through purchases of private or leasehold land 

(Coffey et al., 2011).13 Originally this was done through land purchased by state agencies with 

assistance from an 80 million dollar fund administered under the NRSCP.14 With the 

privatisation of the national telecommunications network in 1997, this initial funding was 

expanded through the introduction of wide reaching environmental programs funded by the 

Federal Government. These included the 2.5 billion dollar Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) 

program and the 1.4 billion dollar National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality 

(Figgis, 2004). These Federal Government funding programs offered two thirds of the price 

for the purchase of new protected areas, with state-based conservation agencies covering the 

final third.15 As the NRS program was beginning to fund purchases by state agencies, a cohort 

of newly developed NGOs and semi-statutory land trusts saw an opportunity to expand their 

operations through the NRS funding program. In the late 1990s the NGO sector was ‘quite 

small’16 and these NGOs had made only a few purchases, buying smaller pieces of 

conservation land opportunistically.17 This group of NGOs, the owners and managers of small 

scale private conservation reserves, lobbied for access to NRS funding and to have their 

reserves recognised as contributing to the National Reserve System, a request to which the 

Ministerial Council readily agreed.18 The opening up of the NRS program enabled these small 

NGOs to rapidly expand their operations.19  

 

The decision to include the emergent conservation NGO sector in the NRS Program occurred  

at the same time as large scale philanthropic funding entered the field of Australian 

conservation. The newly established Thomas Foundation worked, firstly, to establish an 

Australian Program of the international NGO The Nature Conservancy (TNC) in Australia, 

and secondly, to enrol that NGO’s assistance in the direction and administration of a ten-

million-dollar fund. The fund would be used to assist NGOs in the purchase of properties that 

contributed to the NRS.20 With the combination of philanthropic and federal funding, 

conservation NGOs had to raise as little as one sixth of the purchase price for the acquisition 

of reserves that contributed to the NRS.21 The agreement on conservation priorities brokered 

at the Ministerial Council meetings over the previous decade, and the linking of funding to the 

 
12 Interview with Federal Public Scientist (26/2/16) 

13 Interview with Federal Public Scientist (26/2/16) 

14 Interview with Federal Public Scientist (26/2/16) 

15 Interview with NGO Executive Office One (20/3/15) 

16 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 

17 Interview with NGO Executive Officer Two (19/3/15) 

18 Interview with Federal Public Servant One (8/4/15)  

19 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 

20 Interview with Philanthropist One (12/5/15) 

21 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 
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determinations made there, meant that both non-government and government bodies were 

working to the same common purpose, the development of Australia’s National Reserve 

System.22   

 

5.4.5 Strategic Governance and Difference 
As told by key conservation practitioners, this is a story of a private conservation governance 

as strategic governance. A way of governing nature that relied upon the consensus generated 

– on the principles, scientific classification, the targets, legitimate participants, funding 

priorities and so on – at successive environmental Ministerial Councils. Ministerial Councils 

were assisted by publicly funded research projects that helped to establish the scientific 

frameworks that were necessary to generate widespread consensus. The principles, categories 

and targets of Federal Government programs acted to carefully coordinate a national nature. 

This was the ‘the good old times of the Federal Public Service’,23 and a time when a national 

conservation strategy or plan was within reach. Where difference existed, it could be carefully 

resolved at the key decision-making forum, the Ministerial Council. It was the Ministerial 

Council that provided the forum for the negotiation of any disagreement between the states 

themselves, each with responsibility for managing their own protected area networks, and a 

Federal Government interested in meeting international obligations and building a national 

system.24 In this version of private conservation governance, the Ministerial Councils became 

the centres of coordination from which governmental aspirations, logics and funding flowed 

towards private sector others. The agreement on principles – IBRA, CAR, percentage targets 

– acted alongside unprecedented federal funding programs, to bind a whole array of public 

agencies, NGOs, semi-statutory trusts, and individuals to the concept of Australia’s National 

Reserve System.  

 

Told in this way, private conservation organisations are cast as members of a team following 

the leadership of the Ministerial Council towards the shared goals generated by the scientific 

endeavour and strategic planning of the public service. The clearly defined national programs 

acted to bind a diverse collective to a common purpose. At its heart was a willingness to 

collaborate, ‘indeed the NRS was called the National Reserve System Cooperative Program 

when it first began, so really emphasising “this is about everyone working together to get the 

job done”’.25 NGOs had been included in the program as participants able to meet the specific 

requirements of public policies, rather than through a preference for non-bureaucratic, private 

specialists. Under this collaborative model, I was assured by one director of the NRS 

program, ‘there was never an argument that we should fund a private organisation in 

preference to a public’.26  Both he, and others interviewed, suggested that the diversity of 

organisational types included in the NRS program was viewed positively, a means of 

benefiting from the strengths of multiple organisational types.27  

 
22 Interview with Federal Public Servant One (8/4/15) 

23 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 

24 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 

25 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 

26 Interview with Federal Public Servant One (8/4/15) 

27 Interviews with Federal Public Servant One (8/4/15) and NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 
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The combination of the CAR principles, the scientific framework of IBRA, agreement on 

targets, and large scale Federal Government and philanthropic funding, saw the amount of 

protected area coverage recorded on the national database grow from an NRS of 7.8% of 

Australia’s terrestrial areal extent in 1997 (Department of the Environment and Energy, 1997) 

to 19.63% of Australia’s terrestrial extent in 2016 (Department of the Environment and 

Energy, 2016).  Over this time NGOs and other private conservation actors had begun to 

make significant contributions to the NRS, increasing to 8,702,600 ha of conservation area in 

2016, equating to some 5.8% of Australia’s NRS (Department of the Environment and 

Energy, 2016). 28 

 

5.5 Enacting a Break 

The framework that enabled private conservation actors to participate in a strategic 

governance, and that led to the NRS’s expansion in the 1990s and 2000s, began to be 

dismantled as the National Reserve System program approached its scheduled termination in 

June, 2013 (Fitzsimons, 2015). This dismantling extended beyond the removal of funding. As 

one NGO executive told me, the public administrative infrastructure that had generated 

cohesion across the sector had also been constricted. 

 

The untold story of the NRS is having that core group in Canberra that was actually 

responsible for a forward looking policy program and an on ground program. Whereas at the 

moment all we have in Canberra is a shell of a team looking after the existing contracts. So 

there’s no forward looking policy.29  

 

Without input from the Federal Government, what had been a tight knit strategic enterprise 

had begun to fray, with conservation actors beginning to ‘do their own thing’.30 For one NGO 

executive officer interviewed, this was a result of not only an absence of strategic policy 

direction, but also a loss of the Ministerial Councils, those forums that were used for resolving 

difference and coordinating practice.  

 

So what you’ve missed was those strategies the NRS developed. There’s no capacity to do that 

anymore. There’s no real thinkers in Canberra that have that back history, knowledge and 

drive to do it. So that’s part of the issue. We’ve lost the Ministerial Councils, so none of the 

states are meeting … there’s no-one really kind of talking.31 

 

With the disappearance of strategic direction from the public service in Canberra, 

conservation NGOs entered a period characterised by policy uncertainty. At this stage 

 
28 It is important to note that the category of ‘Private Governance’ only makes up 5.8% of the NRS 

area, as recorded in 2016. There has been a much more significant growth across this time in 

‘Community Governance’ category, and especially in Indigenous Protected Areas, a subset of this 

category.  

29 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 

30 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 

31 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 
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informants describe a temporal gap in the story of private conservation governance, 

characterised by a struggle for independence.  The loss of Federal Government funding and 

coordination was seen both as a challenge, and an opportunity for NGOs to develop their own 

brand of conservation and their own networks of support. As one informant told me, the 

removal of public funding forced their board to ‘build much more capacity internally for 

funding … [the purchase of] big properties [for conservation]’. For her, the relationship with 

government had been something of a mixed blessing. 

 

So it's been one of those slightly perverse outcomes in that when you are on the apron strings 

of the government you love them to death, but in a way that holds you back from developing 

your business as an independent business… So in some ways it has made us more 

independent and probably will give us more potential by being completely independent 

ourselves. It is interesting to … you start to attract… You start to have that sort of momentum 

that you do attract other people to you. Other supporters.32  

 

She went on to explain that, from 2011 to 2014 her NGO had built their regular donors from 

approximately 15,000 people to about 50,000 people. It is this pursuit of independence and 

freedom that forms the basis for the emergence of a new entrepreneurial private conservation 

governance. 

 

5.6 An Entrepreneurial Private Conservation Governance 
It was this entrepreneurial version of private conversation governance that was on display at 

the Conference. The plenaries of the first day, especially the Conservation Entrepreneurs 

session, sought to show participants how others had created and enacted their own vision. In 

these sessions speakers made common reference to the market as solution and the USA as the 

source of inspiration. Many of the executive team of participating NGOs had returned from a 

study trip from the USA where tax incentives, endowment funds, conservation business 

enterprises, and impact investing were now common practice.33 Each of these presented 

possibilities for Australian NGOs in a time of scarce public funding, a point on which 

informants were unanimous upon. Other presentations focused on either the theoretical or 

practical role that ‘the market’ could or was playing in funding private conservation 

governance efforts. For the Chair of Natural Resource Management Regions Australia, carbon 

markets already offered a readily available source of funding, and advances in technologies 

like social media and ‘advanced telephony’ could help link consumers to environmental 

markets.34 A presentation by TNC’s Country Director for the Australia Programs outlined 

how his organisation was using Australia’s water market to deliver conservation outcomes. 

TNC, which had an internal investment arm ‘natureVest’, had launched an impact investing 

fund called the Murray-Darling Basin Balanced Water Fund, which had already raised AUD 

27 Million, of a targeted AUD 100 million, for water trading within the Murray-Darling 

 
32 Interview with NGO Conservation Officer One (19/5/15) 

33 Presentation by Jane Hutchinson, CEO of the Tasmanian Land Conservancy. Field notes (3/12/15). 

34 Presentation by Max Kitchell, Chair of Natural Resource Management Regions Australia. Field 

notes (3/12/15) 
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Basin. The program offered investors a chance to ‘align their portfolios with their values’ 

(The Nature Conservancy, 2017) and was dedicated to trading water credits to deliver both 

environmental water to wetlands and returns on investment of up to 8%.35 Others presented on 

the emerging possibility of biodiversity offsetting schemes,36 and successful carbon credit 

production and trading businesses.37 These plenary sessions included presentations from 

bankers who were focusing on the use of sustainability indices, like biodiversity and water 

efficiency, that attempted to, ‘bring natural capital onto the balance sheet’.38 Other banks were 

pursuing conservation outcomes in their own right, purchasing and managing properties 

within a landscape scale project in western Victoria, and in so doing, differentiating 

themselves within the banking sector.39  

 

In the opening plenary sessions of the Conference the market emerged as a possible substitute 

for both the public funding and coordination offered by the Federal Government. The 

Conference highlighted a range of natures for private conservation practitioners to consider. 

Many of the presentations spoke of rewilding projects that brought a species focus to 

conservation.40 These sought to re-introduce geographically extinct animals, especially 

mammals, to areas that had been predator proofed through the installation of fences.41 These 

attempts to create strong boundaries for the restoration of Nature were contrasted with 

landscape scale projects that celebrated connectivity and ecological flow across the landscape. 

Whereas some conservationists had selected conservation practices guided by a maximisation 

of biodiversity,42 others had focused on monoculture revegetation projects focused on 

maximising carbon storage.43 Projects that aimed to connect people with nature44 were 

presented alongside those that sought to, ‘unlock the conservation economy’.45  

 

5.7 Private Conservation Governance and Non-Coherence 
For those environmentalists involved in private conservation from its earlier days, private 

conservation governance had begun as a strategic and planned form of governing nature. 

 
35 Presentation by Rich Gilmore, Country Director for Australia at TNC. Field notes (3/12/15). 

36 Presentation by Bob Lott, President of the Nature Foundation of South Australia. Field notes 

(3/12/15). 

37Presentation by Michael Coleman, Greenfleet. Field notes (3/12/15). 

38 Presentation by James Bentley, Manager Natural Value at National Australia Bank.  Field notes 

(3/12/15). 

39 Presentation by Nikki Jordon, Senior Corporate Affairs Consultant at Bank Australia. Field notes 

(3/12/15). 

40 Presentations from the Australian Wildlife Conservancy and Ian Walker, from Conservation 

Volunteers Australia, field notes, (3/12/15) 

41 Presentations from Australian Wildlife Conservancy and Conservation Volunteers Australia. Field 

notes (3/12/15). 

42 Presentation by Linda Lee, Acting Director Landscape Conservation Unit at Queensland 

Department of Environment and Heritage. Field notes (4/12/15). 

43 Panel session dedicated to landscape conservation projects. Field notes (4/12/15). 

44 Presentations from Conservation Volunteers Australia and James Woodford, Co-founder of 

Youcamp.com. Field notes (3 & 4/12/15). 

45 Presentation by Emma Pethybridge, Indigenous Land Corporation. Field notes (4/12/15). 
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Through the CAR, IBRA and the NRSP, the Federal Government had created a system of 

governing that was able to hold actors and natures in a coordinated, national whole.  

At the conference however, the NRS and its component protected areas was faded out to be 

not an overarching or guiding model, but just one way of doing nature conservation. The loss 

of coordination capacity was brought into further relief by a presentation by the current 

director of the Federal Government’s National Reserve System who suggested that the 

funding that had previously been delivered through her department was long gone. As she 

explained, her now small team was positioning themselves in more of an ‘oversight role’, 

recasting themselves as onlookers rather than as strategic coordinators.46 With a reduction in 

funding and staffing, her team was now looking for opportunities to ‘leverage’ other possible 

funding solutions, ‘offsets, trusts, endowment funds, impact investing, this is what we’re 

interested in’.47 However, there was no indication of any further Federal Government funding 

that could act as ‘leverage’ to these options. 

 

Whilst the conference was a celebration of innovation and entrepreneurialism, the complexity 

and lack of coordination within the private conservation sector proved a frustrating experience 

for some. This was a sentiment expressed to me privately in interviews following the 

conference. As one NGO executive told me,  

 

It’s just kind of a free for all and everyone’s just gone and done their separate things … I 

mean there’s no real strategy here, across the nation anyway, put it that way. So there’s 

talking but everyone’s kind of doing their own thing…48 

 

The loss of both a cohering strategic direction and the competition for scarce funding has led 

to a perceived competition within the conservation sector. For one public servant, competition 

was not limited to securing limited funding, but included competing prioritisation settings for 

conservation action.  

  

At the moment … there are small amounts of money, probably an underinvestment you could 

reasonably say across the sector, including government. It means a lot of the organisations 

are competing and so they all have their own… Which then creates “oh we’ll develop our 

own priority setting system and we’ll develop…” So everyone's got their own ... It's kind of 

created a fragmentation and essentially competition when really what we need is a bit more 

collaboration and agreement around what the priorities are...49 

 

For these informants at least, the loss of collaboration across the sector created a problem of 

coherence. Whilst an entrepreneurial governance answered questions about funding by 

pointing to the market and the tools of the financial world, for these informants at least, it left 

 
46 Federal Public Servant Three (25/2/16) 

47 Presentation by Jacqui Doyle, Director of the National Reserve System at the Federal Department 

of Environment. Field notes (4/12/15). 

48 Interview with NGO Executive Officer One (20/3/15) 

49 Interview with State Public Servant One (19/5/15) 
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questions about how this entrepreneurial governance might be coordinated, or made to 

sensibly cohere.  

 

 It comes back to how we are all joined up here, are we clear about who is doing what and 

how we can deliver the best outcomes for biodiversity within whatever limited resources we've 

got, as opposed to, ‘you’re competing I’m competing, we’re all competing in the same 

space’.50  

 

5.8 Conclusion 
Following the stories told by private conservation practitioners at the Conference, and in 

follow up interviews, two versions of private conservation governance emerge. Private 

conservation governance initially grew to fill a role within a collaborative team working to 

implement a national program led, and mostly paid for, by the Federal Government. This 

program was dependent on publicly funded scientific work that was then used to hold 

conservation together at a national scale through bioregions, thresholds and targets. 

Consensus was important and was generated at meetings of ministers and heads of 

environmental departments at successive Ministerial Councils. Funding too was important, 

with Federal Government funding tying actors together as contributors to the NRSP. These 

were the ‘good old days of the public service’ and Australian nature was managed as a 

coordinated whole, with public budgets dedicated to this purpose. In this chapter, I’ve referred 

to this approach as a strategic private conservation governance. 

 

Practitioners then described a temporal break marked by a significant and ongoing withdrawal 

of Federal Government funding and the tools for creating strategic direction, and for 

coordinating the nation’s conservation sector. Under an entrepreneurial private conservation 

governance, practitioners respond to a new set of stimuli. Whereas strategic private 

governance was characterised by a shared vision to create a truly national conservation effort, 

an entrepreneurial governance is characterised by independence and the need for an 

innovative and ambitious type of conservation. Under this version of private conservation 

governance, unity of intent is replaced with creative vision and opportunity. However, moving 

from the unity of strategic governance to the diversity of entrepreneurial governance has 

troubled many. For these conservation practitioners, the competition between organisations 

and the conceptual non-coherence of private conservation projects exist as problems to be 

raised and addressed. These informants ask not only how an independent private conservation 

governance will continue to fund its works, but also how this new field can organise without 

the coordinating capacity of the Federal Government.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
50 Interview with State Public Servant One (19/5/15) 
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Chapter Six: Composing the Landscape 
  

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter introduces the Landscape A case study site. Through a description of the history 

of this landscape scale conservation project it outlines a compositional environmental 

politics, built upon the creation of new versions of nature that outline a compelling 

conservation vision. In the case of Landscape A, this compositional politics builds upon an 

historic fight to defend Nature from a destruction, in this case through agricultural expansion. 

As the ‘central point of coordination’, NGO Bravo has built upon the successes of previous 

struggles to protect the bush. It has brought together scientific research and biodiversity 

hotspots, system-based ecologies, Landcare and other community groups, philanthropic and 

international NGO supporters, and new tools and technologies, to compose Landscape A. The 

composition of compelling versions of nature, this chapter argues, is the basis for governing 

nature through private conservation governance. Creating a constituency to support this 

version of nature is equally important, and forms the focus of the following chapter. 

 

6.2 Landscape A 
The first extended field trip of this research project was to the office of NGO Bravo, the small 

organisation established to guide the Landscape A project. I was to sit in the office for five 

weeks watching this landscape scale conservation project at work.51 The CEO of the 

organisation was Lewis, a charismatic local with a long history of environmental activism in 

the area. I had met Lewis at the IUCN’s World Parks Congress in Sydney in 2014, and 

following an extended conversation, invited myself to focus on the Landscape A as a case 

study site. The idea had appealed to Lewis, who seemed interested to have an interlocutor to 

develop his ideas on the role his organisation played in a contemporary Australian 

environmental politics. Throughout the course of my study Lewis sent me management texts, 

organisational theory, historical, legal, and geographical papers and quotes from a notebook 

that he kept. Over the course of the next two years we would have many long conversations 

about Australian conservation and its politics.  

 

As I was to discover, Landscape A had a long and complex history. Lewis and many of those 

environmentalists long established in the region, begin their stories of the Landscape A with 

hard-won political battles of the late 1970s and early 1980s. It was then that the visual 

arrangement of cleared and uncleared land, the material basis for Landscape A, was 

established. As Lewis explains, the arrangement of cleared and uncleared land, represented in 

large laminated satellite photographs on the walls of the office, depict the victories of past 

environmental struggles. It is from these struggles, between Nature and agriculture, that the 

Landscape A project originates. As those opposing land clearing recognised, ‘the history of 

the retreat of the bush is the other side to the history of the expansion of agriculture’52. 

 
51 For the purpose of this explanation two trips to the case study site, carried out almost one year 

apart, are combined into a single narrative. 

52 Document Three: A short history of the political fight to protect the bush from clearing, in the 

Landscape A region. Authored by Lewis and others (1984). 
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Landscape A had built upon the state enforced environmental protections that had been the 

result of these early political battles with proponents of land clearing. It had found inspiration 

for a project to reconnect isolated bits of bush by studying the satellite photos that were 

increasingly available throughout the 1990s.  Launching in 2002, it had sought to reconnect 

extant bush across the region through the purchase of bush blocks and the ecological 

restoration of cleared land. By connecting these patches of bush, it was the intent of 

Landscape A to create ecological linkage and flow between two large reserves with 

significant remnant vegetation.   

 

6.3 Politics and Landscape A 
Descriptions of Lewis’s early environmentalism retell a 20th century environmental politics 

defined by the fight for protection against a destructive Other.53 As political victories in the 

fight for environmental protection have been registered in land clearing legislation, 

environmentalists across the Landscape A region have begun to focus on a more hopeful form 

of environmental politics, marked not in oppositional struggle but by a compositional politics. 

This is a politics aimed at the establishment and maintenance of a new version of nature, the 

Landscape. As described here, environmental politics as compositional politics is generative. 

It is defined not by what it is opposed to, but by what it hopes to create, a new assemblage of 

actors, gathered together and successfully articulated as Landscape A.  

 

As Lewis explained to me, this is the task of the two-person NGO Bravo team. In his own 

words, the NGO was ‘the central point of coordination’54 and the ‘keeper of the vision’.55 As 

the ‘central point of coordination’, it was NGO Bravo’s task to bring the elements together 

that were to compose the Landscape. As ‘keeper of the vision’, it was its task to enliven it 

with the energy and logic needed for it to persist. As he was well aware, the Landscape A 

project was a delicate political act, aimed at instituting new forms of nature in the face of 

opposition. Lewis quoted Machiavelli to illustrate this point,  

  

 ...there is no more delicate matter to take in hand, nor more dangerous to conduct, nor more 

doubtful in its success, than to set up as a leader in the introduction of changes (Niccolò 

Machiavelli, The Prince, Chapter 6).56 

 

In narrating the history of the Landscape A, I begin to describe the task of assembling the 

landscape, and in so doing begin to describe a nature politics based on the composition of new 

versions of nature. As this short history attempts to show, however, Landscape A has grown 

from more readily recognisable forms of nature politics defined by the fight for environmental 

protection. In attempting to outline the composition of the landscape and the gathering 

 
53 Similar stories are told are told well by, for instance, Robin, (1998). 

54 Document one: Landscape A discussion paper on Landscape governance. Authored by Lewis, and 

others (2011) 

55 Interview with Lewis (9/6/15) 

56 Lewis quotes Machiavelli in a description of Landscape A in Document Two: IUCN publication on 

innovative conservation in Australia (2012). 
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together of its constituent parts, I begin to tell the story of governing nature through private 

conservation governance. In particular, the need for private conservation practitioners to 

compose compelling versions of nature, and its emerging reliance on a successful 

compositional politics. Through extended interviews with Lewis and other local 

environmentalists, and archival research, this chapter attempts to describe the composition of 

Landscape A. In narrating this story, I begin where Lewis begins, with a controversy that 

successfully launched the ongoing political battle to protect ‘the bush’ against agricultural 

expansion. In attempting to tell the story of a compositional nature politics, I finish where the 

Landscape A begins, at its successful launch in 200257.  

 

6.4 Defending the Bush 

6.4.1 Land Clearing and the Bush  
As told by local environmentalists, the story of the Landscape A begins in 1979, when the 

then state Liberal/National Government announced plans to open up 3.1 million hectares of 

unallocated crown land for agricultural development. At that time the plan to open bushland 

for agriculture extended a long tradition of agricultural development. From the end of the 

second world war through the 1960s the rate of release of crown land for agricultural 

settlement was high and steady, propelled by popular and government support under the State 

Government’s mantra ‘One Million Acres [cleared] a Year’.58 In both the 1950s and 1960s 

over 4 million hectares of new land was released for farming in the State.59 The agricultural 

development of crown land was founded on a mutually beneficial arrangement between the 

State Government and new land farmers, with the State Government enjoying the benefits of 

rapid economic growth built on agricultural expansion, and prospective farmers receiving a 

heavily subsidised asset. Although the rate of clearing had slowed during the 1970s, this new 

proposal by the Liberal/National Government, in 1979, sought to increase the rate of clearing 

once again. After a decade largely free from large government sponsored settlement projects 

this new proposal was seen as provocative, especially as the proposed clearing included a 

stretch of land recognised as having a high biodiversity and therefore high conservation value, 

having been proposed as a suitable addition to an adjacent national park in three previous 

government reports.60  

 

The proposed land release was opposed by an active group of, ‘conservationists, farmers, 

scientists and public servants’61 that took the technical title of the Land Release Study Group 

(LSRG). The active opposition of this group to land clearing practices forced a debate, 

demanding that land clearing advocates prove the value of land clearing and establish the 

political support for such practices. 

 

 
57 Chapters Eight and Nine offer a contemporary analysis of Landscape A 

58 Document Three 

59 Document Three 

60 Document Four: Peer reviewed paper published by Lewis on the growth of the Landcare in the 

Landscape A region (1991). 

61 Document Three 
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There exists a large, complex, interacting community of plants and animals, a community 

which has reached as stable an equilibrium with its environment as is possible. If it is 

intended to destroy parts of this community then the justifications need to be strong, to be 

clearly stated, and to have the obvious support of the great majority of the human community 

which has assumed stewardship of the continent of Australia.62  

 

In the meantime, the LRSG focused on developing an alternative body of evidence that 

established the value of the bush independent of agricultural value, at the same time 

developing a body of political support. In the early 1980s, however, making the argument for 

the conservation value of the bush remained a difficult task , ‘very little scientific research’ 

had been conducted in the region, and knowledge of local flora remained poor.63 To establish 

the arguments against clearing the bush, the LRSG focused on establishing, ‘a local base of 

hard scientific information’.64 Self-funded botanists made trips through the proposed release 

area, finding unrecorded and rare species, and extending species ranges.65 Other research 

showed that many plant species had small ranges, occurred nowhere else and were very 

vulnerable to extinction through large scale clearing processes. In regions where there had 

been significant land clearing, many species could only be found on roadside verges or on 

farm blocks.66 For the LRSG, the local bush was shown to be largely unknown, but also had 

extremely high levels of endemicity and consequently, many species were highly endangered. 

In developing a political force to counter land clearing advocates, the LRSG were able to 

align their interests in halting the clearing of the bush with those of existing farmers, who saw 

that further clearing could only be antithetical to their interests. The areas slated for release 

were adjacent to farmland severely affected by both wind erosion67 and salinity68 and where 

farmers had been ‘walking off their … properties heavily in debt’(Rosendorff, 1976). This set 

of factors helped make existing new land farmers, themselves now farming on land previously 

identified as marginal,69 realise the possible ramifications if adjacent bushland were cleared 

for agricultural production. These were recruited as allies against other potential new land 

farmers. In this way the land release proposal was cast as careless, proceeding without 

‘careful appraisal’ and was therefore not only environmentally harmful but also ‘unwise’.70  

 

The land release proposal sparked more than a struggle for proper value to be attributed to the 

bush. The controversy was made to extend to the legitimacy of the State Government itself, 

and the governmental institutional bodies and processes that made land management decisions 

in the state. It was argued that these organisations deceived both farmers and 

environmentalists with their claims of a fair and honest appraisal of facts relevant to land 

 
62 Document Three 

63 Document Three 

64 Document Four 

65 Document Three 

66 Document Three 

67 Document Three and Interview with Lewis (15/6/16)  

68Interview with Lewis (15/6/16)   
69 Document Three 

70 Document Three  
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clearing decisions. Arguments against the new land release were successfully able to discredit 

the decision-making bureaucracy and establish the complicity, rather than objectivity, of 

environmental departments in supporting the land release program. The inclusion of both the 

Departments of Fisheries and Wildlife and the Department of Conservation and Environment 

in land release decision making – through the Working Group for Land Release71 – was 

labelled as a ‘deception’ that, ‘attempts to disguise a lack of assessment as adequate 

assessment’.72 Decisions of the bureaucracy were pejoratively cast as being made by ‘experts’ 

who were ‘unaccountable for their decisions’ and proposed releases were cast as ‘clandestine’ 

and ‘not open to scrutiny by the public’.73  

 

6.4.2 Landcare and the Salinity Crisis 
The land release proposal was ultimately reversed, following a change of government in 1983.  

The official reason given by the newly elected Labor State Government for this change of 

heart was the, ‘newly established fact that a biological study of the area had not been made’.74 

The 1979 proposal would be the last large-scale government supported initiative to release 

crown land to agriculture in the state. Successful efforts to prevent the government-backed 

settlement of crown land helped to shift conservation from its previously central position in 

the heart of public departments. As Lewis suggested, 

 

The formidable scientific expertise of these bodies was overturned by the collective knowledge 

and lobbying ability of members of the local community. It was knowledge and insights, 

accumulated over the lifetime of local people, that achieved this outcome… Science, data and 

the official apparatus of conservation failed to protect this area. It was a political campaign, 

based on emotive estimations of the area’s values, that won the day.75  

 

For Lewis and other environmentalists and farmers involved in this long running land clearing 

dispute, this experience established a distrust in the contemporary land management 

bureaucracy of the state government and a newly established reliance and belief in the 

attitudes, knowledge tools and repositories, collected, held and utilised by this localised 

community. Nature in the Landscape A region had begun a journey beyond the state 

department and towards the local, and the community. The withdrawal of the land clearing 

proposal did not resolve the ongoing controversy about land clearing practices, nor disband 

those environmentalists focused on keeping the issue in public debate. Apparently isolated 

instances of salt encroachment were now being collected as an emergent ‘salinity crisis’ 

(Beresford et al., 2001), directly attributable to over clearing, with estimates of land affected 

large and rapidly increasing. By 1996 one state based newspaper was reporting that up to 1.8 

million hectares of the state’s farmland was salt affected, with this number rapidly increasing 

(Capp, 1996). Community, salinity, land clearing, farming practices and tree planting formed 

 
71 The Working Group for Land Release was a departmental working group, not to be confused with 

the community campaign ran under the title of the Land Release Study Group. 

72 Document Three 

73 Document Three 

74 Press Release, Minister for Lands, 1983. Quoted in Document Four. 

75 Document Four 
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the basis for the formation of some of the first Landcare groups in Australia, in the Landscape 

A region.76 These early Landcare groups, collectives of local farmers and environmentalists 

that operated at the level of the water catchment, began to formalise local efforts to combat 

land degradation, primarily wind erosion and salinity-based concerns.77 As Lewis describes, 

in these early iterations of Landcare, ‘the primary aims were land stabilisation and maintained 

or increased economic production. Nature conservation was an extra possibility’.78 In these 

early Landcare groups, however, the two objectives dovetailed nicely, as plans to address 

salinity relied on biological interventions including, ‘planting of trees, shrubs and perennial 

pastures to use the water [and keep the water table down]’.79 As Lewis describes, Landcare 

groups operating in the Landscape A area progressively fenced off stock access from riparian 

vegetation along, ‘virtually all the main water courses’, some farms fenced off native 

vegetation on over 15% of the property, salt tolerant natives were planted in salty areas and 

other local species were included in revegetation plantings.80 More conservation minded 

elements produced guides for locally endemic flora species, and ‘how to’ manuals for fauna 

friendly revegetation projects. By the 1990s these Landcare groups were being supported 

through funding from the Federal Government’s Decade of Landcare  programme (Australian 

Government Department of Agricuture Fisheries and Forestry, 1995).  

 

6.4.3 Regulating the Bush 

The environmental movement that had resisted the 1979 land clearing proposal had dissipated 

when plans to open unallocated crown land to agriculture were shelved. In the context of 

growing awareness of the spread of salinity and the strengthening Landcare movement, 

attention now turned to the ongoing clearing on privately owned land. As Lewis told me, this 

dispute was of a more personal nature, being not with the state bureaucracy but between 

landowners guided by different sets of ethics. 

  

We were having across [the] agricultural zone 50, 60, 70, 80 thousand hectares a year 

cleared [on privately owned land]  from the late 80s to early 90s and clearly… and leading to 

a lot of local conflict because you had this rising ethic of Landcare and you have this old 

clearing ethic.81  

 

Following a career as an activist and a landcarer, Lewis now moved across to work for the 

public sector, being tasked with halting the clearing of privately-owned bushland. As he told 

me, this would require the public service to more effectively enforce already existing, but 

dormant, land clearing legislation.82 The progressive tightening of land clearing laws on 

private property saw a battle between a growing environmental cohort, most often represented 

by The State newspaper, and a resistant farming community represented by peak bodies and 

 
76 Interview with Lewis (15/6/16) 

77 Document Four 

78 Document Four 

79 Document Four 

80 Document Four 

81 Interview with Lewis (15/6/16) 

82 Interview with Lewis (15/6/16) 
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its own sympathetic newspaper, The Farmer.83 The public debate over land clearing 

regulations on private land centred around a series of high profile individual cases of 

provocative land clearing undertaken by farmers eager to demonstrate against the tightening 

of clearing regulations. Cases played out in dramatic style in the state’s media with, on the 

one hand, environmentalists calling for tougher penalties, and on the other, farmers arguing 

against the regulations, or for financial compensation for restriction on the conversion of bush 

to agricultural land. 84  

 

 
Figure 6.1 The debate over land clearing regulations on privately owned land.  The Farmer newspaper 

advocated for farmer’s rights against The State newspaper, which was in favour of environmental protections. 

This cartoon from The Farmer, 6th November 2006. 

 

Under increasing pressure from the agricultural sector, the Labor Government commissioned 

a review of clearing regulations in 2001 (Caverley, 2001). The resulting Inter-Departmental 

Committee on Native Vegetation (the Committee) recommended the amendment of the 

Environmental Protection Act such that statutory controls were effectively enforced in an 

attempt to curtail, ‘the increasing level of unauthorised clearing’.85 In order to satisfy farmers, 

the Committee also recommended the strengthening of governmental incentives for bushland 

protection and management, or to help farmers ‘adjust’ to the changed laws and to drive 

upwards the economic value of the bush. The offer of an adjustment package of this sort 

 
83 Newspaper names have been replaced with pseudonyms. The titles of newspaper articles illustrate 

the point.  On the one hand, those published by The Farmer included ‘Draconian’ laws draw fire and 

Clearing Chaos: Farmers warned of havoc if draft environment laws are not changed.  In contrast to 

editorials from The State newspaper, including, Land-clearing action overdue (Callaghan, 2001a) and 

Don’t dither on environment (Ladyman, 2001b).  

84 It’s Gone: 500 ha of virgin bush cleared illegally (Callaghan, 2001b); Tougher penalties for 

clearing likely (Trott, 2001b); Illegal land clearing fines to rise (Rechichi, 1999); Smoke Signals a 

Protest (Trott, 2001a); Clearing Bans Flouted: Claim (Gregory, 2002); Land clearing clash angers 

farm lobby (Brosnan, 2015); Farm grants to protect vegetation (Law and Williams, 2014) 
85 Document Five: A report published by the Inter-departmental Committee on Native Vegetation, 

(2001). 
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became crucial in negotiating a growing antagonism between angry farmers, and 

environmentalists (Gregory, 2002, 2001; Ladyman, 2001a; Trott, 2001a). Incentives were 

added at the same time as land clearing penalties were legislated to increase from a maximum 

fine of $3000 to penalties of up to $250 000, with a possible five years in jail (The State, 

2002). The State newspaper was, in particular, supportive of these changes suggesting that 

they were ‘overdue’ and that land clearing practices of the past had been ‘excessive,’ 

‘disastrous’, and ‘indiscriminate’ having ‘caused [the state’s] worst environmental problem – 

salinity’ (The State, 2002). Those farmers applying to the government to clear would become 

prime targets for the adjustment program. As Chair of the Inter-Departmental Committee on 

Native Vegetation himself, Lewis was a strong advocate for these adjustment programs, 

helping to manage a two-million dollar fund that helped farmers to sell bush blocks to 

conservation buyers at an ‘adjusted’ price.86 Restrictions on the clearing of bushland, and 

incentives for its sale, had provided the impetus for private conservation actors to begin 

purchasing bush blocks across the very early Landscape A.87 

  

6.5 Enabling the Landscape  

For the past twenty years Lewis and other environmentalists had engaged in a battle for the 

bush. This had been a fight for environmental protections. For these environmentalists, the 

turn of the century provided a chance to rethink their terms of political engagement. This 

included both a recognition of the need88 for new types of conservation action but also a 

sense of opportunity,89 potential,90 ambition,91 and even hope.92 As the 21st century began, the 

need for conservation action in the region had never been more compelling. The ongoing 

‘Salinity Crisis’(Beresford et al., 2001; Capp, 1996; Collis, 1999; Quekett, 2000; Tickner et 

al., 1995) had been joined by an enduring drought − referred to by The State newspaper as a 

‘Water Crisis’ − also linked to excessive land clearing in the region. In combination with 

climate change, land clearing was said to have caused a 20% drop in rainfall from the mid 

1970s, and was likely to be accompanied by increasing temperatures (Hewitt, 2004). By the 

turn of the century the sheer scale of the clearing had been quantitatively established, and 

when presented alongside satellite imagery,93 these numbers seemed to demonstrate an 

appalling excess – two thirds of the region’s bushland had been cleared with some areas 

having as little as 5% of their original bushland remaining.94 The increasing scientific 

knowledge of the biology of the region meant that it had just been labelled one of the world’s 

25 biodiversity hotspots, defined as places, ‘where exceptional concentrations of endemic 

 
86 Interview with Lewis (18/11/14) 

87 Interview with Lewis (18/11/14) 

88 Document Six: A peer reviewed paper on the NGO Foxtrot’s systems ecology Program (2010). 

89 Document Six 

90 Document Seven: Slide show presentation prepared and delivered by Lewis at the ALCA 

conference November 25, 2016. 

91 Interview with Lewis (18/11/14) 

92 Document Eight: Chapter authored by Lewis in a book published by CSIRO on Landscape Scale 

Conservation (2013). 

93 Interview with Lewis (15/6/16) 

94 Document Nine: A how-to guide for conservation buyers to purchase bushland for conservation. 

Booklet published by the World Wide Fund for Nature (2001). 
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species are undergoing exceptional loss of habitat’ (Myers et al., 2000, p. 853). Despite the 

apparent urgency, local research continued to show that ‘standard conservation approaches’ 

carried out through protected area allocation and management were failing to address long 

term species survival and the impacts of fragmentation.95 For Lewis, local ecologies appeared 

to be heading towards, ‘not just significant species loss but loss of the systems that support all 

species’96 and the local conservation community ‘needed to step up a level’.97 For 

environmentalists in the region there had never been a stronger need for conservation action. 

There was, however, a growing realisation that something more than protection was required.  

It was time for a new approach. 

 

At the turn of the century, a new type of conservation seemed possible. An approach that 

sought to be more than opposition, motivated by the possibility of a conservation that had its 

own version of progress and development. The environmental movement that had been 

devoted to halting the settlement of unallocated crown land, and to protecting privately held 

bush, were presented with a compelling new set of tools and ideas. For Lewis, this was a time 

of huge potential, if unformatted. Broad scale clearing had been stopped, from 1997 

significant Federal Government funding had been directed to land management work through 

ten years of the Natural Heritage Trust funding (Curtis et al., 2014), and Australia’s 

philanthropic sector was beginning to grow (Mcleod, 2013). The development of a State 

Government based fund to adjust the value of bush land facilitated the transfer of privately 

owned bush from disgruntled farmers to conservation minded environmentalists,98 who were 

emboldened by a catchphrase that was, by the early 2000s, echoing throughout the global 

conservation community. It was time to ‘think big’.99 The increasingly accessible satellite 

photographs of the Landscape A area best represented this exciting potential, outlining the 

possible shape of a corridor or reconnected bushland. As Lewis explained, ‘I remember sitting 

down with the farmers here [points to location on the map] … and we were looking at that 

[points to the possible corridor] and saying, ‘Gee whizz!’’.100 

 

For Lewis, the presence of these factors in the early 2000s represented, ‘the right enabling 

conditions’ for the Landscape A project. The bush was now protected, the Landcare ethic and 

movement had spread across the wider community, funding for conservation projects had 

arrived from both philanthropic and governmental sources, the region had the attention of the 

world as a global biodiversity hotspot, the conservation imperative was stronger than ever, 

and the solution was readily visible in satellite imagery.101 For Lewis the emergence of these 

 
95 Document Ten: Academic paper published in the peer reviewed journal Restoration Ecology, with 

Lewis as the lead author (2016). 

96 Document Ten 

97 Interview with Lewis (18/11/14) 

98 Interview with Lewis (18/11/14) 

99 Interview with Lewis (18/11/14) 

100 Interview with Lewis (15/6/15) 

101 Document Eleven: A chapter on Landscape A published by Lewis in an IUCN publication on 

innovative conservation in Australia (2012). 
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‘enabling conditions’, the hard won results of previous campaigns, now made it possible to 

implement the ‘next phase’,102 the composition of Landscape A.  

 

6.6 Composing the Landscape 
Lewis had not been the first to become interested in converting these enabling factors into a 

new version of nature for the region. As the ecologist for NGO Alpha had told me, the current 

iteration of the Landscape A project wasn’t the first attempt. A previous effort, in 2000, had 

failed at the outset. As she described, the first attempt had tried to create a corridor between 

two national parks based on mapping work carried out by the State Department of Parks and 

Wildlife. They had provisionally secured $450 000 in Federal Government funding and had 

developed a prospectus for the project. As she explained, the group, 

 

Came up with a prospectus and at that stage it was pretty early thinking about incorporating 

some sort of economic aspect. It wasn’t totally biodiversity driven it was going to incorporate 

all sorts of things, because at that stage the bluegum industry was just pretty strong, and 

agroforestry was an option, and there were quite a few things going on - it was quite buoyant 

at that time. And of course we invited Lewis to come in and become part of the committee and 

a few other people, and basically the change in government and it all got too political for me. 

I’m an ecologist and I was in it for the ecology and biodiversity protection, and when it got to 

the political stage I said ‘I’m out of there’.103 

 

As this earlier attempt showed, this new version of nature, the Landscape, does not simply 

emerge. The composition of versions of nature require much difficult political work. I argue 

here that this work, which I describe as a type of compositional politics, is necessary to bring 

to life compelling versions of nature. This compositional politics is key to governing nature 

through private conservation governance. For the landscape to be successful, the enabling 

conditions described by Lewis must be politically coordinated, to be organised and brought to 

life. As the NGO Alpha ecologists describes, the first iteration of Landscape A failed in this 

political coordination.  

 

When the current iteration of Landscape A launched in 2002, Lewis had taken leadership of 

the project, bringing together a new set of actors able to enliven Landscape A. A new ecology 

had been developed to animate the landscape ambition. NGO Foxtrot had been, since 2000, 

working on their ecological function plan. An ecology of ecosystem function was borrowed 

from a parent project in the United States, which focused on enhancing ecological processes 

through the re-introduction of top carnivores to ecosystems. The high profile scientists 

recruited to the plan’s Science Council recommended that conservation projects focus not on 

protection, but on, ‘rebuilding connectivity in the landscape’ and thereby switching focus to 

‘ecological processes’.104 According to the NGO Foxtrot’s national director, the plan was, 

‘unashamedly ambitious’ aiming ‘to protect and restore not just small patches of country, but 

 
102 Interview with Lewis (15/6/15) 

103 Interview with NGO Conservation Officer Two (13/6/15) 

104 Document Six 
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entire ecosystems, along with the ecological processes that drive and underpin them’.105 It was 

an ecology that did not seek to achieve protection of, ‘previously widespread vegetation 

types’ nor did it focus on the ‘rarest and most endangered species’.106  NGO Foxtrot ensured 

this ambitious, large scale, process focused, ecological thinking was foregrounded during 

establishment of Landscape A. In the words of Lewis, Landscape A was guided by an ecology 

that was about ‘systems not species’.107  

 

The aspirations of NGO Foxtrot were matched by those of NGO Echo, who were looking for 

opportunities to promote ‘large landscape thinking’ in Australia.108 The region was especially 

appealing as it, ‘had just hit one of the world’s top 25 hotspots list’.109 NGO Echo saw the 

proposed Landscape A project as a means of meeting some of their own goals, described by 

Lewis as, ‘strengthening of the involvement of Australia’s non-government organisations and 

philanthropic sectors in large-scale, strategically placed ecological protection and 

restoration’.110 These were shared ambitions as Lewis himself wanted Landscape A to be a, 

‘proudly private sector start up’.111.  

 

In 2002, the Landscape A launched again, this time with the financial backing of NGO Echo, 

one of the largest environmental NGOs in the world. With the support of this international 

NGO, Lewis was able to attract nationally based NGOs to a simple landscape vision, ‘drawn 

in the gravel behind a roadhouse … in 2001…then laminated as a satellite photo’.112 NGO 

Echo provided half the funds to employ Lewis for two years to establish Landscape A, with 

the NGO Foxtrot and NGO Golf providing the other half.113 For Lewis, it was Landscape A’s 

ability to interest NGO Echo that made this second landscape attempt hold. 

 

 NGO Echo basically said if you are buying Landscape A we will help provide the money … 

[it] was NGO Echo getting excited about what we were doing … it was the strategic 

importance and the way we sold it and the backing of NGO Echo … that enabled that to 

happen.114 

 

From 2002, Lewis was employed to establish the Landscape A vision, and gather the 

necessary material elements to enliven the Landscape. The material development of 

Landscape A depended on two simple actions. The purchase and protection of the Bush, and 

the revegetation of cleared land to form connectivity corridors. Two conservation properties, 

with good quality bushland, were purchased in the months following the launch of Landscape 
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A, both by the same couple.115 In 2003, NGO Alpha purchased a third property, using funds 

offered by NGO Echo and NGO Alpha’s own donors, to contribute to Landscape A. These 

early purchases have been followed by purchases by NGO Golf, and ongoing purchases by 

NGO Alpha and individual environmentalists. In the primary focus area of Landscape A, 

Zone One, some 12 000 ha of land has been purchased, or protected by covenant, by NGOs 

and environmentalists.116 These properties include the ecological restoration of some 3905 ha 

of cleared land, as well as 580 ha of biodiverse sandalwood plantations.117  More restoration 

work has been carried out across surrounding farmland, and the project is supported by 

Landcare groups across the Landscape. As Landscape A has grown it has been covered by 

national and international press118 and has raised tens of millions of dollars has been raised in 

support of projects across the region.119 In this way Landscape A has established itself as a 

powerful new version of nature – a combination of material elements enlivened by a 

compelling landscape conservation vision – that forms the basis for private conservation 

efforts across the region.  

 

 
Figure 6.2 Map of the case study section of the Landscape A.120 
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6.7 Conclusion 
This chapter has detailed the history of Landscape A, describing a new type of nature politics. 

Up until the turn of the century the environmental movement in the region had been involved 

in a nature politics typical of the 20th century. A version of nature politics based on a fight for 

protection against a clearly defined and mobilising Other, in this case agricultural expansion 

and land clearing practices. The antagonistic battle between the two forces was mediated and 

ultimately enforced through the mechanisms of the State Government, in the form of, for 

instance, land clearing regulations. When it launched, the Landscape A project was clearly 

founded on a new type of nature politics. One that was ‘ambitious’, ‘hopeful’ and saw 

‘opportunity’ and ‘potential’ for nature conservation. This was a type of politics defined not 

through opposition to environmental destruction, but through a mission to enact its own 

conservation vision for the region. After long years of protecting the bush, Lewis and south 

west Western Australia environmentalists could develop and prosecute a forward program of 

their own. This was not a program that depended on government. In fact, environmentalism in 

the region, as told by Lewis and others, had been sceptical of the government and 

bureaucracy, and favoured community based environmental efforts like the Landcare 

movement. Where Landscape A needed support beyond the local community, it preferred to 

find it from international and national NGOs. In the establishment of Landscape A, 

government had been encouraged in its law and grant making capacity, but had been largely 

relegated to a supporting role.  

 

In this chapter, the establishment of Landscape A has been presented as an effort to enact a 

new version of nature; of an assemblage of clearing control regulations, adjustment programs, 

satellite images, the Landcare ethic, Federal Government funding programs, international and 

national NGOs, system ecologies, and a sense of hope and opportunity. Private conservation 

governance is described as a process that requires the gathering together of a new set of actors 

to comprise compelling versions of nature. In the chapter that follows I argue that, besides 

composing a compelling version of nature, private conservation governance depends on the 

development of a constituency for that nature. For versions of nature to persist they must be 

able establish the necessary support, from philanthropists to volunteers. Unable to rely on the 

coercive ability of the state, private conservation actors must interest others.  
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Chapter Seven: Enrolling a Constituency  
  

 

7.1 Introduction  
Chapter Seven moves to the second case study site, Landscape B. It describes the need for 

private conservation governance to not only compose compelling versions of nature, but to 

enrol support to ensure their persistence. This chapter outlines this process, referring to the 

need to develop a constituency of support to empower versions of nature with social and 

political force. As this chapter describes however, the development of a constituency does not 

occur independent of versions of nature. In a process of co-articulation, versions of nature 

and constituencies are developed simultaneously. Private conservation practices must work in 

two registers at once, at the same time developing natures and constituencies. Through this 

process the interests of constituencies become firmly embedded in the shaping of versions of 

nature.  

 

In this chapter I offer two accounts of co-articulation. The first describes nature as a ‘site of 

engagement’(Marres, 2013). Sites of engagement are engaging places. They entice and bind a 

constituency through meaningful interaction. I argue that Reserve Red, within Landscape B, 

acts as a site of engagement. Engagement at Reserve Red is facilitated through the creation of 

an informed nature, which offers layers of scientific information to engage constituents. The 

second type of constituency I describe here relies upon tools of accountability for its 

engagement. This type of constituent engages through acts of donation and grant making, and 

is interested in achieving outcomes. Engagement is transactional, with funding exchanged for 

proofs that re-assure constituents that funding is linked to the establishment of a viable 

version of nature. 

 

7.2 The act of engagement 
This chapter begins at an NGO managed nature reserve outside of Canberra121 at the launch 

of NGO Alpha’s ten-year Science Plan.122 The reserve was close to Canberra, the capital of 

Australia and the home of the Federal Parliament, Federal Government departments, top 

universities, and offices of all major news outlets, and was the ideal place for what was a 

carefully planned promotional exercise. The crowd that had gathered included public 

servants, politicians, scientists and journalists. A helicopter had been organised for the event 

and journalists took rides out across the open valley and up over the bush. The launch would 

be in newspapers and on the national news that evening and the next day.123 

 

Speakers at the event began by describing species extinctions and biodiversity loss. Well 

known conservation biologist Professor Hugh Possingham sketched out the parlous state of 

 
121 This reserve was not in either case study site. 

122 This account is retold from field notes (8/4/15) 

123 Document Fourteen: newspaper article covering the launch of NGO Alpha’s Ten Year Science 

Plan, and Document Fifteen: online article covering the launch of NGO Alpha’s Ten Year Science 

Plan.  
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Australia’s biodiversity, describing an ‘extinction crisis’ that could, ‘wipe out half the species 

on the planet in the next three or four hundred years’. He went on to suggest the increasing 

clarity on the rate of biodiversity loss made it clear that the Aichi targets − a set of 

international environmental targets outlined under the Convention on Biological Diversity −  

that set terrestrial protected area targets at 17%, were inadequate, and that ‘nature needs 

half’.124 Given that Australia has a ‘low tax system,’ Possingham believed that Government 

was poorly positioned to meet the pressing imperative without the support of private 

conservation organisations, and in any case, these delivered conservation programs in better 

detail.125 Both NGO Alpha’s CEO and their Chief Scientist outlined the case for supporting 

their organisation. NGO Alpha was managing over 5 million hectares of Australia’s 

terrestrial area, was reintroducing endangered species, forming partnerships and working 

with volunteers to ‘work smarter and not harder.’126 

 

The reserve chosen for the launch was remarkable for its long history as a grazing property 

that had, only ten years prior, been purchased by NGO Alpha and re-classified as a nature 

reserve. Yet in this short amount of time the reserve had assembled those artefacts necessary 

for a credible version of nature that was on display at the Launch. The conservation team had 

been active on many fronts, restoring degraded land here, monitoring for and locating 

endangered and threatened species there, and working with others to assemble a landscape 

scale conservation project to which the reserve contributed an integral part. Following the 

speeches, the 50 odd attendees took a 4WD tour of these key features of the reserve, with 

journalists flying in the helicopter overhead. The tour took in patches of remnant bush and 

native grasses, including endangered ecosystem types that harboured rare birds, animals, fish 

and reptiles. It drove past the 300 Ha of ecological restoration work being undertaken to 

support threatened species before settling on the plateau of the reserve with views across the 

wildlife corridor, of which the NGO Alpha reserve is a part. 

 

The version of nature on display was inclusive not only of these key ecological elements but 

also of NGO Alpha’s strengths as an organisation. NGO Alpha was non-bureaucratic and 

apolitical. It could get the job done without getting mired in political debate and bureaucratic 

hand wringing. Most importantly it was scientific, and had a plan, one that understood the 

severity of the extinction crisis and that sensibly outlined eight research themes that would 

help them address it. In the first instance, the launch of the ten-year Science Plan gathered 

together the items necessary to describe governing nature the NGO Alpha way. It brought 

together an ‘extinction crisis’, conservation targets, science, endangered species, landscapes, 

managers, professors, volunteers, non-political, non-bureaucratic and restoration ecology and 

bundled them together as a particular version nature. 

 

 
124 See Büscher et al. (2016) for an account of this political movement within the global conservation 

sector  

125 Presentation by Prof. Hugh Possingham, Field notes (8/4/15) 

126 Field notes (8/4/15) 
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The Science Launch did much more than that however. It performed a double act that both 

gathered together and presented a version of nature. The presentation through the Science 

Launch carried out the difficult work of engagement. Through a targeted media campaign 

NGO Alpha used the launch of their Science Plan to ensure that their form of conservation 

would reach the public necessary for its effective deployment. In this case the packaging and 

marketing of NGO Alpha’s style of conservation had been successful, and the launch had 

reached a wide and responsive audience. As the then head of NGO Alpha’s conservation 

team told me: 

 

The launch of the science and research plan has been one of the most successful things we've 

done in terms of recruiting a whole new set of skilled volunteers. So, it actually had a massive 

media reach, that launch, and we had a big spike in visits to the website and Facebook and a 

lot of that. We had a lot of interest from new people. So that translated to donations. I think 

about 70 to 80% of the donations that we can directly attribute to the interest spike were from 

people that didn’t know us before. And our volunteer coordinators tell us that again there 

was a very big spike in enquiries and enquiries from people who very much brought some of 

those science and research skills, so highly technical skills. And it's really interesting, those 

people. Hopefully that's a whole new cohort of people that will stay with us.127 

 

Clearly, the Science Plan launch was less an exposition of NGO Alpha’s scientific strategy 

and more generally a chance to promote their program to others − why else bring a helicopter 

to a scientific discussion. Through individual acts of donation, supporters buy into NGO 

Alpha’s version of nature. The Science Launch also became an opportunity to engage and 

recruit supporters to NGO Alpha’s brand of conservation, who would support through acts of 

volunteering and ‘liking’, following and repeating on social media. These acts of 

endorsement help to promote the version of nature assembled by NGO Alpha at the Science 

Plan launch. 

 

7.3 Co-articulation and the constituency 

It is this task, of interesting and enrolling others, that forms the basis of this chapter. Here, I 

argue that for private conservation governance to be successful, its practitioners must present 

versions of nature and corresponding interventions able to ‘seduce audiences’ if these 

versions of nature and its conservation are, ‘to find a place in the world’ (Marres, 2009, p. 

120). In Marres’s view, this engagement is necessary to, ‘secure the necessary involvement 

of social actors’ able to empower entities, like versions of nature, with social and political 

force (Marres, 2012, p. 87). This necessary body of interested others takes on the form of a 

constituency that, following Spencer (2014), values and supports a particular version of 

nature. In this chapter I argue that private conservation governance depends not only on the 

assembling and composing described in the previous chapter, but also on the ability of these 

assemblages to include a constituency. To describe this dual process – of assembling and 

interesting – I borrow the term co-articulation from the work of Marres (2011), who herself 
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attributes the term to Callon (2009). For Marres (2011), the metaphor of co-articulation 

speaks to an ability to, ‘enable action in a number of different registers all at once’ (p. 519) 

or, ‘the organization of spaces of multi-valent action’ (p.520). Here, I use the term to refer to 

a mutually constitutive process of composing and interesting, both simultaneously 

intertwined in the enactment of a particular version of nature. Viewed in this way versions of 

nature are not created in a linear way, assembled and then marketed to others. Rather, they 

are formed simultaneously, with interventions necessarily working in two registers at once, at 

the same time developing both natures and constituencies. Here, the interests of 

constituencies become firmly embedded in the process of composition, and versions of nature 

shape their own specific constituencies. 

 

Taking this co-articulation as its theme, this chapter moves from the Science Launch to 

ethnographic research conducted at two private conservation reserves within Landscape B. 

Using these reserves as examples, I suggest that in order to be successful, private 

conservation governance must build a constituency. I offer two accounts of how this is done. 

The first describes a nature that becomes a ‘site of engagement’(Marres, 2013) actively 

invested with its own ‘powers of engagement’(Marres and Lezaun, 2011). Sites of 

engagement are first of all ‘sites’, locations able to draw a public to them and bind them 

through meaningful interaction. In the case described here, constituents participate through 

acts of scientific research and nature watching, helping to enact a particular version of nature 

based upon an attention to ‘biodiversity’ and to bird watching in particular. The second type 

of constituency I describe is one that acts at a distance. Here, constituents become supporters 

and benefactors through acts of donation and grant making. In this case, constituents are less 

likely to be tied to, or even to visit, the physical site itself. Constituents, including 

philanthropic and governmental based grant makers, are interested in achieving outcomes. In 

these instances, proofs must be generated that actions on site, paid for through grants and 

donations, are generating necessary outcomes. In this case actions must be translated into 

proofs able to travel to distant sites in order to convince remote constituents. 

 

7.4 Landscape B  
To develop these examples, this chapter now moves from the Science Launch to the second 

case study site, a combination of publicly and privately managed conservation reserves that 

collectively form landscape B. Landscape B had been one of the earliest examples of 

landscape scale conservation projects in Australia. At its peak, in the mid and late 1990s, it 

had been held up as a model for others to follow, and its landscape-scale vision had attracted 

significant philanthropic, governmental, and NGO investment.128  For others researching 

private conservation governance in Australia, the Biosphere’s early ability to capture these, 

especially non-governmental, investments, made it a forerunner to the increase of the role of 

these sectors in Australia.129 At the time of my field work, however, Landscape B best 

represented a failed landscape scale project, with informants suggesting that any landscape 
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scale coordination that had existed was long ‘defunct’ and that Landscape B existed now ‘in 

name only’.130 Whereas Landscape A had the benefit of a functional coordinating body, the 

coordinating Landscape B body had long since disbanded following the financial withdrawal 

of both State and Federal Governments.131 Each of the two reserves I visited remained 

nominally a member of Landscape B but carried out their own conservation programs, 

without explicit reference to the work of neighbouring others. My research at this site centred 

on the largest two NGOs managing land in the biosphere. The first was NGO Delta, which 

managed Reserve Red. The second was NGO Charlie, an NGO that managed Reserve Blue. 

Over the course of my five weeks at Landscape B I spent most time at these two reserves, 

following the management actions of each governing body, and focusing on how each 

reserve carries out a nature politics that must enrol the support necessary for its persistence. 

 

7.5 Reserve Red 

7.5.1 A process of co-articulation 
Reserve Red is managed by NGO Delta and adjoins the NGO Charlie managed Reserve Blue. 

Over the course of five weeks I visited Reserve Red three times, speaking with the chair of 

the management committee, Brent, and spending time with the volunteer rangers. On my first 

visit to the reserve Brent explained to me how the reserve was made to work. As he 

describes, Reserve Red relies on a tight knit group of conservation enthusiasts who support 

the reserve through acts of volunteering, researching, donating or paying as visitors. For 

Brent, this group of supporters comprises the ‘Reserve Red Family,’ and their interests are 

placed at the heart of reserve management. This tight group of supporters are brought, and 

bound, together by their shared interest in what Brent describes as the Reserve Red’s 

remarkable natural features. For Brent, the success of a private reserve like Reserve Red, is 

dependent on the presence of these remarkable features − endangered species, unique birds, 

or fantastic mammals − able to interest and engage the birdwatchers, environmental tourists, 

scientists and eco-students needed to support the functioning of the reserve. For him, the 

relationships that bound the Reserve Red Family to the reserve are built upon an interest in its 

material attributes. 

 

It’s no good just getting a bare paddock and saying that you are going to build an 

international reserve on it. But as long as you have got the base to work on, it is going to 

draw people in, and when I say people I mean visitors, birdos, or you might have some 

fantastic mammals or something like that. Researchers, all these other people that we draw 

in. Educational people. As long as you have got that base then there is absolutely no reason 

why you can’t duplicate what we have done. 132 

 

For the reserve to function, however, the relationship between potential constituents and the 

material attributes needed to be facilitated. It was no good, for instance, having remarkable 

features if the reserve was inaccessible to its constituents. Brent had learnt this the hard way 
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with a second NGO Delta reserve that he had been involved with. For Brent this second 

reserve had failed for a number of reasons, one of which was its remote location. 

 

… you have to be in an area that is going to be able to draw in your volunteers too. It is no 

good sitting out in the middle of Australia… and hoping to get the hundreds of volunteers 

that we get here. It’s just not practical; you just won’t get it. 133 

 

For Brent, a successful reserve managed through private conservation governance was best 

explained with a cooking metaphor. One that combined ingredients that included both 

remarkable natural features and different types of constituent and their forms of engagement. 

 

It is like cooking a cake. You have got to start off with a good recipe for a start, then you 

have got to get the best ingredients, then you have got to know how to put them all together 

and at what temperature and how to cook it and all that sort of thing, for it to come out to be 

something special. And Reserve Red is like that. I mean, we have got 18 nationally threatened 

species and we have got this marvellous, now, 54,000 ha of the best mallee environment. So it 

is sitting there and what do you do with it? So, okay, you do research and monitoring. You 

get all these researchers up here. You do environmental education.134 

 

For Brent then, a successful reserve enacts a type of nature through an enlivening of material 

elements in acts of engagement. As Brent describes it, Reserve Red could not work without 

the presence of threatened species, the mallee ecosystem, the rare birds and so on, and their 

constant enlivening through acts of engagement by a dedicated constituency of volunteers, 

researchers, ‘birdos,’ and students. For Reserve Red, this co-articulation, of nature and 

constituents, had begun before the reserve had been acquired, and formed a key component 

of the fundraising necessary for the purchase of the reserve. 

 

7.5.2 A history of co-articulation at Reserve Red 
As those familiar with the history of the purchase of Reserve Red told me, the acquisition of 

the Reserve Red leasehold was undertaken as an attempt to save one critically endangered 

species, the Black-eared Miner (BEM).135 As an endangered bird species with an active 

recovery team, the BEM came with a ready-made constituency. Aware of BEM presence in 

the Landscape B location, the recovery team had the area surveyed and discovered that the 

Reserve Red property had many BEM colonies. Through that survey, they also discovered 

that the BEM was just one of six other endangered bird species136 present on the property. 

Through this first act of engagement with the site, a form of research, the nature of the then 

Reserve Red pastoral lease immediately gained in profile, developing from a possible site of 

one endangered species to a key habitat for six. The creation of Reserve Red pastoral lease as 

key habitat for many endangered bird species, was in turn viewed as a direct opportunity for 
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further developing NGO Delta’s birdwatching constituency. The head of the recovery team, 

also the Oceania representative on the board of NGO Delta International, saw this newly 

established Reserve Red nature as a remarkable opportunity for developing NGO Delta 

Australia’s constituency. Returning from the United Kingdom where bird focused NGOs 

manage large areas of land as reserves, he had noticed the successful growth in membership 

of these organisations through the ownership of conservation properties. For him, 

 

It was obvious from visits to the UK organisations, and in particular to the Royal Society for 

the Protection of Birds (RSPB), that if you looked at their growth, (they had over a million 

members and a multi-million pound income) that it really took off when they started buying 

reserves.137 

 

As the BEM species recovery leader told me, the two objectives, growing membership and 

saving species seemed to fit very nicely together. 

 

Because of these UK examples, and our desire to grow our membership at NGO Delta, I saw 

the conservation need and strategic benefit to NGO Delta in protecting Reserve Red’s 50,000 

ha with what we guessed at that time was a third of the world’s Black-eared Miners, plus 

Red-lored Whistlers, Malleefowl and Scarlet-chested Parrots. The protection of all these 

nationally threatened species meshed very nicely with growing the organisation.138 

 

For NGO Delta, to enrol a constituency with an already developed interest in bird watching 

and biodiversity conservation, there could be no better move than to purchase a property with 

six endangered bird species present. From its outset, Reserve Red would be jointly focused 

on producing both a nature and a constituency. The original fundraising to purchase Reserve 

Red was assisted by the actions of the then leaseholder, who had pushed the conservation 

imperative into a crisis by applying for a permit to burn the property to improve the feed 

quality for his sheep. With the presence of six endangered bird species populations on the 

property, and their apparent imminent collapse, NGO Delta were able to easily fundraise the 

$360 000 necessary for the purchase, in 1997.139 This was the start of a nature dedicated to 

threatened, and especially bird, species protection, supported by an engaged biodiversity 

minded, and especially bird watching, constituency. 

 

7.5.3 Reserve Red as a site of engagement 
In this chapter so far, I have suggested that the Reserve Red acts as a site of co-articulation, 

co-producing natures at the same time as it produces constituents. The two being co-

constitutive of each other. In what follows I suggest that, in the case of the Reserve Red, 

nature and constituents are co-articulated through acts of engagement facilitated by the 

arrangement of the reserve itself, which acts as a site of engagement. A place to interact with 
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nature through acts of watching, counting, measuring, comparing, camping, walking, 

photographing and then sharing these interactions with similar others. 

 

Following the purchase of the Reserve Red lease in 1997, NGO Delta were faced with the 

challenge of properly managing their first nature reserve within a limited budget. As Brent 

told me, the strategy for low budget management has always been the careful development 

of, and attention to, a dedicated network of volunteers. Besides a small food stipend paid to 

the volunteer rangers, there are no paid employees on the reserves. Management decisions are 

made by a 19 member committee that meets monthly and the entire budget for managing the 

54 000 ha reserve is approximately $80 000 annually. Brent suggests that whilst some 

infrastructure developments on the reserve have been assisted by government grants, all the 

spending on day to day management of the reserve is funded through donations and carried 

out by volunteer rangers. Donations are often made by regular visitors or the volunteers 

themselves.140 Rangers live and work on the reserve for approximately two months each. The 

ranger volunteer positions are particularly popular at Reserve Red, and at the time of my first 

visit, in December of 2015, the ranger positions were fully booked up until the end of 2019. 

A large volunteer cohort, based in the local Reserve Red region, support the ‘live in’ rangers 

and work on the reserve for shorter time periods, often on weekends. This local volunteer 

network, the Friends of Reserve Red group, has some 100 members and these form the 

different committees that take on specialised roles across the reserve, weed and pest 

management or infrastructure development and maintenance, for instance. 

 

As Brent tells me, the approach to management is to allow volunteers to pursue the activities 

that interest them.141 Management moves forward through the interests of the volunteers and 

as Brent explains, for each volunteer, ‘we have got something that will fit in with them. We 

really have.’142 Volunteers are required to perform some basic duties, but for the most part, 

are encouraged to pursue their interests, participating in research trips and the many 

environmental educational short courses on offer, learning about and engaging with a 

Reserve Red nature. The management of the reserve is driven not towards a scientifically 

determined endpoint, but to make Reserve Red a ‘site of engagement,’ or as Brent puts it, a 

‘national and international icon’.143 The success of Reserve Red as a site of engagement is 

dependent upon the development of a reserve that acts as an informed material (Barry, 2005), 

a site with layers of meaning, each layer richer in information than the one before, and able to 

relate to more and more constituents. To perform these tasks of engaging and informing, the 

Reserve Red management committee have set up infrastructure to create a nature rich with 

details of, and points of engagement with, birds and biodiversity. In what follows I offer 

accounts of the Reserve Red acting as a site of engagement. At the same time, following 

Barry (2005), I suggest that this site of engagement is produced through the development of 

nature as ‘informed material’.  
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7.5.4 Stories of Engagement at Reserve Red 
The Reserve Red committee has arranged the Reserve to become the, ‘prime destination in 

Australia for birdos’.144 On a tour around the reserve, Brent highlights the ways that bird 

watching is encouraged, and bird watchers made comfortable. There are five bird hides –

structures where bird watchers can sit and watch bird activity unnoticed – spaced about the 

property. These have an insulated roof and are set in different ecosystems, to observe 

different bird communities. They are comfortable and cool in the typically hot weather of 

semi-arid region. Birdwatchers are able to sit and observe the diversity of bird life attracted to 

water stored in a raised stock trough, some twenty metres from the hide. Across the Reserve 

other artificial watering points, former farm dams, have been removed, concentrating the bird 

life at these few places of consistent water supply. Similarly, campsites at which bird 

watchers stay have been placed at sites of the highest known bird densities so that bird 

watchers have the greatest chance of rewarding sightings. 

 

These sites of nature engagement are enriched with information collected and distributed 

during the visitor’s trip. At the bird hides, for instance, a motion triggered camera records 

every bird that visits, and the most exciting photos are displayed on a digital screen in the 

visitor centre. Bird watchers are encouraged to record their sightings on prepared recording 

sheets available at the hides, and on the visitor centre notice board. In this way species 

sighting lists are compiled for each hide. Bird watchers are encouraged to record rare or 

unusual sightings publicly, on the whiteboard of the visitor centre, to inform future visitors of 

the best bird watching opportunities.145 It is at the visitor centre that visitors are attuned to the 

best bird watching and the most exciting research currently occurring on the reserve, with 

information provided about what species can be found where, as well as the bird activity 

observed by recent visitors. 

 

These networks of experience and information are spread out across the site/reserve, but are 

also extended beyond the reserve, and through international birdwatching networks, through 

information presented on the website and Facebook page. As Brent tells me, the Scarlet-

chested Parrot (Neophema splendida) arrives every year, and the appearance of this bird is 

used to boost visitor numbers. 

 

We wait until we are sure they are around the place, then we put it on the website. Seven or 

eight hundred people flocked to Reserve Red. Last year we had three, what do you call it, 

come from England and Europe, to go on a tour. Tour operators. Birdo tour operators came 

from England just to see those birds. Came out to Reserve Red. So we get over 700 people 

come out just when the Scarlet-chested’s … they flock in to the place.146 
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Watching or noticing nature is not the only layer of engagement that Reserve Red offers 

visitors and volunteers. The large and varied scientific program that the Reserve Red team 

manages also acts to inform a Reserve Red Nature. The scientific accounts of the biodiversity 

of the reserve are able to turn the apparently flat, uniform, scrubland into layers of data that 

contain hundreds of species of birds, reptiles, insects, plants, communities, ecosystems, as 

well as geological phenomena. These data layers, and the scientific programs that create and 

interact with them, act as points of engagement for volunteers. Reserve Red, for instance, is 

one of the most heavily surveyed areas for birds in Australia. There are 75 official bird 

watching sites on the property. These survey locations use the standardised methodology 

determined by BirdLife Australia and contribute to the BirdLife Atlas. Atlas sites are two 

hectares in area and volunteers conduct a 20 minute survey collecting data on every bird 

observed at the site over that time. Many volunteers have adopted specific sites on the 

reserve, coming out four times a year to survey their chosen sites. According to Brent, 

virtually every birdwatcher who visits Reserve Red also performs bird watching surveys at 

these sites, and the data collected contributes to the national data base.147 

 

The 75 BirdLife Atlas sites are only one point of engagement for those constituents with an 

interest in scientific engagement. Interested volunteers also monitor and manage 120 pitfall 

trapping sites to understand the reptile and mammal species on the property. They monitor 

the changes to vegetation across time at 48 photo point sites. They monitor ecological 

processes – predator behaviour, pest behaviour, endangered species behaviour – with 30 

motion detection cameras. They monitor soil profile trenches, herbivore exclusion plots, and 

7 Malleefowl Recovery sites to estimate numbers for that endangered species. At each pitfall 

site the vegetation has been mapped and the botany described. There is an in-house 

herbarium, and lists of all mammal and bird species found on the property. 

 

The work of the many professional scientists invited to the reserve helps to add further 

intricate layers to the nature of the reserve. These bring to light rare species and interesting 

interactions. To attract scientific work of high-quality Brent tells me that Reserve Red is 

offered to scientists as a readily accessible and well maintained scientific site. It is attractive 

to scientists, he tells me, because all the ecological sites have been prepared and are in good 

condition. The historical datasets associated with each site are collated and stored – there is 

often up to 15 years of biodiversity monitoring data available – and this data is made freely 

available to any interested researcher. The Reserve Red management committee is so keen to 

have researchers conduct work on the reserve that they have built an extra block of 

accommodation of five double bedrooms to house them. Over the almost 20 years in 

operation, Reserve Red has been the field work site for 19 PhDs, Brent explains.148 

 

The scientific work that occurs on Reserve Red is a process that, in Brent’s words, ‘value 

adds’. In the terms used here, creating a more and more ‘informed’ and ‘engaging’ version of 

nature. When Brent talks about research occurring on the reserve, he talks of this ability to 
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engage, the scope and breadth of the research, the discovery of new species or other engaging 

finds. Brent’s descriptions of the research focuses on the remarkable, the vital, and the 

unique.  For Brent, science works when it is making new findings, adding layers to Reserve 

Red. He is excited when popular species, the Western Pygmy-possum (Cercartetus 

concinnus) for instance, are located on the property, or when new species are added to its 

flora and fauna biodiversity lists. 

 

7.4.5 A Constituency of Interest 
In the above section I have argued that Reserve Red acts as a site of engagement through the 

presentation of a nature rich in information. In this section I argue that this strategy, in turn, 

depends on the establishment of what I am terming a constituency of interest, those 

constituents who the reserve is able to engage through their interest in science, biodiversity, 

and wildlife encounters, and who are moved to volunteer, donate, or otherwise contribute to 

the management of the reserve. From the time I first arrived at Reserve Red it was clear that 

there was a specific type of person the reserve was trying to attract. At a 110 km drive from 

the closest regional centre, and a 60 km drive from the main highway, the drive out to 

Reserve Red is just long enough to put unwelcome ‘others’ off, but not too far for nature 

lovers. As Brent explained to me, these nature loving, and especially birdwatching, visitors 

formed the basis for Reserve Red’s constituency. One that kept Reserve Red a quiet, 

peaceful, clean, tidy, undamaged place. Reserve Red constituents are often drawn into more 

serious contributions to the reserve following a birdwatching or camping visit. The couple 

who were on duty as the on-site rangers on my first and second visits had first come to the 

reserve as keen birdwatchers, and following the trip had decided to sign up to become 

volunteer rangers. This was their second two-month  stint as Reserve Red volunteer rangers. 

These two retirees kept coming back to Reserve Red to continue learning. During this 

volunteer term, for instance, they had been out monitoring both reptiles and ants, learning 

directly from scientists who were specialists, and leaders in their fields.  

 

On my second and third trips to the reserve, I met and volunteered alongside Alan. He had 

just completed a diploma in conservation biology, after retiring from a career in the Federal 

Public Service. For him the volunteering was, ‘really just a learning experience.’ As with 

most Reserve Red volunteers, Alan was an avid birdwatcher. During his stay he was hoping 

to see the Major Mitchell Cockatoo (Lophochroa leadbeateri), the Striated Grasswren 

(Amytornis striatus), the Regent Parrot (Polytelis anthopeplus), and the Red-lored Whistler 

(Pachycephala rufogularis). He had familiarised himself with the birding log books at the 

visitor centre and had noted the past recorded sightings of these birds of interest and knew the 

spots where he might expect to find them, and when. Over his time as a volunteer ranger 

Alan had been engaging with many of the research and monitoring programs on the reserve.  

He had been attending the educational courses that Reserve Red runs and was applying his 

newly developed botanical knowledge on volunteer projects. He hoped to build on the 

handful of species he is familiar with, and had set himself a challenge to learn as many of the 

over 200 plant species found on the property as he could.   
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Alan had been a long-term member of his local bird banding group and was now an open 

practitioner, able to organise bird banding projects of his own. When I arrived on my second 

visit to the reserve, Alan had been out bird watching, ‘Atlassing’ one of the reserves many 

BirdLife Atlas sites on the reserve. That evening Alan, myself, and two other ranger 

volunteers set up mist nets for a short bird banding session the next day. Alan was keen to do 

a small session before his Canberra-based bird banding team came out for a larger effort the 

next month. The birds were to be caught in the nets and marked with a small band around 

their legs. Data are recorded in the Reserve Red logbooks but also at a central database 

managed by the Federal Government, the Australian Bird and Bat Banding Scheme. On my 

next trip out, Alan described this larger bird banding session. Over the course of the week 

they had caught a total of 490 birds and between 30 and 40 different species types. Alan had 

been particularly excited about catching a bird that had first been banded in 2009. The bird 

was at least 6.5 years old, which made it the oldest recorded bird for that species. The team 

had also spent time monitoring the 75 atlas sites across the reserve. During this time they had 

found a new species for Reserve Red, which had taken the reserve’s bird list to 196 species. 

 

 

These exemplary stories are selected from many possible ones. They attempt to describe the 

co-articulation of an informed nature, one that becomes richer and richer in biodiversity and 

birdwatching information. This informed nature is, at the same time, dependent upon a 

constituency of interest. Actions taken on the reserve, particularly the counting and recording 

associated with research and surveying, act to both inform a Reserve Red nature and develop 

a its constituency. The maintenance of the many research and observation sites across the 

reserve, alongside the databases and other repositories of the information, ensure that Reserve 

Red is a fruitful site of engagement. Volunteers are able to add new birds to lists, create new 

data about the average age of bird species, or record unusual bird sightings. The successful 

co-articulation of nature and constituents at Reserve Red is dependent upon the reserve acting 

as a site of engagement. In the next section of this chapter I describe a very different form of 

engagement. 

 

7.5 NGO Charlie and the Production of Outcomes 

7.5.1 The Co-articulation of Landscape B 
Bordering Reserve Red is Reserve Blue, managed by NGO Charlie. Despite sharing two 

borders and both nominally being members of Landscape B, NGO Delta and NGO Charlie 

management teams have virtually no interaction. Whereas Reserve Red enacted a nature rich 

in information and able to engage a constituency that visited, volunteered, researched and 

donated, NGO Charlie attempted to create a nature built upon the principle of sustainable 

development, and reliant upon funding networks extending from philanthropic and 

government bodies. NGO Charlie had begun its career not as land managers, but as 

facilitators and organisers of the people, organisations, communities and ecosystems that 

comprised the Landscape B project. In fact, the launch of NGO Charlie coincided with the 

establishment of Landscape B itself.  The original intent behind the formation of NGO 

Charlie was to work through the Landscape B project to, ‘engage communities in sustainable 
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landscape management’.149 The launch of NGO Charlie had been supported by a prominent 

philanthropic trust (the Trust), an attempt by that organisation to further develop the 

sustainable economic development message they had began with a previous project focused 

on the agricultural sector. NGO Charlie was launched in 1996 with the financial backing of 

the Trust to play, what NGO Charlie’s current manager, Paul, describes as a partnership role, 

helping to raise funds for and develop the Landscape B programme and to support the 

management of Reserve Blue.150  

 

In 1998 the role of NGO Charlie shifted from one of partner and facilitator, to one of active 

land manager, when the NGO won a contract to manage Reserve Blue on behalf of the 

Federal Government.151 A second leasehold was purchased in the year 2000 with the 

assistance of NGO Charlie and its associated benefactors and again gifted to the Federal 

Government, who contracted management back to NGO Charlie as a part of the wider 

Reserve Blue. The total Reserve Blue management area is now 335 000 ha.152 At the same 

time, however, the governance structure that held the many disparate organisations together 

that contributed to Landscape B, was falling apart. Disagreements between participant groups 

culminated in the separation of NGO Charlie this governing body, and ultimately, the 

dissolution of the Landscape B governing body the year 2000.153 Later attempts to 

reinvigorate the shared community management structure, were not supported by NGO 

Charlie.154 By the time of my visit to the Landscape B, in 2015, the Landscape B 

coordinating force that existed in name only. With wider Landscape B project now defunct, 

NGO Charlie reduced its focus to the management of Reserve Blue. 

 

The failure of broader Landscape B project coincided with a sustained loss of funding. A 

long-term volunteer on Reserve Blue, who had volunteered continuously since 1995, told me 

that when the collective biosphere was fully functional, there was a whole ecology 

department working within the NGO Charlie office, as well as his friend the community 

development officer. Before 2000, Reserve Blue and its offices were alive with scientific 

activity. 

 

 They had a lot [of ecologists] working here because in those ATCO155 huts you had a girl 

who was an ecologist dealing with frogs, you had someone dealing with the fish, and then 

Sonia was doing the vertebrates and Malleefowl …There would have been half a dozen at the 

back there. … And of course … the public coordinator but he used to do a lot of the out 

work… [the lead ecologist] was picking up money everywhere. … Yes, when I first came out 

 
149 Document Seventeen: NGO Charlie Website (2017). 

150 Interview with Paul (8/12/15) 

151 Document Eighteen: Academic paper on the history and governance of Landscape B, published in 

the journal Environmental Conservation, 2008. 

152 Document Nineteen: Reserve Blue Management plan 2013 – 2023. 

153 Document Eighteen 

154 Document Eighteen 

155 ATCO is a company that provides portable office solutions suitable for remote work sites. 



 94 

here there were lots of them. If I wanted to be involved with fish I could be involved with fish, 

if I wanted to be involved with frogs I could be involved with frogs.156 

 

From the late 1990s, when NGO Charlie had at least half a dozen ecologists, there is now 

only one trainee ecologist, and Paul, who must act as both the manager of the NGO and the 

head ecologist. The extra demountables that housed the researchers during those days now 

act as storage facilities. For the volunteer, the change has been significant. 

 

Now you’ve got [a trainee ecologist], And she is not a qualified ecologist. Not to the extent of 

identifying and that sort of thing and then you have got poor old bloody Paul who has got to 

do the managerial plus the ecology stuff. Tough going boy. 

 

Whilst Paul agrees with this boom and bust description, he is also eager to suggest that NGO 

Charlie is now working back from its worst period of decline. During the first years of the 

21st century, NGO Charlie’s management in Landscape B, ‘had a lot of impetus and it was 

really running…but like all of these programs, people got bored with supporting the same 

programme and the funding started to dry up. This place went into a … It very nearly 

disappeared altogether’.157 Even now, Paul tells me, Reserve Blue not have a reliable source 

of funding, and much of work carried out is dependent upon government grants. According to 

Paul, NGO Charlie is still on a ‘knife’s edge’ with some long-term grants about to run out 

and, ‘limited long-term … revenue capacity for the place’.158 

 

The story of Landscape B more generally, and Reserve Blue specifically, as I tell it here, is 

the story of a failure of co-articulation. In recounting it, I attempt to tell a different story of 

engagement. Rather than engaging constituents of interest (volunteers, donors, students etc.) 

at a site of engagement, NGO Charlie has attempted to bind a few powerful but distant others 

to its cause, namely the Federal Government of Australia and the Trust. As I will describe, 

after a strong beginning, NGO Charlie’s attempt at a version of sustainable development 

nature has slowly lost the support of these two organisations, such that it is now dependent 

entirely on winning the now relatively sparse and competitive governmental grants on offer. 

Rather than the creation of a nature/constituency that grows with mutual reinforcement, this 

story is of nature that is difficult to enact, and a constituency that is therefore difficult to 

maintain. 

 

7.5.2 A Problem of Composition 
The emergence of NGO Charlie alongside the efforts to purchase Reserve Blue and to expand 

and support the new Landscape B, were based upon the principles of sustainable 

development. Reserve Blue’s contemporary management plan outlines a version of nature 

based upon the integration of, ‘biodiversity conservation with ecologically sustainable 

development’. The principle of ecologically sustainable development had come directly from 

 
156 Interview with Conservation Volunteer One (10/3/16) 

157 Interview with Paul (8/12/15) 

158 Interview with Paul (8/12/15) 
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the UNESCO Man in the Biosphere Program.159 The Management Plan describes land 

management that is focused on education and capacity building, and that seeks to, ‘promote 

within communities the capacity and desire wisely to manage their landscapes.’ Reserve Blue 

and Landscape B were to act as proving grounds for these sustainable development and 

community engagement ideas, creating sites of innovation such that, ‘the viability of this 

model of community engagement’ is illustrated.160 Paul sums it up this way, 

 

We are actually about the community being involved in good landscape management. And 

our view of landscape management is that it is production and conservation, we don't 

separate them into their separate components and say we are doing this or we are doing that, 

you are just managing the land well and that will include all of the above.161 

 

For NGO Charlie, however, it has proven very difficult to illustrate exactly what it means to 

‘manage the land well’ in a manner consistent with the principles of ‘ecologically sustainable 

development’. After 20 years of experimentation, Paul suggests that there are actually very 

few economic opportunities possible on Reserve Blue. Littered around the reserve are 

examples of past attempts to monetise certain land management practices. Many of these 

were projects attempted during the funding boom at the peak of the Landscape B project. One 

of Reserve Blue’s longest employees had been employed to work on many of these projects 

and he pointed them out to me on a tour around the reserve. He had been employed originally 

to work in the horticultural centre, which had been established to run a native flower 

operation. When that had failed, because it was too distant to markets suggests Paul, he had 

moved across to work on a yabby farming enterprise. That too failed. The latest plan was for   

a luxury riverboat and hiking tour that was to follow the river bank, visiting popular birding 

and aboriginal cultural sites. The program is planned by an entrepreneurial local, who would 

pay royalties to NGO Charlie, but the NGO Charlie employee was non-committal about the 

venture, suggesting that this type of eco-tourist venture had been tried, and had failed. Paul 

also took a dim view of the tourist market for their area with, ‘the depression of this region as 

a whole,’ and the local community’s fatigue after repeated unsuccessful attempts at tourism 

projects.162 

 

For Paul the difficulty in enacting a sustainable development nature on Reserve Blue has 

been a problem of composition. For him, the version of nature theoretically prescribed by 

ecological sustainable development was impossible to gather, and bind together successfully, 

on Reserve Blue. For Paul, a nature based on the biosphere model that, ‘was about trying to 

integrate commercial activities with conservation activity as well… didn't really work’ and 

the biosphere has been a failed experiment in Australia, where ‘there is very little connection 

with it’.163 For Paul, part of the problem lies in a misconstrued understanding of what 

‘ecologically sustainable development’ might be made to mean. As he now sees it, the only 
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viable economy possible, given the reserve’s location, and the economic condition of the 

region, had been a form of pastoralism. In the agreements that transferred the ownership and 

management of the leases for the reserves from the Federal Government to NGO Charlie, 

however, the stocking rates on both pastoral leases had been set at zero. For Paul, this was to 

start at the wrong place. A hope that conservation activities might somehow lead to profitable 

enterprises, rather than focusing on making profitable activities more sustainable.164 The only 

land management practice currently generating an income on the property, Paul points out, is 

a quarry that is in operation on the reserve. As Paul explains, NGO Charlie is now contracted 

by the quarry to perform impact assessments, to analyse offsetting requirements and to 

undertake the offsetting restoration works.165 

 

7.5.3 Losing a Constituency 
The story of the failed Landscape B, and NGO Charlie’s associated decline, revolved around 

a problem of nature composition. However, the story of Reserve Blue also includes a 

problem of engagement, and the steady loss of what was a uniquely powerful constituency. In 

order to understand this story, I travelled away from the NGO Charlie managed reserve, and 

back to the capital city headquarters of NGO Charlie’s parent organisation, the Trust. Here I 

was able to take notes from, although not copy or take, material from the Trust’s archives for 

an afternoon. The archives included much correspondence between NGO Charlie and the 

Trust, including all of NGO Charlie’s annual reports. At the time of Reserve Blue’s 

expansion, through the purchase of a second leasehold in the year 2000, NGO Charlie was 

riding a wave of support. Their management of a large part of the Landscape B core, Reserve 

Blue, enjoyed the strong financial support of both the Federal Department of Environment 

and Heritage, through a contract that paid NGO Charlie 500,000 AUD per year for the 

management of Reserve Blue, and the strong backing of large philanthropic foundations, 

including one international foundation, and the Trust.  During the early 2000s philanthropic 

donations were both large and consistent. In the year 2000, for instance, NGO Charlie 

received 1,724,215 AUD in philanthropic donations alone, with 1,089,839 AUD the 

following year.  During this period NGO Charlie had constituted the entirety of the Trust’s 

charitable donations to environmental causes, and the Trust itself had given 700,000 AUD in 

the year 2000, and 600,000 AUD in the year 2001. These numbers fell away significantly as 

the years progressed. In the year 2006 for instance, NGO Charlie received just 472,770 AUD 

in philanthropic donations. In 2007 philanthropic funding appears to have been withdrawn all 

together. Over the twelve years between 1995 and 2007 the Trust had paid 4,150,000 AUD to 

NGO Charlie for works on Reserve Blue. The total amount of funding won, as summed by 

myself from half yearly and then yearly NGO Charlie reports from 1996 to 2009 (13 years) 

was 19,483,487 AUD. 166 

 

The steady withdrawal of philanthropic funding coincided with a staged withdrawal by the 

Federal Government from the management of Reserve Blue. Originally the contract between 
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NGO Charlie and the Australian Federal Government had proceeded with the expectation 

that each party would contribute between 400,000 AUD – 500,000 AUD.167 In 2008 

however, the Federal Government had altered the terms of their, by then decade long, 

agreement from a proposed five year extension to a one year extension, followed by a gradual 

withdrawal of funds through to 30, June 2013. This phased withdrawal culminated in the 

reassignment of the lease ownership from the Federal Government to NGO Charlie. NGO 

Charlie accepted full responsibility for both resourcing and managing Reserve Blue from July 

1, 2013.168 By the time I visited Reserve Blue in 2015, any long term reliable governmental 

or philanthropic funding had long since disappeared. 

 

The story of Reserve Blue is the story of a loss of interest. As the dialogue between the NGO 

Charlie and the Trust shows, the financial support of the Trust and Federal Government 

appeared to be based on NGO Charlie’s ability to generate proofs of the successful enactment 

of a version of sustainable development nature. This appeared to be a transactional 

engagement, with large funding bodies providing donations in exchange for artefacts, created 

by NGO Charlie, that could travel back to capital cities to act as indicators of value creation. 

As I show next, it was the absence of these proofs of value that resulted in firstly the Trust’s 

and then the Federal Government’s withdrawal of support to NGO Charlie. 

 

7.5.4 A Problem of Translation 
The first sign that the Trust was having doubts about its relationship with NGO Charlie was 

in 2003 when it commissioned an assessment of their environmental program, until then 

comprised of funding to NGO Charlie and the Landscape B project, and the agricultural 

sustainability project that had been its precursor. The assessment was to focus upon how the 

Trust’s environmental grant making had, to that date, met their grant making criteria. These 

were: to follow a long-term approach, focus on prevention rather than amelioration, promote 

scientific rigour, back innovation by individuals of high calibre and commitment, support 

sound and sustainable organisations with a strong collaborative capacity, support self-

sufficient communities able to draw on volunteer resources, be able to leverage other 

financial assistance, be innovative and able to provide models for others, and to complement 

rather than replace government. For NGO Charlie to secure the ongoing interest of the Trust 

in the Landscape B project, the nature on Reserve B had to enliven the principles of 

ecologically sustainable development, and the Trust’s principles. Further, NGO Charlie was 

required to generate proofs that could travel to the Trust’s capital city offices. Whereas the 

Reserve Red established a constituency by bringing constituents to the site, NGO Charlie 

needed to make the site travel to its constituents, in ways that were meaningful and 

persuasive. The task of translating (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1999, 1987; Law, 2009) actions 

undertaken by conservationists on the dusty, semi-arid Reserve Blue, able to be interpreted 

by Trustees meeting in the board room of a capital city high rise, was obviously significant. 

 

 
167 Document Twenty: A review of the land management services delivered for Reserve Blue under 

contractual arrangements between director of national parks and NGO Charlie (2008). 
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The commissioned report was prepared by three prominent Australian environmental 

scientists who concluded that this task of translation had not been performed well. Based on a 

series of documents provided by the Trust on its environmental grant making, the report 

suggested that in relation to NGO Charlie and the grant payments made between 1992 and 

2002, ‘it is less clear from the documentation supplied exactly what has been achieved with 

Foundation Funding of 2.7 million over a nine-year period’.169 The documents on which the 

report had been based were those sent from NGO Charlie to the Trust to account for the 

spending of the funds. For the authors of the report, these documents were not adequate 

proofs of the establishment of a nature proposed in the Trust’s grant making criteria, ‘given 

the [Trust’s] philosophy of innovate, evaluate and disseminate, which we endorse, just what 

has been done that is innovative, what independent evaluation has been undertaken and what 

has been done to disseminate any results to a wider audience’.170 Favouring scientific 

publications as the proper means for the distribution of innovative ideas and models, the 

report suggests that there is no evidence of such publications nor other means for spreading 

information. Nor was there any ‘concrete evidence’ of uptake of conservation ideas in the 

community, as suggested by NGO Charlie. The failure of NGO Charlie to properly leverage 

the Trust’s funding, particular through a strong partnership with the State Government, was 

also viewed dimly by the authors. What the report made clear was that the interests of the 

Trust were not to be found in those items sent back to the Trust by NGO Charlie. 

 

In 2008, the Federal Government department, the Director of National Parks (DNP), 

conducted its own review of the contract it held with NGO Charlie for the management of 

Reserve Blue. Surprisingly, as it presaged the complete withdrawal of the DNP from the 

contract, the review was somewhat favourable to NGO Charlie. NGO Charlie had won the 

contract initially because of ‘a strong alignment between NGO Charlie’s organisational 

objectives and those of the DNP. Specifically … the DNP aims, inter alia, to manage the 

properties consistent with the objectives of [sustainable development] … [and a] focus on 

conservation through building community capacity’.171 Significantly, the DNP had to send a 

person to Reserve Blue to bring information back on the success of the version of nature that 

was their shared goal. The reviewer found, firstly, that NGO Charlie’s management 

objectives, that outlined how the sustainable development nature would be enacted, were not 

very precise. Nor were they linked to good measures of performance. For the reviewer, NGO 

Charlie’s data collection and reporting mechanisms provided very good proof of how funds 

were spent and what activities were performed. However, there were no artefacts that could 

establish, ‘the achievement of conservation goals’.172 Much ‘baseline data’ had been 

collected but very little had been done to analyse, present and share this information. For the 

reviewer, the absence of such proofs, signalled an absence of artefacts able to circulate 

through the NGO Charlie’s network of constituents, ‘to focus and motivate staff and 

volunteers and to assist collaborative engagement with neighbours, Landscape B partners and 

 
169 Document Twenty one: A review of the Trust’s environmental grant making program (2003). 
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the general … community’. For the reviewer, the translation of this baseline data into 

scientific publications able to circulate would increase Reserve Blue’s ‘credibility’. Across 

the collective biosphere the review reported that it was clear that NGO Charlie had failed to 

interest locally important others in their work. Some Landscape B partners express, ‘very 

strong views about what they perceive to be a lack of commitment to this collaborative 

activity on the part of NGO Charlie and Reserve Blue management’.173 

 

Despite the assortment of negative feedback, the review concluded that, following a time of 

disruption with poor management and high staff turnover, NGO Charlie and its then manager 

were doing a good job to rebuild damaged local connections and reputation. They were 

accountable and dedicated to the sustainable development principles, even if they were 

unable to communicate outcomes effectively. In summing, the review suggested that there 

were, ‘no substantive reason to exclude NGO Charlie from management of the Reserve Blue 

after the expiry of the current contract in June 2008’.174 Despite the somewhat favourable 

review, the DNP decided to extend the contract for only one more year. Following further 

negotiations with NGO Charlie, the DNP agreed to an arrangement that would decrease the 

amount of money paid to NGO Charlie over the course of the five year contract to zero in 

2013. Following that time, the leaseholds to the two reserves and the entire responsibility for 

their management would be handed to NGO Charlie. 

 

Despite over ten years of reliable financial support from two large backers, the Federal 

Government and the Trust, NGO Charlie had failed to firmly bind these organisations to the 

to the version of nature attempted at the reserve. NGO Charlie had very few useful 

intermediaries that could travel to illustrate success. Tellingly, when the DNP needed 

information on whether they were getting value for their investment in the management 

agreement with NGO Charlie, they were forced to send someone to Landscape B to bring 

information back for them. At different points in time, both funding bodies were forced to ask 

what exactly was happening at Reserve Blue that was worth the hundreds of thousands of 

dollars they were investing each year in its management. What was clear from this story is 

that these two different constituencies required different proofs of outcomes. The report to the 

DNP suggested that there was little to show that a nature that was inclusive of community, 

and that proved sustainable development practices for wider use, was actually being brought 

into being through NGO Charlie’s management actions. Recommendations arising from the 

report suggested that NGO Charlie generate these artefacts so that they could show to the 

DNP and others what they were was achieving. The report commissioned by the Trust 

similarly demanded proofs or ‘concrete evidence’ of the outcomes that NGO Charlie was 

delivering. The Trust, however, sought proofs of a slightly different nature, that could 

innovate, leverage and disseminate.  
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7.6 Conclusion  
This chapter has built on the work of the previous chapter and its description of the 

composition of Landscape A. Governing nature through private conservation governance 

depends on the creation of a compelling version of nature, that are able to interest others. At 

the same time, this chapter argued that this was not a uni-directional process, with natures 

being developed and then marketed to constituents. Rather, natures and constituents are 

developed simultaneously through a process of co-articulation, and versions of nature emerge 

through the interests of their constituents. In the case of Reserve Red, an informed nature 

acted to bind a constituency of interest through actions of engagement, simultaneously 

building a nature/constituency. As the Reserve Red case shows, here a type of informed 

nature, was developed through the actions of a constituency of interest. Using co-articulation 

as a theme, this chapter attempted to describe the emergence of this informed nature through 

acts of noticing, recording and analysing. It theorised that Reserve Red was successful 

because it acted as a site of engagement that promoted and facilitated these actions. In the 

second case described in this Chapter, NGO Charlie lost its long-term constituency. Rather 

than drawing constituents to a site of engagement, constituents of Reserve Blue required the 

translation of on ground actions into proofs, of the achievement of outcomes, able to travel to 

remote constituents in order to convince them of the successful composition of a preferred 

version of nature. Through these stories I hope to show that governing nature through private 

conservation governance depends on processes of co-articulation able to compose versions of 

nature, embedded in networks of interest.  
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Chapter Eight: The Multi-Natural 
  

 

8.1 Introduction 
 

Chapter Eight shifts focus from the way that versions of nature are enacted, to the types of 

natures that are enacted at the Landscape A case study site. It attends to the governmental 

logics that order conservation practices, providing an account of logics as they run through, 

bind, order and arrange different versions of nature across the Landscape A region. The 

chapter is organised around two forms of conservation logic that emerged at the Landscape A 

case study site. The first I refer to as a ‘logic of proper ends’. A logic of proper ends directs 

conservation practices towards the enactment of a version of nature as a desirable endpoint. 

The second type of logic outlined in this chapter I refer to as a ‘logic of proper means’. This 

logic fades out the pursuit of a desired endpoint and focuses upon proper conservation 

process or procedure. 

 

In using the term logic, I am primarily interested in the rationales that order conservation 

practices. This interpretation of the term is one borrowed from Mol (2008). As she explains, 

the term logic might also be called a ‘style.’ It, ‘invites the exploration of what it is 

appropriate or logical to do in some site or situation, and what is not’ (p.8). The 

understanding of logic used here, does not necessarily refer to an explicit rationale or 

discourse. It can be an intuitive reasoning that arises through practices themselves. As Mol 

(2008) explains, the coherence offered by these logics, ‘is not necessarily obvious to the 

people involved. It need not even be verbally available to them. It may be implicit: embedded 

in practices, buildings, habits and machines’ (p.8). For this chapter, these logics are viewed as 

organising the relations between the things that comprise different versions of nature. They 

offer meaning to different sets of conservation actions. As this chapter hopes to show, the 

logics that organise versions of nature are important. The dominance of certain logics shifts 

the focus of limited resources, from where to act to what to do there. Different logics shape 

practices towards very different versions of nature. Through a focus on the conservation 

logics that guide private conservation practices, this chapter seeks to give an example of the 

range of different natures that emerge under private conservation governance. In so doing, 

this thesis returns to the themes of the multi-natural and difference. 

 

8.2 A Logic of Proper Ends 

The first section of this chapter offers accounts that outline logics focusing conservation 

practices towards the delivery of certain ends. At the Landscape A site, Lewis and NGO 

Bravo had been working to establish a logic of connectivity against what they believed to be 

a national background that was moving towards the logic of scarcity that guided an 

endangered species approach. As Lewis explained, the logic of connectivity focused 

conservation effort on the purchase of blocks of bush that were clustered together and could 

easily be connected. In contrast, Lewis believed a logic of scarcity worked against Landscape 

A. Government funding delivered for the protection of scarce or rare remnant ecosystems 
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focused on, ‘the last hundred hectares of some [ecological] community out in the middle of 

the wheat-belt where it probably doesn’t have any viability’.175 As Lewis pointed out, 

delivering conservation funding for the protection of samples of rare ecosystems hadn’t been 

particularly useful for Landscape A. Under this scenario, the more successful Landscape A 

had been in aggregating ecosystems of a similar type, the less eligible they were for funding. 

Further, that the purchase of ecosystems based on protecting remnants of a pre-existing 

whole could not even begin to relate to the creation of new ecosystems through NGO Bravo’s 

ecological restoration work. He insisted that there was no place for newly created or re-

created ecosystems in a logic based upon scarcity and loss.  

 

A Federal Government funded project Lewis talked about with more enthusiasm was the 

National Wildlife Corridor Plan prepared under the then Labor Government. NGO Bravo had 

spent much time helping to inform this plan, but despite the investment of significant 

resources and the development of a policy strategy and report, it was never implemented. 

This approach would have acted to ‘focus’ Federal Government funding on what were to be 

‘six foundation stone corridors’.176 Instead of scarcity, the focus would have been on projects 

that aggregated and connected. For Lewis, the election of a new Liberal Federal Government, 

in 2013, saw a shift away from connectivity and a re-focus on scarcity and rarity through a 

focus on threatened species. Lewis saw this threatened species approach as a highly political 

move with large consequences for Australian conservation.   

 

A donor to most things in Australia was on the phone the other day… the reason he’s 

supporting Landscape A is because we are supporting evolutionary processes. We are talking 

about the big stuff that makes systems work. We both share the view that all this rare species 

focus is the neo-cons [conservatives]. We had the previous National Government starting to 

talk about whole landscapes and how ecology works across whole landscapes. They weren’t 

far into that dialogue but they were getting there. Then as soon as the Tories come in, 

WHACK! We get a Rare Species Commissioner and they wave the cheque-book at all these 

groups and every group wants to talk about rare species, which is saying to us all, ‘get back 

in your box. Your box is that little bit of national park and these threatened species. The rest 

of the landscape is ours to play with.’ That’s how I read it. That’s how that guy reads it…But 

playing to rare species works for an awful lot of donors.177 

 

Against this national setting, the first section of this chapter focuses upon logics that direct 

conservation practices towards a target end. The second section of the chapter focuses on 

those logics that direct conservation action through an attention to proper process. 

 

8.2.1 Connectivity  
The Landscape A office is where connectivity happens. On the walls are blown up satellite 

photos that reveal the shape of the stretch of the Landscape where the original Landscape A 
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property purchases were made, Zone One of the Landscape. In these photos the two basic 

categories that comprise the material elements of Landscape A, cleared and uncleared land, 

are visible (see figure 8.1). In 2002, Lewis and his partners in Landscape A had decided upon 

a line of connectivity across Zone One of the Landscape using this map and a texta, marking 

out a line between one large area of habitat, in the south west corner of the map, and another, 

in the north east corner.178   

 

 

 

 
Figure 8.1.  Satellite photo of Zone One of the Landscape A, taken at the time of the Landscape A launch in 

2002. Arrows mark the direction of the Landscape.  

 

 

A more advanced connectivity map (Figure 8.2) is also on the wall of the NGO Bravo office, 

a large map generated by contemporary cartographic software developed by the Australian 

Bureau of Resource Economics and Statistics, called MCAS-S (Multiple Criteria Analysis 

Shell for Spatial Decision Support).179 This mapping exercise had been prepared in 2012 to 

mathematically test the visual assessment of landscape connectivity carried out when the 

project first launched ten years earlier. The mapping exercise was the basis for a ‘functional 

landscape plan’ for Zone One of Landscape A. The Functional Landscape Plan combined 

ratings on a number of variables in the MCAS-S software, including a connectivity 

evaluation created by applying an algorithm that reduced the ‘cost of travel’ to zero for 

existing vegetation, and applying a cost of travel for cleared land that increased with distance 

from existing vegetation. The logic of connectivity that guides Landscape A, is an 

arrangement of cartographic units according to two principles. Firstly, a determination on 
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whether a cartographic unit was either cleared or uncleared, and secondly, the valuing of 

these units according to their distribution. The MCAS-S map visually represents this 

algorithmically determined corridor (Figure 8.2), presenting the optimal endpoint for 

assisting ecological flow across the landscape. In gradations of green are represented those 

areas of remnant vegetation marked for future purchase, from highest to lowest priority. In 

gradations of red are marked those areas that represent the revegetation priorities.180 

A nature driven towards connectivity is practically pursued through conservation practices 

that adjust these variables, either purchasing or securing more units of remnant vegetation, or 

revegetating cleared land within a mathematically determined corridor. A version of nature 

characterised by connectivity, as described here, is enacted through simple cartographic 

practices and represented visually, in the office. Driving through the Landscape, however, a 

different set of logics emerge. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 8.2. The Functional Landscape Plan.  The logic of connectivity as mathematically determined by 

MCASS software. 

 

8.2.2 Self-Regulating Nature  
On a sunny mid-winter day in June (2015) Lewis and I leave the office in the old NGO Bravo 

4WD and head in the direction of the most active section of the Landscape, Zone One. We 

 
180 Document Twenty-Three: A report outlining the functional landscape plan for Zone One of 

Landscape A, including a spatial analysis and guide (2012). 
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are touring the section where the Landscape was first envisaged and the first properties 

purchased, a stretch of land between two national parks. Driving within the Landscape, 

stopping and speaking with the managers of the reserves that comprise it, the spatial logic of 

connectivity and the landscape is replaced with a local set of logics. Whereas the Landscape 

was a version of nature enacted in cartographic practices in the office, and addressed a 

regional scale, as the Landscape Manager with NGO Alpha put it, the conservation practices 

that they performed occurred, ‘out there in the landscape.’181  

 

One of our first stops on our tour of the Landscape was a 1500 ha reserve, right in the heart of 

the Zone One of Landscape A, and owned by a septuagenarian couple. As the two describe, 

management practices carried out on their 700 ha of remnant vegetation are organised around 

what Spencer (2014) refers to as an Originary nature. The reserve was purchased because of 

the 700 ha block of remnant bush on the property that sat right in the middle of the 

connectivity corridor. For the owners this remnant patch of bush serves as a reminder of 

Nature as it used to be. The conservation actions they carry out seek to preserve and maintain 

the bush against an historic benchmark. When referring to this remnant patch, they describe a 

nature that is resilient, with its own self-regulating processes. The two perform relatively few 

management actions, with those that are carried out directed at removing threats to these 

processes. For them, the bush required,  

 

Very little management. The bush is very resilient. Right on the edges we are keeping our 

eyes skimmed for, you know, there are a couple of weeds that could potentially get in there. 

There is an orchid that goes right through, a South African orchid that grows everywhere, 

bridal creeper, there is a couple of potential problems, but the bush’s pretty resilient.182  

 

For the owners of the reserve, their remnant bush represents a nature understood as self-

regulating, that can be preserved through practices that reduce obvious threats to, and impacts 

upon, its self-moderating properties. This is a nature that functions best if left to itself. Any 

foreign influence, including humans and their possible impacts, ought to be carefully 

attenuated or removed. Conservation in these instances becomes a task of preserving natural 

processes. The NGO Alpha Landscape Manager assisted in the management of the property, 

and thought this self-regulating nature could be addressed reasonably simply through, ‘things 

like feral animals, pest animal and pest plant control programs.’183    

 

For revegetation practitioners, a cleared paddock forms a very different material starting 

point to remnant vegetation. In these cases, a self-regulating nature becomes an endpoint 

much farther away, no longer reached through a little pest and weed control. For Wayne, a 

prolific ecological restoration practitioner working in Landscape A, the application of this 

logic to revegetation projects had been a disaster for the early Landscape A. When Wayne 

arrived in the region some ten years earlier, revegetation practitioners relied upon a self-

 
181 Interview with NGO Conservation Officer Five (15/6/15) 

182 Interview with Private Conservation Landholder Two (28/6/15) 
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moderating nature in the design of revegetation projects. This method applied one diverse 

seed mix – referred to by Wayne as a ‘mixed soup’ – across the whole target area in the hope 

that those plants naturally suited to the conditions, especially soil type, would prevail and the 

ecosystem would naturally calibrate. The problem with this idea, says Wayne, is that 

Australian natives are very hardy. Instead of getting, as the logic prescribes, a ‘natural’ match 

between plants and soil, what he found was the domination of the hardiest species. These 

competed with and ultimately killed the rarer species. In Wayne’s view, revegetation projects 

that allowed nature to weave its true course created ecosystems that did not at all resemble 

the patches of remnant bush nearby. As he determined, the proper end to ecological 

restoration work was not natural expression but direct replication. As he explained to me, his 

restoration work had replaced a ‘mixed soup’ approach for one that attempted to directly 

replicate an adjacent reference site. For Wayne, restoration ought to be a careful re-

construction, studying the elements of a reference site and how they are arranged against each 

other, the vertical and lateral ecosystem structures, the mix of species on each soil type, in an 

attempt at a direct replication.184 In this view, conservation activities must construct desired 

natures, rather than rely on their emergence through natural processes. 

 

8.2.3 A Rare Species Focus 
Other reserves visited over course of the day adapted this designed approach to deliver 

outcomes for specific species. On another individually owned the property, a 110 ha patch of 

remnant vegetation had been enclosed within a predator proof fence. As the owner explained, 

the predator proof fence would be used to create and maintain a nature defined by the right 

mix of fauna species. The ‘wrong type’ of species would be removed, and the right type, 

endangered or otherwise notable species, would be introduced. In the first instance, the owner 

and their conservation NGO partner, were re-introducing the small native mammal, the 

Quenda or Southern Brown Bandicoot (Isoodon obesulus), into the fenced enclosure. As he 

explained to me, they had picked the Quenda as it was not threatened, and therefore easier to 

get the handling permits necessary for the project. If the project were to be successful, he tells 

me, they’d look at re-introducing rare and endangered species.  

 

It was this type of intervention, and the creation of favourable conditions for specific species, 

to the exclusion of other approaches, that Lewis treated very carefully. Narrowing the focus 

of conservation practices from species and their relations – ecosystem processes – to one 

species in particular, at its extreme, approached the regulated conditions of a zoo. It was a 

criticism that the owner of the property was aware of, pointing out to me, twice, that the 

Quenda enclosure ‘is not a zoo’. That there is human intervention, but it has limits, ‘they are 

not fed and watered every day or anything like that’.185 For Lewis, however, it was not the 

Quenda that had been the most recent distraction. During my visits to Landscape A there was 

one endangered species that had become the focus for significant conservation resources 

across the whole state, the Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus latirostris) (see 

Figure 8.3). As Lewis told me, Landscape A had looked at doing some fundraising by 
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attempting to bring an endangered species approach into their conservation work before 

deciding firmly against it.  

 

NGO Delta is one that is deluging WA at the moment and we’re not going anywhere near 

that crap. That is flooding us with rare species, give money to save the Cockatoos and that 

sort of stuff. We can’t do that for a few reasons, one is it is not who we are. The whole aim of 

this [Landscape A] was to lift above all that species focus and talk about how landscapes 

function and so on and so forth…The donors that are likely to be attracted to us, we don’t 

think they are attracted to that [species focus]… But it’s not who we are, is not what we are 

here for.186  

 

 
Figure 8.3. The World Wildlife Fund and NGO Delta have launched a Carnaby’s Cockatoo campaign. 

 

Lewis had been able to ensure the Landscape A collective did not subjugate the ecosystem 

approach to an endangered species approach. As Lewis is careful to point out, certain species 

have been used as ecological indicators in Landscape A planning, but this had not been an 

approach that attempted to protect rare species, but to guide conservation actions that would 

benefit a wide range of species. However, the possible impact of foregrounding a rare species 

approach could be found in an NGO Golf report187 on how the Landscape A could be better 

arranged to benefit the endangered Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo. In a landscape designed for 

Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo restoration projects would no longer be placed according to 

linkages and connectivity pathways but, ‘be located in close proximity to known or suspected 

breeding areas and within the bird’s migratory pathways’. Species planted in these restoration 

works would, ‘provide a rich and reliable food resource’ rather than attempting to replicate 

reference sites.188 Other priorities in revegetation projects designed for Carnaby’s Cockatoo 

preservation included the planting of flora species with high nesting and roosting value, and 

the distribution of revegetation projects to align with Carnaby Cockatoo habits and 

behaviours. Along with the redesign of revegetation projects, conservation practices across 

the Landscape could be altered to preserve non-native food source species, including the 

retention of pine plantations and the agricultural weed Erodium sp. Both prepared in 2012, it 

had been Lewis’s connectivity logic and the functional landscape plan outlined in the MCAS-

S map, that had ultimately been adopted by the Landscape A collective. Outlined in the 

Carnaby’s Cockatoo report was the blueprint for another version of Landscape A, one that 
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187 Document Twenty-Four: An NGO Golf report outlining a preliminary investigation into restoring 

landscapes for Carnaby's Black Cockatoos (2012). 
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proposed an alternative arrangement of species, revegetation locations, property purchases 

and management practices, which was ultimately shelved.   

 

8.2.4 Healthy Nature  
One of the first properties purchased by NGO Golf includes a plateau that looks out over the 

Zone One Landscape. On the plateau is a small semi-circular amphitheatre, a meeting place 

for the local aboriginal community. The amphitheatre was the focal point for the enactment 

of a healthy nature, one that placed the health of country and culture at the centre of 

conservation activities. Under the direction of a local elder, members of this community have 

been playing an increasing role in directing activities across the reserve. As the elder 

described, the conservation activities pursued on the property are closely and explicitly 

integrated with local aboriginal culture through an attention to health. Describing the healing 

work performed on the property, the elder detailed activities designed to return young 

aboriginal people to country and culture – taking them through rites of passage, teaching 

them the local language, the proper interactions between seasons and species, undertaking 

cultural assessments, planting trees, and conducting workshops – to improve their ‘wellness’.    

 

With our culture we can't separate ourselves from the land, the waters, the birds and the 

animals, the oceans or the rivers because we are all part of it. We are all one … we are doing 

justice to the land, to the Boodja, which is our land, our mother … So that land, if we have 

got a healthy environment, we can't help but be healthy people.189 

 

For the elder, nature is handled as something alive. It ‘breathes’ and can be ‘overworked’ and 

‘tired’, and when nature is unhealthy its people are too. Conservation practices are therefore 

directed towards the health of the land. As the elder explained, the first decisions made by the 

aboriginal community for the management of the property was to remove all the fences. As 

he explained to me, this action had been taken in order to allow, ‘the land to start breathing 

again’.  

 

There was a gathering, I'll never forget it, and it was at [the reserve] and all our … elders 

with connection to country, they were gathered. And I can remember one of the scientists or 

the botanists, they had gathered there in big numbers and one of the elders said, ‘well look 

the first thing you have to do is pull all the fences down. Pull all the fences down, get rid of 

all those fences. Doesn't belong here, never did belong here’ ... So those fences have to come 

down. And then one bloke said, ‘why take the fences down?’ And an old bloke said, an old 

aboriginal bloke said, ‘well mate, it's like this, we just want the land to start breathing 

again’.190  

 

With the help of ecological restoration specialist Wayne, the elder had been experimenting 

with how this healthy nature might be expressed in what Wayne refers to as ‘cultural 

ecological restoration’. The two had designed and implemented a revegetation project named 
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Karta-Wongkin-Jini (see figure 8.4), which the elder translates as, ‘many heads coming 

together’.191 The project is designed as a set of six circles; six to represent the six local 

aboriginal communities and circles to represent the shape of traditional local aboriginal 

shelters, the mia-mia. Seed was collected from sites at each of the six contemporary 

aboriginal communities in the region and a winding walking trail joins the circles, 

representing the Wagyl, the rainbow serpent.192 For the elder, Karta-Wongkin-Jini is a true 

expression of a healthy nature. It is an expression of a nature that is alive, and able to provide 

health as, ‘a place of belonging’ where there can be ‘reconciliation’ and ‘two-way sharing’.193  

 
Figure 8.4. Expression of a healthy nature, Karta-Wongkin-Jini. 

 

8.3 The Logic of Proper Means 
The stories told in this chapter so far outline the ways in which alternative versions of nature 

are enacted in the pursuit of different ends. The examples given are not exhaustive and many 

more in my notes are not included here. Including, for instance, the pursuit of ecosystem 

services like carbon storage and salinity control. Continuing to work in this ethnographic 

pattern, this chapter outlines a further three logics. In these cases, conservation practices were 

organised less upon the achievement of certain endpoints, and more on the pursuit of proper 

process. An illustration of this distinction was given by ecological restoration practitioner 

Wayne. In distinguishing his ecological restoration work, directed at the replication of a 

reference ecosystem, Wayne made direct reference to one of his competitors. Wayne 

explained that his competitor believed ecological restoration work ought to be judged on how 
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it performs on procedural indicators – consistency, replicability, cost effectiveness and 

efficiency. As Wayne explains, this is a ‘production style’ conservation.  

 

His [the competitor’s] argument, very simply, is that we have got too much area to cover to 

be trying to restore exactly what was there before and therefore we need to follow a 

production style thought process, which is going to deliver results consistently and a high 

standard in every investment dollar that is made in this work, in this revegetation work. Good 

arguments! Good arguments.194  

 

As Wayne explains, he understands this approach but is decisively against it. He had 

previously worked for NGO Golf, but had left following a dispute with the then CEO on that 

topic. Wayne described the CEO’s attempts to reorder NGO Golf’s ecological restoration 

work around an efficiency imperative. 

 

 He once told me, ‘Wayne look this is what I want you to do. I want you to design us, almost 

like a factory, I want you to design me these widgets and we want to bang them out [hits fist 

into his palm]’. And I said to him, ‘look mate, that's not the way ecosystems are. They are not 

widgets, every site is different, every condition is different. There is no such thing as 

widgets’.195 

 

As Wayne describes, this approach did not order conservation practices around a target 

endpoint. Instead, in the example he gives, conservation practices were made to cohere 

through the application of a logic of efficiency, and based upon procedural indicators. In 

what remains of this chapter I describe three styles of private conservation, encountered 

across Landscape A, that are better characterised by their procedural elements than by target 

endpoints.  

  

8.3.1 An Epistemological Approach 
Over the course of six weeks spent in and around the NGO Bravo office I became aware of 

competing plans for achieving a proper form of nature across the region. Four plans 

competed at the ‘regional’ scale, these were (i) the Landscape A map of priority remnant 

vegetation and ecological restoration; (ii) the local State Department’s corridor project, 

another connectivity plan for the region; (iii) the local Natural Resource Management board’s 

planning document, and (iv) the Ecoregion Initiative (EI). Of the four, the EI plan was unique 

for its separation from any implementation body. Whereas the NRM plan was pursued by the 

local NRM organisation, the department corridors plan was supported by the department, and 

NGO Bravo and collaborators pursued their own prioritisation plan, the EI had hoped to 

override these alternatives through the application of the most rigorous and advanced 

scientific and programming techniques, applied to the most comprehensive data set. The EI 

was an initiative developed by representatives from local, state and federal governments, 

environmental NGO and natural resource management (NRM) groups that were, ‘concerned 
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about the ad hoc nature of biodiversity planning and management initiatives’ in the region 

and interested to deliver, ‘a coordinated, strategic planning framework for the conservation of 

biodiversity…based on scientific principles, [and] informed by experts’. 196 The authors of 

the plan worked with an understanding that there should be only one plan for conservation in 

the region and that conservation practitioners should be working underneath a ‘single 

framework’.197 In working towards a single framework, the EI sought to replace ‘traditional 

conservation planning that results in a non-integrated collection of conservation areas 

produced by a series of ad hoc decisions, often made in isolation from one another’.198 The 

EI, therefore, was concerned about the implementation of many incorrect natures, and 

compelled to determine the singular correct nature. The EI would, ‘objectively identify those 

areas where the most efficient and effective conservation activities can be implemented’. 199 

 

 
Figure 8.5. The Ecoregion Initiative map of the areas of highest conservation priority 

 

As the report explained, the EI focused on a nature built upon what its authors believed to be 

good process. It had been ‘systematic’, ‘entirely objective’, and was based on the work of 

‘world-renowned experts’ and ‘eminent scientists’.200 It took a region with many versions of 

nature and attempted to impose a singular one. To do so it took multiple conservation 

objectives, represented by almost 1400 data points, and applied a, ‘systematic conservation 

planning’ computer software, able to apply an optimisation algorithm to the data set across 

multiple iterations or runs (see figure 8.5).201 In this way the EI plan hoped to produce the 

correct plan for nature conservation in the region. I have termed this an epistemological 
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approach, one that assumes that a proper form of nature exists, with a definite shape and its 

own set of internal workings, and that good conservation depends upon the ability of 

conservationists to scientifically determine its proper shape. This version of nature, however, 

is correct not for its accurate representation of an historical benchmark, but due to its 

scientific, objective, expert and data driven procedure. For this epistemological nature, there 

is one correct nature. Depending on the inputs and the algorithm applied, this nature can 

change, but it is no less correct if the same rigorous procedures have been applied. An 

epistemological nature offers one fixed plan or model, and conservation practices ought to be 

organised around the pursuit of this model. Despite the enormous amount of resources 

invested in the EI, the plan never appears to have been used by conservation practitioners and 

according to Lewis, is now entirely redundant.  

 

8.3.2 Working with Care 
For Jill and Dane, who have purchased a property to contribute to the Landscape A, moving 

from Queensland to do so, conservation activities are organised upon a careful attention to, 

and care of, their bush. The two are constantly walking across their 1500 ha property, 

noticing what needs to be done, attending to changes, exploring, learning, and carrying out 

conservation works based on the knowledge generated through this intimate and ongoing 

interaction. The project that absorbs them most is the 100 Ha of ecological restoration that 

was direct seeded in 2013. Since that time the two have continued to increase the biodiversity 

of the restoration. They have studied seed collection methods and Jill is maintaining an 

herbarium of all the species found on the property. The two collect seeds, and raise seedlings 

to be planted in the 100 ha patch of restoration. As Dane explains, ninety-five per cent of the 

seedlings they are planting in the restoration work are grown from seed collected by the two 

of them. ‘The grand garden’, Jill calls it. ‘Our little garden to play around in,’ says Dane.  

 

This style of attentive, constant, tinkering and noticing has been theorised, especially by 

researchers in the field of STS, as a practice of care. In her work the logic of care, Mol 

(2008) describes care as attending to the need in each moment. As the context and perceived 

need varies across different moments, so too will the correct action. For instance, in Mol’s 

(2008) ethnography of care in the medical field, care is defined by a willingness to divert 

from the pursuit of the predetermined medical endpoint of treatment and cure, and 

experiment with other possibilities that better suit the context, including the pursuit of 

comfort and pain reduction, health, mobility and so on. In this view, care is flexible and 

comfortable with multiplicity, promoting an ongoing attention to the possibilities and 

circumstances of each moment. Instead of establishing an endpoint as a condition for 

engaging in action, a logic of care suggests that a better target will emerge through action. As 

such, care offers a different logic of proper means. Whereas an epistemological logic asks, 

‘what is the answer?’ a logic of care asks, ‘what can practically be done in this given 

moment?’   

 

An example of this attention to the context is found on Jill and Dane’s property. One third of 

their conservation property is still in agricultural production. As Jill and Dane describe, this 

decision has been made as a negotiation with the local farming community, who had 
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impressed upon them, across a number of local social functions, the need to retain good 

agricultural land in production. Accordingly, the two decided that their 100 ha revegetation 

project would be located on the agricultural land that had the least production value. Jill 

explained their choice this way, ‘we are all for good agricultural country, and we didn't want 

to plant on it, and we were talking to the offsider [farmhand] … and he said that block at the 

end is terrible to plough up because there are lots of rocks.’202 For Jill and Dane, care for the 

social context directs conservation actions towards conservation practices that are a social, as 

much as they are an ecological, best fit. Conservation in these instances is relational, 

attending to local politics and proposing practices of best fit. 

 

This careful attention to local politics had also been applied by Craig, another conservation 

landholder and a long-term environmentalist and farmer in the Landscape. Craig and Lewis 

had been long term collaborators over the years, working together firstly in the early 1980s 

on the campaign against the proposed 3.1 million ha opening of unallocated crown land for 

clearing for agricultural production. Purchasing a conservation property in 1984, Craig has 

since bought additional adjoining properties to create what is now a 900 ha property. In 2004, 

the adjoining 500 ha Double Creek Reserve was purchased by a community group that Craig 

is also a part of. Craig is also a member of a local connectivity project that builds on these 

properties, attempting to create connectivity between two local national parks, called the 

Mountain Connections (MC) program. Whereas Jill and Dane attempt a type of social care 

that seeks to divert unwanted attention from their conservation work, Craig describes 

conducting trials in participation, attempting to build local interest in those conservation 

projects he contributes to. 

 

We trial sorts of things, and they have a fox shoot, like a feral shoot, mostly foxes once a 

year. And that gets people involved and understanding what’s going on out there. And we 

even get points for … it’s a competition. We get teams going and that’s a good thing, and 

foxes, cats, rabbits, pigs, whatever they find, they all have a different score rating. So that's 

good. 203 

 

Another pilot project that has proven popular has been the control of the (locally) introduced 

kookaburra. As Craig tells me, he and others had noticed the impacts that kookaburras had 

been having on the revegetated creek lines the Mountain Connections conservation group has 

been working on. The proposed solution was a soundbite of a kookaburra call able to attract 

the predatory birds to a spot where they are shot. The activity has been an easy one for local 

farmers to perform as they carry out their daily tasks. Craig himself often shoots kookaburras 

as he drives about the farm, turning the CD player on each time he crosses the creek and 

waiting to see whether any arrive. As Craig explains, the ability of this pest control method to 

integrate with daily farming routines has meant that, ‘it’s gone a bit viral’.  
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As Craig explains, the style of conservation employed by himself and others in the local 

conservation community is always developed from what is practicably possible at each 

moment. For instance, the Mountain Connections conservation decision making process 

depends upon the different knowledge sets that volunteers bring. As he describes, in the 

Mountain Connections group they have, ‘a couple of big farming representations,’ himself 

‘botanical and ecological stuff’ and the final member, who is a geologist and 

environmentalist, ‘so between us all we had a reasonable cross-section of knowledge to make 

something happen.’204 On top of specific topic knowledge, the Mountain Connection 

volunteers also have different sets of place-based knowledge, specific to farms, local 

landscapes and neighbourhoods. Craig describes this second type of knowledge as a ‘local 

knowledge, intimate knowledge’. These sets of knowledge are combined with the 

contemporary context and conservation actions emerge. 

 

Because we live in different parts of the Landscape we are saying, ‘well tell me what’s 

possible, this is the funding we’ve got, we’ve got x amount for fencing’. Everyone will come 

up and say,’well I know this spot’ or da, da, da and it’s purely each person’s knowledge on 

their patch. But we’ve also got the map sitting on the table and we can say, ‘what about this 

bit of bush? What’s going on there?’ And they can say…someone will know and they’ll say, 

‘oh, that’s such and such, we could talk to them’. So between four or five people we can sort 

of say, ‘well this is a possibility, and this is critical because it’s got salt coming out of there 

and these plants are scarce, it’s the only place we know them and I think we should look 

closely at that’. 205 

 

The care practiced by Craig and others is practical in this way, but it is also adaptive. It has 

been the approach adopted by Craig on his own property. Based on an intimate knowledge of 

the property, he proposes many small changes, closely attends to the outcomes, and shares 

the resulting knowledge with interested others. 

 

I'm notorious for doing things by myself and proving systems. That things can be done…So I 

just tried to prove … I’d do mosaic burns and all that on my own…I’m always taking note of 

the responses to fires, and non-fires, and rabbit control and non-rabbit control and this sort 

of thing, over time, on different vegetation types… I can tell people what the results will be.206 

 

As described here, the logic of care practiced by Craig and others decides upon conservation 

actions developed through practical and timely associations that can be performed as a part of 

the routine, and day to day. Practices are carefully fitted to their social context, with an 

attention to political implications and possible participation rates. A careful approach does 

not attempt to impose a correct or predetermined Nature, but tinkers with different 

associations, and attends to the results. In this way it focuses on ‘chipping away at it,’ moving 

forward where there is ‘least resistance,’ and gaining a little of something each year.  
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With us, and the people that we work with, we are here for the long-term, we live here, and 

we just say, ‘well let's keep chipping away at it’ and we look at the best … the course of least 

resistance as we like to say. And as long as we are getting a net gain every year of wildlife 

area within the ranges we feel like we're better than going backwards.207  

 

8.3.3 A Commercial Nature 
On our driving tour of Landscape A, Lewis pulls over beside a sign on one NGO Golf 

property that announces that we are in a, ‘Sandalwood Production Area’. The sign outlines 

the details of the site: 160 ha of plantation with 48 different species, established in 

2007/2008, the land owned by NGO Golf, the project managed by Sandalwood Australia, and 

the project supported by some private investors and a number of different organisations 

including NGO Bravo, NGO Echo, NGO Golf, and the Australian Government Department 

of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry. As we walk along one of the avenues of the plantation 

(Figure 8.6) Lewis describes the origin of sandalwood plantations the region and the lifecycle 

of a sandalwood crop. As he explains, sandalwood is a native to the region, and there is a 

long history of natural sandalwood harvesting from the bush. Sandalwood plantations are 

more recent innovation, and can be harvested after approximately 20 years, and sold with a 

projected 8% return on investment (ROI). It is ROI, the profit, that drives a commercial 

nature. Whereas an epistemological logic attempts to determine what is the ‘correct’ nature, 

and a logic of care tinkers with possible natures based on what is practicable at each given 

moment, a commercial logic proposes the ordering of conservation activities based on 

profitability.  

 

Graham is the director of Sandalwood Australia, the company responsible for the 

management of the plantation. As he told me in a later interview, the sandalwood plantation 

we had visited had been designed around a commercial logic, with any associated 

environmental outcomes proposed as an ancillary benefit. As he explained, the plantation had 

been pitched as an investment, with a ROI that was comparable to investment opportunities 

available at the time.  

 

The way we pitched it … was that it would be a commercial project that would achieve as 

many biodiversity outcomes as we could. So, number one was the profit, return on 

investment. Number two was the ecological outcomes, environmental outcomes, ecosystem 

services, whatever ... We wanted to pitch it as a really good investment. Regardless of your 

environmental ethic, this was a good investment. It is unique, but it fits into that sort of long-

term land-based asset class. Don’t put your money into mining, think about these other asset 

classes. In our analysis, we were comfortable putting up 15% return on investment, those 

kinds of rates of return. That is how we wanted to pitch it and I think that was important that 

it had that commercial edge. It was going to operate as a professional outfit that was going 

to deliver outcomes for investors and there were going to be these ancillary benefits.208 
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Figure 8.6 Sandalwood plantation within Landscape A  

 

Graham had built his career as an environmental entrepreneur on what he described as the 

‘commercialisation of native plant products’. Wayne, the ecological restoration practitioner 

already mentioned in this chapter, had specialised in restoration projects that delivered carbon 

credits. However, both describe in detail the bringing together of materials and investors 

around an ROI, and their activation in a ‘deal’. Wayne describes himself as an ‘aggressive 

operator’ when putting these deals together across the Landscape.  

 

I am very proactive and very aggressive business manager when it comes to getting these 

deals up and going. I make calls. I call people up and I will ask them. I'm always on the front 

foot … Lewis mentions to me that there is someone who has got some money that might be 

interested in investing, BANG, I'm on the phone to them within an hour and I'm setting up a 

meeting. That's how I've been able to do it.209 

 

As Graham told me, it had been difficult to put together a deal for the sandalwood plantation 

on purely commercial terms. The manager of NGO Golf’s Enterprise Division, the owner of 

the sandalwood plantation, explained why, ‘sandalwood is just too long and too uncertain’. 

For him, it was very difficult to agree to a large up-front investment based on economic 

estimates 25 years in the future. The product involved a large investment under conditions of 

great uncertainty, and the sandalwood price appeared vulnerable in the marketplace. It would 

be competing against ‘wild’ sandalwood which is a, ‘higher quality product because it’s old 

 
209 Conservation Professional One (Wayne) (9/6/16) 



 117 

and therefore oilier’. Further, the manager, points to a possible glut in supply in this lower 

quality plantation product, with large sandalwood plantations now under management across 

Australia.210 What made a commercial nature unappealing, for the manager, was its inability 

to be tinkered with. A commercial logic demands the creation of a contract, an agreement 

fixed at a moment in time that legally ties all parties together over its term. As such, a 

commercial nature relies on decision making at discrete moments, during the creation of the 

deal, and prior to the contract. In the case of the sandalwood plantation, all decisions on 25 

years of management action were loaded into one moment before the sandalwood plantation 

was created. During the negotiation of the deal, NGO Golf had attempted to do as much up-

front analysis and risk management as possible. The business case for the sandalwood 

plantation had been audited by a forestry expert, and had offered a small percentage 

ownership of the plantation to Sandalwood Australia, an incentive to ensure that the company 

would still be around to manage the plantation through to harvest in 25 years.  

 

8.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined different versions of nature enacted across Landscape A. These 

emerge with an attention to two types of logics. Firstly, those conservation logics embedded 

in practices that sought particular conservation ends. Secondly, those logics less concerned 

with achieving desired endpoints, being focused instead on following certain procedural 

logics. In outlining the different versions of nature deployed by private conservation 

practitioners across Landscape A, I hope to show that the freedom of private conservation 

results in difference. Despite all cases described here being members of in the Landscape A 

collective, there is not one nature being enacted across the region. The fact that these 

different versions of nature fit together is the result of much coordinating effort. As the 

following chapter shows, Lewis must closely attend to the many different natures enacted 

within Landscape A, fitting complementary ones together when he can, and minimising their 

apparent difference and down-playing tension across the Landscape. Whereas this chapter 

attempts to show the presence of difference within private conservation governance, the next 

outlines how the sector coordinates this difference. 
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Chapter Nine: Coordinating the Collective 
 

 

9.1 Introduction 
This chapter addresses the mechanisms deployed by NGO Bravo to coordinate Landscape A. 

It addresses the balance within private conservation governance between the freedom this 

style of governing offers practitioners, the resulting difference, and the desire for collective 

order and coherence. It follows Lewis as he attempts to negotiate difference and order 

practices, to ensure the optimal articulation of Landscape A. The chapter adopts a lens 

informed by the literature on political ontology, and is divided into two sections. The first 

describes an epistemic coordination, or what Lewis describes as ‘keeping the vision’. This 

section outlines a practice of coordination, which acts to bind the Landscape A practitioner 

collective through a compelling vision. This is a coordination that creates theories and 

narratives that burnish the vision, arrange its boundaries, and create distinctions between 

alternatives.  

 

The second section of this chapter describes NGO Bravo as the ‘central point of 

coordination’. NGO Bravo acts to coordinate conservation practices through a shared 

planning approach that attempts to bind the Landscape A collective by establishing a shared 

program of work, including agreed targets, guidelines, standards, and templates. NGO Bravo 

also acts to grow the material and political profile of Landscape A, acting as a centre of 

calculation that attempts to standardise and increase data collection, to establish the 

Landscape A in fact. Unable to enforce the agreed program of work, NGO Bravo instead 

incentivises action, using its internationally recognised brand as a gateway to increased 

funding opportunities for practitioners.  

 

9.2 Coordination and Landscape A 

9.2.1 Landscape A and Difference 
Chapter Six followed the political history of Landscape A through to its successful launch to 

in 2002, and the purchase of the first few properties across its course. At that time spirits 

were high, fundraising was successful, and the hopeful new endeavour had the enthusiastic 

support of all necessary parties. As Lewis says of that time, ‘we started with a lot of 

collaborative enthusiasm and not a lot of operations’.211 The story of Landscape A was told, 

in that chapter, as one of composition. However, as the years have progressed Lewis has 

found that the Landscape A assemblage needs to be much more than an act of creation. As he 

has discovered, holding the Landscape A collective as a well-articulated whole requires 

constant work. The original Landscape A collective has been complicated by its success; 

more properties and groups have been added, new staff have been recruited by participant 

NGOs, more numerous and diverse works have been carried out, more funds have been 

required and so on. As the previous chapter described, competing conservation logics and 

 
211 Document Twenty-Six: Discussion document prepared by NGO Bravo on collaboration and 

support mechanisms for the wider Landscape A collective (2008). 
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funding opportunities can pull against the Landscape A collective, drawing groups and 

resources towards the enactment of other versions of nature than the Landscape. More 

prosaic sources of difference, the everyday disagreement and friction that arises between 

individuals and groups, also disrupt the collective. As Lewis puts it, 

 

Enormous goodwill was evident through the launch and early operation of Landscape A. 

Nevertheless, building and maintaining the program involved navigation across the interests 

of numerous groups, internal organizational cultures and priorities, regular staff changes, 

and the egos and personal territories that all humans have.212 

 

On my most recent trip to the Landscape in 2016, Lewis was exasperated by a problem that 

illustrates the mundane differences that trouble the Landscape A collective. As he explained 

to me, the two largest NGOs that contribute to the Landscape had, ‘always had trouble 

getting on together’213 and now each had an intention to build large ‘field stations’ on their 

individually owned properties, which sat in close proximity to one another within Landscape 

A. As Lewis explained to me, the idea for a field station had begun as a collective project, the 

Landscape A Centre, but had since broken into multiple individual sites, and the construction 

of competing field stations, within walking distance of one another, was causing some 

antagonism.   

 

What I’ve got at the moment is NGO Alpha, who isn’t speaking to many people, going to 

build their field station. A million-dollar big fundraiser. Then the NGO Golf program … Oh 

God! The Zone One area is now mapped as one of the hottest hotspots within the region’s 

biodiversity hotspot. It deserves 10 institutions and field stations out there working on it. And 

if we are going to have two, fantastic! The only worry that creeps in is if the bid for one 

undermines the opportunity of having the better one. If it is who is the slick marketer rather 

than who is most deserving.214   

 

Besides the problem of the friction the proposed field sites cause within the collective, Lewis 

suggests that the construction of even one field station is not a priority for his NGO, ‘it would 

not be where I would spend $1 million to achieve the goals of Landscape A’.215 He wonders 

how it became a priority when there is so much ecological connectivity work to be done. 

 

Lewis and NGO Bravo assume a guardianship of Landscape A, describing the role as ‘keeper 

of the vision’ and ‘the central point of coordination’. Those challenges that divide the 

collective illustrate the difficulty of performing this task; of maintaining cohesion, and of 

keeping conservation practitioners focused on the delivery of Landscape A. Attempting to 

successfully direct the Landscape A collective must be done without the coercive tools of the 

state. For NGO Bravo, the language of coercion is replaced with that of coordination, which 
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is ‘delicate’, a balance between keeping the collective working towards a shared ambition, 

and allowing groups the freedom to pursue their own ends. For Lewis this diversity has been 

positive, 

 

The Landscape A is being achieved through a wide diversity of management approaches, 

with the operating style and structure fostering innovation, development of different 

approaches, and engagement with different groups ... This has proved to be a great 

strength…216 

The strength of an approach that promotes individual freedoms, however, comes at a price 

and Lewis explains that, ‘we’ve struggled with how to provide this energising freedom while 

also building cohesion and cooperation, and achieving equitable recognition for collective 

and individual efforts’.217 This balance within private conservation governance – between 

freedom and difference, and order and coherence – is the consideration at the heart of this 

chapter. It follows Lewis as he attempts to negotiate difference and order practices, to ensure 

the proper articulation of Landscape A. In so doing, this chapter seeks to describe the tools of 

coordination available to actors working within the field of private conservation governance.  

 

9.2.2 Political Ontology 
For its account of coordination, this chapter draws from literature on political ontology 

(Blaser, 2009, 2016, Mol, 1999, 2002). For Blaser and Escobar (2016), a political ontology 

implies both an attention to the composition of a particular assemblage, and the ways that 

these interrelate. 

 

A political ontology … [is] concerned with the power-laden negotiations involved in bringing 

into being the entities that make up a particular world or ontology, and delineates a field of 

study that focuses on these negotiations but also on the conflicts that ensue when different 

worlds or ontologies strive to sustain their own existence as they interact and mingle with 

each other (p.167). 

 

Under this definition, political ontology is a lens that attends to two specific details. Firstly, it 

involves an analysis of the politics that shape and stabilise a particular entity. In Chapter Six, 

this thesis began this task with a history of the political struggles that had led to the 

composition of Landscape A, and those actors that comprised the original Landscape when it 

launched in 2002. Chapter Six argued, for instance, that for its successful enactment, 

Landscape A depended upon land clearing regulations, adjustment grant programs, satellite 

mapping technology, ambitious ecologies that focused on ecosystem function, and the 

backing of important NGOs. The second section of this chapter addresses how this 

assemblage is coordinated, addressing the tools and technologies that NGO Bravo uses to 

guide the conservation practices of the Landscape A collective, to ensure that the Landscape 

is successfully and optimally enacted. For Lewis, to successfully influence conservation 
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practices across the Landscape a balance must be maintained between an ‘energising 

freedom’ and ‘cohesion and cooperation’. Coordination must find a balance between the 

individual goals of the contributing groups and individuals, and ensuring collective outcomes 

for the Landscape.  

 

The second analytical focus of political ontology is the interrelation of different ontologies.  

This is a focus on the way assemblages jostle and bump together, merge and dissolve, are 

subsumed, or come to depend on one another (Mol, 1999). In this component of political 

ontology, it is the boundaries of assemblages that become the point of focus (Mol and Law, 

2005). The political work performed by NGO Bravo at the boundaries of the Landscape A 

assemblage becomes the focus of the first section of this chapter. To enhance and protect the 

Landscape A vision, Lewis must ensure stable epistemic boundaries, smoothing away 

difference, and preventing destabilising controversies that challenge the Landscape A’s 

epistemic coherence. As this depends upon NGO Bravo’s ability to maintain a coherent and 

compelling story or theory of knowledge for Landscape A (see Verran, 2013), I refer to this 

component of political ontology as epistemic coordination.  

 

 

9.3 Epistemic Coordination 

9.3.1 The keeper of the vision 
 

The phrase ‘keeper of the vision’, and its associated role, had come out of a meeting of 

Landscape A participants in 2005.218 As ‘keeper of the vision’ it is NGO Bravo’s role to 

ensure that there is a compelling version of the Landscape A that is able to bind and extend 

the collective. In keeping the vision Lewis must ensure that it is accurately and widely 

understood, that it is compelling and able to recruit the support necessary – volunteer hours, 

wages, expertise, project funding etc – to ensure the Landscape A collective persists. It is the 

vision that binds NGO Golf to the project. The current Director of Conservation of NGO 

Golf explained to me that it was, the ‘compelling case of where you should be doing 

something’219 that ensured the support of his NGO. The Landscape A was ‘mega diverse’, 

was, ‘fortunate in terms of the remnant mammal population … bird populations’ and was a 

‘sweet spot’ not being ‘completely knackered’ but also having valuable work still to be done, 

being ‘not well connected’ either. Importantly, these material factors were wrapped up 

alongside other non-material considerations, including, ‘a track record of performance’.220  It 

is this favourable vision of Landscape A that NGO Bravo attempts to enhance through its 

epistemic ordering, and boundary work.  

 

As Chapter Eight showed, there are many different versions of nature being enacted across 

Landscape A. The fact that this does not cause a rupture, it is argued, is due to the work of 

 
218 This observation was made by Lewis when reviewing my case study notes, and upon noticing my 

use of the term. 
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NGO Bravo to coordinate difference. As described here, difference can occur where different 

knowledge practices meet, at the boundaries, and this chapter attends to the ways in which 

NGO Bravo softens or strengthen these epistemic boundaries. The work to maintain a 

coherent theory of knowledge for Landscape A is referred to as epistemic ordering.  In this 

section I use three examples of epistemic ordering. In Section 9.3.2, I return briefly to those 

conservation logics outlined in the previous chapter, showing how Lewis negotiates 

difference between the landscape ecology of Landscape A, and an endangered species 

ecology. Here, Lewis must find a way to position an endangered species ecology to minimise 

its impact across the Landscape. Keeping the vision is not limited to creating a compelling 

ecological narrative, however. As a means of governing nature, Lewis must also address 

alternative narratives about governing and policy, especially that of the Federal Government 

funded nation-wide network of NRM regional organisations, and its local representative. 

Section 9.3.4 outlines Lewis’s case for following the Landscape A’s theory of governing in 

the face of this, and other alternatives. Section 9.3.3 outlines Lewis’s negotiations at the 

borders of another large epistemic force in the Landscape A, agriculture. In this case, Lewis 

must relate the Landscape A vision to that of agricultural production in such a way that the 

two knowledge practices can exist peaceably across the Landscape. Relating Landscape A 

well to other epistemic fields, like agriculture, is important to prevent a controversy that 

could break the Landscape A assemblage apart.  

 

9.3.2 Negotiating Species 
The first example of epistemic ordering returns to Lewis’s struggle to comfortably position 

an endangered species conservation logic in relation to the connectivity approach of 

Landscape A. As Lewis expressed privately, he saw a focus on threatened species as posing a 

serious risk to the cohesion of the landscape approach, and was tempted to position it outside 

of the Landscape A vision altogether. Placing a threatened species approach entirely outside 

of Landscape A, however, ran the risk of agitating key contributors to the Landscape, many 

who run, and collect donations for, threatened species programs across the country. A 

complete and conspicuous rejection of a threatened species ecology would likely create a 

dissonance amongst the many NGOs contributing to the Landscape, and across the sector 

more broadly. For this reason, Lewis had been forced to conceptually arrange the Landscape 

A to accommodate an endangered species approach. He did so with the help of the graph 

displayed in Figure 9.1.  

 

The graph shows the conceptual work Lewis has done to arrange three different approaches 

against one another. Lewis was using the graph in a presentation he was giving to private 

conservation practitioners collected at the second Australian Land Conservation Alliance 

conference, to convince them of the comparative and transformative benefits of a landscape 

ecology approach. Using a y axis of ecological health and resilience, and an x axis of 

effectiveness of effort, the landscape approach (a transformative approach) is positioned as 

both more effective and creating better ecological resilience than a rare species approach. As 

Lewis explained to me, often when he is showing the graph to others, they suggest that each 

category should be thought of as adding up to one another; or that each type can be found one 

inside the other; or that there is a continuum of effort with one stage proceeding to the 
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next.221 Lewis, however, prefers to explain the different approaches in the manner they are 

presented, separate and bounded. A species focused approach is not a component piece of a 

landscape approach but a different, and less effective approach. If a rare species approach is 

to be pursued at all, insists Lewis, then it ought to occur as a priority that comes after a 

transformative approach. 

 

We are clearly seeing ourselves focused up the transformative end of the spectrum … but the 

operational reality is that if you can inspire people to undertake transformative change, 

there’s heaps of people will follow in your wake on the rare species and mitigation work.222 

  

 
Figure 9.1. Lewis’s epistemic ordering of conservation approaches in Landscape A 

 

9.3.3 Negotiating Agriculture 
A stable Landscape A assemblage must be resistant to both internal ruptures caused by 

ecological disputes, and external challenges from ontologies that handle the region with 

different knowledge practices. Lewis is acutely aware of the negotiations necessary to keep 

the Landscape in accord with its context. As he knows, ‘large-scale restoration occurs within 

the context of human society’ and a successful Landscape A, ‘is reliant on skilful navigation 

to simultaneously maintain ecological integrity, social acceptability, and economic 

viability’.223  Much of the role of ‘keeper of the vision’ involves the negotiation of an 

uncontroversial position for the Landscape A against a social and economic context 

 
221 Interview with Lewis (11/11/16) 

222 Document Seven 

223 Document Ten 



 124 

dominated by an agricultural ontology. As Chapter Six showed, the battle to create a firm 

boundary between land clearing practices and the bush was an integral early step in the 

definition of the Landscape A, and the maintenance of an acceptable and viable boundary 

between conservation and agriculture remains a prerogative for Lewis and NGO Bravo.   

 

The boundary between agriculture and Landscape A is under constant pressure. Lewis tells 

me of a recent proposal (2014) by a local city council to have a further 200 000 ha of 

unallocated crown land, covered in remnant vegetation, released for agricultural development 

(Brosnan, 2015; Henderson, 2014). The ferocious debate over this proposal follows the 

antagonistic pattern described in Chapter Six. The council’s plans to develop the bushland for 

agriculture were countered by a campaign by conservationists to have the area retained as a 

part of Landscape A. On the one hand, conservationist claim that, ‘the area in question lacked 

the soil nutrients required for farming, yet it housed an extremely rich and diverse range of 

flora’(Brosnan, 2015). On the other hand, the council claimed that the yields on such land 

could be high and that they thought, ‘the benefits will be fairly substantial for the town and 

the economy…’ (Councillor Heasman, quoted in Brosnan, 2015). The success of Landscape 

A has always depended upon winning battles such as these, and Lewis is contributing to a 

campaign to hold the Landscape A’s boundary against this threat of land clearing. Such 

campaigning attempts to establish this 200 000 ha section of unallocated crown land as 

holding high conservation value, and therefore rightfully included within Landscape A. It is a 

battle that preserves a clear epistemic boundary between conservation and agriculture. Across 

Landscape A, uncleared land will always be labelled remnant vegetation, and be allocated a 

high conservation value. It will never be allowed to be considered as undeveloped farmland, 

with economic potential.  

  

Political battles for the bush preserve a hard epistemic boundary of the Landscape against 

agricultural knowledge practices. However, Lewis is now working to gradually shift the 

boundary of the Landscape A outwards, attempting to reclaim land previously defined 

through agricultural practices. This is done through the ecological restoration projects now 

being carried out across Landscape A. Lewis understands the revegetation of former farmland 

to be a potentially controversial practice, and is careful to negotiate a compromise to prevent 

backlash. As Lewis explains, Landscape A has been able to smooth away any controversy 

through a use of agriculture’s own epistemic practices. The messaging encouraged by Lewis 

and NGO Bravo, is that revegetation work carried out across the Landscape largely makes 

use of land of poor agricultural quality. According to Lewis, in many cases farmers are 

happy to no longer be responsible for the management of land that offered little agricultural 

value.224 NGO Bravo is now working on updating its prioritisation map to include a measure 

of agricultural value. As the NGO Bravo Conservation Officer told me, this would ensure 

that, ‘if it had high ag value you would probably avoid it because you don't want to be 

unpopular by stripping the high value [agricultural land] out of the community’.225  Such a 

compromise comfortably shifts the boundary between conservation and agriculture such that 

 
224 Field Notes (9/6/15)  

225 Interview with Conservation Officer Six (3/6/16) 



 125 

land rated as ‘low agricultural quality’ can be seamlessly and un-controversially transitioned 

into Landscape A.  

 

9.3.4 Negotiating Government 
One of the most difficult relations for Lewis to manage is that with the local NRM board. 

This group, a major distributor of Federal Government funding, has the potential to be both a 

contributor to Landscape A, and a competitor. As Lewis tells me privately, however, from 

being an early close collaborator, the NRM Board since 2005 has been acting more like a 

competitor, ‘there’s no question that our approach and our existence as a, if you like, 

umbrella arrangement, sat very uncomfortably with their view of themselves as THE 

umbrella arrangement...’226 As Lewis explains, when the Landscape A launched it had a 

‘fantastic relationship’ with The NRM Board’s predecessor, one that was, ‘incredibly 

mutually supportive’.227 The rapid influx of money from the Federal Government’s Natural 

Heritage Trust 2 (NHT2) and National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality (NAP) 

programmes, to be distributed and audited by the NRM Board, however, has shifted the 

power balance. Lewis is concerned that the NRM Board’s Federal Government funding 

might draw participants in the Landscape A collective over to the pursuit of their alternative 

vision for the region, outlined in their own regional plan. As such, it is necessary to highlight 

the positive aspects of the governance of the Landscape A collective, through comparison to 

that of the NRM Board. In this case, Lewis must prove the comparative benefits of working 

within the Landscape A collective. To do this Lewis outlines two competing theories of 

governing. 

 

For the NRM Board, Lewis outlines a genealogy that is characterised by a steady 

centralisation and bureaucratisation of the Landcare movement in the region. In his 

description, the initial efforts of the local Landcare network to collaborate at a regional level 

was organised through the NRM Board’s precursor, which was, ‘a clear facilitation body’. 

The expansion of this group into the NRM Board under NHT 2 and NAP, however, turned 

this organisation into ‘a delivery organisation’, 228 a bureaucratic service provider for the 

Federal Government that has centralised control of the Landcare movement at the expense of 

‘group numbers and vigour’.229 The narrative of centralised control feeds into one of Lewis’s 

favourite distinctions, between achieving ‘neat progress’ and achieving ‘nett progress’. As he 

explains, the centralised bureaucracy that extends from Federal departments in Canberra, 

through the NRM Board, is not an effective way of governing nature. 

 

Community efforts have, by definition, a spontaneity and randomness that is not neat. We 

move forward when there is a groundswell of community support, which happens for diverse 

reasons in a society made up of diverse people. The Australian landscape is not neat and tidy 

either. It is full of surprises, operating with a degree of randomness and complexity that we 
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can never fully understand. This diversity does not fit neatly into the simple templates used by 

government programs such as the National Heritage Trust, with its predetermined priorities 

and assumptions of public sector leadership.230  

Lewis’s careful positioning of the NRM Board as a centralising bureaucracy is contrasted 

against the Landscape A alternative, which is portrayed as an alternative that allows groups 

the freedom to collaborate in a decentralised style of governing. As a coordinating body, 

Lewis suggests that the NGO Bravo doesn’t attempt to sit above the collective as the peak of 

a hierarchical chain of command. Nor seek to act as a ‘gatekeeper,’ as Lewis suggests the 

NRM Board is.231  The ‘command and control’ approach attributed to the NRM Board – 

reliant upon central coordination and decision making, oversight and management, 

centralised funding control, key performance indicators and rules developed, overseen and 

enforced by a centralised body – Lewis believes, could not work for the Landscape A 

collective. 

 

In [the Landscape A], the central hub – [NGO Bravo] – does not control the other 

stakeholders, nor does it sit at the top of a hierarchy. It does not have the power to control or 

manage other players, and it doesn’t have the resources to do it either. And, recognizing that 

such approaches stifle energy and innovation – it wouldn’t want the power and control 

anyway.  A structure based NGO Bravo managing and/or controlling the system won’t work 

for these reasons.232 

  

Rather than casting the Landscape A collective in the shape of a hierarchy, Lewis prefers to 

imagine the heterogeneous set of elements and relations that comprise the Landscape as a 

self-managing system. 

 

 There are “rules” in place, and individuals can adjust and adapt within these rules until a 

balance or harmony is reached.  Systems theory states that under these conditions “emergent 

properties” arise – the “output” of the system as a whole.233 

 

Lewis focuses on the ‘forces and influences’ that bind the system as a means of governing.  

As he suggests, ‘if you can manage two or three forces (e.g. the funding and communication 

systems) … that has flow-on effects to dozens or hundreds of individual participants ...’234   

 

To govern through the Landscape A, as Lewis describes it, is to govern through careful 

modulation of these forces such that the collective flourishes. Part of this is the supply of 

those factors able to energise the collective, and another is the input of forces that effectively 

order the collective. To energise, Lewis identifies a role in ensuring that the vision is coherent 
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and compelling; that new works and new spaces are opened for participant groups; and that a 

healthy stream of funding flows to the collective. In the latter grouping he points to the 

creation of guidelines and measures that guide the work carried out as a part of Landscape A. 

The simple quid pro quo that this style of governing proposes, is that organisations fully 

participate in the collective. Not only to, ‘provide the operational capacity,’ but to share their 

achievements, collaborate and communicate in mutually supportive ways, and respect and 

recognise the role of other participants.235 For Lewis, these continuous reciprocal exchanges 

are the forces that bind the Landscape A collective.  

 

The presentation of the Landscape A collective as a fund of opportunity and support, attempts 

to presents a style of governing that is more appealing to practitioners than the NRM Board, 

which is framed as restrictive, bureaucratic and hierarchical. Drawing clear boundaries 

between the freedom of the Landscape, and the bureaucracy of the NRM Board, shapes the 

Landscape A vision such that conservation practitioners are drawn towards full and active 

participation in the Landscape A collective.  

 

9.4 The Central Point of Coordination  
So far this chapter has followed Lewis’s attempts to ensure the epistemic strength and 

coherence of Landscape A, creating theories and narratives that burnish the vision, arrange 

boundaries, and create distinctions. In ‘keeping the vision’ the task is to ensure that the 

Landscape A handles ecological, economic and social knowledge persuasively, maintains 

internal coherence, and is properly arranged against alternative ontologies, particularly of the 

agricultural sector. Where hard borders exist, and the knowledge practices of other 

disciplines threaten Landscape A, Lewis must enforce the boundaries. These are existential 

cases, requiring a political campaign to ensure the epistemic practices of the Landscape win 

out. When milder forms of difference exist, it is Lewis’s role to negotiate a mutually 

beneficial arrangement, ensuring an absence of controversy. Through this careful and 

ongoing epistemic work Lewis is able to bind the Landscape, defend it when necessary, and 

offset potential attacks through vigorous negotiations. NGO Bravo does this with the 

knowledge that only a clearly defined and compelling version of nature has the ability to 

survive, enrolling support and avoiding negative attention. Maintaining the epistemic 

coherence of the vision, however, is not the only mode of ordering employed by Lewis and 

NGO Bravo. The NGO also has a strong influence in shaping conservation practices across 

the Landscape. From ‘keeping the vision’ this section of the chapter shifts focus to another of 

NGO Bravo’s roles, as the ‘central point of coordination’. It looks at the tools and 

technologies Lewis has at his disposal for ordering conservation practices and for empirically 

establishing, or proving, the Landscape. 

 

9.4.1 Experimental Practice  
As already described, Lewis’s description of the coordination of Landscape A collective is 

that of a system with emergent properties. Both the Landscape and the plan for its 
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development emerge through the practices of the collective, and there is no pre-determined 

endpoint imposed on the Landscape. As Lewis explains, 

 

Many programs start with development of a grand plan. In our experience, plan development 

can give the general impression of a ‘black box’ process where scientists decide, through 

means only they can really understand, what the others involved should be doing. These 

exercises can be very expensive and often run at least a few years over schedule, by which 

time any willing participants have had their initial enthusiasm fade away, and the unwilling 

have become entrenched in their aversion to the approach.236  

 

Rather than attempting to bind the collective to a singular, scientifically determined endpoint, 

NGO Bravo facilitates small and collectively agreed shifts to the composition of Landscape 

A, and a careful consideration of the outcomes. The terminology used by Lewis, and across 

the Landscape, is ‘adaptive management’ (see Lindenmayer and Likens, 2009; Walters, 

1986), an expression that speaks to a cycle of experimental action, noticing and adapting. 

Since the launch of the Landscape A in 2002, this adaptive approach has been guided by a 

planning technology known as Conservation Action Planning (CAP) (see Carr et al., 2017). 

CAP was developed in the 1990s and was introduced to the Landscape A collective by NGO 

Echo representatives, who had provided significant support for the launch of Landscape A in 

2002.237 Lewis contrasts the adaptive cycle of CAP with epistemological planning 

approaches, suggesting that CAP is a ‘process’, rather than a ‘set plan’.238 Using CAP, the 

Landscape gradually evolves, with the CAP process, ‘enabling the overall program to grow 

and to become more ecologically and operationally fine-tuned’.239 Lewis describes 

Landscape A as something that is created, or ‘built, as much as possible, from the on-ground 

realities of the areas we worked across’.240 
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Figure 9.2. Conservation planning cycle with Conservation Action Planning.241  

 

The Landscape A CAP approach allows participants in the collective to decide upon the type 

of conservation actions pursued, and their location. As NGO Bravo’s Conservation Officer 

told me, CAPs only occurred in areas of the Landscape where there was a ready constituency, 

and CAP plans tended to cover a geographical area aligned with the social geography of the 

group. The boundaries of the CAP, ‘mimic that social boundary because that is where people 

have got their sense of place and are willing to commit’.242 CAPs are therefore, situated 

across the Landscape according to where they are possible, rather than those areas deemed a 

scientific priority. Similarly, the selection of CAP ‘targets’, those focal points that form the 

basis for action, is less about scientific analysis and more about a collective negotiation of 

values. NGO Alpha’s Landscape A ecologist describes the CAP process as creating a space 

of deliberation –  attempting to exercise practical judgement through mutual inquiry and 

discourse (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003) – where the collective attempts to reach consensus on 

what is valued across the landscape. 

 

What do people value in this landscape? So, it is less scientific than what you might think, 

picking the targets, and it really depends on who you have in your meeting to how the targets 

are picked… It's not ad hoc, that's not the right word but there is really not a lot of data 

underlying these decisions. So, we are not sitting looking at reports. It is quite a good process 

actually. There is a lot of discussion between people that have worked in the area…243 
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Following selection of targets, and assessing their health, the cycle prescribes a monitoring 

regime to assess impact of the conservation actions against the target, a process of review 

that, ‘is about continually testing the assumptions’244 at regular intervals.  This constant 

attention to conservation practice is less concerned with reaching an objective endpoint, but 

in improving practice. Lewis describes this approach as focusing on, ‘what we can do now 

given the knowledge we currently have’ and how to improve the process, ‘to best work in a 

manner that incorporates new learnings and adjusts what we do as we are doing it’.245   

   

Described in this way, Landscape A is slowly and cyclically being assembled through 

conservation practices that test possible improvements to the Landscape. This approach helps 

to coordinate the collective through planning as process, rather than a plan that outlines a 

fixed destination. The approach outlined by Lewis resembles what has been theorised as an 

‘experimental’ method of governing (Marres, 2009, 2013; Marres and Lezaun, 2011; 

Whatmore and Landström, 2011). Rather than focusing on the achievement of a ‘set plan’, 

experimentation is theorised as a process that involves a, ‘tentative shifting of entities and 

relations’ (Marres, 2009, p. 119) or, ‘the establishment of a set of artificial conditions 

intended to facilitate the production and observation of a particular effect’ (Marres and 

Lezaun, 2011, p. 502). Rather than planning an endpoint in advance, experimentation evokes 

what Marres (2013, p. 418), following Garfinkel (1967), refers to as, ‘the ongoing 

accomplishment of the setting’, a description that implies a gradual and incremental 

development of an entity – in this case Landscape A – through context dependent 

experimentation. As with a logic of care, the approach benefits from constant and iterative 

attention. With this approach, ‘what counts is what works, and works for the better’ realising 

that ‘what works often also changes over time’ (Moser, 2010, p. 293). Planning for the 

Landscape A proceeds in this careful, experimental way, with the Landscape being 

incrementally accumulated through small context dependent changes to its elements, and a 

collective adjudication on whether these changes constitute improvements. In leading this 

process, NGO Bravo is able to ensure that conservation practices across Landscape A are 

collectively agreed, and performed in concert. In so doing, NGO Bravo attempts to establish 

coherence in practice across the Landscape. 

 

9.4.2 Stabilising chains of relation 
In promoting and facilitating the CAP process, NGO Bravo ensures that practices are 

organised in a manner that fits its style of governing. The CAP process ensures a regular 

consideration of Landscape A, tinkering and adjusting the Landscape A assemblage, noticing 

differences, and deciding if they are preferred. The CAP process, however, also creates linear 

chains of relations, linking knowledge and action in what is referred to as a ‘results chain’, a 

chain of expectations that leads to the attainment of key objectives related to the target. Built 

into the planning process is the need for agreement on the assumptions employed in every 

step in the chain, and those activities necessary for the modification of key variables in order 

to achieve the objective. The CAP process therefore, attempts to create a clear, and agreed, 
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line of sight from what is to be achieved all the way through to actions, based upon strategies 

that assess the targets in relation to their context.246 This process is backed by a piece of 

computer software, the Miradi program, able to hold these webs of relations fixed, and in a 

format that can be accessed by parties participating in that particular CAP. The computational 

technology arranges these targets, logic chains, actions, budgets and monitoring schedules 

schematically, sitting them on levels one below the other, separated by a click of the mouse. 

As the NGO Alpha ecologist explains, the program organises the entirety of work that the 

NGO Alpha Landscape A team do from the local office. In fact, the national NGO Alpha 

organisation has picked up CAP planning and the Miradi software to help manage their 

whole organisation. From their local office, the software manages people, money and actions, 

down to daily activities and itemised expenses.  

 

My work program is in Miradi and we [NGO Alpha] do …all our budgeting in Miradi. So 

when [the local office] sit[s] down and do our budgets for the year it is in Miradi, against our 

work plan, which is reporting against the viability of these targets … it is all in Miradi and 

my time is allocated to specific things, [NGO Conservation Officer Five’s] time is allocated, 

and then we present our budget. So, it is all rolled up, it is all coded, you know there is 

accounting codes so they can see how much they are spending on vehicles, you know, 

accommodation et cetera. Then it goes up to the board and they approve, or not, on the 

budget…  

 

Cloud based computing technology means the CAPs can be shared, holding targets, actions, 

budgets, strategies, results chains, schedules, and so on, stable across multiple organisations. 

Groups work to the same plan, report against the same plan and monitor the same plan before 

coming together to adapt the plan. One of the key advantages of the CAP process is its ability 

to provide a setting for collaboration, and the resolution of difference, in what can be a 

competitive space.247 Whereas parties to the plan may have competing agendas or priorities, 

over the course of the days of CAP workshopping, these must be made to equal one plan. The 

CAP process is able to do this through two days of guided discussion and deliberation, but it 

is also done through computer modelling that seamlessly aggregates priorities, values, maps, 

and datasets. As NGO Bravo’s conservation officer explains, these models accommodate the 

values of participating conservation practitioners through opportunities to ‘weight’ the 

importance of variables.  

So you bring all these layers together and they are all maps and all pictures and you bring 

them together to make another picture. But people can say, ‘oh I don't actually believe that if 

it is really big it is worth double [weighting], knock it back to one and we will have a look at 

the picture.  Oh, it actually doesn't make that much difference. Okay, it doesn't really matter 

how we weight it’.  Or, ‘actually I think it's really, really important, let's make it a three 

[weighting] and see the picture we get’.248 
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In this way the CAP process is able to resolve difference, through deliberation and 

computation, and bind the Landscape A collective in webs of relations that are held, and 

accessible through, cloud based storage. These webs of relations spread across and between 

organisations, binding the Landscape A collective in a shared understanding and 

commitment.  

 

9.4.3 Standardising Practice  

The Landscape A vision stretches across the region. As the NGO Bravo conservation officer 

explained, it is not possible to order the Landscape A collective using one big CAP stretching 

across the entire Landscape. As she tells me, this is because individual groups are motivated 

by their own localised interests, and these are often very different. Nor is it possible to 

coordinate actors across the hundreds of kilometres of the Landscape. As Lewis explained, 

the groups are, ‘physically incapable of having big strong consensus building five-day 

workshops every three months until all the groups are happy’.249  With this in mind, the NGO 

Bravo team have been working on developing a set of standardising tools that can travel 

across the Landscape instead, helping to order conservation practices. As the CAP process 

forms the basis for conservation practices across the Landscape, much of the standardising 

work has been carried out through this tool. For instance, NGO Bravo had recently been 

doing work to standardise terminology across the Landscape.   

 

We looked at the CAPs and one of them says too much clearing and one of them says 

overgrazing and one of them says overstocking, they are all different ways of saying taking 

the skin off the land sort of thing, so why don't we make up a standard nomenclature and then 

people can reach for that standard nomenclature and use it and then they are comparable 

across the whole Landscape.250   

 

Other attempts to standardise the use of CAPs include tools to assess how effective strategies 

are likely to be, a set of standardised threats that groups can adopt in their analysis, a target 

selection tool, and a list of possible indicators for monitoring. 

 

NGO Bravo has also attempted to standardise specific on ground conservation practices 

through, for instance, the Landscape A Ecological Restoration Standards. The Standards 

provide a checklist of measures that, on the one hand, provide a template to assist 

conservation practitioners to design ecological restoration projects. On the other hand, they 

provide a means of assessing and rating ecological restoration projects, marking projects 

along a graded five-star system. As a co-author of the standards explains, there were many 

reasons that participants have been undertaking revegetation projects across the Landscape, 

including salinity control, carbon storage, sandalwood production, hydrological management, 

and so on. However the Standards have been an attempt to move revegetation practices 

towards an explicitly ecological focus,  
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They have this Landscape A product right? What do they want? Do they want to have mixed 

soups chucked in? Because it was a couple of properties where they sort of didn't go that 

well. Or do they want to say, ‘look, if you want to do Landscape A projects you have got to 

deliver at this level’.251 

 

In addition to the CAP process, which standardises the planning approach and creates shared 

consensus, the guidelines, templates and standards deployed by NGO Bravo reach further 

into mundane, day to day conservation practices. This standardisation of practice, assisted by 

technologies like Miradi, helps to further tighten the relations that bind the Landscape A 

collective. 

 

9.4.4 A Metrological Approach 
In a recently published book chapter, Lewis describes the composition of the Landscape and 

its emergence from, ‘a well supported fuzzy idea to an ongoing and high achieving 

program… built around tangible achievement’.252 Establishing achievement is less a focus on 

improving conservation practices, but on proving the reality of Landscape A. NGO Bravo 

must order monitoring and data collection practices such that the Landscape itself becomes 

noticeably ‘achieved’, hardening from a fuzzy idea to a solid reality. In thinking about 

proving the Landscape, I propose a slight addition to Lewis’s reference to the Landscape A 

office as the ‘central point of coordination’.  I suggest here that this coordination role extends 

to include what Bruno Latour (1987) refers to as a ‘centre of calculation’. As a centre of 

calculation, NGO Bravo collects information from right across the region and aggregates it as 

compelling proof of the Landscape. For Lewis, this process of proving the Landscape 

requires an illustration of ‘ecological change’ and material progress. An opportunity to prove 

the ‘credibility’ of the approach and to show that management is effective, and investments 

have secured outcomes. 253 As NGO Bravo’s conservation officer told me, being able to 

report on the state of the wider Landscape A was important for interesting others in the 

project, 

 

 We need to be able to report on the state of the Landscape. ‘Through Landscape A group 

actions we have increased the condition of vegetation’. To make some of those bigger 

statements.’254   

 

The first step in proving the Landscape is the proper arrangement of space. Lewis has 

arranged the Landscape across three levels or scales. The eight Conservation Action Plans 

located across the Landscape are scaled up into three zones, that are in turn aggregated into 

the whole Landscape. To facilitate the translation of data up the levels, NGO Bravo has 

developed a monitoring guide. The monitoring guide attempts to standardise data collection 

to allow for the ‘roll up’255 of measurements and the, ‘translation between different regions 

 
251 Interview with Conservation Professional One (Wayne) (9/6/16) 

252 Document Eight 

253 Document Twenty-Eight 

254 Interview with Conservation Officer Six (3/6/16) 

255 Document Twenty-Eight 



 134 

and jurisdictions so that conservation priorities and progress can be compared at different 

scales’.256 As the NGO Bravo conservation officer explains, the monitoring guide is to ensure 

that equivalent data is collected.  

 

We have also made some standard monitoring protocols because if they are all looking at the 

condition of a veg[etation] type … look at the same sort of aspects of your vegetation type 

and those things will be much easier to bring together…It is just to make it so that you can 

bring data from all different veg[etation] types and areas together. 

 

This means that a woodland described as ‘fair’ in one part of the Landscape is roughly the 

same as a woodland described as fair in another. The individual CAP ratings for woodland 

across the entire Landscape can be rolled together to create indicators at Zone and Whole of 

Landscape levels. Besides measuring vegetation, the Monitoring Guide provides data 

collection guidelines for monitoring objectives associated with fire regime, connectivity, 

vegetation structure and composition, presence and abundance of fauna species, extent of 

habitat/community remaining, perennial cover, and so on.  

Providing a means for the standardisation of data collection and aggregation across the 

Landscape is again made possible with the Miradi Share computer software.   

 

It's a bit of a head spinning thing to do moving between the scales and working out what 

monitoring at what area can help inform the next scale up, and also how do you do that in 

terms of the data. You ask the groups to put certain data in a certain place [within Miradi 

Share] so that you can amalgamate it into the zone… you can suck data out of them into the 

bigger one.257 

The Miradi Share program is able to handle data from across the Landscape, but it also 

provides a mechanism for converting data into reports against key targets and objectives.258 It 

is through this metrological system that the Landscape A is able to turn a ‘fuzzy concept’ into 

‘tangible achievement’. Data collection targets and practices are standardised, and data is 

then able to be aggregated and scaled, to be easily presented in Miradi reports that establish 

the progressive composition of Landscape A. In this way the individual conservation actions 

are shown as important contributions to the collective whole. 

 

9.4.5 Branding the Collective 
The CAP process and its associated computer software provide the technological means to 

hold the Landscape collective together, but in practice it is very difficult to keep the CAPs 

and related standardising materials relevant to groups. As NGO Bravo’s conservation officer 

explains, if government funding is not aligned with the targets and strategies outlined in the 

CAPs, then the tool is not used, and the Landscape A slides from view. 
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So, it makes it difficult for them to progress their CAPs and to concentrate on their priorities 

and to do any monitoring. It also makes it difficult for them to find the time to come together 

and bring all the groups together to talk about new ways of doing things, they say, ‘well why 

do I want to come talk about monitoring when we haven't even really got any money to do 

anything’. It is pretty tricky.259   

 

For many involved in the Landscape A, working through the CAP process requires a ‘higher-

level’ and sustained effort not supported by contemporary funding mechanisms. One 

conservation officer described the balance between the sustained effort needed to progress 

CAPs and the need to find other types of funding. If CAPs could not be used as the basis for 

successful fundraising, then time needed to be spent working out what could. 

 

We hoped that they [CAPs] would provide a framework for funding from all sorts of sources, 

you could go to a funding body and say, ‘all our work is within a strategic framework’. So it 

has had some merit to that, but it hasn't delivered as much funding as we would have hoped 

… So it is a balance for me how much time I put into that type of higher-level CAPs funding, 

CAPs planning and monitoring and review, because it doesn't always deliver much benefit. 

However, I do think we do need to carve a unique position for ourselves and to justify it by 

saying, ‘these are the plans we are working with, this is how we monitor progress’ and so 

on.260 

 

As Lewis explains, whilst the Landscape A has a long list of suasive measures that attempt to 

make the Landscape A a more expedient path for conservationists in the region, it has very 

little authority to bind the groups to its implementation. As he suggests, the Landscape A has, 

‘got very little authority. The authority of being important to funding streams is the ultimate 

authority and that influence can be high or it can be low in a particular situation’.261 Lewis 

can leverage this authority through the Landscape A brand. As he explains, ‘the brand has 

value’, being a part of an internationally recognised project provides a strong pathway 

through which funding can be sought. As such, the Landscape A brand has become another 

means of incentivising coordinated activity. As Lewis explains, the Landscape A is a shared 

brand, but the name and the logo are trademarked and owned by NGO Bravo. As NGO Bravo 

owns the trademark, they have set up a set of guidelines for its use. For Lewis such a control 

is necessary to keep groups focused on their CAPs and to prevent what he terms ‘cherry 

picking’, the selection of the most exciting conservation pieces with the highest fundraising 

potential. 

 

We’ve sweated blood to get Zone One happening and soon as it started happening groups 

said ‘yeah ok we can make money out of … we can raise funds doing this’…well hang on 

we’ve got to make the whole program work, no,‘we’ll just do this bit.262   
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Those CAPs that fit within the Landscape A’s standards and guidelines are endorsed with the 

brand, but it is also used to enforce the rules of the collective.263 Under the trademark, Lewis 

and the NGO Bravo board controls any use of the Landscape A brand to ensure that its use is, 

‘respectful of the joint and collaborative nature of Landscape A, recognising that no-one 

participating group or area is more than a part of the Landscape, geographically or 

organisationally’.264 The logo itself can only be used with permission from NGO Bravo, 

which decides upon its use depending on, ‘core values of balance, cooperation and 

intellectual rigour’. Use of the Landscape A brand must respect equal reward for effort with, 

‘no single group or section of groups … referring to Landscape A in such a way that it gives 

the impression they have a controlling or dominant role’.265 Ultimately, Lewis is considering 

tightening the way the branding program works through the implementation of something 

like a certification program, ‘in an ideal world we’d probably have slightly more control over 

the brand name and the logo and work to a set of standards, and groups would vie for it’.266 

Such an approach would be a large step towards formalising the rules of the Landscape, 

however, Lewis acknowledges that at the moment the withdrawal of Landscape A branding 

rights is only really a threat in the background.267 

 

9.5 Conclusion  
This chapter describes the practices and tools of coordination deployed by NGO Bravo. It 

builds on previous chapters and completes the definition of private conservation presented by 

this thesis: the composition of new natures (Chapter Six), enrolling a constituency (Chapter 

Seven), the composition of multiple versions of nature and the presence of difference 

(Chapter Eight), and the coordination of difference (Chapter Nine).  For Lewis, coordination 

must tread a path between maintaining an ‘energising freedom’ and a diversity of approaches, 

at the same time as it builds ‘cohesion and cooperation’. Without any coercive means for 

enforcing the Landscape, governing nature through private conservation governance must 

rely on other coordinating measures, more subtle forms of exercising power and control. In 

this chapter, following literature on political ontology, I describe these measures as being 

divided into the two parts. The first is what Lewis refers to as ‘keeping the vision,’ a form of 

epistemic ordering that seeks to arrange knowledge in persuasive theories and narratives such 

that the story of the Landscape appears compelling and coherent to its widest possible 

audience. The epistemic practices of the Landscape must be defended when other knowledge 

practices prove an existential threat. When difference between epistemic communities are 

less threatening to the Landscape, Lewis may negotiate difference away. In other instances, 

difference can help sharpen the Landscape A vision. The local NRM board, for instance, as a 

comparison to bring the governing practices of the Landscape into positive relief. This 

‘keeping the vision’ is a describes as a politics of epistemic boundaries. 
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Keeping the vision is complemented by a second set of governing practices collected here 

under Lewis’s other catchphrase, ‘the central point of coordination’. In the second half of this 

chapter, this was presented as a more internally focused political ontology, focused on 

ensuring the ongoing enactment of an internally consistent Landscape A. For coordinating 

practices across the Landscape, Lewis relies on a theory of governing that is experimental 

and deliberative. Through deliberation, the collective proposes actions that begin an 

experimental cycle, which attends and adjusts to outcomes. Rather than imposing a ‘set plan’ 

upon the collective, this incremental and adaptive cycle is able to create many moments of 

deliberation, and is able to create small-scale consensus between groups. This approach is 

facilitated by the CAP project management process, and associated computer technology, 

both of which hold stable chains of relations between organisations, people, budgets, actions, 

timelines, scales and so on. Through standardisation of the application of the CAP process, 

the Landscape A has been able standardise practice such conservation targets, actions, 

budgets, monitoring, are easily translatable. Chains of relations, and standards of practice 

hold outgoing practices stable, but also incoming data, as NGO Bravo collects the data that 

can establish the Landscape in reality. In summary then, the Landscape A collective has the 

technology and approach for successfully and palatably coordinating difference across the 

Landscape. However, without a means of enforcing the application of the CAP process, or 

generously incentivising it, Lewis has difficulty maintaining these coordinating webs of 

relations, and there is a temptation for groups to shift to other approaches with more funding 

potential. Without any coercive authority, NGO Bravo can only rely on its brand to ensure 

groups remain focused upon delivering the Landscape, and adhere to the Landscape’s 

informal rules of participation. Only by maintaining the value of the Landscape A brand for 

fundraising endeavours, is Lewis is able incentivise the Landscape. 
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Chapter Ten: Governing Australian Nature 
  

10.1 Introduction 

This chapter shifts empirical analysis from private conservation practices at case study sites, 

to Australian conservation policy. An analysis of conservation policy signals an adjustment 

of the empirical focus of this thesis, both in location, and theme. Descriptions of private 

conservation at specific case study sites are replaced with an account of how private 

conservation governance fits within a (national conservation) policy whole.  Firstly, it 

addresses decision making by Australia’s philanthropic sector, outlining a policy logic of 

choice and the market. It goes on to outline two contemporary policy logics that guide policy 

through state-based land management departments, the first a logic of management, and the 

second a purchaser/provider logic. Finally, it outlines the policy logics that have guided the 

Federal Government’s ongoing NRM funding programmes, including the logic of landcare, a 

management logic, and a more recent adoption of a purchaser/provider logic. In attending to 

private conservation governance in a policy context, this chapter completes this empirical 

account of private conservation governance in Australian. 

 

10.2 Policy Analysis 
This chapter shifts the research focus of this thesis from the field to the office. In practical 

terms the move from the field to the office signals a shift in the location of the research, 

moving from the regional reserves and offices at case study sites, to the capital city offices of 

philanthropic foundations, Federal Government departments and so on. In another, more 

metaphorical sense, research in the office signalled a change in the way the research data was 

analysed. Rather than describing the practices of conservation actors at specific sites, this 

chapter attempts to describe conservation practices that have a more general, or systematic, 

effect. Freeman (2017) describes the shift from the field to the office as typically being a shift 

in research focus from the case, to the category, the specific to the general. As this chapter 

will show, the offices where the research for this chapter took place, the Canberra offices of 

the Federal Government Department for instance, did not undertake activities that 

specifically focused upon the two case study sites described in this thesis. Instead, case study 

sites were just a few of many sites influenced by practices at these ‘offices’. For this reason, a 

shift to the office was also seen as a refocus from on-site conservation practices, to the study 

of conservation policy, here defined as a principle of action that is applied generally across a 

given jurisdiction, area or group, and that seeks a systematic effect.  

 

The treatment of policy in this chapter, retains the methodological tools deployed throughout 

this thesis. Policy is understood through its practical implementation (Singleton, 2012). 

Policy is not understood as an official statement of intent, but a noticeable principle or logic 

of action, which is defined through practices. Policy is seen as being enacted, with both the 

performative (policies are brought into being through practices) and temporal (policy must 

continue to be enacted or they disappear) elements that this metaphor implies. The research 

focus also remains the same. This chapter does not focus on how effectively policy is applied 

across a target area, nor whether it delivers promised outcomes. Rather, it focuses on what 
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policies there are, the actors and practices that define them, the way they interact and 

negotiate difference, and what this means for private conservation governance. 

 

Private conservation governance does not come with an immediately identifiable related 

policy or funding programme. However, the entrepreneurial private conservation governance 

described in this thesis most commonly relied upon philanthropic funding, or regular small 

donations from everyday donors, for its long-term funding. Whilst it is also true that private 

conservation actors often won government grants or contracts, it was the philanthropic sector 

that supplied most of its funding. The first section of this chapter analyses the policy 

component of private conservation governance through an analysis of the environmental 

philanthropic sector. An analysis of the philanthropic sector seeks to offer a more robust 

account of how private conservation governance operates as a whole. In the second section of 

this chapter I seek to position this private conservation governance policy logic, against other 

forms of governing nature in contemporary Australia. The chapter analyses governing 

through ‘the Department’, those state-based government agencies with the responsibility of 

managing the conservation estate. Next, it analyses Federal Government programs that begun 

with support for Landcare, and have evolved to include the development of the regional NEM 

boards. The presentation of these three means of governing Australian nature, is an attempt to 

place private conservation governance in its contemporary policy context. 

 

10.3 Governing through Philanthropy  

10.3.1 Philanthropy and policy logic 
Private conservation governance has come to increasingly rely on non-government funding 

sources, as described in Chapter Five. One particularly important source of funding has been 

from Australia’s emergent environmental philanthropy sector. The philanthropic sector had 

come to be the primary funding mechanism for many of the well-established NGOs followed 

during this thesis, including NGO Bravo, NGO Alpha and NGO Delta. This primary source 

of income was often supported by government funding, and sometimes the sale of 

environmental products like carbon and sandalwood, but it was fundraising efforts, targeted 

at regular long-term donations, upon which these organisations depended. In this section of 

the chapter I focus on the practices of the philanthropic sector, and emergent policy principles 

of that sector. To analyse philanthropic policy, I have followed connections, from case study 

sites to the philanthropic world of Melbourne and Sydney. Philanthropists interviewed were 

donors to organisations participating at case study projects, and all were members of a 

nascent environmental philanthropic network, the Network.   

 

The Australian philanthropic sector has been rapidly growing since changes made under the 

Taxation Administration Act (1953), by the Howard Government in 2001 (Mcleod, 2013).  

The centrepiece to the changes was the creation of tax exempt charitable trusts, now known 

as Private Ancillary Funds (PAFs), that provided significant tax benefits to encourage 

philanthropic giving (Australian Philanthropic Services, 2017). PAFs, and related 

philanthropic vehicles, are regulated as a financial body and are answerable to the Australian 

Federal Government on their financial and administrative functions through the Australian 
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Taxation Office (ATO) and the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission. Whilst 

they are required to donate 5% of the worth of their total assets each year to organisations 

that are registered with Deductible Gift Recipient (DGR 1) status (Australian Philanthropic 

Services, 2017), PAFs are otherwise free to determine how they distribute funding.  

 

Philanthropists, therefore, have the freedom to choose. Those philanthropists interested in 

conservation are free to decide between different possible conservation options, that enact 

different possible versions of nature. As earlier chapters in this thesis have argued, private 

conservation governance is entrepreneurial. Its practitioners engage in a conservation that 

composes many new versions of nature, which results in a diverse range of possible funding 

options. Successful private conservation projects must enrol support to ensure their longevity, 

especially from the philanthropic sector. Governing nature through private conservation 

therefore, involves the presentation of enticing options by conservation practitioners on the 

one hand, and philanthropic choice on the other. Following Mol (2008), I describe private 

conservation governance as being arranged around a policy logic of choice. As Mol (2008) 

explains, the logic of choice is process driven. It does not propose a normative position 

regarding the decision itself. Instead, it focuses on decision making, with good decisions 

made through settings that provide robust options, and allow for choice that is free from 

undue influence. Mol (2008) describes one style of choice as following the metaphor of the 

customer in the marketplace. Under this logic philanthropic practitioners are viewed as 

purchasing a product. On the supply side of the marketplace, suppliers must convince 

constituents, cast as consumers, to choose their option. For the consumer the presence of 

many distinct options is desirable. Competition is viewed as a positive force, helping to 

improve the options presented. The demand side of the marketplace relies on personal 

preferences and private decision making (Mol, 2008). There is no need to justify choices in 

public, it is enough for individuals to decide, and the decision making unit is not the 

collective but the individual. Others may attempt to seduce the decision maker, but in the end 

the they choose by themselves (Mol, 2008). It is this style of choice that comprises the policy 

logic of the contemporary philanthropic funding of the private conservation sector.  

 

10.3.2 Environmental Philanthropy in Practice 
A defining element of Australia’s environmental philanthropy is the dominance of personal 

choice. Environmental philanthropists come together in the Network, but for all 

philanthropists interviewed, decisions about what projects philanthropists chose to donate to, 

involved a moment of personal and private judgement, a decision based on a composite 

picture that included different forms of knowledge, but more often different personal 

preferences, intuitions or feelings. Philanthropic decision making was most often internalised, 

becoming a subjective experience, rather than being guided by an attempt to objectively 

apply or adhere to an external set of indicators or a pre-formulated strategy. Most 

philanthropists I spoke to, that had annual donations in the thousands or tens of thousands of 

dollars, had limited time to organise sophisticated decision-making strategies for their 

donation programs. Whilst these philanthropists had aspirations to maximise their 

effectiveness as grant makers, the practicalities of busy lives often made philanthropic giving 
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a hasty process. As one husband and wife PAF administration team readily admitted, there is 

a lot of chance in their giving, 

 

… how you end up giving to group A because you happen to know them or have heard of 

them and not group Z simply because it never crossed your consciousness… So we have 

certain principles in the way we approach it, but I also accept that it is fairly random.268 

 

Often philanthropic choice was determined by intuitions built upon life experience. Another 

husband and wife PAF administration team, for instance, had developed a strong interest in 

Lewis’s Landscape A project and his presentation of an ecology that, ‘allow[s] environmental 

systems to operate’.269 For these donors, the presentation of environmental systems reflected 

their view of nature as relational and interactive, a view that they had developed through 

medical careers and an understanding of the body as, ‘a whole bunch of interactions’.270 

These husband and wife PAF administrators had been less interested to contribute to projects 

that were seen to isolate ecological factors from their context, and avoided projects that 

focused solely on the protection of endangered species. Another PAF was managed by a 

husband and wife team who had been long term birdwatchers. As bird watchers, a focus on 

species by species distinctions had made them sensitive to declines in the absolute numbers 

of certain species, and these donors had focused on the protection of endangered bird species, 

and other species-based projects.271   

 

Whilst it was common for philanthropists to prefer to fund a particular version of nature, 

many based their decisions upon their personal relationships with conservationists. This 

could be as simple as contributing to projects managed by charismatic, capable people. This 

was the case for one PAF husband and wife team who had been a long-term contributor to 

NGO Bravo over the years. 

 

We go back a long, long way with Lewis … So we're interested in Lewis per se because he is 

Lewis.  Lewis is Lewis, and so he is a mover and shaker and he is passionate and 

tremendously knowledgeable about all that stuff. So we have faith in him, and so part of our 

swing now is towards the people who are running the projects rather than the projects, 

because the people who are running the projects determine the success or otherwise of the 

project ... So we tend less and less to direct it towards projects but to get people, trust people, 

understand people, what they are doing and often let them decide what is the best way to do 

it.272 

 

Many philanthropists followed this approach, donating through preferred people and 

organisations. As a husband and wife PAF administration team explained, they have been 

happy to be guided by groups that they trust, focusing on, ‘always working with a very highly 
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evidence based and well credentialed group … We just want to see that people are 

approaching the matter in a systematic way based on the evidence, and they seem to be good 

people’.273 Another long-term Australian philanthropist, had donated primarily to projects led 

by NGO Echo. He had funded NGO Echo to set up an office in Australia in the early 21st 

century and continues to donate primarily to them, to support a conservation style he 

described as scientifically informed, professional, non-confrontational, which related well to 

economic and business interests, applied market-based solutions and was innovative and 

transformational.274  

 

10.3.2 Philanthropy as informed choice 
Since its inception in 2006, the collective body for Australia’s environmental philanthropists, 

the Network, has been working to improve Australia’s environmental philanthropic sector. 

To do so, it has set out to create more effective donors, assisting philanthropists to ensure that 

they are informed donors. Whilst philanthropists continue to decide alone, the Network 

attempts to ensure a more effective operation of the ‘nature marketplace’ through the flow of 

information to philanthropists. The Network seeks to ensure that philanthropists are equipped 

to donate well. Borrowing from Lavau and Bingham (2017), I suggest the Network seeks to 

influence environmental philanthropy by attempting to gently focus, or educate, the attention 

of philanthropic members. It does so in three ways. Firstly, the Network assists 

philanthropists in understanding Australian conservation, helping to shape the field for 

philanthropic intervention. Secondly, the Network creates spaces of shared attention, ‘safe’ 

forums where members can come together privately, to share information and collaborate. 

Finally, the Network encourages a self-attention, inviting members to reflect upon themselves 

as donors, and the quality and effectiveness of their philanthropic giving.  

 

Through the collection, processing and presentation of information, the Network helps to 

arrange the field of conservation activity for effective interventions by its members. As its 

CEO explained, the Network helps philanthropists to understand the conservation field in 

Australia. For her, the activities the Network has undertaken to arrange the field of 

conservation for its members was a response to a commonly asked question, ‘how do you 

make a choice about what the most important issues are?’275 In response, the Network had 

distilled information presented in the national State of the Environment reports, 

commissioned every five years by the Australian Federal Government, and from the CSIRO 

Publishing’s ‘Ten Commitments’ book. This information has been presented as nine briefing 

notes based on the nine environmental themes drawn from these reports. The Network has 

helped members form funding groups, or sub networks, that now work upon some of these 

themes. These groups have taken the process further, through the development of more 

detailed frameworks and funding tables that help direct the attention of fellow 

philanthropists. Accompanying these nine briefing notes is a list of not-for-profit 
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environmental groups, and therefore possible donation recipients, in operation in Australia.276 

In this way, the Network arranges the field of conservation options on behalf of its members, 

helping to inform their decision-making process. 

 

The second way that the Network informs the choice of its members is to create spaces of 

shared attention. For the Network’s CEO, this is about, ‘networking people…providing a 

space for people to build their skills and knowledge, people to meet each other and get to 

know what each other is doing’.277 As a part of this networking, the Network has created 

spaces where members can bring forward projects they would like to collaboratively fund. 

This includes a ‘clearing house’, an online web portal where members can promote projects 

for co-funding, and workshops where members hear presentations from donor seeking 

groups. This networking acts to create spaces of shared attention, allowing members of the 

Network to, ‘have a conversation … what are the most important issues that need to be 

funded? How does change happen? What do I believe? What’s my contribution to how 

change happens? What’s the difference between organisations?’278 Spaces of shared attention 

allow members of the Network to improve their personal decision making, by gathering 

information and skills, comparing approaches, and testing assumptions. 

 

Finally, the Network attempts to direct members’ attention to their own activities, asking 

them to consider how they can give well. For this purpose, the Network makes accessible, 

‘independent experts, to help people with their decision-making’.279 The Network convenes a 

conference once a year, as well as regular workshops, that bring philanthropists together with 

experts on philanthropy. Case study tours occur once a year that conduct site visits and these 

too include an expert. As the Network’s CEO told me, on the annual tours, ‘we talk to other 

organisations, we talk to indigenous groups and we usually have an ecologist travelling with 

us to describe the landscape and what we are doing. So it is… building peoples skills and 

knowledge. We have got a very strong focus on building skills and knowledge’.280 As she 

explains, the expertise the Network attempts to provide is, ‘especially around philanthropic 

process’. Inviting philanthropists to consider good philanthropic process is not about 

determining the answers to environmental problems, ‘rather than, “what are the issues and 

what are the solutions to those issues in Australia,” it is “how do you use the philanthropic 

process to make a difference on the issues that you care about”’. 281 To guide self-reflection 

on philanthropic process the Network has developed a step-by-step guide on how to be an 

effective environmental grant maker.  

 

In this way, the Network seeks to improve the functioning of philanthropic choice, without 

attempting to alter its policy logic. Decisions are made in private, and often based on personal 

preferences. Whilst they may be publicly debated, and philanthropists do seek information to 
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guide them, decisions are not shared with, or compromised by, other actors. The Network’s 

actions can be understood as attempting to facilitate the optimal functioning of this multi-

natural marketplace, by ensuring reliable information, forums for sharing knowledge and 

projects, and self-understanding. The multi-natural private conservation sector relates well to 

the policy logic of its primary source of funding. The presentation of many versions of nature 

provides many options, which supports choice. The expression of choice, in turn, guides the 

configuration of the multi-natural private conservation sector, with natures emerging and 

fading away with the rhythm of the market, and the preferences of philanthropists.  

 

10.4 Governing through the Department  

10.4.1 The Conservation Department 
A large part of the empirical work of this thesis involved the public sector. Field work had 

included the public sector because it was intimately involved in defining private conservation 

governance. This was true in a practical sense, through public sector funding, partnerships, 

and so on, enabling, supporting and contributing to private conservation practices. However, 

it was also true in an epistemic sense also, with the public sector a clear and defining ‘Other’ 

for private conservation governance, an alternative form of governance that private 

conservation actors could use for contrast. It is for these two reasons, practical and epistemic, 

that this chapter now turns to the policy principles of the public sector. The research that 

informs this section of the chapter included interviews with departmental staff at the regional 

offices within case study sites. These included three separate state departments responsible 

for conservation land management. It also included participant observation at the Landscape 

B case study site, where I spent three days working on a National Park with a ranger from 

Department A. Over three days she and I worked carrying out a baseline survey of reptiles 

and small mammals across the reserve, using a pitfall trapping method.  

 

I have argued that the philanthropic sector is best defined by the principal of choice, which in 

turn requires multiple options. An analysis of public sector delivery of conservation services, 

on the other hand, demonstrated a clear preference for singularity, where difference was not 

encouraged, but carefully controlled. Through an analysis of the three state departments, at 

least two policy logics emerged. The first resembled public service delivery as historically 

understood, and relied on carefully arranged departmental hierarchies. This was a policy built 

upon principles of order and control. The second had emerged more recently, and involved 

the purchase of environmental outcomes from public departments as service providers. Here, 

control over all aspects of service delivery was sacrificed in favour of the outsourced pursuit 

of outcomes. 

 

10.4.2 The Department and Management 
Public sector parks, wildlife and conservation departments have an historical reliance on tight 

chains of relations that ensure control, order, and singularity. The three days spent studying 

local departmental practice at a Department A managed national park revealed the level of 

standardisation and homogeneity, from standardised uniforms, safety equipment, pay 

brackets, vehicles, data measurement sheets, licences and regulations, equipment, internal 
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policies and procedures and so on. All the procedures staff performed could be traced back to 

regional offices, and upwards to guidelines and policies at a central office in the state capital 

city. So too, the data collection work that we were performing. Networks of calculation and 

aggregation returned data along pathways that terminated at a wildlife database maintained 

by head office.282 As the local ranger explained, however, rangers report not only any fauna 

monitoring, but on most significant management actions, for instance any pest management 

or asset management performed on reserves. In this way, central office extends directives and 

collects information through a tight network of management and control. I suggest this policy 

is guided by the logic of management. Here I define management as, 

‘the process of dealing with or controlling things or people’ (Oxford Dictionary, 2010), and 

the policy logic defined by the prioritisation of an ability to manage. 

 

The Regional Director of Department A described how management was ensured through the 

departmental network. As he explained, the department was able to relate goals, people, 

things, timelines, budgets and scale in one interconnected plan, a hierarchical network that 

flows across the state from the capital city, holding the department and its protected area 

network stable.    

 

The way that planning works in national parks is that there is a concept called ‘one plan’. 

Now it is a fairly broad kind of concept where your top end strategic corporate goals filter all 

the way down to the performance plan of a single employee. So you can draw a line from the 

very top strategic broad goals all the way down to a specific employee about how they 

contribute to that. So there are documents all through that scale in terms of detail, timelines 

and the like. And that includes the corporate direction, so the corporate plan for the 

organisation which outlines the key principles that we are trying to achieve all the way down 

to regional plans. So we have a regional operational plan that effectively says this is how we 

are going to implement that in this region. And then each of the areas have their own plans, 

each of the parks have their own plans and each staff member has a performance 

development plan. All of that stuff interconnects.283 

 

As this director explained, his Department was guided by a set of interlinked documents and 

personnel with clearly stated and generally hierarchical connections with one another.   

As representatives of all three state departments explained to me, at the top of their relevant 

hierarchies was a connection to the state treasury department, the relevant minister and the 

parliamentary system. The operations of departments depended largely upon the functioning 

of pieces of state-based legislation, considered, debated and passed by parliament. Part of the 

job of the departments is to prepare ‘Reserve Bills’ for approval by parliament. These gave 

each public protected area its own legislative backing, offering public reserves the full 

protection of the law, and of law enforcement bodies. Departments are also responsible for 

administering pieces of legislation that address the management of the protected area estate 

as a whole. As the local ranger explained to me this act requires the preparation of a 
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management plan for each public protected area and lists those matters to be addressed.  

Plans then become statutory documents under the Act. Once the plan has been adopted by the 

minister no operations can be undertaken in reserves excepting those in accordance with the 

plan.284 In all three states, legislation is also used to govern the functioning of the public 

sector more generally. In interviews with regional representatives of two state departments, 

both described recent changes to their respective public service legislation in order to make 

cost savings.   

 

Policy through the department has traditionally prioritised accountability and order, and the 

standardisation of management actions, and the department’s performance against legislated 

objectives, is typically assessed through independent audit. Regular audits are carried out 

upon governmental departments to ensure that treasury funds have been efficiently spent, and 

Department A had been audited in 2004 by the state’s Audit Office. 285 As the ranger 

explained, whilst recognising that the task of the department was complex, the audit reported 

that the department had done a poor job presenting clear outcomes. As the audit stated, ‘the 

Service is yet to effectively translate the objects in the Act to overarching, specific, 

measurable management objectives’.286 Since that time the department has intensified its 

internal review systems, and implemented its own internal auditing program in an attempt to 

improve its performance.   

 

This version of policy built upon close management, represents a more traditional view of the 

public service. Legislation and departmental hierarchies hold scale, responsibilities, plans, 

people, data, and so on, in tight chains of relation, with one crisp order, and clear lines of 

accountability. The resources necessary to maintain this departmental network are provided 

through the Treasury. These chains of relations are modified through legislation and it is 

here, using the democratic tools of parliament, that the decisions able to modify the network 

are generally made. Where changes to these relations are required, either through the way 

that nature is managed, or the way that the public service is managed, debate occurs at the 

level of the State Parliament. These decisions are not between different possible natures, but 

about incremental changes to the network as it currently exists, such that singularity is 

maintained. This version of policy through the department has a strong preference for order, 

which it ensures through regular audit. However, this is not to say that the department focuses 

on only one version of nature. As one departmental regional director explains, the 

management of the protected area estate requires an attention to, 

 

a whole range of things … we can’t focus solely on one or two key species and manage the 

landscape for those one or two species. We have to manage for all the species, we have to 

 
284 Document Thirty-One: The National Park Management Plan for the national park studied as a part 

of the research. 

285 Document Thirty-Two: Auditor-General’s Report on the Management of Parks and Reserves by 

the state department (2004). 

286 Document Thirty-Two 



 147 

manage for fire risk, we have to manage for aboriginal heritage, we have to manage for 

access for visitors and tourists. 287 

 

Within the department, however, these must be made to cohere as a sensible single whole, 

with each sensibly related to others.  

 

10.4.3 Purchaser/Provider 
It is a common observation that service delivery through the department, and organised 

around a management logic deployed by hierarchical bureaucracy, is undergoing a significant 

challenge. Each of the regional directors I had spoken with reported significant reductions in 

the amount of dedicated funding allocated to their department each year, making it 

increasingly difficult to effectively maintain the interlinked departmental apparatus. For one 

local ranger, a long term (20 years) employee with the department in State A, staff had 

always been employed on generous terms, but Department A was now reducing the number 

of employees, offering redundancies and leaving vacant positions in the region unfilled. As 

her regional manager explained, government investment in the region is ‘declining 

significantly’ and the region is now, ‘in a declining space when it comes to how much money 

we have got to operate and the number of staff we have to operate. We had nearly 100 staff 

out here eight years ago, we are getting close to 50 now’.288 

 

The same is true in State B. As a regional director there told me, these changes have meant 

that,  

 

whereas public sector positions were fairly safe, you kept a public sector job until you left the 

public sector or retired, they recently changed that so that the government can now make 

people involuntarily redundant, and so we're seeing a whole wave of involuntary 

redundancies, reform packages and policies around reforming the public sector…We have 

lost staff out of our region in the last year or so, the Department has probably lost 150 in the 

last year.289 

 

Cuts to funding have meant that each department no longer has the means to maintain the 

strong chains of hierarchical relations across the department apparatus, and a significant 

inclusion in contemporary departmental policy has been the concept of leverage. The 

regional office in State B now receives the minimum funding for covering basic costs, like 

wages, office rental, vehicles and so on. Funding for any conservation activities must be 

raised from other funding programs. 

 

Our budget is just shy of 8 million dollars for our region, probably 90% of it is in salary and 

then a large proportion in fire management and in terms of … A very small percent is for 
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nats. cons. operations and all the stuff we do for threatened species, other than our salaries 

and time and just normal running costs, is for the whole part, externally funded.290  

 

In State C this is also true. A regional director there explained, ‘the money is normally there 

for staff but there’s not much else. Staff and cars. So if I want to actually get anything done I 

have to apply for the money… So there’s different buckets of money out there. People like 

myself a very big part of my job is to try and access those dollars…’.291 Funding must now be 

won, against other departmental teams, through projects that meet the priorities and plans of 

any of a number of State or Federal Government funding bodies.   

 

That’s where I have to do my homework and work out what the regional priorities are to say 

“well this is a good project to meet those regional priorities”… So whether you call them 

plans, business cases, there’s documents that are going up to access funding… You’re 

bidding against other districts, other regions, other teams.292  

 

It is no longer true that ‘the department’ is the preferred service provider for ‘the 

Government’, and departments are increasingly forced to compete with one another, and with 

an increasing band of non-government organisations for public funding. In State A, the 

regional director described how his Department A has been locked out of some State 

Government funding streams. These funding sources have funded NGO and other non-

departmental conservation service providers to replace the department’s management of 

some of his region’s national parks. As he explained, this is money that has been taken out of 

his department, and has been redirected to programs that instead employ private sector 

operators as service providers. As he explained,  

 

that is money still going into conservation, but it is not going in by the public service. It is 

going to a private operator. They are still investing significant money out here it is just they 

are shifting how that money is invested.293  

 

The regional director in State A refers to this change as the ‘purchaser provider model’. 

 

So the government created a … program. Now the … program says, ‘I will give you money if 

you can demonstrate that it is a critical investment. And there is a couple of criteria around 

that. I will give you money but you have got to tell me what outcome I get for that money. I’m 

not just going to give you that money to manage something. What are you going to do? And 

what is the outcome?’ 294 

 

The emergence of a purchaser provider logic has meant that the desire for management has 

been replaced by a need to deliver outcomes. In State C, the regional director of the 
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department describes a need to win projects to ensure the work of his team is funded. These 

applications are, in effect, tenders to deliver outcomes outlined in the strategic plans of either 

State or Federal Governments. 

 

So someone like me will say, ‘well to reach those strategic outcomes in the rangelands area 

this is the project for you’.  So there is a reasonable amount of detail in that plan.  So that is 

what someone like me will work to...and that’s probably the way of the future. If that has got 

funding then it’s approved.295 

 

Project funding means that the work done by Department C is directed not by hierarchies and 

statutory documents, that link management actions to protected area management plans and 

treasury budgets, but by the outcomes that it is contracted to deliver as a part of successful 

project applications. In State C, the delivery of contracted outcomes has come to replace 

foundational elements of the department policy assemblage, particularly the management 

plan. As the regional director of Department C explains, protected areas and their 

management plans have faded from view. 

 

The management plan is virtually obsolete these days. They don’t stand the test of time. They 

used to be done every ten years. And we had management plans and we still have them 

because the good thing about a management plan back in the day was that it was a statutory 

document. It’s been through both houses of parliament. So that is the bible to run a park.  

However, in this day and age, it is such a dynamic landscape I would not be surprised if 

management plans don’t really exist in years to come. 296  

 

As he makes clear, in his region in State C there is actually very little work carried out on 

protected areas anymore unless it relates to the delivery of specific outcomes. 

 

To be honest we don’t do a lot of maintenance of parks now.  I’ve got two rangers left and 

one of them has just resigned.  … We don’t have much capacity at all. …there was a huge 

amount of government cutbacks in the … service about two or three years ago. And we have 

spent no money on [local reserves] since. So, unless I get a funding source from some other 

avenue, I don’t have the money to spend on the parks. 

 

In State B, the regional director explains that it is increasingly difficult to keep the 

interconnected layers of plans up to date, and engaged. It has become impossible to update 

protected area and regional management plans. The regional strategy, for instance, is almost 

thirty years old, dating all the way back to 1991, ‘we used to have a regional planner we don't 

have that anymore. Our planning branch is reduced … and so we just don't have those 

planning resources to undertake those reviews’.297  
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The changes to Department B funding and a reliance on leverage, has meant that long term 

changes to the organisational structure of the department are common. At the regional level at 

least, long term public servants have been mostly replaced with short term project officers. 

As the regional director explains, whilst he is employed as a full-time public servant, most of 

the staff in their office are now employed on short term contracts.   

 

So we've got a recurrent base which is myself and [one other] in the regional team, then there 

is about two or three in each of the districts and then as we get external funds then we can 

put on project officers and technical officers to pad out the capacity to implement those types 

of projects.298 

 

In winning the funding to employ the necessary staff, he suggests that their region is not as 

vulnerable as others. As he explains, his regional office has the material resources that enable 

it to compose compelling versions of nature able to interest public funding bodies, ‘we’re just 

lucky that we have got lots of nationally recognised values down here and we are able to 

attract a reasonable amount of money to protect those’. 299 As the regional director of State C 

explains, in his region fully half of his staff are employed on short term contracts. As his 

colleague explains, a director of another regional division, she has even fewer full-time 

public servants in her team. Of the 27 staff in her program, only five are employed through 

recurrent funding from the department. The remainder are employed on project-based 

contracts funded through Federal Government programs, state-based election promises, and 

capital investment projects. Despite much departmental time now being spent on delivering 

contracted outcomes, the maintenance of the traditional departmental assemblage is still 

required. Her office is caught attempting to prop up both the old and new versions of policy 

through the department. 

 

So we have to review development assessments, mining applications, if we dispose of crown 

land we have to do biodiversity assessments. There's a whole bunch of regulatory work 

around veg clearance. A whole bunch of stuff they don't actually fund us to do, but because 

we have got staff in the region, sitting under the regional manager we still have to do all the 

work of the agency. We wouldn't exist without the agency hosting us so there is an 

expectation that we do the basic core work of the agency.300  

 

As described through interviews with regional level staff of three different state-based 

conservation departments, policy through the department has become fluid, at one moment 

working through projects, contracts and outcomes, and simultaneously working through 

legislation, hierarchies and management plans. Increasingly, however, policy through the 

department appears to be enacted through what the regional director of State A terms the 

‘purchaser provider’ model, a mix of leveraged funding, through projects, linked to specific 

outcomes, as outlined and enforced through contracts. Superficially, this version of policy 
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through the department resembles the logic of choice through the marketplace. With the 

government positioned as a purchaser of outcomes, outlined in relevant strategies or policies, 

from a marketplace that includes the department as a possible service provider amongst 

many. In this model however, the Government is the only buyer of one desired outcome. It 

therefore does not embrace the multiplicity and diversity captured in the metaphor of the 

marketplace. Rather, through purchasing programs designed to procure defined outcomes, 

and enforced through contracts, government attempts to maintain strong cohesion in intent 

and action within the expanding cohort of service providers. As with a management logic, a 

purchaser/provider logic maintains a singular nature. However, whereas a management logic 

favours control, the purchaser provider logic sacrifices some control in favour of outcomes.  

 

10.4 The Federal Government: Landcare and NRM 
Just as the department holds (at least) two policy versions within it, so too does conservation 

policy through the Federal Government. Federal Government funding for what has come to 

be called Natural Resource Management has a contemporary history that is typically told 

with a starting point in the Landcare movement, and subsequent Federal Government 

funding. The ‘Landcare’ community groups that had gathered around Australia in the 1980s 

had been formalised in Federal Government policy with the Decade of Landcare in 1989, and 

developed further in 1992 with the Decade of Landcare Plan (Standing Committee on 

Agriculture and Resource Management, 1997). To study Federal Government funding, I 

conducted in depth interviews with two senior public servants – Federal Public Servants Two 

and Three – within one Federal Government department responsible for administering 

Federal Government NRM policy programmes, and one long term NRM professional 

working at the Landscape A case study site. As Federal Public Servant Three explained to me 

on a visit to Canberra, the Landcare policy assemblage funded under the Decade of Landcare 

program was ‘about broad scale attitudinal change’. Landcare was an attempt to build,  

 

a public movement, the Decade of Landcare was really about extension. We've got these 

problems, we need to change farmers’ practice, we need to modify their practice. The way we 

do that is to make them aware of the problem, that it will bite them and to get them to 

understand the problem and to get them to identify local solutions to local problems.301 

 

The Federal Public Service began to fund Landcare as a process of directing landholders’ 

attention, helping them to identify local problems and to find suitable solutions to them, the 

policy approached captured in the slogan ‘local solutions for local problems’. The 

introduction of significantly more funding under the Natural Heritage Trust 1 (NHT 1) 

funding program, in 1997, attempted to strengthen this model. Rather than only paying for 

extension works that directed attention, the Federal Government would now begin to pay for 

community groups to pursue more action on the ground, as well as funding more extension, 

information sharing, workshops, and trials.302 Under NHT 1, policy moved from an attempt 
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to direct attention towards environmental problems and their possible solutions, to funding 

projects.  

 

As the name suggests, Landcare policy works through a logic of care – as defined in Chapter 

Eight. The support of the Federal Government allowed for local communities to notice their 

environment, and tend to it in their own way. The establishment of, and support for, Landcare 

community groups ensured that conservation action would be shifted to those able to provide 

constant, ongoing attention. Landholders and local communities would use their intimate 

local knowledge to determine, moment by moment, the local need. This was a policy logic 

comfortable with the enactment of different versions of nature, established to suit the local 

social, material and political context.  

 

The many different natures, put forward for funding by the many active Landcare groups, 

meant that sometimes funding decision had to be made between them. This was done through 

a regional reference group. As the local NRM officer at the Landscape A case study site 

explained, project funding from the Federal Government under NHT 1, and distributed in his 

region, was conditional upon the approval of this local assessment panel. As he explained, a 

peak regional body had been established in 1994, and bids for Federal Government funding 

administered by this body had to be assessed by the Regional Assessment Panel, comprised 

of community members and state department representatives. 

 

 We had to present our project ideas through all the reference groups and, [back] in the day, 

because there was so much money the reference groups had 40 odd people on each of them 

and there was some very robust discussion about what projects they would fund but pretty 

much if you came up with a half evidence-based idea it was okay and you went through the 

process you are almost guaranteed to get funding… The process was laborious because you 

have to go to all these groups and there were so many people, so many brains around the 

table … The improvements were coming at you thick and fast and you tried to incorporate 

them and improve.303 

 

NHT 1 funding favoured a logic of care for proposing conservation actions, but it also 

required choice, exercised through local reference groups. However, rather than choice 

exercised under a marketplace metaphor, the choice of the Landscape A reference group 

followed a second style of choice proposed by Mol (2008), of the citizen and the civic forum. 

Whereas choice exercised through a marketplace engages individual choice, citizens rule 

together. Members present their personal opinions in public, engaging in debate about the 

right decision. For the forum, the presence of debate, and its format, is important. Participants 

ought to clearly present their arguments, and speak for or against particular options. 

Following discussions amongst citizens, the forum decides together in a vote that converts 

many opinions into one decision. The hope is that the arguments are balanced and that this 

robust process, and equal participation, makes the final decision palatable for all concerned 

(Mol, 2008). Under Landcare policy, at the Landscape A case study site, where choice was 
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required it was exercised in this way, with collections of local representatives publicly 

debated projects, and making decisions collectively. However, by this local NRM officer’s 

description, this remained a local and collaborative approach, with decision making power 

resting at a local level.  

 

With the establishment of many locally contingent natures, Landcare was anything but 

singular, and as NHT 1 was drawing to a close, in 2002, this had become a problem for the 

Federal Government. At that time a consensus within the Federal Department had developed 

that the National Landcare Program and the NHT 1 programs had too much diversity, too 

many splintered ideas and projects, and was not achieving collective outcomes. An 

Australian National Audit Office report, published in 2001, supported this view (Australian 

National Audit Office, 2001, p. 12). As Federal Public Servant Three explained, 

 

The first stage [of NHT] was whatever the community wanted and then there was a national 

audit report, which said it was all like vegemite, the money was just ‘sshhhppppllllt” out 

there. So then they started focusing, "we want outcomes," and that's when it started to say we 

have got to look at a map of an area and work out where we want to go.304 

 

At this stage Federal Government decision making was shifting its attention to a different set 

of details. Rather than focusing on extension, the provision of information and capacity 

building for local landholders to support them in the ongoing care of the land, policy shifted 

to focus on what were referred to as outcomes. Following the audit, Federal Government 

funding allocation shifted to a less diffuse approach that attempted to create greater 

coherence through an attention to outcomes delivered at scale, in both a geographical and 

organisational sense. What became known as the regional approach was first applied under 

the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality (NAP), a Federal Government 

program that had been adopted by state and territory governments by 2002 (Curtis et al., 

2014), and then confirmed through the concurrent NHT 2 program. The AUD 1.4 billion 

NAP program channelled money directly towards 21 priority regions, and the second 

iteration of the NHT (2002-2008) directed funds to 56 regional bodies across the whole of 

Australia. The logic of the regional approach was summed up by Federal Public Servant 

Three. 

 

It was a little bit of a function of being able to have a relationship [with a professional body]. 

It was also a function of moving from vegemite to a scale that could actually do something, 

regions…And you can report and plan at a scale that might actually make a difference to the 

problems in the area. Building from the bottom up is a very difficult … to address widespread 

problems like vegetation loss, salinity, water quality decline or threatened species and 

threatened communities because you need to take a top-down approach to get the planning 

right. And regions enabled that scale to work. Whereas community groups don't.305   

 

 
304 Interview with Federal Public Servant Three (19/5/16) 

305 Interview with Federal Public Servant Three (19/5/16) 



 154 

For the Federal Government, outcomes occurred at a different scale to Landcare, at the level 

of the catchment and the region. As Federal Public Servant Three described, under NAP and 

NHT2, policy shifted its attention to the delivery of outcomes, and their validation in 

Canberra through clear lines of reporting. This had been a response to the Australian National 

Audit Office (2001) criticism of the NHT program for its ‘significant management and 

reporting challenges’ and an absence of ‘performance indicators’ (p.12). The NHT 2 and 

NAP programs required the NRM regions to scale up, with an associated increase in 

organisational size, and to identify ‘assets’ and ‘targets’ clearly set out, and linked to projects 

that were described and budgeted in regional plans (Curtis et al., 2014). Meeting these 

requirements would ensure continued access to the significant amounts of funding through 

the NAP and NHT 2 programs. At the Landscape A case study site, the local NRM officer 

explained how the new system worked. The creation of regional plans meant that to receive 

funding, community groups were required to address the priorities set out in the plan and to 

outline how it would positively affect the target condition. The NRM body then distributed 

funding against the plan.306 

 

As Federal Public Servant Three explained, the introduction of the regional NRM bodies was 

about delivering outcomes, through what I have termed a management policy logic. 

Outcomes were expected to follow improved accountability, budgeting, control, reporting 

and so on. The regional bodies were cast as planners, budgeters, administrators, accountants 

and mechanisms for reporting and acquitting. Verran (2011) use the neologism of an ‘order 

farmer’ to describe the NRM regional bodies, a body that acts as a keystone relation at the 

level of the region and passes the desired ‘orderliness on the state’ (p.428). The Federal 

Government saw a clear separation between the functioning of these new regional 

bureaucracies, and the already existing Landcare groups. The role of the Landcare groups 

would be in the delivery of the on-ground components of projects. However, with the 

addition of the NRM bodies to the already existing Landcare groups, this management logic 

immediately began to clash with the logic of care of the Landcare sector. Whereas the early 

Landcare model had been comfortable with multiplicity and difference, addressing it when 

necessary through civic debate, policy through NRM regions moved against this multiplicity 

in an attempt to bring orderliness and singularity to Australian nature through a management 

logic. As Federal Public Servant Three explained,  

 

There is an ongoing conflict between Landcare and [NRM] Regions. Regions are seen as a 

bureaucratic imposition on communities. Regions will say communities are good, but they 

are the actual on ground delivery arm, someone needs to plan, prioritise, and report. There is 

room for both. It is just expensive to have two levels. 307 

 

As the Department began to prepare for an NHT 3 that would have strengthened the regional 

approach of NHT 2308 a new Labor Government was elected, in 2007. At that time, Federal 
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Public Servant Four, a long-term employee of the Department, was the acting adviser to the 

new Federal Minister for the Environment, Peter Garret. In his role, he had observed, 

conservation lobbying coming from NGO groups outside the Department. As he explained, 

these groups had been suggesting that, ‘there wasn't a strong enough focus on some of the 

critical priorities. That the regional bodies, in a sense, were getting the lion's share of the 

funding but it wasn't necessarily hitting hard at the highest priorities,’ 309 including the 

protection of the Great Barrier Reef and the National Reserve System.  

 

So from a policy specific perspective there is nothing wrong with that, it makes sense to have 

some targeted money going towards these very high profile initiatives where the regional 

body isn't the best body to do it, but what it means though is that you are having to drag 

money away from the regional bodies so … you are losing the momentum. 310 

 

Whilst Federal Public Servant Three agreed with his colleague, that much of the shift towards 

national priorities, that ultimately occurred in the next Federal Government program, had to 

do with the preference of the Minister, he noted that it had also been recommended by a 

review of the program by the National Audit Office of Australia (The Auditor General, 

2008). 

 

 Part of it was political, ministers came in saying we want to know what we're getting for 

this, but part of it was also the driver of reviews saying, ‘we have limited money being spent 

across a whole lot of areas. You are achieving actually less. Identify some priorities and try 

and make a difference’. It was a coincidence of government policy at the time about more 

rigour in program delivery, ministers who said we want to make a difference to a handful of 

things. 

 

In fact the The Auditor General (2008) stated that, ‘there is little evidence as yet that the 

programs are adequately achieving the anticipated national outcomes’ (p. 16, emphasis my 

own) and that, ‘stronger targeting … towards the highest priorities and most critical national 

assets is necessary to achieve measurable results’ (p.24, emphasis my own). In essence, the 

Auditor General’s (2008) report suggested that there was still inadequate proofs that 

outcomes were being produced through the regional model, ‘the absence of consistently 

validated data, the lack of agreement on performance indicators and any intermediate 

outcomes has significantly limited the quality of the reporting process’(p.16). 

 

The new iteration of Federal Government NRM funding was not NHT 3, but the Caring for 

our Country (CFoC) Program. CFoC centralised decision-making power with the Federal 

Government in an attempt to impose a singular, national Nature, with clearly identified 

national priorities. Centralised decision making, at the national scale, would ensure that the 

priorities would be accurately identified and weighted. However, literature relating to the 

changes implemented by CFoC has often been critical of the increase in centralised control 
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that this program brought about (Curtis et al., 2014; Robins and Kanowski, 2011). Under 

CFoC the delivery of conservation outcomes was to shift partially towards the 

purchaser/provider logic. Sixty percent of funding was quarantined as base level funding for 

the regional NRM organisations, however the remaining NRM funding was to be distributed 

on a competitive basis, open to government agencies, NRM regional bodies, conservation 

NGOs and any other organisation able to deliver NRM outcomes (Lockwood and Davidson, 

2010).  

 

At the Landscape A case study site, the removal of decision-making powers and the loss of 

funding during CFoC meant that relationships between Landcare groups and the Regional 

NRM body worsened.  

 

Caring for our Country took away the ability for us to make a decision and they made that 

decision for us. They actually sent us maps saying we are going to fund these 50 odd things. 

This is what we are going to invest in. So they switched from us identifying local issues to 

them buying outcomes. We want you to invest into this and here's a map and if you don't fall 

within that map you can't apply for that money. So it became very restrictive. As a community 

the impact was massive. Most groups, almost all the groups started having to do projects that 

they weren't interested in.311 

 

With a return to a Liberal National Coalition Government in 2013, the CFoC program was 

rebranded the National Landcare Program. Under this program both Federal Government 

public servants interviewed suggest that decision making authority is filtering back to the 

local level. Federal Public Servant Three suggests that his department in Canberra is now 

‘much more hands off’, suggesting that they are interested not in directing activity, but in 

having regional NRMs actively report back on outcomes. This approach is partly driven by 

the program intent to return control to a local level, and also from, ‘having our budget 

slashed… effectively a 50% cut in resources to manage the program’.312 The NRM officer at 

the Landscape A site suggests that they too have more control, but less money. As he 

explains, ‘we are used to having full-time project officers out in the community. Now we can 

only afford half, a 0.5 FTE [full-time employee]’.313  

 

As with the state departments’ policy approach, the Federal Government’s policy approach to 

NRM funding has embodied multiple policy logics. How these interact is a question not 

addressed here, however it is clear that the addition of new logics and policy assemblages, 

has resulted in the fading out of others. For instance, research suggests that for the duration of 

the CFoC program, and its adjustment of scale and logic, there had been a significant drop off 

in Landcare group number and vigour (Curtis et al., 2014; Tennent and Lockie, 2013), 

suggesting at least the partial incompatibility of these logics.  
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10.5 Policy Politics 
The analysis of this chapter has addressed policy logics that shape different policy 

assemblages. As the analysis shows, many policy assemblages are currently competing for 

dominance within organisations, and across Australia. This final section of the chapter shifts 

to a short account of the interaction between policy logics, the jostling and shuffling and 

competing for dominance of different policy assemblages within an Australian conservation 

policy whole. Typically, policy works at the edge of policy types use metaphors of 

hybridisation or blending of policy approaches (Higgins et al., 2014, 2012; Hodge and 

Adams, 2012; Lockie and Higgins, 2007; McCarthy, 2005). Whereas the metaphor of the 

hybrid suggests the combination of different policy assemblages to form one new, but stable 

network, this chapter views policy assemblages as fluid, their boundaries fuzzy and mobile, 

their composition unstable (de Laet and Mol, 2000; Mol and Law, 1994). Policy assemblages 

are not only compositionally fluid, but temporally also, fading away in some instances, but 

re-emerging in modified format later. As this chapter has attempted to show, policy 

assemblages, shaped by policy logics, are changeable. In the Federal Government’s 

application of NRM policy, for instance, policy assemblages were shown to emerge around 

logics of care, management, and purchaser/provider. All of these versions of conservation 

policy, are currently jostling for position in contemporary Australian conservation, and each 

has its own advocates.  

 

Lewis, for instance, has become chair of the committee of his state’s Landcare network to 

campaign for Federal Government support for a Landcare policy assemblage. To argue for a 

policy based on care and against the management logic deployed under NRM regions, Lewis 

had been engaging in negotiation and debate in ad hoc forums across the country, ‘Landcare 

is putting out some policy positions to try and get Landcare back into the mainstream. 

Properly funded and properly supported’. The regional director of State A is currently caught 

in the debate launched by Flannery and Garrett, in 2013. He points out that the version of 

nature outlined in the purchase of species-based outcomes is a different type to the more 

inclusive nature the department has typically provided, with visitor experience, indigenous 

heritage, fire management, species conservation and land management all integrated in the 

public reserve.314  

 

The boundary between the philanthropic policy logic is also currently under pressure, with 

the Federal Government increasingly attempting to deploy philanthropists as purchasers of 

government identified outcomes. As the executive officer of one philanthropic foundation 

told me, ‘because the funding climate has dropped off so dramatically … it’s the worst it’s 

been the last 20 years’.315 Increasingly, this foundation is finding those groups that were once 

dependent on Federal Government funding, particularly Landcare groups, coming to them for 

funding. Likewise, the CEO of the Network, explained that the Network has had very little to 

do with government until recently. However, the then current (2016) Federal Liberal 
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Government had been pressuring philanthropists to help purchase Federal Government 

identified outcomes.   

 

I think it is fair to say that in general environmental funding from government at both federal 

and state has been wound back significantly over the last couple of years, and there is a push 

from Government to invite philanthropy to be more involved in funding environmental issues. 

So, for example Greg Hunt’s [then Federal Minister for the Environment] got his Reef Trust 

and his financial mechanisms process. He has also set up, the Threatened Species Strategy, 

and as a part of that they have developed projects for funding, and they are looking at 

philanthropists to fund those projects. So the Federal Government has come up with a series 

of projects that they want philanthropists to fund. 

   

The Australian conservation policy whole is comprised of multiple contemporary policy 

approaches that work through and beyond the state, that are arranged and rearranged through 

this policy politics, with proponents of each policy version attempting to ensure its 

favourable position within the whole. This short account of policy encounters marks the outer 

boundary of the empirical work of this thesis. It can only point towards the further 

ethnographic work, in ‘the office’, required to describe this ongoing policy politics, of which 

private conservation governance is now firmly a part.  

 

10.6 Conclusion 
The purpose of this chapter has been to finalise the presentation of private conservation 

governance as a means of governing nature. It does so through the analysis of policy logics 

that guide different policy assemblages. In addressing policy, the lens of the research was 

shifted from the field to the office, and from practices with site specific application, to those 

that sought a general effect. However, the points of analysis remain the same, focusing upon 

how different policy logics address singularity/multiplicity and attendant order/difference.  

 

Private conservation governance is linked closely to philanthropic grant making, and 

philanthropic policy follows a logic of choice, and the metaphor of the marketplace. The 

market embraces multiplicity, and philanthropic foundations and individuals can select from 

a wide range of options according to their personal preferences. The Network attempts to 

improve philanthropic choice, seeking to create philanthropists capable of informed choice.  

 

In placing private conservation governance in its policy context, this chapter has focused on 

other contemporary policy versions (see table 10.1 for a summary). Policy assemblages are 

fluid, and policy through state government departments is currently enacted in different 

versions. One policy version relies on a logic of management, where tight chains of 

hierarchical relations bind plans and people to ensure singularity, order, and accountability. A 

management logic is currently challenged by the logic of the purchaser provider. Here, 

outcomes are purchased from providers, their delivery enforced through contracts. Multiple 

versions of Federal Government policy have also been enacted over the course of its 

extended excursion into national conservation policy. Landcare policy has relied upon the 
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enactment of local community driven versions of nature that move forward through a care 

approach. As with private conservation governance, this freedom to compose local versions 

of nature creates multiplicity. Rather than choice realised through a marketplace type forum 

however, Landcare decides through local civic forums. Here, decisions are debated publicly, 

and arrived at together. NRM regions, on the other hand, were deployed against multiplicity, 

and NRM bodies have been used as ‘order farmers’, able to create singularity through 

regional plans, enforced through control of funding, with outcomes and outputs reported back 

to the Federal Government, again demonstrating a management logic. CFoC funding added a 

purchaser/provider policy logic, with Federal Government simultaneously pursued a 

Management and a Purchaser/Provider logic, attempting to secure centrally determined 

outcomes through government funding. 

 

Table 10.1. Difference and decision for policy approaches. 

Policy Version Policy Logic 

Philanthropy 1. Choice (marketplace) 

The Department 

(state) 

1. Management, &  

2. Purchaser/Provider 

Federal Government 

(Landcare) 

1. Care & Civic Choice, & 

2. Management, & 

3. Purchaser/Provider 

 

This chapter lightly touches on a policy politics to demonstrate the fluidity of the Australian 

conservation policy whole, and private conservation governance’s place within it. The next 

and final chapter makes some short concluding comments. 
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Chapter Eleven: Conclusion  
  

11.1 Private Conservation Governance  

This thesis set itself the task of detailing what private conservation governance is, through a 

detailed account of how it is done. Private conservation governance was presented as 

emerging through a compositional nature politics. Rather than being defined in opposition to 

powerful destructive ontologies, like the agriculture of the 1980s, Chapter Six showed 

Landscape A being composed through a hopeful, and opportunistic politics, focused on the 

enactment of a new and compelling version of nature. Chapter Seven took this analysis 

further, focusing on the necessary development of a supportive constituency. This chapter 

described the need for private conservation practitioners to ‘seduce audiences’ to empower 

versions of nature with social and political force. Described in this way, natures and 

constituencies are simultaneously composed, with the interests of potential constituents 

embedded within them. Private conservation practitioners, and practices, were shown to work 

in two registers at once, acting to develop compelling versions of nature, at the same time as 

they engaged a constituency necessary for longevity. As a pair, Chapters Six and Seven 

sought to show private conservation governance as a generative force, driving a new nature 

politics that seeks to innovate and create, as much as it seeks to conserve and protect.  

 

This thesis first introduced difference as a theme in Chapter Five. That chapter followed 

conservation practitioners at the 2015 ALCA ‘Future Directions for Private Land 

Conservation in Australia’ Conference, outlining a short history of private conservation 

governance, and noticing its performance in two distinct versions defined by the ways in 

which each handled difference. The first was a strategic private conservation governance that 

emerged with the leadership of the Federal Government. Here, private conservation 

practitioners were included in the Federal Government’s wider conservation efforts. This was 

a conservation that attempted to create a holistic Australian nature, comprised of a newly 

established network of protected areas. The effort to establish this National Reserve System 

was led by the Federal Government, with planning linked to robust public science programs, 

with decisions made at successive Ministerial Councils. This was a Strategic Private 

Conservation Governance, defined by a careful accounting, and management, of difference, 

and a clearly articulated formula for order. Tight chains of relations tied all actors together to 

the shared task of performing a singular Australian nature, through the NRS. In this Strategic 

Private Conservation Governance, private conservation organisations were willingly included 

as bodies able to contribute well to this collectively held and performed nature.  

 

With the slow dismantling of funding programs related to the NRS, however, private 

conservation practitioners have been forced to develop an independence, and a new 

entrepreneurial private conservation governance had since developed. The entrepreneurial 

version was defined by difference and multiplicity, which emerged as private conservation 

practitioners outlined their efforts to compose compelling natures able to interest 

constituents, and secure funding. In this context, many conservation practitioners, from both 

government and private conservation, were frustrated at the level of non-coherence that an 
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entrepreneurial private conservation brought. This contemporary version of private 

conservation governance included multiple versions of nature, competition between these, 

and perceived lack of order.  

 

An entrepreneurial private conservation governance, which relied on a compositional nature 

politics, led to what Lewis referred to an ‘energising freedom’ within the field, the space to 

develop any version of nature that might interest a supportive constituency. As he also 

described, however, this energising freedom and the multiplication of versions of nature, led 

to difference and competition. Back at the Landscape A case study site, Chapter Eight 

undertook a detailed description of the different versions of nature that emerge under private 

conservation governance. Here, conservation practices, guided by logics derived from proper 

ends or means, enacted different versions of nature within the geographical range of the 

Landscape A case study site. Logics of proper ends were described as gathering conservation 

practices together around the achievement of certain objectives, including the protection of 

rare species, connectivity through the landscape, the recreation of a natural Nature, and a 

healthy nature. The logic of proper means concerned itself less with achievements and 

outcomes, and was best defined by a reliance on certain procedural beliefs. Across the case 

study site, these procedural natures emerged through conservation practices that followed an 

epistemological logic, a logic of care, or a commercial logic.  

 

In Chapter Nine, this thesis considered how these different versions of nature, and the unruly 

field of non-government conservation practitioners, coordinated their activity. That chapter 

followed Lewis as he attempted to bring the Landscape A collective together, focusing on the 

balance between the energising freedom within the field, and the desire to deliver collective 

outcomes at scale. Borrowing Lewis’s terminology, this chapter described NGO Bravo as it 

attempted to coordinate Landscape A, as ‘keeper of the vision’ and ‘the central point of 

coordination’. As keeper of the vision, Lewis attempted to coordinate the collective through 

an epistemic coordination. This meant keeping the vision well-articulated and compelling, 

protecting or extending the boundaries of that vision, and ensuring it stood in positive relief 

against the competition. As the central point of coordination, NGO Bravo also attempted to 

coordinate conservation practices across the Landscape, creating tools and using planning 

technologies that standardise practice across the Landscape A collective. The adoption of a 

planning approach that moved forward carefully and experimentally, meant that the 

collective could be gathered together to propose their own incremental changes to the 

Landscape, with conservation practice cyclically adapted in response to performance. 

Similarly, as a centre of calculation, the Landscape A attempted a metrological coordination 

capable of proving Landscape A to the collective and beyond. For private conservation 

governance, coordination depends on the creation of value. This is true for the recruitment of 

constituents, but it is also true for coordinating the private conservation sector. It is the value 

of the Landscape A brand that enables NGO Bravo to bind the Landscape A collective, and it 

is at the moment when this value is realised that specific commitments can be drawn from the 

collective.   
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This detailed ethnographic work provides an answer to the first question of this thesis: what 

is private conservation governance? The question is answered through an account of private 

conservation practices, detailed in Chapters Five through Nine. As these chapters argue, 

private conservation governance is defined by practices of composition, enrolment, and the 

coordination of difference. Chapter Ten offered a detailed answer to the second question of 

this thesis: how does private conservation governance relate to other versions of governing 

nature? To do so, the chapter used the theoretical themes of singularity and difference. As the 

chapter showed, without a singular Nature guiding conservation action, many policy 

alternatives are currently deployed in the Australian context. This fluctuating conservation 

policy whole, and the logics that guide policy types, was the focus of this chapter. Private 

conservation practitioners compete for limited funding, much of it from the philanthropic 

sector, and the first section of that chapter focused on the decision making of Australia’s 

environmental philanthropists. The account of philanthropy offered here adopts Mol's (2008) 

metaphor of a marketplace choice. Here, philanthropists decide based on their personal 

preferences, for preferred versions of nature, or for trusted practitioners, for instance. 

Ultimately, philanthropists decide in private, without justifying their donation decision to 

third parties.  

 

An account of policy through state departmental agencies showed the presence of at least two 

departmental versions of policy, both dedicated to singularity and order, but reliant upon 

different chains of relations. The first of these was a traditional public service policy, with 

scale, staff, budgets, plans and practices held by administrative hierarchies in a cohesive, and 

singular whole. Expensive to maintain, and criticised for being too general in focus, this 

management policy logic had been joined by another, held in tension with the first. This 

second department policy replaced hierarchical relations with those of a purchaser/provider 

relationship. Rather than a focus on the ongoing management of the conservation estate, this 

version of department policy focused on the delivery of discrete outcomes, defined in funding 

contracts. Under this purchaser/provider model, the department had to compete for funding 

for the right to deliver priorities for a singular nature outlined in specific strategies.  

 

The Federal Government’s programmes for conservation under their NRM funding also held 

multiple versions in tension. Earlier versions of Landcare policy focused primarily on guiding 

the attention of landholders, assisting in the design and implementation of ‘local solutions for 

local problems’. This was described as an approach defined by ongoing care, with choice 

exercised in local civic forums. In later versions of Federal Government policy, Landcare as 

policy was superseded by NRM regional bodies, and a management logic. Landcare’s 

comfort with multiplicity and difference, was replaced with the NRM regional approach’s 

desire for order, and a careful approach gave way to one that favoured the management of a 

singular regional nature. Finally, the iteration of NRM funding under CFoC saw the addition 

of a purchaser/provider policy logic, with the Federal Government attempting to purchase 

outcomes at a regional and national scale.  

 

As this thesis showed, as a means of governing nature, private conservation was comfortable 

with difference. In fact, a multi-natural private conservation governance, and difference, was 
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perfectly suited to the philanthropic sector, one of its main funding sources. Here, multiple 

versions of nature, and difference, matched the marketplace choice that defined philanthropic 

giving. However, as the chapter went on to show, the care of governing through Landcare is 

equally comfortable with difference, addressing choice in its own way, through a civic forum 

that favoured public deliberation and collective decision making. However, Landcare and 

civic choice, was being largely replaced by governing through the NRM regional bodies, and 

the singularity of both a management and purchaser/provider styles of governing nature. 

Governing Nature through public departments also favoured singularity. As shown, however, 

a management style of governing was requiring increasing amounts of support from funds 

provided through the delivery of outcomes under a purchaser provider model. Private 

conservation governance then, represents a unique proposition for governing nature, and its 

recent growth within the conservation sector also represent an embrace by that sector of the 

multi-natural and difference, and the tools of coordination that define its style of governing.   

 

11.2 Implications for Nature Politics 
The third question of this thesis sought to deliver insights into the implications of the rise of 

private conservation governance for the conservation sector. The first, and perhaps most 

obvious insight, is that an expansion of private conservation governance represents an 

expansion of the practices that comprise it. As prescribed by the New Conservation, 

Australian private conservation has imagined and composed new versions of nature able to 

enrol new sources of support. As Chapter Ten shows, this is also true for government 

departments, which are increasingly asked to propose compelling natures able to win funding. 

It is likely, therefore, that the expansion of private conservation sector represents an adoption 

of the principles of the New Conservation, which in turn, adopts an interpretation of the 

Anthropocene as an invitation to imagine new natures. If this is true, then the difference 

inherent in a multi-natural world must be managed well, for the cohesion of the conservation 

sector. 

 

On the face of it, a compositional nature politics is democratic in nature, with new natures 

enacted by a diverse and expanding range of practitioners. However, as this thesis shows, 

freedom and diversity can also mean difference and non-coherence, with competition between 

multiple options causing confusion and discontent. In the circumstance where many 

legitimate natures have replaced a singular scientific Nature the pressing question for 

conservation is how to handle difference well, and to effectively coordinate many versions of 

nature in a coherent whole; assuming that the desire for this expressed by informants in this 

research is widely shared. This becomes a question of how to have a good nature politics. As 

Mol (2002) suggests, 

 

… the good is inevitably multiple: there is more than one of it … For a long time, and in 

many places, science held (or continues to hold) the promise of closure through fact-finding 

… In an attempt to disrupt these promises, it may help to call “what to do?” A political 

question. The term politics resonates openness, indeterminacy. It helps to underline that the 

question “what to do” can be closed neither by facts nor arguments. That it will forever come 
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with tensions – or doubt …“what to do” is not given in the order of things, but needs to be 

established ( p. 177). 

 

Under a compositional nature conservation then, conservation practitioners must do the 

ongoing, difficult political work such that versions of nature can go on well together given 

their difference.  

 

Forums for exercising sound judgement are therefore crucial for a compositional nature 

politics. The call to decide well, however, is made against the empirical backdrop presented 

here, of a dissatisfaction with contemporary mechanisms for coordinating Australian nature, 

and the absence, or loss of, important decision-making forums across Australia’s conservation 

sector. Contemporary Australian conservation is not short of options to select from, but 

requires places of collective judgement so that different versions of nature can be arranged in 

a well-articulated whole. The creation of these spaces of collective judgement are not 

inevitable, and as Chapter Ten suggests, the policy trend seems to be away from democratic 

forums. If the account provided by Chapters Five and Ten are taken to be representative, 

Government is absenting itself as a leader, active in the field, and State and Federal 

departments are being downsized in favour of the purchased outcomes, often from non-

government service providers. With philanthropists making decisions privately, without a 

requirement of deliberation, and the NRM sector favouring either a Management or 

Purchaser/Provider policy model, a shared, robust forum for deliberating, deciding, and 

coordinating the multi-natural well, seems some way out of reach. In this circumstance, with 

policy logics that favour marketplace choice and purchaser/provider service delivery, it is the 

natures with strong proponents, and a wealthy constituency that are better placed to win out.  

It is therefore, not only cohesion that is at stake, but a multi-natural world that is 

democratically elected, and commonly held.  

 

 

11.3 This Research and Future Research  

In a direct way, the empirical work of this thesis provides insights to inform the accumulating 

literature on environmental philanthropy, neoliberal conservation, and private conservation. It 

has considered private conservation through a new research lens. Instead of defining private 

conservation governance institutionally, private opposed to public, it has studied and 

characterised private conservation through its practices. Considered in this way, private 

conservation governance is defined by the practices of composition, enrolment, and 

coordination. Similarly, analysing the proposal of a neoliberal conservation using the concept 

of difference and Mol’s (2008) logic of choice offers a number of insights for both 

conservation and philanthropy. As demonstrated, a private conservation is entrepreneurial and 

the multi-natural is viewed as good for competition. It is through exercising choice that the 

multi-natural is ordered. As shown in Chapter Ten, it is often common biases and preferences 

that guide philanthropic giving, and as shown in Chapter Seven, the interests of constituents 

are embedded in the types of natures produced. This theoretical treatment of the topic of the 

neoliberalisation of conservation, and the empirical demonstration of the ways that 
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preferences and biases shape new natures, is a new contribution to a small but growing body 

of literature on philanthropy and the neoliberalisation of conservation. Similarly, whilst it has 

been proposed that the multi-natural may reflect a neoliberal ontology (Collard et al., 2015), 

this thesis offers empirical support for this hypothesis, especially through its descriptions of 

the way in which difference is ordered, and the ways in which the interests of constituents, 

especially funders, are embedded in natures. As already argued, if the multi-natural is to be 

ordered in any way other than market-place type choice, then the conservation sector must 

create new spaces for deliberation to maintain the cohesive multi-natural world inspired by 

the Anthropocene.  

 

The empirical work of this thesis was primarily from ‘the field’. It forms a part of a growing 

body of  ethnographic research that focuses upon conservation practices, with an attention to 

the multi-natural and its implications (Lorimer, 2015; Spencer, 2014). Taken together, this 

growing body of research provides an account of the types of natures that exist, and the 

practices that enact them. This thesis offered only a short ethnographic account of 

conservation in ‘the office’, focusing on how versions of nature are coordinated at a policy 

level. Longer, more focused ethnographic research of the coordination of versions of nature in 

a policy setting, that notices the spaces where policy is created, and judgement is exercised, 

emerges as a necessary avenue of research proposed by this research. Ethnographic work has 

already moved in this direction, with a recent issue of the Sociological Review Monographs 

publishing ethnographic studies of ‘the politics of policy practices’ (Gill et al., 2017) from 

policy disciplines including conservation (Joks and Law, 2017).  

 

This thesis has not taken a normative approach, preferring to offer accounts that intervene, 

presenting new possibilities and sensitivities, to facilitate good judgement. Another 

worthwhile progression of the research tradition of which this thesis forms a part, would be to 

adopt a more activist ethnographic approach that sought to articulate a pathway towards the 

better governing of Australian nature. This approach would be explicitly normative, an 

answer to Ferguson's (2009) demand that political ecologists propose what they want. Such an 

approach could actively contribute to the design of participatory forums for exercising 

judgment on how best to govern a multi-natural Australian whole. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Index of Interviews 
 

Number Description Interview 

Date 

1. NGO Executive Officer One 20/3/15 

2. NGO Executive Officer Two 19/3/15 

3. NGO Executive Officer Three (Lewis) 

1. Interview one 

2. Interview two 

3. Interview three 

4. Interview four 

5. Interview five 

6. Interview Six 

 

18/11/14 

8/6/15 

9/6/15 

1/6/16 

15/6/16 

11/11/16 

4. NGO Executive Officer Four (Brent) 9/12/15 

5. NGO Executive Officer Five (Paul) 8/12/15 

6. NGO Executive Officer Six 10/6/16 

7. NGO Conservation Officer One 

1. Interview One 

2. Interview Two 

 

19/5/15 

23/3/16 
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8. NGO Conservation Officer Two  13/6/15 

9. NGO Conservation Officer Three 16/5/15 

10. NGO Conservation Officer Four 19/5/15 

11. NGO Conservation Officer Five  15/6/15 

12. NGO Conservation Officer Six  3/6/16 

13. NGO Conservation Officer Seven 11/6/16 

14. State Public Servant One 19/5/15 

15. State public Servant Two 10/6/16 

16. State Public Servant Three  11/5/16 

17. State Public Servant Four  16/6/15 

18. State Public Servant Five  5/5/16 

19. State Public Servant Six 4/5/16 

20. State Public Servant Seven 4/5/16 

21. State Public Servant Eight  29/2/16 

22. Federal Public Servant One 8/4/15 

23. Federal Public Servant Two 25/6/16 

24. Federal Public Servant Three  19/5/16 

25. Federal Public Servant Four  19/5/16 

26. Federal Public Scientist  26/2/16 

27. Philanthropist One  12/5/15 

28. Philanthropists Two  25/7/15 

29. Philanthropist Three 26/4/16 

30. Philanthropist Four 24/3/16 

31. Philanthropist Five  21/4/16 

32. Philanthropist six 14/6/16 

33. Philanthropist Seven  23/3/16 

34. Private Conservation landholder One (Craig) 11/6/16 

35. Private Conservation Landholder Two (Jill 

and Dane) 
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36. Private Conservation Landholder Three  10/6/15 

37. Conservation Professional One (Wayne) 9/6/16 

38. Conservation Professional Two (Graham) 2/5/16 

39. Conservation Professional Three  9/6/16 

40. Conservation Professional Four  17/6/16 
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1. Interview One 

2. Interview Two 
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43. Conservation Volunteer One 10/3/16 
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