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Darwin near the Queensland border.

In the first environmental rental
arrangement of its kind, the sub-lease
has the potential to open up eco-
nomic opportunities for indigenous
pastoral lease-holders across Queens-
land, the Northern Territory and
Western Australia.

AWC is also on the verge of
finalising its acquisition of the
195,000ha Pungalina station, next
door to Seven Emu in a remote area
of the Gulf coastal bioregion.

The region is one of the most
biologically diverse areas in northern
Australia, and is under-serviced by
national parks. The sprawling proper-
ties are home to more than 300
species of reptiles, amphibians, fish,
birds and mammals and over 500
species of plants.

The federal Government provided
a $2 million grant from the Bio-
diversity Hotspots Program to help
with the purchase of Pungalina.

With the addition of Pungalina and
Seven Emu stations, the AWC will
manage 20 properties around the
nation covering a total of 2.5 million
hectares. About 78 per cent of Austra-
lia’s native terrestrial birds are found
on its properties, along with about
200 species, or 68 per cent, of the
native mammals. The conservancy
has even reintroduced species that
were thought to be extinct on some of
its properties.

The Weekend Australian toured

Seven Emu and Pungalina stations
this week with AWC chief executive
Atticus Fleming, supervising scientist
Sarah Legge and Mr Shadforth. From
sparse eucalypt woodlands on rugged
sandstone plateaus, the land dips
towards the crystal-clear Calvert
River, fed by permanent freshwater
springs and feeding into deep gorges
that protect pockets of dry rainforest.

Tall paperbark forests line the
Calvert River, extending towards the
coast into pandanus-lined swamps,
crusty salt flats and coastal monsoon
rainforest. At the southern arm of the
Gulf of Carpentaria, AWC’s new
sanctuary will protect 56km of spec-
tacular coastline.

In the sand that lines the Gulf’s
milky-green waters, shell-shaped de-
pressions in the sand are fringed by
little footprints where the sea turtles
have taken a stroll. The gulf snapping
turtle and the dugong are both found

Battle for nature: Atticus Fleming, left, and Frank Shadforth on Bluff Cliffs yesterday, looking out over Pungalina station

in the waters of the gulf. Threatened
species such as the spectacled hare
wallaby, rabbit rats and tree rats live
in the forests of Seven Emu and
Pungalina stations. Birds whose pop-
ulations are declining around the
country — the purple-crowned fairy
wren, the buff-sided robin and the
Gouldian finch — are also in abun-
dance. The threatened freshwater
sawfish is found in the Calvert and
the nearby Robinson rivers.

“These are all species that if they
are not listed as threatened, they are
on the brink,”” Mr Fleming says. “In
Australia we have had a lot of
extinctions from the south and the
centre, and what we’ve got happening
now is we’ve got this massive decline
of animals and birds across the
north.”

Vegetation clearance by pastoral-
ists, the introduction of feral animals
and poor fire management practices

are to blame for the rapid decline in
bird and mammal species. While
much of the political focus is centred
around the medium- and long-term
effects of climate change, Mr Fleming
says that it is easy for many people to
forget that Australia’s native bird and
mammal populations are declining by
the day.

“The long-term effects of climate
change are important, but for a lot of
these animals, the next 10 to 20 years
are critical. If we don’t act decisively
now, many of these animals will
disappear before they feel the effects
of climate change,” he says.

For many years, Mr Shadforth has
been concerned as he watched the
animals that he used to see frequently
as a child slowly disappear. ‘“The land
is like a tree — if you don’t look after
it, it will die,”” he says.

And he has encouraged other
pastoralists across northern Australia
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to consider entering into a similar
“‘environmental rental”> deal with
private conservationists like the
AWC. For some years, the Indigenous
Land Corporation has been buying
back pastoral properties on behalf of
indigenous landowners. Mr Shad-
forth says that if indigenous pastoral
leaseholders were to sub-lease land to
private conservationists, it would
open up employment opportunities
and new income streams.

Environment Minister Peter Gar-
rett praised the sub-lease deal and the
purchase of Pungalina station yester-
day as an example of the strong
partnership between the Government
and the non-government sector in
conservation.

““Securing and protecting privately
owned areas of rich biodiversity is one
way we can conserve our environ-
ment and wildlife for future genera-
tions to enjoy,”” Mr Garrett said.



