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Perceptions and values of grassy ecosystems +
Sarah Ryan and Nick Abel
Abstract: Perceptions of grassy ecosystems vary between individuals and collectively have changed over time.
An implication from this is that there is both an opportunity to influence perceptions (taken to reflect values),
and a perpetual need to review and refresh strategies for their conservation. Based on their shrinking area
and condition in the region, it would seem that they do not have very high ‘cred’, or at least have less ‘cred’
compared to other ecosystems or alternative land uses. What would need to happen to an average Australian’s
perception of grasslands for them to become more highly valued and better protected? More knowledge? Placing
an ‘ecosystem service’ value on them? Our experience suggests that these might help but not be sufficient.
The fields of psychology and environmental psychology may provide some suggestions, as this is where linkages
between people’s basic motivating values and their behaviours are studied. From these studies there is growing
evidence to suggest that strong environmental values are tied with strong pro-social (social justice) values
and a corresponding decrease in the strength of the set of self-interest values. The implications for grassland
conservation might include framing the challenge in terms of appealing to social justice outcomes, and, more
widely in society, supporting mechanisms that decrease materialistic values. An implication for protected-area
planning and management is to review the commonly used terms ‘natural values’ and ‘cultural values’. All values
are constructs of human society, including those about the environment. Framing ‘natural values’ as if they are not
cultural values obscures the fact that it is people collectively who have agreed about their value.

No. 01
I commend Friends of Grasslands for arranging this forum with the idea that people heavily
involved in practice, research and policy and other decision-making can sit down together and
embark on some co-learning. This is very exciting and extremely good practice from the point
of view of governance in natural resources management.
I would like to pay my respects to the Indigenous people of the area in which we live and
work, and pay my respects to Indigenous people here today.
This talk originated from some work I have been doing with the ACT Government in
developing a draft plan of management for the new Molonglo River Reserve. It raised some
‘in principle’ questions that led me to examine both the current practice in protected area
management and to talk with colleagues, especially my co-author Dr Nick Abel, and to search
the scientific literature for a deeper understanding about this term ‘values’. In particular I was
interested in how values are used to structure management plans, because I had a hunch that
the term might be somewhat counter-productive to what governance is trying to achieve with
such plans.
My talk is like a ‘screenshot’, capturing my present stage along this incomplete journey. I
am speaking not as an expert in some of the things I will be talking about, but as a crossdisciplinary ‘magpie’. Perhaps there will be comments in the talk which will prime your interest
and send you away to enquire a bit more about some of the topics I am going to raise, and to
engage in conversations and thinking about how those topics might be applied to your own
areas of endeavour.

Perceptions
As we have just heard from Sarah Sharp’s introduction, it is quite clear that in the last 20 years
the perceptions around grasslands have changed. I want to look briefly at the scene covering a
much longer history of perceptions of grassy landscapes in Australia. I will survey quickly some
of the writings about them, how they are described, and what has been visually captured and
celebrated – or otherwise – to gain a bit of an insight into what people have been thinking
about the grasslands, and any signs to how they have valued them. There are people that have
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gone into this question at book length, such as Paul Douglas Carter (1992), Tim Bonyhady
(2000), Eric Rolls (2002) and Bill Gammage (2011).
Very early on, it is absolutely clear the
grasslands and the grassy woodlands looked
like ‘heaven’ to the first settlers. Of course
this was for their ‘use’ value, but they are
certainly talked about in glowing terms. It
is interesting how, when you read some of
these quotes in the two boxes (at right), and
start to put a few of them together, you begin
to feel that the early settlers thought these
grasslands were really pretty terrific. Some
of these comments are fun to read, such as
William Moodie’s: ‘the first work I got was
hand weeding of a native Grass plot that
my uncle took great care of to preserve the
Kangaroo & other good grasses’! Members
of today’s teams who weed grassy landscapes
probably do not realise that there is at least
a 150-year history in Australia of weeding
grasslands, maybe for other purposes.
The two quotes by Anne Bowman and
A.C. Grant are illuminating and there are
more like this in Eric Roll’s book Visions of
Australia: Impressions of the Landscape (2002),
which is a collection of these sorts of
writings. It is a good place to look for signs of
past values, though their uses – such as grass
to make camp beds – are not ways of valuing
grasslands that we share today.
I also put ‘grasslands’ as a search term into the National Library resource ‘Trove’, looking for
pictures and art. The word ‘grasslands’ was not used early on, and it does not get many hits,
but there are numerous paintings. If you go to Bill Gammage’s book The Biggest Estate on Earth,
you will see many of the early paintings that have grasslands in them. They do not extol the
grasslands; rather they show grasslands as part of the park-like landscapes that were so valued
aesthetically by people coming from British culture and which the artists captured well. I look
at them and I think, ‘Oh, the grassland is that empty space underneath the trees that is forming
part of the aesthetic landscape’, but it is not really lauded in its own right in art as a more
wooded landscapes is.
Moving from the past to contemporary times, based partly on evidence including some
published research and some of my own observations, there seems to be a low preference
for treeless environments. Quite extensive studies around the world suggest the relatively
accepted conclusion is that this attitude derives from our evolution in savannas. In their study,
Williams and Cary (2001) showed people photos of different landscapes, and even farmers
made comments like ‘barren’ and ‘unattractive’ and ‘a fire hazard’ when looking at open
grasslands. These authors also make the point that the Landcare movement has been teaching
people that trees are good, and in many places that is terrific because we need to put trees
back in the landscape too. However, the mirror of that is what we imply by default about the
grasslands.
Some international research says that colour contrast is a factor in determining people’s
responses to landscape (Arriaza et al. 2004) and that open grasslands do not have colour
contrast. European research found that people like landscapes with water-related features and
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cultural landscapes that are clearly occupied (Howley 2011). In Australia, surveys in Melbourne
have found a strong preference for trees in peri-urban landscapes and quite a low preference
for no or minimal trees (Ives & Kendal 2013). This is giving a hint to how people here are
perceiving grasslands.
From my own observations, thinking about the way in
which the landscape design for Canberra was started and
remains at the core of how Canberra looks today, I note a
large focus on the treed hills above us (my photo at right,
for example), the ridges and the (future) lake – and that the
open grasslands are ignored as something to be valued and
retained.
Uniformity (an open grassland does not have visual variety)
and lack of visual features have a negative effect on visual
value (Ives & Kendal 2013). People are scared of snakes.
There are no shady trees. It can be even confronting, as
was found in a study by Bainbridge (in Instone 2014).
I think we also have an expectation about tidiness in grasslands, especially around urban areas,
and in fact we would do better if some of our grassy pockets in urban Canberra were not
mown so often. The point has been made that many Australians have not seen a flourishing
native grassy
ecosystem (for
example, the
iconic grassland
species Kangaroo
Grass Themeda
triandra and Blue
Devil Eryngium
ovinum in the
photo at right
in which I have
superimposed
a dragonfly), so we do not even know what to aspire to. Instead, ‘many see an untidy and
undesirable ‘weedscape’ ’ (Instone 2014).
Also, as pointed out by Sarah Sharp (2015, this proceedings), there is a high use value for
flatness in its suitability for urban areas, which has contributed to grassy landscapes being
favoured places for development in Canberra.

Values
Now to move from perceptions to values. I wondered if the ways in which people perceive
and write and talk about grasslands would say something more about the basic values and how
they are related. So I checked on the dictionary definitions, and certainly one of the meanings
of ‘perception’ is ‘the way in which something is regarded’. We should recognise also here that
there are dynamics in perceptions and, probably, values, and that they will change over time.
We may think a community’s attitudes are settled – but because values come out of our own
human societies and culture it is very likely that attitudes are going to continue to change.
On my journey to shape up the structure of a draft Management Plan for Molonglo River
Reserve, I looked at the ACT Tidbinbilla management plan (ACT Government 2012) which
was completed relatively recently. Values are a major structuring device there – and you see
it in not all but many other management plans around Australia. In the Tidbinbilla case the
three chapters that make up the largest part of the plan are Chapters 6, 7 and 8: on ‘Natural
values’, ‘Cultural values’ and then ‘Recreation and tourism’ which you could say is a use value.
Another example is the Victoria Greater Alpine National Parks Draft Plan of Management (Parks
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Victoria 2014), in which Chapter 1.5 is titled ‘Significance of the Greater Alpine National
Parks’. Its subheadings are: national heritage; natural values; cultural importance; recreation
and nature-based tourism benefits; ecosystem services and economic benefits.
You can see there is an idea that natural values have to be set aside as if they are
contrapuntal to cultural values. What is the problem?
I think there are three problems that come from this setting aside. First, it means we
do not deal very well with Indigenous interests in management plans. Non-Indigenous
Australians) are accustomed to marking a divide between nature and culture, but
Indigenous people do not do that. As soon as you start to talk about cultural values and
heritage values of a place, non-Indigenous people start thinking about its history. In fact in
the Indigenous world, as far as I understand it, the past and the present are not separated
like that, and the ways in which the land is used and valued now depends on the continuing
link with the past. In the Tidbinbilla management plan the Indigenous interests have been
separated into those of historical interest and those of contemporary interest. The
ensuing discussion, while quite adequate, is scattered, as well as antithetical to Indigenous
beliefs about landscape.
What are ‘cultural values’? In Chapter 7 of the Tidbinbilla plan, the primary management
objective is: ‘Cultural heritage within the Tidbinbilla precinct is identified, conserved, and
where appropriate, interpreted and promoted to retain and foster community associations
and an appreciation of the past’. That reads, to me, very much like: ‘We’re looking at the
historical values that are to do with people – not the historical values to do with nature’.
Sub-chapters 7.3 and part of 7.7 are the only sub-chapters dealing with Aboriginal people
as Aboriginal cultural heritage. This does not give an ‘ongoing’ sense, and is not connected
to what the natural values might be.
There is a second problem I see when we separate natural values from cultural values in
forming management plans. By implication, it introduces a high level – and this could be
quite subliminal – mutually exclusive division between natural and cultural values.Yet it is a
fact that all those values are culturally determined. It is only people who say: ‘We want to
preserve this grassy ecosystem. It is important because there are threatened species here’.
There is no such thing as nature sitting out there determining what the values for nature
are. I think that this separation may foster a sense that therefore ‘something else (not
people) looks after the natural values – and that something else is not me; nature does
not belong to my society; nature is something “out there” and therefore I do not have to
bother about it’.
Third, I think the separation accentuates cross-scale differences in values. By that I mean
that people ‘next door’ tend to value immediate ‘use’ values and those at a distance value
the ‘existence’ values, and that the use values tend to be considered part of the cultural
and recreation category and the existence values are seen as sitting with the natural values.
Existence values tend to be decided on by society as a whole and therefore at a distance
from individuals.You could say it is implied behind the Environment Protection and
Biodiversity Conservation Act that residents in Tasmania or Queensland or Western
Australia have an interest in the persistence of species in the threatened grasslands in
the ACT. That is hard to understand for people who live next door to a grassy landscape
and want to use it, but it is really important to be emphasising the decision to conserve
grasslands or other threatened ecosystems, and it is a decision that has been made by
people, and it has some weight.
I wondered where the practice of focusing on values came from, and after a bit of research
I found that in 2000 the Australian and New Zealand Environment and Conservation
Council (ANZECC) did an exercise of trawling around the states to produce their report
Best Practice in Protected Area Management Planning. The third dot point in the set of good
practices is: ‘Identify significant values and issues’, showing it was part of good practice then,
and that has certainly been continued.
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Focus on values in management plans happens not just in Australia but elsewhere in the
world as we like to be connected to what is happening overseas, particularly in the USA. I
found a wonderful example from there in a table headed: ‘Outstandingly remarkable values of
the Merced Wild and Scenic River’. The table entries recommend readers to structure their
values – and then they get into the difficulty of having to put words on the categories, and that
results again in other versions of a separation into ‘natural values’ and ‘cultural values’.
Not all plans of management in Australia use values
as a focus, and I don’t know what lies behind that
difference: have others have gone through this
journey of questioning the legitimacy of what are
we achieving by using these separations of natural
and cultural values? A couple of examples (at right)
show you can still cover the topics but avoid the
separation. It is the use and association of the word
‘values’ that is partly causing the problem, although
when you read the actual text of plans, like those
on the right, you will still see the word ‘values’.
This sent me to the dictionary to try and
understand the word ‘values’ a bit better. There are quite a few meanings in the Oxford
Dictionary Online and the two I chose are related but different. The first is about the relative
worth of something: ‘The regard that something is held to deserve; the importance, worth or
usefulness’, and in its common usage it is often related to the relative value of one thing to
another. The other meaning is ‘Principles of standards of behaviour, one’s judgement of what
is important in life’, and that meaning relates to what we would understand as basic human
values – identifying what we value in our lives and how that shapes our behaviour.
The first definition leads to how we might classify and value our ecosystem services; that
is, the benefits that nature provides to us: supporting services, such as habitat; provisioning
services, such as agricultural production, or timber; regulating services, such as the nitrogen
cycle; and cultural services – which could be recreational, aesthetic, spiritual. Resource
economics takes a different view, to do with existence, options and bequests. To explore the
second definition further, I went to the psychology literature and found a well-cited paper by
Schwartz (2012). I recommend it. It led me to explore the basic principles driving what people
want from the world. Schwartz and his colleagues have identified 10 values that seem to be
universal across all cultures, and there is a big literature about this.
The most important points are in
the box at right. Particularly it shows:
(i) groups of values tend to clump
together and reinforce each other;
(ii) the set of values in the bottom
left sector of the circle, selfenhancement, is associated with
the material, or materialism; (iii)
the set at the top right comprises
more extrinsic values, and of those,
‘universalism’ is term for people
caring about things at a distance from
themselves. Universalism has turned
out to be really important in driving
the values of people who are ‘proenvironment’. The theory depends on life effort being like a bucket. These 10 values drive what
you do in your life and you have only enough hours in the day and enough effort to focus on
some of them – you cannot do all of them. Every person is different and will pick different
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combinations, but as a rule of thumb the more effort people put into self-achievement and
self-enhancement the less effort they can put into the top righthand sector.
How do these basic values apply in environmental psychology? I found some research that has
established a sound predictive relationship between people’s ‘environmental values’ and their
environmental attitudes and behaviour. One researcher, Tim Kasser, has tried to link that body
of work back to the Schwartz classification of basic human values. He reports on a metaanalysis of studies examining the relationship between ‘materialism’ values and environmental
attitudes and behaviour, which gave average correlations of –0.28 with environmental
attitudes and –0.32 with environmental behaviour. He has come to the view that materialism
is a double-whammy
(diagrammatically shown
here). According to the
theory of planned behaviour,
materialism seems to
drive both attitudes and
behaviour: people do not
believe there is a need to
change, and at the same
time because of materialistic
lifestyles people actually add more damage to the environment. This is partly why awareness
campaigns and more scientific knowledge contribute little to changing people’s values. In
Kasser’s view, the most effective ways of decreasing materialistic values might be to promote
extrinsic values – the values in the external world, and valuing things that are a distance from
the individual – and put downward pressure on the causes of materialism, such as advertising
(see Hurst et al. 2013 and Crompton & Kasser 2010).

Summary and final comment
In summary, we suggest that:
• the ways in which people regard
or value grasslands are changeable,
according to whether these ecosystems
appear to represent a threat or an
opportunity;
• achieving clarity about who is
responsible for the health or condition
of ecosystems, including grassy
ecosystems, is confused by there
being two distinct though related main
meanings attached to the word ‘value(s)’
– and those two meanings get mixed up;
• understanding the link between basic
human values and environmental
behaviour is crucial to designing
interventions for improving people’s
care of the environment; and
• promoting extrinsic values, such as social
justice, and community well-being, and
putting downward pressure on causes of
materialism might be the most effective
ways of increasing good environmental
behaviour.
A final comment. When you poll people
who are environmental volunteers, often
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the first reason they give for being involved is not ‘care for the environment’, but instead ‘to
be doing something worthwhile with other people’. For example, the photo on the previous
page shows some friends of mine walking in Callum Brae Nature Reserve in southern
Canberra. Appealing to this motivation might be more effective than appealing directly to an
environmental motivation.
From my investigations, and the suggestions I have been putting forward, it seems to me
we need to make sure we keep our minds open to the lessons that are coming from other
disciplines. We need to think about the relevance there might be in other ways of perceiving
and valuing landscapes, and use them to guide how we couch our pleas for people to value
grassy ecosystems more.

Themeda triandra Kangaroo Grass. Photo: Sarah Ryan.
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This record of the talk given at the forum has been checked by the presenter, but not peer-reviewed.
To find out more, contact the presenter, via their institution or by email to: info@fog.org.au/.
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