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Friends of Grasslands (FOG) continues to advocate for protection of three sites from proposed 
developments and for their dedication for nature conservation. In July 2013 Yarramundi Reach was 
rezoned as open space under the National Capital Plan. Further protection is required for Stirling 
Park where there are a number of development proposals, including for new embassies and a Prime 
Minister’s Lodge. FOG’s on-ground work increases its influence when undertaking advocacy.

The precarious existence of grassy ecosystems in fragmented remnants on lands of different 
tenures demands advocacy by conservationists to secure these habitats. On-ground 
management is essential but no amount of weeding, burning and species management will 
conserve grassy ecosystems if land use change and threats from external sources (like 
invasive species) escalate. Optimal conservation will occur when grassland advocates convince 
government and non-government institutions to play an active role in conservation. 

What then does good advocacy look like?

This paper is focused on the case of national lands in central Canberra managed by a Federal 
Government agency, the National Capital Authority (NCA). Friends of Grasslands (FOG) has 
advocated for the conservation of three ecologically significant remnants: Scrivener’s Hut 
(~6 ha), Stirling Park (52 ha) and Yarramundi Reach (23 ha). These grassy ecosystem sites are 
typical of many around Australia that are managed by agencies whose primary responsibility is 
not nature conservation.

Good practice in advocacy has been defined 
by many institutions, including WWF Canada’s 
‘Advocacy with Excellence’ policy drawn on here 
(see right). Principles of good advocacy include:
1. Base your policy on sound science and other 

kinds of data, and your own experience;
2. Undertake your own research; don’t rely on 

others’ interpretation of information;
3. Present your desired policy outcome directly 

to the decision-makers concerned and give 
them time to act appropriately;

4. Present your desired policy change to all 
relevant parties — be politically multi-partisan;

5. Only publicly criticise decision-makers if they have not acted after due advice;
6. Be persistent;
7. Unequivocally and publicly thank decision-makers when they make the right decision, no 

matter how tardy they may have been in the past.

WORKSHOP: Advocacy & community involvement 

Chair: Tony Lawson. Speakers: Jamie Pittock, John Fitz Gerald, Naarilla Hirsch 

Theme: Community groups (e.g. Friends of Grasslands) can provide a unique advocacy role to support grassy 
landscapes. How can community groups contribute through education, communication, research, on-ground work, 
property visits, lobbying, etc.? How can such groups attract members, get appropriate governance structures in 
place, train and develop skilled volunteers, raise finance, etc.?

How should a community group develop its advocacy skills? 
Jamie Pittock
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In the case of the sites on national lands (see 
right), the NCA’s capacity to manage these sites 
was considerably reduced by budget cuts from 
2008. Further, the sites were not secured for 
conservation, being zoned under the National 
Capital Plan for ‘parliamentary purposes’ in one 
case, and ‘national capital purposes’ in the other 
two cases. A number of developments were 
proposed for two of these sites.

FOG sought a partnership with the NCA in late 
2008 (see right), which was formalised in a 2009 
agreement, to undertake on-ground conservation 
work to conserve high conservation value 
biodiversity. FOG’s objective was not to replace 
the NCA as the land manager, but rather to 
undertake the specialist and fine-scale work 
required to conserve threatened flora that 
contractors could not easily undertake. Other 
objectives included demonstrating FOG’s standing 
in discussions on the futures of the sites as well 
as generating engagement by local residents in 
conservation of Stirling Park. Cooperation has 
developed with other key stakeholders, including 
the Ngunawal traditional owners of the land, 
heritage conservation proponents and local 
residents.

An immediate benefit of the dialogue with the 
NCA was their commissioning of a high quality 
conservation management plan (see right) for 
the grassy ecosystem sites. FOG’s subsequent 
extensive on-ground work on national lands 
was essential for building a relationship based 
on trust and respect. FOG has been proactively 
consulted by the NCA on key management 
interventions, such as the bushfire operations 
plans and weed spraying, and our concerns and 
suggestions have been well considered. Further, the 
NCA’s investment in management of the sites has 
increased since 2010. 

This constructive interaction has also enabled 
FOG to criticise lack of funding for the 
NCA’s estate management program, object to 
developments proposed on national lands and 
propose reservation of these lands for nature 
conservation while maintaining a constructive 
working relationship. FOG has taken a number of 
issues to the media but only after first raising the 
issues with the NCA.

In 2012–13 FOG advocacy and partnership with 
the NCA saw the Yarramundi Reach site rezoned 
from ‘national capital purposes’ to ‘open space’ under the National Capital Plan, increasing the 
degree of protection for the biodiversity on the site. FOG organised a celebratory event to 
publicly thank the NCA for their work to conserve the site in November 2013.
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Also in 2012, the NCA proposed a rezoning 
plan for Stirling Park (see right) that would have 
seen smaller areas zoned for development of 
embassies and a new Prime Minister’s Lodge, 
with the majority of the site protected as ‘open 
space’. Complementing action by local residents, 
FOG used its own data to lobby both Labor 
and Liberal parliamentarians seeking reservation 
of all of the ‘park’ for nature conservation. In 
2013 a federal parliamentary committee inquiry 
recommended against the embassy development, 
putting the rezoning plan on hold pending 
assessment of alternative approaches.

In summary, on-ground work has helped conserve 
threatened biota and aided FOG’s advocacy 
activities by generating knowledge, demonstrating 
commitment and developing trust. Application 
of the principles of evidence-based openly 
communicated non-party political advocacy, as 
well as publicly acknowledging good decisions, has 
maintained cooperation and trust even when FOG 
was critical of a number of government decisions. 
Persistent work has been required over six years. 
Tangible results from this advocacy work include 
adoption of a conservation management plan and 
rezoning of one of the three sites as ‘open space’. 
Intangible outcomes include cooperation between previously disparate stakeholders and 
greater recognition of the conservation value of the three sites. 

Linking on-ground work and advocacy generates more effective conservation. 

Dr Jamie Pittock is a Senior Lecturer in the Fenner School of Environment and Society 
at the Australian National University. His research focuses on better governance of the 
interlinked issues of water management, energy and food supply, responding to climate 
change and conserving biological diversity, and he directs two large international programs 
of research on these topics. Among his other roles, Jamie is Chair of the board of Water 
Stewardship Australia and a volunteer for Friends of Grasslands.

...continued next page
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How should a community group go about establishing its 
objectives, activities & governance structures and train volunteers? 

John Fitz Gerald

FOG in its 20-year history has enjoyed great benefits, not just from the huge commitment and 
enthusiasm of its members, but also from being a group demonstrating good organisation at 
many levels. This is vital for attracting and retaining members from community, landowner and 
professional backgrounds. It is also key to maintaining FOG’s reputation for scientifically-based 
activity, not only through its many visits to and reports on grassy ecosystem sites, but also for 
its efforts in weed control and adding conservation value at the places where FOG undertakes 
such work. This puts FOG in an excellent position to achieve its ambitions via advocacy and 
community engagement. Some recent experiences in governance structures and volunteer 
training will be discussed, including the advantages and needs for high quality newsletters and 
websites, for information archiving and retrieval, for well documented operations, and for 
workers to be well equipped and trained in health, safety and efficiency.

John Fitz Gerald is a FOG committee member and past president. He actively assists in 
management of, and regularly contributes effort to, on-ground work programs including National 
Lands, Hall Cemetery and Old Cooma Common. He is especially interested in the programs for 
vegetation monitoring that FOG runs alongside such on-ground work. He contributes to several 
other community and volunteer groups working in Landcare and conservation.

Advocacy case studies: what do they tell us?
Naarilla Hirsch 

FOG’s formal advocacy activities are targeted at two types of actions. The first is protection of specific 
areas of conservation value. The second is principles and processes, such as legislation, strategies and 
policies. An example of each will be summarised: York Park (in central Canberra) with its Golden Sun 
Moth population; and the process of development construction mitigation. From these emerge some 
important questions for FOG to consider in the future.

Advocacy can be roughly split into two broad areas. 
The first is specific sites, which might be discreet 
sites in the ACT and NSW, e.g. York Park; or broader 
areas such as north Gungahlin and the Molonglo 
River corridor. The second is principles and processes, 
such as legislation, policies, strategies and plans, listing 
threatened species/communities, e.g. construction 
mitigation.

York Park is an example of a specific site that FOG 
has advocated for. It is a prime building site in the 
parliamentary area, and a small Natural Temperate 
Grassland site with a good Golden Sun Moth 
(GSM) population. It is an iconic site with long term 
scientific data on the GSM.  Threats to the site include 
development on the site itself, shading by new taller 
buildings nearby, and weeds.  What has been achieved 
so far is that earlier buildings constructed don’t shade 
the site, and it is recognised as a conservation park. 
However, the latest nearby development has been 
approved with conditions: a construction environment 
management plan, GSM monitoring plan (over eight 
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Naarilla Hirsch has been an active member of FOG since its inception, and advocacy 
coordinator since 2009. She is also involved in several other environmentally based 
activities in Canberra.

years), and offsets if building shade impacts on GSM 
over three years.

For principles and processes, construction mitigation 
is an interesting example.  This includes minimising 
disturbance and damage, avoiding encroachment 
or intrusion, preventing weeds and rehabilitation. 
Several years ago mitigation was little considered in 
development processes.  At that time, my predecessor, 
Bernadette O’Leary, developed a set of principles on 
construction mitigation for FOG, which were added to 
most of our submissions on development applications 
for some time. In the past 3–4 years development 
proposals have contained mitigation actions, and now 
the question is how well is it being done, i.e. are the 
conditions of development approval being met?

The M2G pipeline project is a good case. It 
comprises 10 km of underground pipeline from 
Angle Crossing on the Murrumbidgee River, across 
Monaro Highway to Googong reservoir. The pipeline 
has impacted on a broad corridor, both high value 
natural areas and grazed areas. Significant effort 
has been put into regeneration of the corridor, e.g. 
replacement of original soil, seeding with native 
species.  After two years, work is still needed to 
improve affected high value conservation areas.

These case histories raise questions about FOG’s 
advocacy efforts:
• Advocacy is ongoing: with limited resources and 

expertise; how can we best make an impact?
• How effective are we at
 (a) Protecting specific areas?
 (b) Getting the general framework in place that 

will ensure ongoing protection?
• How do we ensure that development conditions 

and commitments are adhered to?
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