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Many regions in south-east Australia are undergoing rapid demographic and land-use changes, such as 

reduced agricultural production and expansion of ‘lifestyle’ properties. In some regions these changes 

have promoted regeneration of native woody plants across large areas. Regrowth of native trees and 

shrubs has triggered a diversity of responses from different sectors of the community, from ‘woody 

weeds’ to ‘valuable regeneration’. However the diversity of community attitudes to regrowth is poorly 

understood. Similarly, little research is available on the effects that regrowth has on biodiversity, 

ecosystem process and ecosystem services. Woody regrowth often slips through the cracks between 

agricultural studies of ‘woody weeds’ and ecological and social studies of ‘natural ecosystems’. 

The aim of the Woody Regrowth in Rural Landscapes SRA is to enhance environmental sustainability in 

regional Australia, by improving our ability to manage natural regeneration and regrowth for a broad 

range of social and environmental values. 

Current research projects cover an array of social and ecological issues, including: where does regrowth 

occur, how does it change over time, how does regrowth affect plants, animals and soils, and how do 

different stakeholders view and interpret regrowth, including issues such as land use, loss of farming 

land, biodiversity benefits, economic and social impacts and fire risk? 

The Regrowth SRA group includes seven staff, with expertise in vegetation and fauna ecology, social 

science, and GIS and remote sensing. 

Most of the group’s field research is conducted by a group of enthusiastic and hard-working PhD 

students. Five students are currently enrolled: Erika Cross, Lisa Smallbone, Fleur Stelling, Samantha 

Strong and Joey Walters-Nevet. In addition, a number of Honours projects have been conducted 

recently by Pheona Anderson, Claire Coulson and Ben Zeeman (La Trobe University). 

Research projects are being conducted in a number of regions, from southern Victoria to south-central 

NSW, and many projects are focused on a region in central Victoria, centred on Murchison, Rushworth 



and Heathcote, where regeneration is very widespread. Most research projects are still underway, and 

outputs will begin to flow more strongly from 2014. Three ecology Honours projects were completed in 

2012 and 2013, and scientific papers will be published from all three projects in the near future. 

The Rural Regrowth SRA group is tackling an emerging issue of increasing importance for sustainability, 

land use planning and biodiversity conservation in eastern Australia and elsewhere. Our research 

findings will provide a sound knowledge base for improved management of regenerating rural 

landscapes in Australia and elsewhere. 

Recently completed Honours projects 

Anderson, Pheona (2012). Effects of woody plant encroachment on soil properties in a regenerating 

landscape in central Victoria. (Charles Sturt University, Albury). 

Coulson, Claire (2012). Factors influencing the occurrence of Brachychiton populneus and Schinus molle 

in a fragmented agricultural landscape. (Charles Sturt University, Albury). 

Zeeman, Benjamin (2013). Vegetation dynamics of a long-unburned coastal woodland: changes from 

1971 to 2012 (La Trobe University, Melbourne). 

Recent and forthcoming papers 

Coulson C, Spooner PG, Lunt ID & Watson S (2013). From the matrix to roadsides and beyond: the role of 

isolated paddock trees as dispersal points for invasion. Diversity and Distributions, in press. 

Geddes LS, Lunt ID, Smallbone L & Morgan JW (2011). Old field colonization by native trees and shrubs 

following land use change: could this be Victoria’s largest example of landscape recovery? Ecological 

Management and Restoration 12(1), 31-36. 

Lunt ID, Winsemius LM, McDonald SP, Morgan JW & Dehaan RL (2010). How widespread is woody plant 

encroachment in temperate Australia? Changes in woody vegetation cover in lowland woodland and 

coastal ecosystems in Victoria from 1989 to 2005. Journal of Biogeography 37, 722-732. 

Members 

A/Prof Ian Lunt (group leader), Dr Catherine Allan, Dr Alison Matthews, Dr Peter Spooner, Dr Rik 

Thwaites and Dr Rachel Whitsed from CSU, and Dr John Morgan from La Trobe University in Melbourne 

PhD Students 

There are five PhD students associated with this SRA. They are: 



Erika Cross: Dynamics of south-eastern Australian woodlands: insights into gap-maintenance processes 

from dense regeneration 

Lisa Smallbone: Understanding bird responses in regenerating agricultural landscapes  

Fleur Stelling: Exploring how shrubby regrowth is viewed and managed in a rural landscape in Victoria, 

Australia 

Samantha Strong: Exploring paradoxes of native vegetation management in south east Australia in the 

early 21st century 

Joey Walters-Nevet: Litter-bed dynamics in southern Australian woodlands: pattern, process, function. 

 

 


