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INTRODUCTION FROM THE PROJECT DIRECTOR
In 2020, Sustainable Farms had a strong year in spite of the restrictions on our activities
introduced first by bushfires and then by the COVID-19 pandemic. We made excellent
progress across our research streams including rolling out a ground-breaking study on farm
dams. Our comprehensive approach to improving the management of natural assets on farms
has helped guide farm business investment and also support regional NRM agencies to plan
and deliver their activities to improve landscape health and ecosystems.
This document contains a summary of the year for 2020, including infographics and financial
data, showing our progress against our five goal areas. The report highlights some of our
achievements through several short case studies that provide insight into our operations.
We couldn’t have anticipated the events of 2020 and they tested us just as we were launching
a new team into the next level of our operations. Yet the adaptations we have made in
response to these events have made our project stronger. The team communication and
organisational processes we developed, such as online engagement tools, mean we are now
even better prepared to deliver our business activities. In addition, we have a wealth of new
scientific evidence produced by our researchers who made excellent progress with their
projects during the shutdown period.
Above all, 2020 has strengthened our commitment to ensure we have the best evidence to
provide confidence for farmers and NRM agencies in planning and investing in landscape
improvements. Climatic events have accelerated people’s interest in regenerating natural
assets on farms as part of adapting to different conditions. We see that the practical guidance
we provide, drawn from our research and the narratives we share from other farmers, is
supporting people to imagine, plan and implement effective agroecological practices.
We also know that the changes in farm management that we recommend are spreading not
only between people but also via institutional change. For example, in 2020 we worked to
support the establishment of an allied project at the ANU, The Carbon + Biodiversity Pilot led
by the ANU College of Law. In another example, the framework we introduced for natural
asset management on farms is being used as the basis for developing a habitat brand in a
project led by the Victorian Trust for Nature. These are examples of how Sustainable Farms
is supporting learning, developing new norms and building networks to support transitions in
the farm landscape.
We thank our supporters and our partners who helped make the achievements in this report
possible. We look forward to continuing to work with you on accelerating the transition to
sustainable farming.

Michelle Young
Project Director, Sustainable Farms
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MESSAGE FROM THE LEAD SCIENTIST
The year 2020 was the most challenging year for research, outreach and on-the ground
practice change. It was particularly difficult for field staff whom normally would have been in
the field on a daily basis, working on farms and making extensive measurements of
biodiversity and farm conditions, or running farm extension days. What was amazing was how
well Sustainable Farms staff managed the challenges of the past year and delivered
extraordinary levels of impactful work despite these challenges. Indeed, on several occasions,
senior ministers in the Federal Government complemented the Sustainable Farms project on
how much was being achieved.
Work within The Australian National University across the intersections of environment,
finance and mental health is rapidly building momentum, with exciting and important new work
in some key areas. This kind of multi-disciplinary work is far from easy. Indeed, it is far more
challenging than traditional disciplinary-based research and outreach. However, it is important
not to shy away from multi-disciplinary work just because it is hard to do, especially as the
benefits can be significant. I am confident that in the coming year, publication of results from
current projects, such as benefit-cost work associated with renovating farm dams and
understanding mental health advantages of involvement in farm restoration work, will have
far-reaching impacts. Similar for research on reduction in greenhouse gas emissions from well
managed farm dams.
Sustainable Farms has achieved an enormous amount in 2020. But there is a lot more to do
and we look forward to what will be another productive and high impact year in 2021.

David Lindenmayer
Research Director for Ecology and Lead Scientist, Sustainable Farms
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2020 SNAPSHOT
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SUSTAINABLE FARMS EXECUTIVE
Professor David Lindenmayer AO
Research Director, Ecology, and Lead Scientist
Professor David Lindenmayer is an Australian scientist and academic. He is a world
recognised expert in landscape ecology, conservation and biodiversity. His areas
of expertise also include environmental management, forest management and
environments, terrestrial ecology, wildlife and habitat management, environmental
monitoring, forest fire management, natural resource management, zoology and
forest sciences, with a particular focus on the endangered Leadbeater's possum.
He currently runs six large-scale, long-term research programs in south-eastern
Australia, primarily associated with developing ways to conserve biodiversity in
reserves, national parks, wood production forests, plantations, and on farm land.
As Professor of Ecology and Conservation Biology at The Australian National University's Fenner School of
Environment & Society, Professor Lindenmayer has published more than 1300 scientific articles, including over 760
peer-reviewed scientific papers and 47 books on a wide range of topics associated with forests, woodlands, wildlife
and biodiversity conservation and ecologically sustainable natural resource management.
His work on wildlife conservation and biodiversity has, for many decades, led world research in this area. Professor
Lindenmayer's conservation and biodiversity research has been recognised through numerous awards, including
the Eureka Science Prize (twice), the Whitley Award (ten times), the Serventy Medal for Ornithology, the Australian
Natural History Medallion and the Whittaker Medal from the Ecological Society of America. He is an Australian
Research Council Laureate (2013-2018), a Fellow of the Australian Academy of Science and of the Ecological
Society of America. Professor Lindenmayer was appointed an Officer of the Order of Australia "for distinguished
service to conservation and the environment in the field of landscape ecology, to tertiary education, and to
professional organisations".

Professor Philip Batterham
Research Director, Mental Health
Phil Batterham is a Professor at the Centre for Mental Health Research within the
Research School of Population Health at The Australian National University. He
currently holds a Career Development Fellowship from the National Health and
Medical Research Council (NHMRC).
He has published more than 190 peer-reviewed articles and has received more
than $25 million in research funding as an investigator. His research interests
include developing and disseminating online programs to prevent mental
disorders, developing tailored screening measures to identify mental health
problems in the community, reducing suicide risk, and challenging the stigma of mental illness.
Professor Batterham leads the mental health theme of Sustainable Farms, and is keen to evaluate the effects of
ecological and economic initiatives on mental health outcomes. By identifying the gaps in the quality and distribution
of mental health services in rural communities, Professor Batterham hopes to identify solutions that will support
farmers to remain healthy and to reduce the prevalence of suicide and mental health problems in rural Australia.
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Professor Bruce Chapman AM
Research Director, Finance
Professor Bruce Chapman is an economist and has worked at The Australian
National University since 1984. He has extensive experience in public policy,
including: the motivation and design of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme
(the first national income contingent loan scheme using the income tax system for
collection) in 1989; engagement with the empirical and conceptual basis related to
long-term unemployment, leading to the Working Nation program in 1994; as a
senior economic advisor to Prime Minister Paul Keating, 1994-96; as a higher
education financing consultant to the World Bank and the governments of Thailand,
Papua New Guinea, Mexico, Canada, the UK, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Malaysia, Colombia, the US, Chile and China,
1996-2013; as a consultant to the Bradley Review of Australian Higher Education on student income support, 2008;
and as a consultant to the Federal Government’s Base Funding Review, 2011.
He has published over 200 papers on a range of issues, including income contingent loans, long-term
unemployment, the meaning of job flows data, the economics of crime, cricket, fertility and marital separation, and
government as risk manager. Over the last several years he has convened conferences, and written extensively, on
the application of income contingent loans to a host of social and economic reform issues, such as for the financing
of drought relief, low level criminal fines, elite athlete training, paid parental leave, white collar crime, communitybased investment projects, Indigenous business investment, and for taxing the brain drain.
He was elected to the Academy of the Social Sciences of Australia in 1993, received an Order of Australia in 2003
for contributions to economic policy, and was elected President of the Australian Society of Labour Economics (200407) and President of the Economics Society of Australia (2007-13). He was made Distinguished Fellow of the
Economics Society of Australia in 2015. He is quite friendly, excessively modest and is a tenacious, fanatical and
mediocre bridge player.

Michelle Young
Director, Sustainable Farms
Michelle Young began managing the Sustainable Farms project in June 2018. She
brings to the position a unique blend of experience across a range of different policy
areas, including research positions in public health within NSW, assessing the
effectiveness of health promotion interventions, including drug and alcohol
programs and undertaking formative research for new programs in early childhood
and maternity.
In 2011-2012 she was Deputy Director of the National Institute of Rural and
Regional Australia at The Australian National University, where she undertook a comprehensive review of how
Federal Government policy settings shaped rural economies and the quality of life for people living in rural areas.
She has also worked in the Australian Public Service as a social scientist with the Bureau of Rural Sciences, and at
the Murray Darling Basin Authority as a senior member of the team leading the evaluation of the Basin Plan. She
has extensive experience working with farmers on research relating to grain storage, policy reform in the sugar
industry, kangaroo harvesting, water purchases and environmental flows.
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SUSTAINABLE FARMS PROJECT MAP

SUSTAINABLE FARMS ORGANISATION STRUCTURE
As at January 2021
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SUSTAINABLE FARMS ADVISORY COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIP 2020
Chair: Dr Douglas Robertson
Director of Research Services, The Australian National University
ANU
Professor Philip Batterham
Research Director Mental Health, Sustainable Farms, The Australian National University
Professor Bruce Chapman
Research Director Finance, Sustainable Farms, The Australian National University
Professor Saul Cunningham
Director, Fenner School of Environment & Society, The Australian National University
Dr Robin Fieldhouse
Senior Research and Business Development Manager, The Australian National University
Mr Jock Gavel
Senior Advancement Management, The Australian National University
Professor David Lindenmayer
Lead Scientist: Research Integration and Partnerships & Research Director Ecology, Sustainable Farms,
The Australian National University
Ms Michelle Young
Director, Sustainable Farms, The Australian National University
External
Ms Louise Arkles
Senior Program Manager, The Ian Potter Foundation
Mr David Galeano
Farm Performance and Forestry Branch, Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics,
ABARES
Mr Tim Lester
Executive Officer, Council of Rural RDCs
Mr Shane Norrish
Farming and Major Projects Director, Landcare Australia
Mr Warwick Ragg
General Manager, Natural Resource Management, National Farmers Federation
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FINANCIAL REPORT 2020
Table 1: Sources of Income 2020
Income Funds

2017 - 2018

Commonwealth Department of
Agriculture and Water Resources
Ian Potter Foundation

$520,000.00

William Buckland Foundation
Vincent Fairfax Family Foundation
(VFFF)

$300,000.00

Meat and Livestock Australia

$102,130.04

2019

2020

Total to end of
2020

$1,796,969.69

$1,796,969.70

$3,593,939.39

$500,000.00

$500,000.00

$1,520,000.00

$126,840.00

$128,737.00

$255,577.00
$300,000.00

$125,986.86

$96,719.30

$324,836.20

Kering SA

$56,460.72

$62,859.20

$119,319.92

Riverina Local Land Services

$55,000.00

ANU Central

$100,000.00

ANU College of Science

$100,000.00

ANU Fenner School of Environment
& Society

$50,000.00

$55,000.00
$50,000.00

$200,000.00
$100,000.00

$50,000.00

$50,000.00

$100,000.00

$40,000.00

$160,000.00

$43,857.00

$22,540.00

$206,398.70

Murray Local Land Services

$13,500.00

$1,500.00

$15,000.00

Wheen Bee Foundation

$12,000.00

$9,000.00

$21,000.00

Anonymous Foundation

$120,000.00

Private Donors

$140,001.70

Central Tablelands Local Land
Services

$27,000.00

$1,500.00

$28,500.00

Interest Earned

$3,577.81

$1,597.85

-$6,081.70

-$906.04

Income Total

$1,412,709.55

$2,833,712.12

$2,752,243.50

$6,998,665.17
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Table 2: Operating Expenses by Business Area
2017 – 2018

Business Area

2019

2020

Total to end of
2020

Farmer Network

$441,647.61

$563,317.94

$555,042.77

$1,560,008.32

Research

$165,237.30

$202,635.42

$314,824.74

$682,697.46

Communications and Engagement

$72,598.02

$207,878.11

$383,180.38

$663,656.51

Project Management and Evaluation

$309,018.23

$430,419.21

$286,667.11

$1,026,104.55

Indirect costs

$55,371.00

$218,391.13

$394,816.00

$668,578.13

Expense Total

$1,043,872.16

$1,622,641.81

$1,934,531.00

$4,601,044.97

Table 3: Operating Result
2017 – 2018

2019

2020

Total to end of 2020

Total Income

$1,412,709.55

$2,833,712.12

$2,752,243.50

$6,998,665.17

Total Expenditure

$1,043,872.16

$1,622,641.81

$1,934,531.00

$4,601,044.97

Operating Result

$368,837.39

$1,211,070.31

$817,712.50

$2,397,620.20
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SUMMARY OF KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
KPI*

Progress

Goal 1: Farmer Network, Extension and Outreach
1.

Brand recognition

Partially achieved and ongoing

2.

Awareness of benefits of natural assets

Partially achieved and ongoing

3.

Adoption of projects and practices

Partially achieved and ongoing

4.

Reach of Sustainable Farms extension services

Actively working towards

5.

Quality of Sustainable Farms extension services

Actively working towards

Goal 2: Establish Partnerships
6.

Investments by Natural Resource Management partners in

No progress

projects promoted by Sustainable Farms
7.

Partnerships with Natural Resource Management agencies

Partially achieved and ongoing

and stakeholder groups
8.

Partnership outputs

Actively working towards

9.

Capacity building

Partially achieved and ongoing

Goal 3: Multidisciplinary Research Projects
10.

Research outputs

Partially achieved and ongoing

11.

Data collection

Partially achieved and ongoing

12.

Initiation of sustainability science

No progress

Goal 4: Communications, Knowledge Translation and Engagement
13.

Media, website and social media effectiveness

Partially achieved and ongoing

14.

Level of policy engagement

Partially achieved and ongoing

15.

Research translation (policy proposals)

Actively working towards

16.

Industry partnerships (joint projects)

Actively working towards

Goal 5: Program Management, Evaluation and Reporting
17.

Work team performance

Partially achieved and ongoing

18.

Revenue growth

Partially achieved and ongoing

19.

Standard of evaluation

Partially achieved and ongoing

Performance Rating
No progress: no progress has been made to meet performance requirements
Actively working towards: progress being made but currently behind performance requirements
Partially achieved and ongoing: progress is meeting or exceeding requirements with ongoing action required to
maintain performance rating
Achieved: performance requirements have been achieved with no further action required to maintain performance
rating
*Source: Sustainable Farms Monitoring and Evaluation Framework 2018–2023, Sustainable Farms Indicator
Bank KPI 1, pp. 15-18
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KPIs 1 – 5: FARMER NETWORK SURVEYS AND OUTREACH
GOAL 1:
Create an influential and engaging farms-based outreach and extension program to increase
the engagement, awareness and adoption of enhanced natural asset management based on
long-term ecological monitoring.
Progress Summary: In 2020, bushfires and COVID-19 significantly impacted Sustainable
Farms outreach and extension activities. The program of field-based events planned for the
autumn period was cancelled and only later in the year were we able to run a couple of field
days, so the core component of our extension program – that is, bringing farmers together
with scientists in the paddock to observe good examples of natural asset management – could
not be delivered. Instead we shifted extension activities to an online platform (developing new
skills in the team), to run several webinars that addressed a broader audience beyond our
region. The webinars were popular, and the reach for each event exceeded the number of
participants who would attend an individual field day, in total 896 people attended our webinars
in 2020.
Whilst field days respond to the opportunities to share on-ground examples with farmers in
the local area, the online activities offer the opportunity to consider how we can build an online
extension platform that can be accessed by farmers on demand over time with different levels
of information and complexity. This is something we will continue working on in 2021.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
1.

Brand recognition

Metric:

Percentage of the farmers in the project area who are aware of the Sustainable Farms
initiative.

Result:

Not measured in 2020.
The Regional Wellbeing Survey (RWS) is managed by the University of Canberra and
collects data annually in rural and regional Australia on a range of topics including
wellbeing, farming and natural resource management. In 2018, the survey included a
number of measures specifically designed to support the evaluation of the Sustainable
Farms program. These results were collated into a Sustainable Farms Project Baseline
Evaluation Report in 2019.
390 farmers in the Sustainable Farms project area completed the RWS in 2018. Within
this group of farmers, 27% were aware of Sustainable Farms. Over the coming years,
Sustainable Farms aims to increase project reach to 33%. A retest of this baseline is
scheduled for the 2022 RWS.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
2.

Awareness of benefits of natural assets

Metric:

Percentage of the farmers in the local government areas where demonstration farms are
based, who score positively against an index designed to measure knowledge of the
benefits of natural asset management.

Result:

Not measured in 2020.
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Results from the Regional Wellbeing Survey in 2018 showed that amongst the 390
farmers surveyed from the Sustainable Farms project area:




There was a high level of awareness of the overall benefits of improving natural
assets on farming land, particularly for activities that aim to increase trees and shrubs
(82.3%) and improve groundcover (83.8%).
Awareness of the benefits of restricting stock access to waterways and dams was
lower, with 62.7% of those surveyed in the project area indicating their awareness of
this strategy.

For further results, see the ANU Sustainable Farms Project Baseline Evaluation Report
available at www.sustainablefarms.org.au/resources.
PERFORMANCE CRITERION
3.

Adoption of projects and practices

Field Day evaluation information is collected through three online surveys:





An Initial Survey: completed at arrival at the field day, on a tablet provided to attendees. At
evaluated webinars, attendees are encouraged to complete the survey prior to the webinar. This
survey collects demographic information and current and past natural asset management practices
A Post-Event Survey: emailed to attendees 7-10 days after the event. This survey collects event
feedback and asks if attendees intend to apply natural asset management on their properties in
the future.
Annual Review Survey: emailed to attendees annually for a period of 5 years following the field
day. These surveys ask the attendee if they have completed any natural asset projects over the
previous 12 months, and whether they have spoken with other farmers about natural asset
management.

To date, Sustainable Farms field days and webinars have been evaluated by 472 people. Post-event
evaluation surveys were sent to 357 attendees and were completed by 135, which is a response rate
of 38%.
Increasing response rates are a key focus for improving our evaluation in 2021. In September 2020
Sustainable Farms introduced incentives for completion of surveys, and early signs indicate some
improvement, to be further tested in 2021.
Metric:

Percentage of farmers attending field days who indicate intention to adopt a natural asset
management practice promoted by Sustainable Farms.

Result:

The post-event evaluation found that 87% of attendees responding to the survey intended
to adopt at least one natural asset management practice on their property after attending
the event. This 87% indication was consistent across surveys taken in 2019 and in 2020.
While the results from the feedback surveys are encouraging, greater response rates are
required to boost the total proportion of attendees at field day, and meet the target of
>50% of attendees at field days indicating intention to adopt natural asset management
practices.

Metric:

Percentage of farmers attending field days who subsequently invest in natural asset
management.
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Result:

Follow up surveys commenced in 2020 to ascertain the number of field day attendees
who have implemented natural asset management practices in the year following
attendance at a Sustainable Farms event. In 2020, 141 attendees were invited to
complete the annual review survey. Of these, 38 completed the survey, a response rate
of 27%. The annual review survey found that 97% of respondents had completed one or
more NRM practice in the 12 months since attending a field day.

Metric:

Increase in the number of farmers indicating they have invested in natural asset
management.

Result:

Not measured in 2020. A retest of the baseline is scheduled for the 2022 Regional
Wellbeing Survey.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
4.

Reach of Sustainable Farms extension services

2020 was a challenging year for delivering extension services, with COVID-19 restrictions impacting
the number and size of events and activities across the region. As a result, the field ecologist and
extension officers adapted their outreach with farmers to online events primarily through webinars.
This produced a good result in terms of the number of people the project was able to reach. However,
we observed that engaging people in practice change are reduced in these forums, compared to when
farmers are observing and sharing information face-to-face with other farmers. There was also lower
engagement with pre and post event evaluation surveys. In 2021, Sustainable Farms will continue to
run webinars as a useful outreach tool, but they will not replace face-to-face outreach for achieving
project impact.
Metric:

Number of demonstration farms established and operating.

Result:

During COVID-19, demonstration farms were not operating, with the exception of two field
days held as restrictions eased towards the end of the 2020. These field days were held
on farms that were new to the Sustainable Farms network and chosen because they had
implemented various excellent natural asset management practices, increasing the
farmer partner network to 19 farmers. Growth in the network increases project reach, the
diversity of concepts for demonstration and Sustainable Farms’ overall capacity to support
extension and outreach.

Metric:

Number of field days and other community events (e.g. workshops, biodiversity events
and agricultural shows).

Result:

In 2020, Sustainable Farms delivered the following field days and community events:




2 field days
6 webinars

To date, Sustainable Farms has delivered:





19 field days
6 webinars
4 community events such as Breakfast with the Birds and Spotlighting

Metric:

Number of farmers in the local government areas where demonstration farms are based,
participating in field days and other events.

Result:

In 2020, a total of 973 people attended field days and other events either led or supported
by Sustainable Farms.
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896 people attended Sustainable Farms webinars and 253 participated in the
evaluation
38 people attended field days
39 people attended field days led by partner organisations

To date, 1724 people have participated in field days and other events led or supported by
Sustainable Farms.





287 attended Sustainable Farms field days
896 attended webinars
541 attended events where Sustainable Farms supported partner organisations

Metric:

Number of farmers in the project area who receive face-to-face advice.

Result:

At least 150 farmers received personalised information from field staff in 2020. This advice
included specific questions about their property and situation (particularly in relation to
farm dams), where to start on NRM projects, and available sources of funding.
Notably, in 2020 the field team and engagement staff experienced an increase in
enquiries from NRM agency staff, demonstrating how Sustainable Farms has established
itself as a capacity building partner for regionally based NRM organisations, most notably
Local Land Services and Catchment Management Authorities. Some of the topics
Sustainable Farms provided advice on included:









seeking more information and practical advice on widening or restoring shelterbelts
how to manage existing paddock trees in cropping when using GPS controlled autosteer seeders and harvesters
evidence to support claims that paddock trees, shelterbelts and plantings have more
positive economic benefits than negative benefits, particularly with respect to crop
yields
advice regarding the methods we use for farm dam monitoring
specific, practical recommendations to enhance farm dams (e.g. how far a fence
should be from the dam, where to plant around the dam, what actions to prioritise
when enhancing a dam)
advice and support for funding applications
advice for development of their organisational strategies.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
5. Quality of Sustainable Farms extension services
Despite the challenges of running events in 2020, the Sustainable Farms team continued to prioritise
the quality of their activities, by adapting delivery models and seeking expert advice to ensure the
standard of extension service was maintained, especially in regards to webinars. This effort was
rewarded by a continuation of high satisfaction ratings from partners and attendees of events.
Metric:

Field days achieve objectives in alignment with benchmarks described in Demonstration
Farm Report and Tool Kit.

Result:

Of the 2 field days held in 2020, 93% of benchmarks were achieved.
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Metric:

Peer review of field days and supporting resources including report of strengths,
weaknesses, lessons learned and program growth.

Result:

Of the 2 field days held in 2020, peer review was conducted and notes recorded.

Metric:

Satisfaction of participants (%) at field days.

Result:

2020 post event surveys indicated:




98% of respondents reported that they were either satisfied or very satisfied with the
quality of the field day
87% of respondents reported that they were likely to recommend the field day to a
friend or colleague.

To date, post event surveys indicated:




96% of respondents reported that they were either satisfied or very satisfied with the
quality of the field day
91% of respondents reported that they were likely to recommend the field day to a
friend or colleague.

Metric:

Recognition of field extension and outreach program through publication in extension
literature.

Result:

Not evaluated in 2020.

Metric:

Number of farmers who report sharing ideas from the project with other farmers.

Result:

Annual review surveys received a response rate of 27%, and indicated that:




71% of respondents had shared ideas with other farmers
58% of respondents reported they had influenced one or more farmer.
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KPIs 6 – 9: FARMER NETWORK PARTNERSHIPS
GOAL 2:
Build the capacity of the NRM sector to support farmers to better manage their natural assets
through formalised partnerships and informed by the latest research.
Progress Summary: The project has long-standing partnerships with NRM agencies. In 2020
this continued with Sustainable Farms delivery of training sessions to build capacity around
natural asset monitoring and management on farms. There was also an increase in the
number and range of staff from NRM organisations seeking our advice on NRM planning,
monitoring and research. The SF regional team have also been involved in consulting and
working with our partners on funding applications and development of partner strategies.
PERFORMANCE CRITERION
6. Investments by Natural Resource Management partners in projects promoted by Sustainable
Farms
Metric:

Number of grants for on-farm works (for shelter, farm dam enhancement, and riparian
restoration) awarded to farms participating in the Sustainable Farms network.

Result:

None in 2020.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
7. Partnerships with Natural Resource Management agencies and stakeholder groups
Metric:

Number of agencies with whom Sustainable Farms has:



Result:

Engaged in planning or review of research outputs
A contract for delivery of services

In 2020 Sustainable Farms partnered with 15 Landcare and Community groups, 5 Local
Land Services and Catchment Management Authorities and 7 other NRM agencies to
plan and deliver events and projects in the project region. These relationships have
helped to extend the reach of Sustainable Farms activities across the region.
In 2020, Sustainable Farms did not have any active contracts for delivery of services with
NRM agencies.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
8. Partnership outputs
Metric:

Number of community engagements in which Sustainable Farms supported partner
organisations.

Result:

In 2020 Sustainable Farms supported partners to deliver 4 field days and community
events including:




An on-farm Biodiversity Recovery after Wildfire event for Riverina Highlands
Landcare
A Sustainable Farms and Biodiversity Research presentation to the Border South
West Slopes Hospital Auxiliary
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A grassy box woodlands field day for Mid Lachlan Landcare
A water bugs session as part of the Sisters Who SHINE program by the Petaurus
Education Group & Wirraminna Environmental Education Centre

Metric:

Number of joint funding applications submitted for farm regeneration.

Result:

Sustainable Farms supported 8 partners with Future Drought Fund applications in 2020.
This support varied amongst partners, but included letters of support and advice on
strategy and proposal content. Partners included:





2 Landcare groups (application results pending)
5 Local Land Services and Catchment Management Authorities (1 successful)
1 other NRM agency (application result pending)

Metric:

Funding acquired for joint projects

Result:

No joint funding bids were made in 2020. However at least one of the applications
developed with our support to the Future Drought Fund was successful, with several still
pending an outcome.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
9. Capacity building
Metric:

Number of training sessions and workshops Sustainable Farms has delivered to NRM
agencies and staff.

Result:

In 2020, Sustainable Farms delivered four capacity building workshops to NRM agencies
and staff. These included:






A workshop on nest box monitoring for Friends of Nail Can Hill
An introduction to the box gum grassy woodlands for Central Tablelands Landcare
Network
A workshop on farm dams monitoring for Goulburn Broken Catchment Management
Authority
A workshop on biodiversity monitoring techniques in the Box Gum Grassy Woodlands
for Central Tablelands Landcare Network.
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CASE STUDY: SUSTAINABLE FARMS CAPACITY BUILDING
The meeting described below is just one example of Sustainable Farms activities, not only in Victoria
but across the region, to build capacity and support our partners to deliver meaningful, scientifically
rigorous projects and practice change to natural asset management in South Eastern Australia.
In August 2020, Sustainable Farms Victorian
team, David Smith, Amber Croft and Angelina
Siegrist, held a workshop in Victoria with regional
NRM agencies and Landcare groups on farm dam
research to share information and identify
opportunities for collaboration. The workshop
focussed on:
1.
2.

3.

Sharing evidence from the Sustainable
Farms Pilot study on monitoring farm dams.
Exploring how Sustainable Farms methods
and protocols for farm dams could be applied
to the monitoring program being established
by the CMA on dams that were to be fenced
over the coming months.
Providing advice on design considerations
for a recently funded Smart Farms Small
Grants project looking at wind speeds and
associated evaporation rates at fenced
versus unfenced farm dams.

The meeting has since been followed by ongoing
partnership work on farm dams including:



Requests for guidance around best
practice for farm dam enhancement and

Sustainable Farms recommendations for
funding proposals to enhance more dams
in the region.







The planning of field days with several
partners in 2021.
Assistance with literature reviews around
measuring evaporation rates from farm
dams.
Helena Clayton, a Sustainable Farms
Agricultural
Economist,
has
begun
discussions with this group in an attempt to
incorporate water security into our on farm
financial decision-making research.
Membership of Sustainable Farms staff on
the steering committee for the Farm
Wetlands for Woodlands project.

As the Victorian team continue to establish
themselves in the region, these events will
continue to build the capacity of our NRM partners
to plan and monitor their investments and provide
farmers with the best evidence to guide their
decisions.

Sustainable Farms field staff working on water quality research to share with our partners
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KPIs 10 – 12: RESEARCH
GOAL 3:
In partnership with industry and government develop a multidisciplinary research program to
understand relationships within and between landscape function, mental health and wellbeing
and financial success.
Progress Summary: Sustainable Farms is built on the long-term ecological monitoring of
biodiversity on farms in the temperate woodlands of south-eastern Australia. The long-term
monitoring studies continue to lead the Sustainable Farms research program and in 2020 this
included a significant expansion through the roll out of an extensive study of farm dams,
looking at the biodiversity outcomes and economic benefits of enhanced farm dams.
Quantitative research projects exploring the relationship between the management of natural
assets and the outcomes for mental health and wellbeing progressed over 2020, with data
analysis completed and key publications from these projects expected in 2021. Several of the
research projects involve researchers bringing knowledge from different disciplines to support
interdisciplinary outputs.
Active research projects in 2020 included:
Mental health: Analysis of findings from the University of Canberra’s Regional Wellbeing Survey
relating to natural asset Management and wellbeing
Project
summary:

Project
progress:

The Regional Wellbeing Survey (RWS) is a large survey of 13,000 Australians,
conducted every year since 2013. The survey, conducted by the University of
Canberra, is unique in that it focuses on the experiences of people living in regional,
rural and remote areas of Australia. In 2018 the RWS survey included a series of
questions relevant to Sustainable Farms project. Approximately 1,566 farmers
participated in the 2018 RWS across Australia. Farmers were asked about their
participation in natural asset management on their farm including dam enhancement,
shelterbelts and improving groundcover. This data, along with various other wellbeing,
financial, environmental and social indicators will be used to examine the relationships
between farmer participation in natural asset management on private land and farmer
mental health and wellbeing.
On track. Working title: “Principles or practice? The impact of natural asset
management on farmer wellbeing and social connectedness”. To be submitted to the
Australian Journal of Rural Health in April 2021.

Mental health: Systematic review: mental health and wellbeing impacts of the natural environment
in rural and farming communities
Project
summary:

The aim of this project is to bring together the existing research on the relationship
between the natural environment and mental health and wellbeing of people living in
rural settings. This will be done through a systematic review of the literature on the
relationship between mental health and wellbeing of people living or working in rural
areas (including farmers and other landholders) and a range of environmental factors,
including: 1) chronic natural disasters (drought); 2) natural resource management (e.g.
conservation); and 3) other related factors such as land degradation,
environmental/climate change, and nature connectedness.

Project
progress:

Data collation and coding complete, paper to be published in 2021.
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Mental health: FarmWell Survey: The effects of natural resource management, vegetation cover
and financial status on the mental health and wellbeing of farmers
Project
summary:

The primary aim of this study is to identify relationships between mental health and
wellbeing status with farming practice and biodiversity. The secondary aim of the study
is to assess relationships between financial status and mental health and wellbeing.

Project
progress:

Data collection complete, analyses complete, paper submitted in March 2021.

Ecology: Monitoring water and biodiversity in farm dams
Project
summary:

This project seeks to understand the role that enhanced, fenced farm dams play in
improving water quality for livestock and biodiversity. The study will do this by
investigating the effects on faunal biodiversity, water quality and vegetation structure
when creeks and dams of different sizes are fenced, and comparing them to unfenced
dams. Specifically, the following questions will be investigated: 1) what biodiversity
benefits do farm dams provide, and how are these affected by their size? And 2) what
effect does fencing have on water quality, vegetation structure, and biodiversity?

Project
progress:

On track. Study design and monitoring protocols are in place and were further refined
in 2020. Data from the pilot study completed in 2019 was analysed and prepared for
publication. In 2020, the study was expanded to approximately 120 dams across the
Sustainable Farms project region.

Ecology: Systematic review of farm dams
Project
summary:

The aim of this study is to highlight the major gaps in the farm dam literature, discuss
some of the reasons as to why farm dams are so underrepresented in ecological
literature, and provide insight into how dams act as wildlife habitat in an agricultural
landscape. This study will also detail the features most important for establishing and
improving biodiversity in farm dams as found in the literature.

Project
progress:

Work on the systematic review has been steady. The initial review and analysis were
completed in early 2020 and an additional analysis is currently underway. This
additional analysis will allow for a greater understanding of some of the significant
and interesting findings within the literature. Should this analysis provide insightful
findings, the final results will be prepared for publication by July 2021. The results
and findings are expected to be presented in the Sustainable Farms workshops in
late May 2021.

Ecology: Long term monitoring studies of shelterbelts and other plantings in temperate woodlands
Project
summary:

In 2020, monitoring of biodiversity in woodland remnants and plantings continued.
Long-term monitoring at these sites continues to build our knowledge about changes
in biodiversity in response to different vegetation management practices over time.

Project
progress:

Results from the monitoring in 2020 has produced some extremely important new
findings. It has highlighted how replanted areas on farms are crucial refugia for
woodland birds and native mammals, including birds of conservation concern during
drought periods. This effect is particularly pronounced in wetter regions in temperate
woodland environments. Allied work also has demonstrated the importance of
replanted woodlands for bird breeding success. The results of the work (and other
ongoing analyses) will be published in leading scientific journals and presented in a
number of fora to help guide on-ground management practices
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Ecology: Systematic review of literature on shelterbelts
Project
summary:

Shelterbelts, vegetated strip features utilised globally to enhance biodiversity, increase
farming outputs and reduce erosion and pollution. The shelterbelts systematic review
aims to build on and update a previous global systematic map of the shelterbelts
literature. The review will provide a synthesised knowledge base of the types of
evidence available regarding the implementation of vegetated strips on farms. The
review focuses on the types of interventions that are suited to an Australian context.

Project
progress:

The shelterbelts systematic review is currently in progress. Article searches and
abstract screening was partially completed in 2020, but during the intervening time
new articles have been published. As a result, it was necessary to replicate and
modify the search procedure to capture recently published articles. Following the
completion of the data-gathering stage, a report and manuscript will be produced
with an estimated completion date of June 2021.

Ecology & Spatial Statistics: Linking data to predict bird biodiversity
Project
summary:

The project (jointly funded by Sustainable Farms and Meat and Livestock Australia)
combines remote sensing and climatological data with data from long-term ecological
monitoring to build estimates of bird biodiversity in farmland ecosystems. The project
aims for these estimates to be reliable, cost-effective to calculate, and reflect changes
in biodiversity.

Project
progress:

On track. A model for predicting the occurrence of birds in remnant woodlands was
developed and a model for birds in both remnant and planted woodlands is nearly
complete. Over 2020 a web-based visualisation tool of the model estimates was
refined and modified. The web-based visualisation tool was also demonstrated via a
series of online workshops with staff from NRM agencies, the Department of
Agriculture, Water and the Environment and industry groups to obtain feedback on the
operation of the tool and its potential applications.

Economics: Environmental economic accounts for the Box Gum Grassy Woodlands
Project
summary:

The aim of the project is to study conservation of box gum grassy woodlands. The
research objective is to develop the environmental economic accounts including land,
carbon, water, biodiversity and agriculture. These accounts are being prepared in
collaboration with the National Environmental Science Program.

Project
progress:

Land accounts were prepared for all 27 natural resource management regions
containing box gum grassy woodlands. The accounts span the years 2000 to 2018
and have been linked to information on agricultural production, including irrigated
crops and pasture, and carbon sequestration. A paper is being prepared on the
distribution and extent of the box gum grassy woodlands, carbon sequestration, its
relations to agricultural production and differences in biodiversity at selected sites. A
second paper on carbon storage is planned but has been delayed owing to restrictions
on field data collection caused by COVID-19 and staff changes. The work will serve
as a base for further accounting work in the region, including the valuation of
ecosystem services.
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Social science: Scenario planning: the future of farming and biodiversity in agricultural landscapes:
the Muttama Creek Catchment area
Project
summary:

This scenario planning project is a collaboration between researchers from Leuphana
University (Germany) and the ANU Sustainable Farms project, with the Muttama
Creek Landcare Group and Murrumbidgee Landcare as local partners. Managing and
enhancing biodiversity in farming landscapes continues to be a key challenge. This
project explores areas of conflict and consensus between perspectives in the
community about the management of biodiversity on farms, with a view to considering
future community-based projects.

Project
progress:

In 2020 this project interviewed 94 community members to map different views on
integrating farming and biodiversity. Analysis of the interview data found a plurality of
perspectives. Participants widely agreed that preserving ground cover is an important
priority, and were unified in the view that farmers need to look after the land for future
generations. However, the project identified four discourses reflecting different views
about the biodiversity-production intersection. For example, the perception of whether
there is a trade-off between agricultural production and biodiversity conservation and
what that meant to the participants was highly contentious. The research team also
found that there is generally a lack of knowledge about local biodiversity and its
benefits. In 2021 workshops will be held with the community to discuss these results.
At these workshops, participants’ aspirations for the future of the area will be
discussed.

Finance: Collaboration with ABARES to model farm loan options
Project
summary:

In order to strengthen the finance team’s research on revenue contingent loans and
other financial options for farmers, access to a comprehensive database of farm
financial records is required to enable extensive modelling of loan proposals. This
project seeks to work with ABARES to gain access to areas of their database in order
to achieve this.

Project
progress:

Access to simulated data from ABARES Farm Predict model has been approved and
contract agreements are currently in submission.

Economics: Modelling the benefits and costs of investments in farm dam enhancements
Project
summary:

The aim of this project is to estimate the extent of any production gains, as well as the
cost of investing in appropriate natural infrastructure, such as environmentally friendly
dams to replace the muddy dams containing less palatable water found on many
farms, and planting shelterbelts. The cost-benefit analysis will also include, as far as
practicable, any relevant social costs and social benefits such as the promotion of
biodiversity.

Project
progress:

Work on the cost benefit analysis of farm dam improvements was completed in 2020
and has been submitted for peer review. The analysis was applied to a representative
“average” cattle breeding enterprise. The analysis was set over a 50-year investment
horizon and compared the value of livestock weight gain attributed to water quality
improvement across the whole farm against the project costs involved in farm dam
improvements. The inherent uncertainty in the relationship between livestock weight
gain and water quality was addressed in the analysis through application of Monte
Carlo analysis and reporting of the minimum weight gain required to break-even. The
analysis suggests that the weight gain required to break-even (for the representative
farm) would be 6.5% in NSW and 1.8% in VIC. The difference between the states is
attributed to the higher carrying capacity (stocking rates) possible in VIC. In 2021
Sustainable Farms plans to build on this cost-benefit work to apply farm-level
economic analysis to a wider range of farm enterprises relevant to the project study
area and under alternative adoption and policy scenarios.

23

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
10. Research outputs
Metric:

Number of publications (books, working papers, journal publications).

Result:

As an initiative of The Australian National University, world leading research is a key
value-add that Sustainable Farms can offer NRM partners in the project region. In 2020,
the team was highly productive in the publication sphere, with a total of 16 publications:
15 peer reviewed journal articles and 1 published interview.
Peer-reviewed journal articles:















Batterham, P. J., Kazan, D., Banfield, M., & Brown, K. (2020). Differences in mental
health service use between urban and rural areas of Australia. Australian
Psychologist, 55(4), 327-335.
Beggs, R., Pierson, J., Tulloch, A.I.T., Blanchard, W., Westgate, M. and Lindenmayer,
D.B. (2020). An empirical test of the mechanistic underpinnings of interference
competition. Oikos, 129, 93-105.
Belder, D.J., Pierson, J.C., Ikin, K. and Lindenmayer, D.B. (2020). Revegetation and
reproduction: Do restoration plantings in agricultural landscapes support breeding
populations of woodland birds? Oecologia, 192, 865-878.
Belder, D.J., Pierson, J.C., Rudder, A.C., Ikin, K. and Lindenmayer, D.B. (2020).
Ongoing declines of woodland birds: are restoration plantings making a difference?
Ecological Applications, e2268. https://doi.org/10.1002/eap.2268
Chazdon, R.L., Lindenmayer, D.B., Guariguata, M.R., Crouzeilles, R., Rey Benayas,
J.M., and Chavero, E.L. (2020). Fostering natural forest regeneration on former
agricultural land through economic and policy interventions. Environmental Research
Letters, 15, 043002.
Crouzeilles, R., Beyer, H.L., Monteiro, L.M., Feltran-Barbieri, R., Pessoa, A.C.M.,
Barros, F.S.M., Lindenmayer, D.B., Lino, E.D.S.M., Grelle, C.E.V., Chazdon, R.L.,
Matsumoto, M., Rosa, M., Latawiec, A.E. and Strassburg, B.B.N. (2020). Achieving
cost-effective landscape-scale forest restoration through targeted natural
regeneration. Conservation Letters, 13, e12709.
de-Carvalho, M., Prevedello, J.A., Pardini, R., Lindenmayer, D.B. and AlmeidaGomes, M. (2020). Isolated trees support lower bird taxonomic richness than trees
within
habitat
patches
but
similar
functional
diversity.
BioTropica,
https://doi.org/10.1111/btp.12862.
Hansen, N.A., Driscoll, D.A., Michael, D.R. and Lindenmayer, D.B. (2020). Movement
patterns of an arboreal gecko in a fragmented agricultural landscape reveals matrix
avoidance. Animal Conservation, 23, 48-59.
Leverkus, A., Thorn, S., Lindenmayer, D.B., and Pausus, J. (2020). Wildfire debate
needs science, not politics. Science, 370, 416-417.
Lindenmayer, D.B. (2020). Improving restoration programs through greater
connection with ecological theory and better monitoring. Frontiers in Ecology and
Evolution, 8, Article 50.
Lindenmayer, D.B., Blanchard, W., Foster, C.N., Scheele, B,C.. Westgate, M.J.,
Stein, J., Crane, M., and Florance, D. (2020). Habitat amount versus connectivity: an
empirical study of bird responses. Biological Conservation, 241, 108377.
Lindenmayer, D.B., Lane, P., Westgate, M.J., Scheele, B.C., Crane, M., Florance, D.,
Crane, C. and Smith, D. (2020). Long-term mammal and nocturnal bird trends are
influenced by vegetation type, weather and climate in temperate woodlands. Austral
Ecology, 45, 813-824.
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Manning, A.D., Cunningham, R.B., Tongway, D. and Lindenmayer, D.B. (2020).
Woodlands and woody debris: Understanding structure and composition to inform
restoration. PLOS One, 15, e0224258.
Sutarsa, N., Banfield, M., Passioura, J., Konings, P., & Moore, M. (2021). Spatial
inequities of mental health nurses in rural and remote Australia. International Journal
of Mental Health Nursing, 30(1), 167-176. Accepted in 2020 but published in 2021.
Yong, D.L., Barton, P.S., Okada, S., Crane, M., Cunningham, S.A. and Lindenmayer,
D.B. (2020). Conserving focal insect groups in woodland remnants: The role of
landscape context and habitat structure on cross-taxonomic congruence. Ecological
Indicators, 115, 106391.

Published Interview:



Lindenmayer, D.B. and McDonald, T. (2020). Large-scale, long-term ecosystem
monitoring: Interview with David Lindenmayer. Ecological Management &
Restoration, 21, 26-34.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
11. Data collection
Metric:

Collection of mental health data to inform empirical research activities (number of survey
waves and response rates).

Result:

In 2020, the mental health research team collected data through the following two
surveys.
The Australian National COVID-19 Mental Health, Behaviour and Risk
Communication Survey: This study aims to improve understanding of the mental health
and behavioural impacts of COVID-19 on the Australian community. The study includes
investigation of regional differences in the effects of COVID-19 on mental health and the
financial impacts of COVID-19 on mental health. The study is a longitudinal study that
included a representative sample of 1,296 Australian adults, comprising an initial 20-30
minute survey (late March 2020), with six 15-20 minute follow-up surveys at two-week
intervals (until mid-June 2020), plus a follow-up in February 2021. Overall, our aim is to
discover what puts our community at risk during pandemics, what protects them, and what
can be done to foster community mental health. See
https://psychology.anu.edu.au/research/projects/australian-national-covid-19-mentalhealth-behaviour-and-risk-communication-survey for more details.
Digital engagement and environmental influences on mental health: A crosssectional data collection was completed in November 2020 to examine the relationship
between environmental values, perceived environmental state of the local community and
mental health. We surveyed a representative sample of 1,000 Australian adults, with a
focus on comparing outcomes in urban, regional and rural areas. The survey also
included indicators of financial state and worries about debt. A second aim of the study is
to examine how Australian adults in urban and rural areas might engage with digital
therapy programs to support their mental health, and whether these programs may assist
in filling gaps in the accessibility of mental health services in rural and regional areas.

Metric:

Collection of finance data to inform empirical research activities (number and type of data
collection activities).

Result:

The two data collection activities within the mental health stream included data on
perceived financial state and financial worries/distress (The Australian National COVID19 Mental Health, Behaviour and Risk Communication Survey; Digital engagement and
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environmental influences on mental health). These datasets will enable exploration of the
relationships between financial factors and mental health outcomes. The latter dataset
will also enable exploration of the complex interactions between finance, mental health
and environment.
Metric:

Number of biodiversity surveys completed in long-term ecological monitoring studies.

Result:

In 2020 biodiversity monitoring was conducted on over 147 properties, with 2564
biodiversity surveys completed. All scheduled field surveys on long-term ecological
monitoring sites were undertaken, except where site access was an issue (change of
landholder, lambing etc).
The biodiversity survey effort in 2020 included:







Farm dams surveys collected across 35 properties, 1289 surveys in total. Surveys
included:












Winter vegetation (184 surveys)
Winter birds (281 surveys)
Winter water quality (19 surveys)
Spring birds (250 surveys)
Spring frogs (87 surveys)
Spring herps (142 surveys)
Spring reptiles (35 surveys)
Spring vegetation (121 surveys)
Spring water quality (124 surveys)
Spring water quality for lab (46 surveys)

Shelterbelts surveys collected across more than 112 properties. The 1275 surveys
included:









South West Slopes winter birds (414 surveys)
Murray winter birds (206 surveys)
South West Slopes spring herps (223 surveys)
Murray spring herps (116 surveys)
Murray winter birds (236 surveys)
North East Victoria winter birds (40 surveys)
North East Victoria spring birds (40 surveys)

The ongoing cleaning and consolidation of data systems management and extraction.
This included the complete migration of data onto a single database, ongoing
extraction of data sets for analysis and the development and ongoing use of tabletbased electronic forms to allow onsite data entry.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
12. Initiation of sustainability science
Metric:

Research income from competitive grants for transdisciplinary enquiry.

Result:

With the project funded until the end of 2022 through investment from the Federal
Government, fundraising was not a priority of Sustainable Farms in 2020. Rather, the
priority was onboarding and training new staff, and consolidating their work programs.
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CASE STUDY: FARM DAM MONITORING PROJECT
Scaling up the farm dam project to inform management practices that improve water quality, reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and enhance biodiversity on farms
With many thousands of small to medium sized farm
dams dotted across the agricultural landscape in
south-eastern Australia, and with the loss of so many
natural wetlands as the result of urbanisation and
agricultural intensification, it is important to
understand more about the role farm dams play in
providing a healthy source of water for livestock
production as well as their potential role in supporting
biodiverse ecosystems.
The Sustainable Farms farm dam study is designed
to look at whether simple management changes
such as fencing off a farm dam to prevent stock
access or planting shrubs and trees around a dam
can both improve water quality and enhance the
biodiversity value of dams.
After the successful completion of a pilot study in late
2019, the project was scaled up to include a total of
126 dam sites on 35 farms across the Murray,
Riverina and Central Tablelands regions of southern
NSW and north-eastern Victoria. At each of these
sites water quality and vegetation cover are being
monitored each season and birds are being surveyed
in winter and spring. Audio surveys and active
searches for frogs are being conducted each
breeding season (late spring) and reptiles were also
surveyed at a subset of the study sites in 2020.
An exciting adjunct to the study in 2021 is a
collaboration with Dr Martino Malerba and Professor
Peter Macreadie’s Blue Carbon Lab at Deakin
University to look at greenhouse gas emissions from
farm dams and investigate the environmental drivers
affecting these carbon fluxes. It is already known that
farm dams have much higher emissions of carbon

Sustainable Farms staff collecting water samples

dioxide and methane per area than natural
freshwater systems, and it is hoped this collaboration
will help tease out the environmental conditions and
management interventions that will minimise
emissions.
Drought-breaking rains in early 2020 resulted in
many of the dams in the study filling to capacity and
farmers in the region celebrating bumper yields of
crops and increased pasture growth. Additional
water in dams is likely to dilute levels of nutrients,
salinity and bacteria loads, and it will be interesting
to see whether this is borne out in the analysis of
2019-2020 water quality data currently underway.
Will the pattern of significantly reduced water quality
in unfenced dams compared to either planted and
fenced dams or to natural wetland control sites
observed during the drought year also play out in
wetter years?
The wetter conditions during 2020 also benefited
frogs and birds across the study area, with a total of
11 frog species being recorded – including one
species of conservation concern (Alpine Tree Frog,
Litoria verreauxii alpina) recorded at a natural
wetland site in Victoria. Preliminary evidence of
enhanced breeding activity of birds was documented
at fenced and planted dam sites compared to
unfenced dams or plantings away from dams.
Once the data analysis is complete, findings from the
farm dam study will be presented to partner
organisations, NRM agencies and landowners at
three Research Results Workshops in 2021, and will
also be translated to a broader audience at a series
of field days and outreach events.
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KPIs 13 – 16: STRATEGIC ENGAGEMENT AND
COMMUNICATIONS
GOAL 4:
Lead a program of research translation and communication to influence programs and policies
of key government institutions, industry groups and philanthropic foundations to support
sustainable farming.
Progress Summary: Restrictions on travel and working from home arrangements allowed
time for the review and development of the conceptual framework underpinning our knowledge
translation activities. This included the preparation of the manuscript for a new book The
Natural Asset Farmer (working title). The book outlines in detail the natural asset management
practices, revealed through research and on-ground farmer experience, that support healthy
farms, healthy farmers and healthy profits. The book will provide a basis from which to develop
a trainer’s tool kit, in order to maximise the efforts of our ecologists translating this material in
the field.
The Lead Scientist and Project Director liaised regularly with staff from state and federal
government agencies and ministerial offices to exchange information about the project. The
Finance Director actively promoted the value of Revenue Contingent Loans as an alternative
policy instrument in a range of forums with government and industry, including in a webinar
run by Sustainable Farms. The Sustainable Farms executive were active in supporting the
establishment of the aligned Carbon + Biodiversity Pilot at The ANU.
Digital communication channels, including e-newsletters and social media channels, were a
popular and effective form of engagement for the Sustainable Farms network. To support
increased engagement and access to resources for website visitors, website functionality and
design was reviewed in 2020, with changes forthcoming in 2021.
PERFORMANCE CRITERION
13. Media, website and social media effectiveness
Metric:

Numbers of website users (new users, repeat users and number of page views).

Result:

The reach of the Sustainable Farms website continued to grow significantly during 2020,
attracting 15,000 users. This is a marked increase from the 5782 visitors to the site in
2019, reflecting the growing reach of the project. The bounce rate did increase more than
expected to 67%, which is likely due to the fact that our focus was highly digital during
COVID-19, and our precision of audience targeting was lower during this time than during
a “normal” year when website traffic would have been driven by face-to-face, in-person
regional engagement. In short, website traffic in 2020 was likely higher in quantity, but
may have included some visitors with lower relevance or long-term connection to the
project.
It is positive to see that despite the significant increase in visitors, the proportion who
return has remained constant (14.9%, up slightly on 2019’s figure of 14.6%).
Downloadable communications products developed in 2020 and published on the website
include Powerful pollinators: Encouraging insect pollinators in farm landscapes; Fire in
farm landscapes: fallen timber and dead trees; and Rocky outcrops: management guide.
The resources pages from where these products can be downloaded attracted over 3000
views, suggesting solid numbers of resource downloads and on average significantly
more than 100 per resource.
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Metric:

Engagement with social media (Facebook); number of social media mentions on social
media channels.

Result:

The Sustainable Farms Facebook page grew significantly in 2020, from 579 page follows
at the end of 2019 to 1739 page follows at the end of 2020. Audiences on second-priority
platforms Twitter and Instagram also grew.
On Facebook, daily page engagement on reach represents the number of people who
have engaged with the page as a proportion of how many people saw content from that
page in their feed. Sustainable Farms’ average daily page engagement on reach over
2020 was 8.06%, which is very high. Many of our partner organisations in the project area
engage with and mention Sustainable Farms on social media channels on a regular basis.
Over the course of 2020, nearly 27,500 pages or individuals mentioned Sustainable
Farms on Facebook, and there were 376 mentions on Twitter.

Metric:

Number and type of engagement with Press, Radio and TV.

Result:

Press – 16




11 articles in local regional newspapers

5 articles in agricultural press
Radio – 8






2 radio segments on Radio National, one on Radio Europe and one with Reuters
International featuring David Lindenmayer speaking about Sustainable Farms
3 radio segments on ABC Local Radio:





Professor David Lindenmayer discussing bushfire recovery
Professor David Lindenmayer discussing Ten ways to improve the natural
assets on a farm
Eleanor Lang discussing turtle conservation

Eleanor Lang on a local community radio station discussing turtle conservation

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
14. Level of policy engagement
Metric:

Number and type of presentations and meetings with relevant actors in the government,
industry and finance sector.

Result:

Presentations:





Research Director Ecology, Professor David Lindenmayer, presented to the
Canadian Embassy on Sustainable Farms.
Research Director Mental Health, Professor Phillip Batterham, presented at a
conference organised by the Behavioural Economics Team of the Federal
Government at Parliament House on the rural-urban differences in mental health
related to COVID-19.
Research Director Finance, Professor Bruce Chapman and Research Director
Ecology, Professor David Lindenmayer, presented to the Sustainable Farms
Revenue Contingent Loan Webinar, that brought together key policy makers and
other natural resource management stakeholders.
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Research Director Mental Health, Professor Phillip Batterham, presented at the virtual
Australian Rural & Remote Mental Health Symposium, on COVID-19 and mental
health.
Research Director Ecology, Professor David Lindenmayer, and Project Director
Michelle Young presented at a webinar, Valuing Nature in Agricultural Landscapes:
Tools from Science and Economics, as part of the Business and Biodiversity Webinar
Series produced by the Threatened Species Recovery Hub.
Project Director Michelle Young and Post-Doctoral Researcher Kassel Hingee
presented in a federally funded webinar series hosted by the Cooperative Farming
Initiative to explore how farmers can create and capture value from good land
stewardship through a protected habitat brand.

Meetings:






6 meetings with the Federal Government
1 meeting with the banking sector
1 meeting with the ACT Government
2 meetings with the NSW Government.

Metric:

Quantity and profile of government, industry and finance representatives who attend
presentations and meetings.

Result:

A high calibre and quantity of government representatives attended meetings and
presentations with Sustainable Farms in 2020. Activity with industry and the finance
sector eased in 2020, however there are indications that this was a temporary
consequence of COVID-19 on these industries, and engagement is expected to grow in
2021.

PERFORMANCE CRITERION
15. Research translation (policy proposals)
Metric:

Number of tools, resources and guidelines generated from the research findings with
policy relevance.

Result:

A key element of informing policy is the translation of research into meaningful and
relevant proposals.
In 2020 Sustainable Farms worked towards this objective by:





Hosting a webinar on revenue contingent loans attended by key policy makers and
NRM stakeholders.
Launching the booklet Ten ways to improve the natural assets on a farm, which
provides landowners with a concise and practical resource for managing natural
assets on their property.
Releasing a short video outlining the decision-making process and experience of a
farmer, Marcus Richardson, who renovated farm dams on his property to improve
water quality for livestock.

Metric:

Policy proposals that align with concept and findings from Sustainable Farms.

Result:

In 2020 Sustainable Farms prepared policy submissions to:




The review into the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act
The draft NSW State Strategic Plan for Crown Land.
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PERFORMANCE CRITERION
16. Industry partnerships (joint projects)
Metric:

Dollar value of funding received through industry partnerships.

Result:

Sustainable Farms received $96,719 in 2020 through industry partnerships. While this is
below target, there was no further scope for additional activities during the year. This is
an area Sustainable Farms intends to pursue further in 2021.

Metric:

Number of projects currently being undertaken jointly by Sustainable Farms and industry.

Result:

At the conclusion of 2020, Sustainable Farms had one active partnership with industry,
meeting our target for partnership quantity. This was the continuation of a three-year,
$256,000 partnership with Meat and Livestock Australia (MLA) to work on developing
environmental indicators to strengthen on-farm reporting. The project is led by Dr Martin
Westgate. In 2020, the partnership with the Kering Group, worth $56,000 per annum for
three years, was prematurely concluded, as a result of the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the Kering Group.
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CASE STUDY: TEN WAYS TO IMPROVE THE NATURAL
ASSETS ON A FARM
In 2020 Sustainable Farms produced a short practical booklet Ten ways to improve the natural assets
on a farm. In this booklet, we describe best practice approaches for the management of key natural
assets on farms – native vegetation (including remnant patches, large old trees, native grasses and
plantings such as shelterbelts), rocky outcrops, riparian areas and farm dams. The Ten ways booklet
provides clear and concise information inviting farmers to invest in the natural assets on their farm.
The booklet demonstrates that efforts to improve
natural assets do not have to entail a
comprehensive whole-of-farm transformation
and/or an all-of-business transformation (although
we know of some farmers who have done either
or both). Rather, improvements to the condition of
some natural assets or even just one asset will
have positive benefits. Farmers can determine the
level to which they choose to engage in improving
the natural assets on their farm, including how
they might wish to make incremental changes
over the medium to long term.
The management practices presented in the
booklet are relevant and applicable to all dryland
farming systems, and information provided is an
excellent starting point for farmers who are new to
NRM and for those who have undertaken some
projects and are considering what they can do
next. In the second half of 2020, Sustainable
Farms
Engagement
Officers
and
the
Communications Manager distributed 2000
copies of this booklet to Landcare groups, NRM
agencies and direct to farmers. In response to

demand a further 3000 copies were printed for
distribution in 2021.
In response to the success of the Ten Ways
booklet and ongoing demand for this information,
we wrote an extended publication to provide more
comprehensive information on the biodiversity
science on which we focus, as well as additional
technical support for managing natural assets and
farmer stories providing on-ground insights. The
Natural Asset Farmer (working title) is due for
publication in 2021 and will provide further support
to assist farmers in identifying restoration goals
that align with their values and aspirations.
Both the booklet and the forthcoming book provide
farmers with guidance when planning and
undertaking natural asset enhancements and
position them for new initiatives coming from the
Federal Government, such as certification and
stewardship. The success of the booklet is an
example of the value of and need for resources of
this kind, which Sustainable Farms is well placed
to develop and provide.
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KPIs 17 – 19: PROGRAM MANAGEMENT AND EVALUATION
GOAL 5:
Make informed management decisions by monitoring and evaluating the project and adjusting
resource allocation to progress and evolve the project.
Progress Summary: In late 2019 the Sustainable Farms project expanded significantly to
include study sites in Victoria and also recruited eight new staff members, to support an
expanded monitoring program surveying farm dams and the roll out of extension and outreach
activities. COVID-19 restrictions meant that the business planning and team building activities
that had been planned for late March 2020 to support these activities could not take place as
planned. Despite these changes our staff remained engaged with business planning and team
building activities that were organised online and we continued to roll out activities to meet
objectives of the project’s Strategic Plan 2018-2022. During the year there were a number of
effective working procedures established using online technologies. Leadership was shared
across the team and our work practices continued to improve.
There were also a number of changes made to our program in order to comply with the
Expenditure Control Framework introduced by the ANU. This required some expenditure on
communication activities to be delayed until 2021.
PERFORMANCE CRITERION
17. Work team performance
Metric:

Percentage of staff achieving objectives in line with accountability frameworks.

Result:

Performance development processes have continued for staff, with the team achieving
above the target of 85% stated objectives in their Performance Development Reviews in
2020. Other activities undertaken to improve performance across the project in 2020
include:






Development of the Sustainable Farms Business Plan 2020 finalised in April.
Governance structures were shifted to online mode in 2020, with Executive and
Advisory Committee meetings continuing over Zoom, and with reports provided on
request.
Online meetings of regional and Canberra-based staff were established and will
remain a key communication tool for project management.
Oversight of the contractual relationships between partners continued in 2020, with
all reporting obligations met.

In 2020, Sustainable Farms continued to work on project registers, business records and
protocol documentation to continue the consolidation of the project. This work, along with
the establishment of stakeholder mapping, is ongoing.
PERFORMANCE CRITERION
18. Revenue growth
Metric:

Increase in revenue.

Result:

Fund raising activities were not undertaken in 2020.
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PERFORMANCE CRITERION
19. Standard of evaluation
Metric:

Percentage of evaluation standards met by Sustainable Farms.

Result:

The Sustainable Farms Monitoring and Evaluation Framework (MEF) was developed in
2018.
The reference document for the standard of evaluation conducted by Sustainable Farms,
identified by the MEF is the Evaluation standards for Aotearoa New Zealand available at
anzea.org.nz/evaluation-standards
During 2020 both the MEF and the evaluation standards were used to guide the:





Review and selection of a digital survey tool
Development of field day questionnaires and collection processes
Implementation of incentives to increase survey response rates.

The Sustainable Farms project and field team

34

