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High conservation value grassy white box woodland at Currububula 
Cemetery on the Northwest Slopes of NSW.
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• Native vegetation on farms, particularly 
woodlands and little disturbed grasslands, can 
be important for biodiversity conservation.

• Conservation of box gum grassy woodlands 
on the Northwest Slopes of NSW is best 
achieved through on-farm management of 
high quality remnant patches. 

• Use of a biodiversity tool, such as this one, 
can help identify plant conservation value of 
native vegetation on farms, and help identify 
opportunities to access stewardship payments 
or incentive programs.

Native vegetation on farm
Native vegetation on farms, particularly woodlands and little 
disturbed grasslands on gently sloping country, can be 
important for biodiversity conservation and for providing 
ecosystem services. While on-farm areas managed for 
biodiversity may contribute to conservation objectives at farm 
and landscape scales, these areas also contribute to outcomes 
of ground cover management, reduced soil erosion and whole-
farm water balance. 

Conservation of box gum grassy 
woodlands in NSW
The wheat–sheep belt of NSW is one of Australia’s productive 
agricultural regions.  However, it is also a region in which native 
vegetation has been fragmented, degraded or lost.  Appropriate 
management of the remaining native vegetation on farms is vital 
for the conservation of biodiversity in these landscapes.

Much of the land modifi ed by agriculture on the Northwest 
Slopes of NSW is land that was previously ‘white box – yellow 
box – Blakely’s red gum grassy woodlands’ (hereafter box gum 
grassy woodlands) and it exists only in small remnants in a highly 
fragmented landscape.  

Box gum grassy woodlands provide habitat and refuge for 
many native fauna and fl ora species, and the persistence of 
this ecological community (and the diversity of species that 
comprise it) is dependent on restoration, rehabilitation and 
greater reservation in the landscape. These areas are not well 
represented in the NSW state or national reserve system, or on 
travelling stock routes (TSRs).

Owing to their occurrence on the most productive agricultural 
land, box gum grassy woodlands are the region’s most 
extensively cleared and modifi ed woodlands. Most of the 
gently sloping or fl at land on which they occur is farmland.  
For this reason, conservation of box gum grassy woodlands is 
dependent on on-farm conservation management practices 
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such as protection of remnants and the management of derived 
grasslands for understorey species diversity and the natural 
recruitment of woodland trees.

Research to assess vegetation conservation 
value on farm
As part of EverGraze®, a series of studies was undertaken 
between 2008 and 2011 to determine the plant conservation 
value of vegetation on farms grazed by both sheep and cattle. 
In particular, the studies aimed to: 

(1)  provide new information on the diversity, phenology 
and ecology of native perennial pastures; 

(2)  investigate the biophysical and management determinants 
of grassy vegetation composition in the region;

(3)  provide region-specifi c plant conservation 
recommendations, and 

(4)  evaluate the likely economic impact of implementing 
different plant conservation strategies.

The main recommendation from these studies was that 
conservation efforts at the ecological community level need to 
focus on communities that are under-represented in the reserve 
system due to their occurrence on low sloping fertile land – in 
particular, box gum grassy woodlands. Specifi cally: 

• landholders should consider any such remnant vegetation 
for conservation management, and

• conservation managers should prioritise this vegetation for 
stewardship payments (as has already been done by the 
federal government) or land acquisition.

Steeper country can have high conservation value, but often 
these areas have lower conservation priority as they are 
already well represented in the reserve system. The Australian 
government has an Environmental Stewardship Program through 
which landholders can receive payments for managing areas of 
box gum grassy woodland for biodiversity conservation value.

Identifying conservation priority of vegetation 
types on farm
High conservation priority areas on farm may include areas of 
vegetation that:

• is (or was once) box gum grassy woodland — this may be 
grazed woodland or native pasture,

• has no history of cultivation or fertiliser use, and no 
disturbance other than by grazing or fi re,

• are on fl at or low sloping country, or

• have the following species (pictured above right) present.

*A forb is a non-grass herb.

Grazing sensitive indicator species
The following vegetation types are those commonly found on 
farms on the Northwest Slopes of NSW, and are listed in order of 
priority for conservation management.

Barbed-wire grass
(Cymbopogon refractus)

Kangaroo grass 
(Themeda australis)

Mat-rushes
(Lomandra spp.)

Flax-lily
(Dianella spp.)

1.  High quality box gum grassy woodland
Features:  Intact tree layer, continuous native grass tussocks 
(e.g. kangaroo grass (Themeda australis), barbed-wire grass 
(Cymbopogon refractus), blue grass (Dichanthium sericeum) and 
snow grass (Poa labillardierei)) in ground layer, high diversity of 
native grasses and forbs*, scattered shrubs and young trees, 
very few exotic species or weeds, fallen timber on ground. 

Conservation value:  Very high.

Conservation priority:  High, prime candidate for conservation, 
but scarce on lower slopes and lost from many farms. Good 
examples occur on a few TSRs and in two or three cemeteries.

*A forb is a non-grass herb.

Yam Daisy (Microseris lanceolata)
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3.  Recovering remnant
Features:  Woodland that was previously heavily grazed and 
degraded, but has been recovering since the removal or a change 
in grazing management, may show signs of regaining tussock 
structure characteristic of high-quality remnants, and return of 
grazing-sensitive grasses and forbs. 

Conservation value:  Moderate to high.

Conservation priority:  High.

5.  Unfertilised native pasture
Features: Tree layer absent (scattered paddock trees may 
remain), high cover of native perennial grasses (dominated by 
redgrass (Bothriochloa macra) or wiregrass (Aristida ramosa)), 
high diversity of common native and exotic forbs and weeds, 
generally high ground cover (>70%). 

Conservation value:  Low to moderate, though may recover high 
conservation value with prolonged rest from grazing provided area 
has never been fertilised or cultivated.

Conservation priority:  Moderate to high, given potential for 
conservation gains and tree regeneration.

4.  Box gum grassy woodland invaded 
by coolatai grass

Features:  Understorey dominated by coolatai grass (Hyparrhenia 
hirta); few understorey species remaining in coolatai-dominated 
area; can occur in patches in woodland or native pasture with or 
without grazing.

Conservation value:  Low for ground layer plants, moderate 
to high for overstorey plants and animals.

Conservation priority:  Nil for ground layer vegetation unless 
coolatai grass can be reduced.

Smooth Darling Pea (Swainsona galegifolia) 

2.  Grazed box gum grassy woodland
Features:  Intact tree layer, sparse grass tussocks, moderate 
diversity of native grasses and forbs*, absence of grazing-
sensitive species (like those pictured); no shrubs or young trees 
(cleared or grazed out) or fallen timber (tidied up); higher cover 
of weeds than 1.

Conservation value:  Moderate to high.

Conservation priority:  High, potential for conservation 
gains with rest from grazing.
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Many-fl owered Mat-rush (Lomandra multifl ora)

7. Cropped and cultivated land
Features:  Tree layer absent (scattered paddock trees may remain); 
cultivated, perhaps a few common native ground layer plant species 
that have colonised since sowing; volunteer annual grasses (e.g. 
bromes Bromus spp.) and weeds after cropping. 

Conservation value:  Low. 

Conservation priority:  Low.

Disclaimer
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CRC Limited to promote public discussion and to help improve farm profi tability and natural 
resource management. It is general information and you should obtain specialist advice on the 
applicability or otherwise of the information in this document.

Neither Future Farm Industries CRC Limited nor any of its Participants endorse the information 
contained in this document, nor do they endorse any products identifi ed by trade name.

This Biodiversity Action Tool was based on information 
contained in: Schultz NL (2012) Contribution of native pastures 
and grassy woodlands to regional plant diversity on the North 
West Slopes of New South Wales. PhD Thesis, University of 
New England, Armidale.
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6.  Fertilised native pasture
Features:  Tree layer absent (scattered paddock trees may 
remain); native and exotic perennial grasses dominate, more 
prostrate (low-growing) grasses than unfertilised pastures and fewer 
large tussock grasses; medics and clovers often present in winter–
spring; low to moderate diversity of native and exotic forbs.

Conservation value:  Low. 

Conservation priority:  Low.

For further technical information, see the background supporting 
document at: www.evergraze.com.au

This project was led by the University of 
New England.


