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Payments for Environmental Services in the N. E. Queensland Beef Industry  

Summary of Research Results 

 

 

Research aims and approach 

In Australia and overseas, paying landholders to undertake environmental work is an increasingly popular approach to 

rural land management. This approach, referred to as ‘Payments for Environmental Services’ (PES), has been widely 

promoted as an effective way to provide incentives for achieving environmental goals such as improved water quality, 

wetland protection and biodiversity. We were interested in understanding how PES schemes are implemented in 

Australia, including the responses of landholders, and benefits for land management. The objectives of this research 

were to understand:  

 Motivations for landholder participation in PES 

 Enablers and barriers to landholder participation, and 

 How landholders benefit from PES. 

 

To meet these objectives, the project focused on two PES schemes in Queensland – NatureAssist and Reef Rescue 

(Table 1). We conducted in-depth interviews with 19 key stakeholders in Brisbane and Townsville between August 2010 

and October 2012. Stakeholders were drawn from the meat industry, state and regional NRM staff, producer 

organisations at State and regional levels, and a large corporate pastoral company. In addition, during 2012 interviews 

of 1-2 hours were conducted with 14 graziers in the Upper Burdekin sub-region, selected from a range of land tenures: 

freehold (2), perpetual leasehold (3), and term leasehold (10).1 Of these graziers, four were involved in the state-wide 

NatureAssist program, 11 were located within the region subject to Reef Regulation restrictions to protect the Reef, and 

six had applied (or were in the process of applying) for Reef Rescue funding.  

 

Table 1: Program summary 

 NatureAssist Reef Rescue (Water Quality Grants) 

Policy instrument Competitive tender scheme Competitive grant 

Program 

administrator 

State government (DEHP, formally 

DERM) 

NQ Dry Tropics in the Burdekin region  

(funded by the Australian Government) 

Program aim Increase Queensland’s protected 

area estate and provide financial 

assistance to landholders in 

moving towards more sustainable 

land management 

Improve the water quality of the Great Barrier Reef 

lagoon by increasing the adoption of land 

management practices that reduce the run-off of 

nutrients, pesticides and sediments from 

agricultural land 

Program duration 2006-present 2008-2013 

Eligibility Available to all non-urban 

landholders in QLD, except those 

located in areas covered by the 

SEQ Regional Plan 

Available to agricultural producers located in 

identified priority areas of the Cape York, Wet 

Tropics, Burdekin, Mackay-Whitsunday, Fitzroy and 

Burnett-Mary NRM regions. 

                                                           
1
 These numbers do not add up to 14 because one grazier held term leases as well as a freehold property.  
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Objective 1: Why do landholders participate in PES schemes? 

There were three main reasons for scheme participation: to secure future property rights, manage non-productive land 

and prioritise planned environmental work (Table 2). 

 

Table 2: Reasons for grazier participation 

Participated to: Example 

Secure future 

property rights 

“…obviously as you start to move into things like lease renewals and so forth, it’s good to be seen as 

an environmentally responsible and proactive land manager; and it’s good to have a positive working 

relationship with the regulatory organisations like DERM [Department of Environment and Resource 

Management].” (NatureAssist participant) 

Manage non-

productive land 

“…my priority was to get control of the country […] to be able to manage the mustering of that 

country, to be able to manage the stocking of that country. So out of that you get the spin-off of 

being able to protect the area.” (NatureAssist participant) 

Prioritise 

environmental 

work 

“We’re in a really tight boat at the moment trying to pay this property off and trying to keep our 

heads above water. It was something that needed to be done but we didn’t have as much outlay as 

we’d like to get it done…. [The Reef Rescue Funding] gives you a little bit of a push to get things done 

like that.” (Reef Rescue participant) 

 

Objective 2: What are the enablers and barriers to landholder participation? 

Our research identified extension support by State government and/or the NQ Dry Tropics NRM agency as a key enabler 

to landholder participation across both schemes. In the case of NatureAssist, the scheme enabled those graziers seeking 

a lease renewal to undertake actions prescribed in the negotiated Land Management Agreement, such as fencing areas 

or moving stock watering points from areas that have been damaged. In this way, obtaining a lease extension via the 

Delbessie lease renewal process acted as a major incentive for graziers to participate in the NatureAssist scheme (Table 

3).  

Two main barriers to scheme participation were identified: lack of trust in government and government regulations. The 

imposition of regulatory requirements – specifically, Reef Regulations and native vegetation laws – was particularly 

resented by graziers because they had the potential to affect the productive capacity of their land and often required 

time-consuming paperwork (Table 4).  
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Table 3: Enablers to scheme participation 

Enabler A – Extension support by government and/or NRM agencies 

Maximising funding 

support for applicants 

 

“...the biggest problem I find is that a lot of them have got all the information in [their heads] 

but they can’t put it down on paper. So a lot of the time when I go out I’m trying to draw it out 

of them to say ‘Why do you want this erosion control works?’, ‘What difference is it going to 

make to your paddock?’, ‘How do you know it’s going to make a difference?’.” (Project Officer, 

NRM Organisationl) 

Improving the skills of 

graziers in writing 

applications 

“… working with someone to do an application for a Reef Rescue grant for a natural resource 

management application ... is skilling those people up and giving them the confidence in 

application writing.” (Program Co-ordinator, NRM Organisation) 

Assisting graziers to 

‘talk the same 

language’ as funding 

agencies 

“… you have to talk about ecosystems and erosion and how to stop it, and what management 

we’re going to use to do it.  It’s a real tough one … to put a story together you have to use the 

same lingo as they’re using.” (NatureAssist participant) 

Enabler B – Links to Delbessie lease renewal process (NatureAssist scheme only) 

Obtaining a lease 

extension 

 

“[Graziers] have to have a Land Management Agreement anyway as part of their lease 

renewal through the Delbessie process and if they want to get their extra ten years on their 

lease, they need a conservation agreement; and the Nature Refuge Agreement is pretty much 

the only one that’s really active across the state, so most people are looking at that one.” 

(Government official) 

“[The scheme] provides access to NatureAssist funding …  to control some of the noxious 

weeds that are on the property, establish some infrastructure, and all we’ve really got to keep 

doing is to continue to do what we currently do on that property.” (NatureAssist participant) 

 

Table 4: Barriers to scheme participation 

Barrier A – Lack of trust in government 

“I’ve always been reluctant to put large lumps of country under a NatureAssist-type of thing because … my trust in 

government’s not there, it’s that they can move in and they’ll just say well, yeah, we’re going to take this lump of 

country, and you can’t do anything about it.” (NatureAssist participant) 

Barrier B – Government regulation 

Reef regulations: “The Reef Protection Package, everything that’s good about Delbessie you can say the opposite for 

Reef Protection; it’s just the biggest cock-up you can imagine. It was really rushed through so it really hasn’t had the 

depth of planning into it. It requires landholders to do an inordinate amount of paperwork for a plan which they’ve got 

absolutely no ownership of.” (Government official) 

Native vegetation laws: “[Native vegetation laws have] decreased our production because […] it’s costing us money to 

get all these fences and everything back up there and I can’t work it out and it’s costing us and it’s going to cost the 

government ‘cause they’re sending people out on machines now to clear some of the fencelines.” (NatureAssist and 

Reef Rescue participant) 
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Objective 3: In what ways do landholders benefit from PES? 

The NatureAssist and Reef Rescue schemes provided funding to graziers to undertake on-ground work such as fencing 

and the modification of stock water supply. Our research found that this work contributed to a range of environmental 

as well as production benefits including regeneration of pasture, reduced cattle fouling of water courses through the 

building of dams, and improved control over erosion and cattle movements (Table 5). 

 

Table 5: Benefits of environmental work 

Type of work Benefit 

Fencing Regeneration of pasture: “…we’ve been able to …  actually fence off some of those areas that we’re 

grazing, the cattle were actually grazing and camping quite close to the river, so we’ve actually been 

able to move the cattle off those areas and let the country regenerate itself….  There’s less run-off 

into the water and there’s also more feed for cattle to graze.”(Reef Rescue participant). 

Control of cattle movements: “…[the funding for fencing] helped us with our stocking rates in our 

paddocks.” (NatureAssist and Reef Rescue participant) 

Modifying 

stock water 

supply 

 

Reduction of cattle fouling in waterways: “…it also helped [fund] 50 per cent of the construction of 

waters off the river because I no longer can use the water courses for watering cattle; I’ve had to 

build dams.” (Reef Rescue participant) 

Shifting watering points / Erosion control: “ …[it paid for] a lot of erosion control work, putting in a 

lane and a lot of water points …. I’ve done all that and it’s all stood up very well, and some of the 

erodible areas …. now there’s all grass growing back in those lower areas . Now once you start to get 

grass growing there the water slows down, you get better water hydration and then you get more 

grass growing and all of a sudden you haven’t got erosion because the water can’t keep the pace up.” 

(Reef Rescue applicant) 

 

Conclusions 

 Graziers are motivated to participate in PES schemes 

for a range of reasons. Interest in participating is 

dependent on: (a) scheme design; (b) how the 

scheme links with other government programs and 

regulations; and (c) landholders’ existing objectives 

and practices. 

 At face value, schemes such as NatureAssist and 

Reef Rescue often appear to have funded 

environmental work which graziers had planned to 

do anyway. It is unlikely, however, that this work 

would have been prioritised without such funding. In 

addition, funding has been important in enabling 

graziers to manage land that would otherwise be 

deemed ‘non-productive’ and/or difficult to manage. 

 Extension support is crucial to the success of PES 

schemes, particularly in making such schemes 

attractive to landholders, overcoming perceived 

concerns about threats to property rights, and 

maximising the number of fundable applications. 

For further information on this project please contact: 

Vaughan Higgins (02) 6051 9623; vhiggins@csu.edu.au  

Photos courtesy of Sarah Moon. 
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