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Introduction – the Australian context

Seventeen per cent of Australia is forested.2 Almost all of 134 million hectares (Mha) of forests 
(132 Mha; 98 per cent) are native forests of largely endemic species; the 1.95 Mha (1.5 per cent) 
of commercial plantations provide 86 per cent of national wood production (Montreal Process 
Implementation Group for Australia and National Forest Inventory Steering Committee [MPIG 
and NFISC], 2018, pp. 2 and 15). The continental distribution of native forests is shown in 
Figure 8.1.3 Australia’s highly urbanised population is concentrated in major cities and in towns 
along parts of the eastern, southern, and south-west coastal fringe (87 per cent of the population; 
Australia State of the Environment, 2011, p. 54).

Although ‘community forestry’ is a little-used term in the Australian context, common defi-
nitions, such as that of Gilmour (2016, Box 2), are applicable to Australia:

Community-based forestry includes ‘initiatives, sciences, policies, institutions and pro-
cesses that are intended to increase the role of local people in governing and managing 
forest resources’. It includes formalized customary and indigenous initiatives as well as 
government-led initiatives.

Amongst the principal motivations for community(-based) forestry are the empowerment of 
local communities and marginalised peoples through ‘rights-based approaches’ (e.g. Bray, 2020; 
Rights and Resources Initiative, 2021), enhancing the economic and social well-being of those 
groups, addressing conflict within communities and with governments over resource access, and 
strengthening the sustainability of forest management (Gilmour, 2016). These reasons are also 
variously relevant in particular Australian contexts.

As Barlow and Cocklin (2003) noted in the context of Australian rural communities and 
forestry, ‘community’ is a socially constructed concept. Australian national and sub-national gov-
ernments and other actors routinely refer to and engage with ‘communities’ at scales from the 
national to the local (e.g. for native forests: Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment 
[DAWE], 2019a; for plantations: Barlow & Cocklin, 2003), and with specific groups such as First 
Nations peoples (e.g. Feary et al., 2010) and forest-dependent communities (DAWE, 2019b). 
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Here, we interpret ‘community’ both in terms of its place-based sense (e.g. Brunckhorst, 2010) 
and in its use to characterise particular societal groups (e.g. First Nations Australians; Altman & 
Kerins, 2012). Community forestry in Australia is expressed in two primary forms: by Australia’s 
First Nations peoples exercising their responsibilities in ‘caring for Country’,4 and through a 
Landcare movement dedicated to restoration of native vegetation, primarily but not exclusively 
on private land.

Historical contexts

The Australian continent and adjacent islands are home to the oldest living cultures on earth, 
with some 60,000 years of human occupation (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Studies [AIATSIS], n.d.-a). For Australian First Nations, comprising both 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples,5 there is no separation between people and place, 
between land and waters, or between the natural and supernatural. Rather, there is ‘Country’, as 
Rose (1996, p. 7,8) explains:

Country is a nourishing terrain … Country is a place that gives and receives life. Not 
just imagined or represented, it is lived and lived with ...

The British colonisation of Australia from 1788 displaced First Nations peoples from their 
Country without negotiations or treaties. Colonial occupation of the continent progressed as 
a series of informal ‘frontier wars’ (Reynolds, 2013), displacing First Nations peoples and relo-
cating them to formal or informal settlements (Curthoys, 2015). In parts of the remote centre 
and north, however, they continued to live ‘on Country’. A series of legal and policy decisions 
since the 1970s progressively established First Nations peoples’ legal rights over Country, and 
enabled a greater role in management of some state land in settled Australia. However, these 
decisions also ‘extinguished’ Indigenous rights over Country to which private ownership rights 
had already been assigned to non-Indigenous parties (Calma, 2005).

First Nations Australians now have exclusive possession of 12 per cent of Australia’s land 
area and non-exclusive possession of 23 per cent; 25 per cent are subject to formal but still to 
be determined ‘native title’ claims (Jordan et al., 2020). These lands, over which some forms 
of rights have been formalised, have been described as the ‘Indigenous Estate’ (Altman, 2012; 
Jacobsen et al., 2020; Jordan et al., 2020).6 Nationally, 69.5 Mha (16 per cent) of the Australian 
Indigenous Estate7 are forested (Jacobsen et al., 2020, table 5; see also MPIG and NFISC, 2018, 
Indicator 6.4a). First Nations Australians’ management of their Country and its forests represent 
a first strand of community forestry in Australia.

Farmers in some of the longest-settled and the more marginal Australian farming landscapes 
began to work together in the 1970s to repair and restore those land in a community-based 
environmental stewardship movement (sensu Bennett et al., 2018) known from the mid-1980s 
as ‘Landcare’ (Robins, 2018). A National Landcare Program and Decade of Landcare were launched 
in 1989, capitalising on broad community and political support for a movement that, within 
5 years, involved around a third of Australian farmers who together manage 58 per cent of 
Australia’s land area (Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences, 
2020; Curtis et al., 2014; Robins, 2018). Although the ‘Landcare movement’ has not main-
tained the momentum or national profile of its first decade (Curtis et al., 2014; Robins, 2018), 
Landcare activities represent a second strand of community forestry in Australia.

The third strand of community forestry in Australia is that of the participation of local 
communities in the management of public forests, half of which are under state forest or other 
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Crown land tenures that may allow management for purposes other than sole conservation 
(16 per cent of Australia’s forests; Table 8.1). This strand has commonalities with elements of 
community forestry internationally (e.g. Gilmour, 2016), but it has found little expression in 
Australia. This is in part because of the broader context of longstanding and sometimes intense 
contestation about the management of Australia’s native forests, characterised as Australia’s ‘forest 
wars’ (sensu Ajani, 2007; Dargavel, 2018).

In this chapter, we address each of these three strands of community forestry in Australia. 
Each strand is expressed primarily in different parts of Australia’s forested and rural landscapes, 
which Australians colloquially describe as ‘the bush’ (e.g. Watson, 2014). The extent of the forest 
of different structural classes in major tenure categories is summarised in Table 8.1. As we will 
discuss, First Nations Australians’ rights to, if not management of, Country may extend over each 
of these tenures, as well as across non-forested lands. Landcare focuses on private and leasehold 
land used primarily for agriculture, but also extends to smaller areas of public land, such as coasts 
and urban parks. The third strand of community forestry could be expressed in public forests 
under state forest and other Crown tenures, where it may intersect with the first strand.

Traditional and colonially established rights over Country

Traditionally, First Nations Australians’ rights to and responsibilities for Country were exercised 
by extended families (‘clans’): ‘clan members were owners of their Country, they belonged to 
their Country, they were identified with their Country, and they were stewards or carers of their 

Table 8.1  National extent of Australian forests by forest structural class and tenure

Forest class (columns)
Tenure category (rows)

Area (million ha) % of total

Native forest Plantation Total

Woodland Open 
forest

Closed 
forest

Unknown Total

Leasehold 40 6 0.3 0.5 47 0 47 35
Public: multiple use 3.6 5.7 0.4 0.1 9.8 0.9 11 8
Public: nature 

conservation 
reserve

12 7.7 1.5 0.1 22 0 22 16

Public: other Crown 
land

9.7 1 0.2 0.1 11 0 11 8

Private (non-
Indigenous)* 

12 7 1.1 1.8 22 1.1 23 17

Private (First 
Nations exclusive 
rights)*

13 6 0.0 0 19 0 19 14

Unresolved tenure 0.5 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.8 0 0.8 1
Total forest 91 34 3.6 2.6 132 2 134 100

Totals may not tally due to rounding.
Sources: Jacobsen et. al. (2020); Meadows et al. (2020), table 8.2; MPIGA and NFISC (2018), table 1.8.
Notes: Forest structural class is as defined by MPIGA and NFISC (2018, p. 30).
* National reporting does not separate First Nations Exclusive Rights from private forests; interpretation 
by the authors from sources listed.
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Country’ (Smyth, 2001a, p. 61). Groups of clans share a common language, some 250 of which 
predated the British colonisation of Australia (AIATSIS, n.d.-b), and customary laws that govern 
peoples’ interactions with Country (Marshall, 2017).

At the time of British colonisation, all land was declared property of ‘the Crown’ (i.e., the 
British state), and subsequently alienated for farming and development. Owners of this ‘freehold’ 
(viz. private) land have ‘full rights to own and occupy land and to exclude others’ (Sutherland 
& Muir, 2001, p. 30), excluding those for minerals and petroleum and, in some cases, forest 
products. Crown lands may also be held by private individuals or businesses under long-term 
leases, most extensively for pastoralism (MPIG and NFISC, 2018, p. 52). Leases are comparable 
to freehold title in many respects, although rights over commercial use of forest products are 
generally retained by the Crown (MPIG and NFISC, 2018, p. 38).

When the Australian colonies federated in 1901 to become the ‘Commonwealth of Australia’, 
almost all Australian Crown land remained vested in the governments of those former colo-
nies, now ‘states’ or ‘territories’.8 Consequently, most decisions about Australian land and for-
est ownership, use and management are made at the sub-national level of states, although the 
Commonwealth has exercised increasing influence since the 1980s (Kanowski, 2017). Crown 
(viz. public) lands of various designations are managed primarily by state agencies, including as 
conservation reserves and state forests.

The emergence of the contemporary Australian Indigenous Estate

Contemporary Australian First Nations’ rights over Country have been shaped by the conjunc-
tion of this history of settlement and alienation of land, a series of social and political campaigns 
for their rights, and a consequent complex mix of national and state legislation. The Australian 
High Court’s ‘Mabo’ decision of 1992 and the 1993 Commonwealth Native Title Act established 
the basis for contemporary First Nations’ rights to and management of Country (Baker et al., 
2001). Native title determinations and Land Rights Acts provide legal recognition of Traditional 
Owners’9 rights to their land, which are collectively vested in a legal entity which represents and 
acts for those owners (Calma, 2005).

As a result, First Nations Australians, primarily those in the less-settled parts of Australia, have 
progressively gained more control over their lands and waters, and increased agency and recog-
nition as managers of their Country (Baker et al., 2001; Hill et al., 2013; Orchard et al., 2003). 
In parallel, various forms of First Nations organisations have emerged to represent Traditional 
Owners’ interests (Altman et al., 2007) and to engage in the ‘hybrid economy’ (Altman, 2012) 
in ways that reflect the ‘interlinked and interdependent, customary, state and market sectors’ in 
which First Nations people operate (Buchanan & May, 2012, p 66).

The Australian Indigenous Estate currently comprises 57 per cent of Australia’s land area 
(Figure 8.2) and will increase as additional native title claims are determined. The overwhelming 
majority are rangelands or desert ecosystems, but the 16 per cent that is forested represent 52 
per cent of Australia’s total forest extent (MPIG and NFISC, 2018, p. 3). The Indigenous Estate 
is therefore significant for the achievement of national forest-related goals such as those for bio-
diversity conservation and carbon sequestration (see Commonwealth of Australia, 1995), as well 
as inherently for its Traditional Owners (e.g. Altman, 2012).

Indigenous rights over Country and forests

The Indigenous land rights and native title regime summarised here is now manifest in a com-
plex variety of tenure, management, and access arrangements, the legal basis and expression of 
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which vary among the Australian states. These can be characterised according to four categories of 
attributes (Jacobsen et al., 2020, p. 8), described in Table 8.2 and mapped for forests in Figure 8.3.

Across these categories, Indigenous Land Use Agreements (ILUAs) are the principal mecha-
nism under which Traditional Owners can assign specified rights over their lands and waters 
to other parties. An ILUA is a voluntary but legally binding agreement between Traditional 
Owners and other public and private sector parties to establish the terms and conditions of use, 
access, and development on Indigenous Lands (National Native Title Tribunal, n.d.).

Governance and management arrangements

Within the Indigenous Estate

The primary First Nations governance institutions are ‘Land Councils’ (and, in some states, 
Land Trusts10), which operate at a range of scales (see National Indigenous Australians Agency 
[NIAA], n.d.-a). Their functions and responsibilities are legislated, and focus on representing 
and acting in the interests of Traditional Owners in respect of their land and its management 
(see Central Land Council, 2021). Land Councils or Land Trusts are the overarching governance 
structures for all lands and waters in the Indigenous Estate, including for Indigenous-owned lands.

Indigenous-managed lands are held and managed under a variety of arrangements, which 
include Land Trusts and Aboriginal Corporations. The latter are legally incorporated insti-
tutions organised independently by Indigenous members (see Office of the Registrar of 
Indigenous Corporations, n.d.), with similar roles and tasks as Land Councils (Rowse, 2015). 
These corporations manage, amongst other enterprises, Indigenous pastoral leases, which are 
the most common use for much of this category of land (see MPIG and NFISC, 2018, table 
6.43). These lands may also be managed for conservation, ecosystem services, and tourism and 
may be subject to ILUAs.

Traditional Owners and the Australian or state governments may enter into co-management 
arrangements for biodiversity conservation and non-extractive enterprises such as nature- and 
culture-based tourism. These Indigenous co-managed arrangements were first developed in the 
Northern Territory, including for the iconic Uluru-Kata-Tjuta National Park. The ‘Uluru 
Model’, variants of which now apply to co-managed protected areas across Australia, involves 
Traditional Owners entering a long-term leaseback agreement with a conservation agency, and 
the parties managing the area jointly through a joint Board of Management.11 Under these 
arrangements, the autonomy of Traditional Owners is constrained (Smyth, 2001b).

Lands to which other special rights apply include those under native title determinations and 
under some ILUAs. Native title determinations define areas where traditional rights and inter-
ests to land and water are recognised under Australian law, and may grant either exclusive or 
non-exclusive rights to these lands and waters (Kimberley Land Council, 2020). Whilst native 
title recognises traditional rights to land, it is not a tenure category and does not in itself confer 
property rights (Altman et al., 2007). The award of non-exclusive rights typically allows First 
Nations peoples access for traditional purposes, and standing in consultations about develop-
ment proposals or management by the other parties, but it may also diminish some negotiating 
rights (Jordan et al., 2020).

Management arrangements

In conjunction with the expansion of the Indigenous Estate, Indigenous Land and Sea 
Management (ILSM) organisations have emerged to give effect to the aspirations of Traditional 
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Owners (Pert et al., 2020). These First Nations organisations are a means of both connecting 
to and caring for Country (Altman & Kerins, 2012; Lane, 2002; Smyth, 2011), of empowering 
communities, and of addressing Indigenous social and economic disadvantage (e.g. Chaney, 
2015; Rowse, 2015).

Much of the work of ILSM organisations, and that on co-managed lands, is undertaken 
by Indigenous Ranger groups. These were first established by Traditional Owners in 1976 to 
manage and protect their traditional lands and seas while maintaining and enhancing cultural 
practices (Kerins, 2012), and to participate in co-management arrangements with government 
agencies (Smyth, 2011). By the 1990s, they had become an important and practical manifesta-
tion of a new era of Indigenous-led land and sea management (Smyth, 2011). In 2020, there 
were c. 130 nationally funded Ranger groups, employing c. 900 people (NIAA, n.d.-b).

Outside the formal Indigenous Estate

Freehold and leasehold land

Freehold title held by individuals or corporations allows the development and management 
of that land as the owner wishes, consistent with applicable national, state, and local govern-
ment regulations (e.g. for forests, state-level regulations for forest clearing, or Codes of Practice 
for harvesting forest products; see McDermott et al., 2010, Ch 10; MPIG and NFISC, 2018, 
Indicators 7.1a and b).

Landowners and leaseholders may voluntarily enter into various forms of stewardship 
agreements (sensu Bennett et al., 2018) with the Australian or state governments or NGOs. 
Examples include the Australian Government’s Environmental Stewardship Program (Zammit, 
2013), and various state-based conservation covenant schemes which total 3.2 Mha of forest 
nationally (MPIG and NFISC, 2018, Indicator 1.1c). Under some schemes, community groups 
may assist landowners in stewardship activities that enhance the conservation values of their 
properties.

Landcare Movement and related initiatives

The Landcare groups that emerged from the 1970s onward to address land degradation on 
private land were initially simply groups of like-minded volunteers, who in some cases were 
already collaborating over other land management issues (e.g., pest animals, weeds). Governance 
structures were informal or minimally formal, limited to the election of chairs and committee 
members in entities that typically did not have legal standing. As Landcare grew in the 1980s 
and evolved into a series of government-funded programmes (see Robins, 2018 for a chronol-
ogy) that intersected with the devolution of natural resource governance more generally (Curtis 
et al., 2014), Landcare groups necessarily adopted more formal governance structures, typically 
through incorporation as an association (Landcare Australia, 2021). This allowed them to accept 
and account for funding from the Australian, state, and local governments, and from business 
and philanthropic donors.

Individual Landcare groups were connected by government-supported networks supported 
by government-funded facilitators, the arrangements and funding for which varied with suc-
cessive national and state governments (Robins, 2018; Tennent & Lockie, 2013). Ultimately, 
however, many Landcare groups became less active as public funding diminished and members 
suffered both volunteer fatigue and an increasing administrative burden (Robins & Kanowski, 
2011; Tennent & Lockie, 2013). Conversely, other groups arose in urban and peri-urban con-
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texts. Over time, national governance and administrative arrangements were vested in Landcare 
Australia, as the national co-ordinating, representative and service provision body; it is consti-
tuted as an independent not-for-profit organisation (Landcare Australia, 2021). Other not-for-
profit organisations, such as Greening Australia (Greening Australia, 2018), are also important 
actors in landscape restoration.

State lands

Governance and management arrangements for state land depend on the designation of the land 
and relevant legislation (MPIG and NFISC, 2018, table 7.1). Typically, land designated for con-
servation as part of the National Reserve System is managed by the state conservation agency. 
State forests, from which harvesting of wood and non-wood forest products is allowed, were 
originally managed by not-for-profit state agencies, but are now mostly managed by government 
business enterprises operating on a commercial or partly commercial basis (Kanowski, 2017).

State land management typically requires community engagement in the development of 
both strategic and operational management plans, and through various other consultative pro-
cesses (MPIG and NFISC 2018, Indicator 7.1b). However, other than through the various forms 
of co-management with Traditional Owners for biodiversity conservation and cultural heritage, 
there is little more substantive participation (Buchy & Race, 2001) or ‘community management’ 
(sensu Gilmour, 2016; Petheram et al., 2004) of public forests, although this has long been pro-
posed (e.g. Gilmour et al., 1989; Henderson, 1945). One short-lived recent attempt, in Victoria’s 
Wombat State Forest (2003–2006), failed largely because of entrenched differences over forest 
management within the community (Matthews & Missingham, 2009).

More recently, agencies responsible for management of public forests have developed a 
range of co-management partnerships with Traditional Owners, particularly in relation to cul-
tural and fuel reduction burning (e.g. Feary, 2020; Maclean et al., 2018) and tourism (Forestry 
Corporation, n.d.). The former have been inspired by the success of savanna fire management 
partnerships on Indigenous-owned land in Northern Australia (Whitehead et al., 2003). Across 
most forested state lands, however, governance and management responsibility and authority 
have remained primarily with the state and its agencies.

Strengthening community forestry in Australia: Critical issues and challenges

We identify three sets of critical issues and associated challenges to strengthening community 
forestry in Australia in pursuit of the range of objectives identified in the Introduction:

 1. The ‘unfinished business’ of reconciliation between First Nations and other Australians.
 2. Institutional arrangements for governance and management of Australia’s forests.
 3. The impacts of 230 years of European settlement, and the accelerating impacts of climate 

change, on the Australian environment.

The ‘unfinished business’ of reconciliation

As Jordan et al. (2020, p 3) observe,

The Australian settler-colonial state has been largely built on a denial of Indigenous 
property rights and political and citizenship equality. For many First Nations peoples, 
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this has meant dispossession of their lands and economic resources and a loss of control 
over many of the decisions that affect their lives.

For these reasons, amongst others, many Australians see the process of reconciliation between 
Australia’s First Nations and non-Indigenous peoples as ‘unfinished business’ (e.g. Gunstone, 
2007; Reys, 2012), and progressing reconciliation as necessary for Australia’s First Nations peo-
ples ‘taking a rightful place in [their] own Country’ (Burney, 2018). The Australian First Nations’ 
Uluru Statement from the Heart (Referendum Council, 2017) argued for this as the basis of ‘estab-
lishing a new relationship between First Nations and the Australian nation based on justice and 
self-determination where Indigenous cultures and peoples can flourish’.

Lee et al. (2020), amongst others, argue that recognising and capitalising on First Nations’ 
land and sea management offers a vehicle for progressing towards this goal. In this sense, ena-
bling First Nations Australians’ governance and management of Country to foster ‘landscapes 
of reconciliation’ (Feary et al., 2010, p. 133) can make an important contribution to the larger 
ambition of resolving this ‘unfinished business’.

Institutional arrangements for governance and 
management of Australia’s forested Country

These issues relate to the roles of different levels of government and other actor groups, the 
extent and character of devolution of natural resource and environmental governance and man-
agement, and how those arrangements are enabled, funded, and sustained. Successive national 
assessments have identified the need for more effective national policies and coordinated pro-
grammes across different levels of government for environmental protection and sustainable 
natural resource management (Australia State of the Environment, 2011, 2016).

Australian governments began to decentralise natural resource governance on lands 
outside the public estate in the mid-1990s (Curtis et al., 2014; Lockwood et al., 2009), 
but within two decades, this ‘great experiment with devolved NRM governance’ (Curtis 
et al., 2014, p. 175) had faltered. Around the same time, the Regional Forest Agreement 
and related processes (Davey, 2018; Kanowski, 2017) focused on forest land use allocation, 
sustainable forest management regimes, and recognition of a wider range of forest values 
than hitherto, but they did not bring fundamental change in governance or management 
responsibilities for these forests. Although some Indigenous co-management initiatives have 
emerged subsequently, as noted here, the evident challenges and limitations of implement-
ing ‘community forestry’ in communities with strongly divergent values for forest man-
agement (e.g. the Wombat Forest, as discussed here), have not encouraged the pursuit of 
community-based models. Locally developed co-management models for the conservation 
estate may offer a platform for the expansion of community forestry more widely.

These trends are paralleled in the case of the Indigenous Estate. The logical progres-
sion of First Nations Australians’ caring for Country responsibilities and work would be 
to move from the current ‘tenure-bound’ to a more ‘tenure-blind’ basis (Smyth, 2011, p. 
4). However, progress towards this ambition has been slow, at best, reflecting the intersect-
ing factors of the deeply contested politics associated with Australian First Nations issues 
(e.g. Burney, 2018) and with ‘the bush’ (e.g. Chan, 2018; Watson, 2014); the associated lack 
of trust between key parties; the legislative and operational challenges faced by state land 
management agencies (see e.g. Hill et al., 2013); and the narrowing focus of Australian 
Government-funded programmes that support ILSM organisations (Kerins, 2012; see also 
Pert et al., 2020; Robinson et al., 2016).
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The Anthropocene and the Australian environment

The conversion of some 40 per cent of Australia’s pre-colonial forest extent to agriculture over 
the past 230 years, ongoing deforestation associated with agricultural expansion, and the impacts 
of pest animals and plants are leading to ongoing loss of biodiversity, ecosystem functional-
ity and agricultural sustainability (Australia State of the Environment, 2011, 2016). Climate 
change is already having major impacts on the Australian environment (Australia State of the 
Environment, 2011, 2016). Transforming rural land use and management to enhance terrestrial 
carbon stocks, promote biodiversity conservation, restore ecosystems, and sustain agricultural 
productivity were amongst the recommendations of a foundational review of how Australia 
might address and respond to climate change (Garnaut, 2008). Subsequent studies have further 
explored how these ambitions might be realised without adversely impacting on agricultural 
production (e.g., Evans, 2018; Hatfield-Dodds et al., 2015; Paul et al., 2016).

Such a transformation, envisaged to be funded in large part by a price on carbon emissions, 
would also generate funding for First Nations management of Country, and for Landcare and 
related initiatives such as farm forestry, amongst others. However, bitterly contested climate 
politics, and their manifestation in the election and policy positions of successive conservative 
Australian Governments (Wood & Blowers, 2016), have led instead to a ‘lost decade’ of climate 
inaction (Climate Council, 2019), without the policies or programmes required to facilitate the 
transformative changes envisaged in 2008. In conjunction with the faltering of the regional 
model discussed here, this has also meant a lost decade for addressing sustainability challenges 
and restoration imperatives in Australian landscapes.

Future prospects and recommendations

For the reasons discussed in the preceding sections of this chapter, the prospects for stronger, 
more effective, and sustainable community forestry in Australia are mixed. A range of enabling 
factors provide broad foundations for each of the strands of community forestry manifest in 
Australia. These factors include the steady expansion of the Indigenous Estate, and of partner-
ships with Traditional Owners for forest management both within and outside that Estate; the 
persistence of the Landcare network and related community-based organisations, and nation-
wide experience of devolved natural resource management; relatively high (if varied) levels of 
environmental education and awareness and of traditional knowledge; and a generally wealthy, 
if increasingly unequal, society. However, for reasons discussed here, the factors enabling com-
munity forestry are likely only to be expressed at the margins of policies, programmes, and 
practices rather than more centrally, and the scope and scale of transformation needed to sustain 
Australian forests and landscapes, and restore those most impacted by various forms of environ-
mental degradation, will remain largely unrealised.

Shifting the balance in favour of stronger, more effective, and sustainable community for-
estry in Australia therefore depends on a series of actions at a range of levels. Some of these 
speak to the core of Australian identity and ambition, in terms such as those articulated in the 
Uluru Statement from the Heart. Models of economic development, and of social and environ-
mental justice that recognise the rights and interests of First Nations Australians, are a necessary 
complement to reconciliation and recognition (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, & Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2020).

The potential virtuous circle between Australian climate policy instruments such as carbon 
pricing, climate change mitigation, and sustainable land management transitions at a landscape 
scale were identified by Garnaut (2008). These remain the most likely source of funding adequate 
to support First Nations, and private and public land managers, to deliver a sustainable package of 
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environmental, economic and social benefits appropriate to their responsibilities and priorities (see 
OECD, 2020). Models of the hybrid economy proposed in the context of remote First Nations 
communities (e.g. Altman, 2012; Jordan et al., 2020) may be more widely relevant as a result.

Revisiting another initiative of earlier this century, ‘the great experiment with devolved 
natural resource management’ (sensu Curtis et al., 2014), and re-empowering both regional 
communities and community-based organisations such as Landcare, Greening Australia, and 
Indigenous Rangers, through stable and sustainable funding and partnership programmes with 
public and private sector actors, would be the best means to develop and sustain the on-ground 
capacity required to deliver each of the three strands of community forestry. In all cases, a 
progression from co-management to collaborative governance, as argued by Hill et al. (2014), 
underpins the empowerment of communities.

In the public forest estate, models of partnership already developed for various forms of 
co-managed conservation reserves should be extended to state forest tenures, as has begun to 
occur on a modest scale in relation to First Nations’ cultural burning and tourism and has been 
extended to other community groups beyond First Nations. This broader expansion of the third 
strand of community forestry will remain constrained by contestation over key elements of for-
est management, principally wood harvesting and the use of managed fire, although new visions 
and partnerships offer promise (Jackson et al., 2021). In the short term, a promising focus might 
be in urban and peri-urban forests, close to where the majority of Australians live and where 
broad consensus about priorities may be more likely to be realised (e.g. Bartlett et al., 2005; 
Frantzeskaki, 2019; Saldarriaga et al., 2020).

Conclusions

At the establishment of the Australian nation in 1901, forest governance and management were 
divided primarily between public and private sectors, neither of which offered space for com-
munity forestry. Since the 1970s, the progressive expansion of the Indigenous Estate, and the 
development of innovative collaborative models of management of parts of that Estate, have 
fostered the emergence of First Nations–led forms of ‘community forestry’. This first strand of 
community forestry in Australia is now expanding to encompass more forests under a range of 
tenures and management partnerships. The unrelated but parallel emergence of the Landcare 
movement represented the expression of a strand of community forestry focused on the restora-
tion of private land. In the case of both strands, associated government programmes have played 
both enabling and constraining roles.

A paradigm shift is necessary to empower and support Traditional Owners to exercise their 
responsibilities for Country while participating in contemporary economic life (e.g. Altman, 
2012; Langton, 2012; Lee et al., 2020). As Garnaut (2008) and other studies (e.g. Hatfield-Dodds 
et al., 2015; Paul et al., 2016) have demonstrated, a comparable paradigm shift is both necessary 
and possible in the management of Australia’s agricultural landscapes, building on the founda-
tions established by Landcare and related initiatives, and drawing in part on ecosystem services 
payments to enable sustainable landscape management in the contexts of both the legacies of 
unsustainable practices and of a changing climate. The management of Australia’s public forests 
offers other opportunities for partnerships with communities, both First Nations and non-
Indigenous, that can draw inspiration and learnings from such partnerships in other parts of the 
landscape.

In all cases, the intersections of actors, tenures, and objectives, and the limits of what any 
single actor group can achieve in isolation, emphasise the importance of fostering mutually 
respectful partnerships – among First Nations peoples, private landowners, and lessees, govern-
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ments and their implementation agencies, and the city and the bush – to enable more com-
prehensive, holistic, and enduring approaches to managing Country, and its constituent forests 
and rural landscapes (e.g. Colloff, 2020; Jackson et al., 2020; Kanowski, 2017). Reconciliation 
– between First Nations and other Australians, in the forest wars, and between forest and land 
management regimes and Australia’s unique environment in the context of climate change – is 
foundational to achieving this aspiration, and to realising the values and services that Australia’s 
communities want for and from their forests.
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Acronyms

AIATSIS:Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies
DAWE: Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment
ILSM: Indigenous Land and Sea Management
ILUA: Indigenous Land Use Agreements
MPIG and NFISC: Montreal Process Implementation Group for Australia and National Forest 

Inventory Steering Committee
NIAA: National Indigenous Australians Agency
OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

Notes

1 We acknowledge and celebrate the First Australians of and from whose traditional lands we write, and 
pay our respects to their elders, past and present. Giselle is of Indigenous American descent from Peru. 
Neither author is a First Nations Australian.

2 The Australian definition of ‘forest’ – an actual or potential tree height exceeding 2 m, and actual 
or potential crown cover of at least 20 per cent (MPIG and NFISC, 2018, p. 30) – differs from that 
adopted internationally by FAO, viz. 5 m height and 10 per cent canopy cover (FAO, 2020, p. 4), to 
better reflect the characteristics of Australia’s unique forests in predominantly woodland formations.

3 Plantation forests are not mapped at this scale; for locations, see MPIG and NFISC (2018), Figure 1.1.
4 ‘Country is the term often used by Aboriginal peoples to describe the lands, waterways and seas to 

which they are connected. The term contains complex ideas about law, place, custom, language, spir-
itual belief, cultural practice, material sustenance, family and identity’ (AIATSIS, n.d.-c)

5 Following the Referendum Council (2017), we use the term ‘First Nations’ throughout this chapter, 
other than where we are referring specifically to either Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people or 
quoting from sources. We use the term ‘Indigenous’, synonymous with ‘First Nations’, in contexts or 
terminology in which its use is accepted in Australia.

6 The extent of areas in the Indigenous Estate reported by Jacobsen et al. (2020) and Jordan et al. (2020) 
may not align due to different datasets and definitions.

7 As defined by the Australian Government: Jacobsen et al. (2020), table 5.
8 For simplicity, we subsequently use the term ‘state’ to refer to all sub-national jurisdictions.
9 ‘In relation to land, Traditional Owner means a local descent group of Aboriginals who: (a) have com-

mon spiritual affiliations to a site on the land, being affiliations that place the group under a primary 
spiritual responsibility for that site and for the land and (b) are entitled by Aboriginal tradition to forage 
as of right over that land’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2015)
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10 In some states, Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander Land Trusts, established as body corporates under 
state legislation, are a legal requirement for Traditional Owners to claim, purchase, lease or manage 
land (see e.g., Queensland Government, 2017). These Trusts have the responsibility to manage land to 
deliver social, cultural, and economic benefits for the Traditional Owners (MPIG and NFISC, 2018, 
Indicator 6.4c).

11 Under joint management agreements, the Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act (EPBC Act) requires the formation of a Board of Management, with a majority of 
Aboriginal representation and the Traditional Owner as a chair.
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Introduction 
 
The NSW Future Forest Scenarios Project was commissioned by the NSW Natural Resources 
Commission as part of the NSW Forest Monitoring and Improvement Program (FMIP). A 
number of factors – the prolonged drought culminating in the 2019-2020 Black Summer 
bushfires, the subsequent NSW Bushfire Inquiry, and the emergence of COVID-19 – 
prompted consideration of what might be wanted for the future of NSW forests, what the 
pathways for getting there might be, and the consequences of different decisions (Annex 1). 
 
This Project was facilitated by an ANU/ CSIRO team, drawing on expertise of FMIP Steering 
Committee members and NSW agency representatives, and ran from September 2021 – 
February 2022. COVID-19 constraints meant that the Project was conducted virtually. 
 
Consistent with established practice, the Project explored possible futures and their 
implications, rather than seeking pathways towards already-identified outcomes. There 
were no preconceptions about how the Project could or should be linked with NSW 
planning cycles; some opportunities for such linkages emerged as the Project proceeded. 
 

Context and brief 

In this and the next section, we discuss the context and purpose of the Project as 
established by the initial brief (Annex 1) and related background documents. The key 
messages the facilitation team took from the brief and background materials were: 

• This Project should be about encouraging new and deeper thinking, exploring 
multiple possible futures, and understanding the range of visions that stakeholders 
have for the future of NSW forests, rather than seeking pathways towards already- 
identified futures; 

• There are many possible approaches that could be taken to develop and use 
scenarios, and this Project was tasked to provide recommendations for a suitable 
approach and to demonstrate that approach within a limited timeframe and budget; 

• The process should provide a mechanism for strategic conversations between 
stakeholders, and should improve the ability of the NSW Government to anticipate 
and plan for future circumstances; 

• There were no preconceived processes for embedding the scenarios or the scenario 
development process into NSW planning cycles, although we were conscious that we 
could offer suggestions on how scenarios could be linked with planning; 

• It was expected that the scenarios would explore the range of futures situations in 
which forest policy and management decisions might need to be made, and the 
possible implications of different decisions in these different futures; 

• Statements such as "Now is the time to think about what we want for the future of 
NSW forests” (Annex 1) suggested the Project should focus on the values society 
might have for forests under different futures, consistent with the Nature Futures 
Framework (Annex 1); 

• Whilst it was expected that alternative climate futures should be a major 
consideration in the scenarios, it was also the case that scenarios should not be 
limited to or by these futures. 
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On the basis of these initial framings, and from discussions with NRC staff, we understood 
that this Project, should the approach show merit, might be the beginning of a larger and 
longer process to deepen and widen thinking about plausible futures. Therefore, it should 
provide a framework that could support serious thinking and further development, rather 
than providing a set of outputs for communication of simplified messages. Whilst the use of 
such simplified messages is a common means of communicating complex scenarios, these 
should come after rather than before deeper thinking. Hence, as explained in later sections, 
we elected to consider a larger number of future uncertainties than is often done in 
scenario processes and to retain 8 scenarios rather than reduce the set to the more usual 3-
5 seen in many scenario activities. A further consideration strong in our minds was that, 
because the Project could only engage a relatively small number of stakeholders, the next 
stage of tightening the focus on uncertainties and limiting the number of scenarios should 
be done with wider stakeholder involvement. 
 
Towards the end of the Project, we were made aware of a State-wide planning process 
within the NSW Government that has futures-thinking embedded as a component. We had 
some helpful interaction with this process, but those responsible for it were not able to 
share details. Nevertheless, it was apparent that there were similarities, complementarities 
and differences between the processes. We offer some commentary on these in the 
Conclusions. 
 

Purpose  

The purpose of this project evolved through discussion with the NRC, and subject to time 
constraints and the availability of stakeholders and experts. Within the context explained 
above, our understanding of the purpose of this Project was to: 

• Consider approaches for engaging stakeholders in futures-thinking (foresight) about 
the range of alternative, plausible futures for NSW forests. 

 
Within that overall purpose, we were to: 

• Recommend a suitable approach; 
• Run a version of that process, scaled to fit the short time-frame and limited 

resources, to allow assessment of its suitability; 
• Produce a report that includes: 

• A preliminary set of scenarios exploring the range of plausible futures for 
NSW forests that can be further refined by engagement with a wider range of 
stakeholders; 

• Consideration of pathways by which these futures might emerge; 
• Discussion of the implications of different decisions along the way; 
• Recommendations for how this approach could be built upon and integrated 

into other strategic thinking and planning processes 
 
The remainder of this report addresses these points. 
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recognized that these values are poorly understood by most people at present, and that this represents a very different 
social environment in which to manage forests than one in which the full range of values is better recognised and 
understood. 

3 Measuring and monitoring to support forest policy and management is a strong underlying theme of this project. Further, 
participants recognized that development of measurement and monitoring technologies would likely lead to very different 
futures, involving different governance implications than futures where such technologies either were not developed or 
not deployed. 

4 In earlier versions we characterised the economy uncertainty as GDP-focused economic policies versus so-called 
“Genuine Progress Indicators”. After feedback from several participants, we have adjusted this spectrum to be about the 
role of government in economic policy, ranging from a  more “hands-off” approach with little direct involvement in shaping 
markets to a more “hands-on” approach that includes indicative planning, state-directed investment, and the use of taxes 
and subsidies to fulfill state objectives. Social objectives are realised through the choice of economic mechanisms along 
this spectrum. 

5 The IPCC has produced a set of Representative Concentration Pathways (RCP) leading to a range of increases in global 
average temperature between 1 and 8.5oC by 2100. In these scenarios, we assume climate change, leading to increased 
average temperatures and greater extremes of temperature, rainfall and other weather events. The uncertainty is around 
which RCP is followed. In some scenarios we suggest that a particular level of climate change might be a driver of the 
scenario. In other scenarios we consider how the uncertainty around degree of climate change might be managed.  

6 Participants discussed various uncertainties around governance and government, including whether institutions are 
connected/ disconnected or cooperative/ competitive, and whether authority, responsibility and resourcing are more 
centralized (monocentric) or devolved (polycentric). Following the suggestion of a participant with relevant experience, we 
have sought to capture these concepts by exploring the uncertainty of whether governments focus more on issues/ 
constituencies that demand immediate attention versus larger, longer-term issues that cut across society. The former 
could be characterised as a reactive, damage-control style of policy and decision-making that might be chosen by 
governments or might be forced on them by circumstances. It is more likely to be centralized due to the need to control 
the situations. The latter is more likely to lead to devolution of authority, responsibility and resourcing in strategic ways to 
the most appropriate levels for different issues. It is also more likely to be able to consider multiple values and attitudes 
towards forests in integrated ways.  

6 We developed the characterization of this spectrum through a number of iterations with participants, seeking to find the 
best way to describe complex and dynamic policy and governance processes. It could also be restated as primarily a focus 
on short-term versus long-term issues, but this did not seem to adequately capture the complexity of primarily reactive 
versus more strategic processes. This might be interpreted as mixing space and time, which can occur in many scenario 
uncertainties, either implicitly or explicitly. For example, take the spectrum from individualism to communitarianism, which 
has been seen in numerous scenario planning projects over the past two decades. Individualism is usually focused at the 
spatial scale of an individual’s interests (which could vary from local to global) and a temporal scale that is usually short-
term. On the other hand, communitarianism can also focus at range of scales from local to global, depending on which 
communities are being considered, but its temporal focus is usually longer term, considering future generations. The 
characterization illustrates a difficult issue that foresight analyses face. In much public communication, complex issues are 
often reduced to simple either-or framing, whereas foresight usually deals with issues that are too complex to reduce to 
such levels of simplicity. 
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Presentation of scenarios 

The scenarios are presented as separate sections below. We first offer some further 
explanation of how these scenarios are presented. 
 
We have presented eight scenarios, which is more than commonly presented in publications 
of scenarios work. We are aware that this number of scenarios is too many for 
communication purposes, but – as noted in the Introduction - this Project was not intended 
to develop a small number of scenarios for communication. The eight scenarios each 
explore what we and process participants think are important and different issues. They are 
intended to generate deep thinking among those willing to think seriously about alternative 
futures. It will be appropriate to reduce the number of scenarios and distill the key 
messages once this further thinking has been undertaken by a wider group of stakeholders. 
 
One reason to retain a large number of scenarios is that we have explored the interactions 
of several very important areas of uncertainty (i.e., values, decision-making environments, 
climate change, and technology for measurement and monitoring). This number of issues is 
not conducive to being distilled into 3-5 scenarios at this exploratory stage. 
 

Flower diagrams and values triangles 

The NSW Forest Monitoring and Improvement Program uses the flower diagram shown in 
Figure 7 to capture the range of outcomes it aims to achieve and the key questions that 
should be addressed. We have chosen to present the outcomes of our scenarios using this 
diagram. 
 

 
 

Figure 7: The NSW Forest Monitoring and Improvement Program Ecologically Sustainable Forest Management outcomes 
and evaluation questions “flower” diagram 
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Three-horizons planning 

The three-horizons thinking approach was introduced early in this project as an example of 
the ultimate application of the insights from the scenarios. We did not have the opportunity 
to take this project to this stage, but we offer the following example (Figure 9) as an 
illustration of how the scenarios commenced in this project could be applied in later phases. 
 

 
 

Figure 9: In the three-horizons approach (top figure), planning for the immediate future (Horizon 1) concerns aspects of 
current policy and practice, some of which might be continued and some of which might be phased out. Horizon 3 is the 
futures that want or need to prepare for. These might involve small efforts now that may or may not be ramped up once 

we see what future is emerging. Horizon 2 is the (sometimes messy) transition period, during which incremental 
adjustments might be made to provide the link between the past, present and future. The bottom figure gives an 

example for energy (from Curry & Hodgson,20 but see also Pereira et al.21 for a discussion of other applications of this 
approach) 

 

  

 
20 Curry A, Hodgson A. 2008. Seeing in multiple horizons: connecting futures to strategy‖. Journal of Futures Studies. 13(1):1–20 
21 Pereira LM, Davies KK, Belder E, Ferrier S, Karlsson‐Vinkhuyzen S, et al. 2020. Developing multiscale and integrative nature–people 
scenarios using the Nature Futures Framework. People Nat. 2(4):1172–95 
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Discussion 
 

Refining the scenarios 

The scenarios presented above intentionally have minimal details. Many scenarios in the 
literature have more detail (e.g., see the Millennium Assessment scenarios or the IPCC 
Shared Socio-economic Pathways scenarios); these are much more mature scenarios that 
have been used as communication devices. As we note in the Introduction, developing the 
NSW Forest Futures scenarios to this more mature stage will require further engagement 
with a wider range of experts and stakeholders, across the topics considered in the 
morphological table. 
 
One means of doing this could be to establish a working group across relevant parts of NSW 
Government, industry and communities to consider how the current scenarios could be 
used as a catalyst for a process that meets the principles of foresight (see Annex 2), 
including (most importantly): 

• participation of the full range of stakeholders; 
• support from all levels of authority; and 
• embedding futures-thinking as part of the culture of all relevant organisations. 

 
Some practical next steps in such a process could include: 

• Consider refining the scenarios with broader engagement, including stakeholders 
outside government; 

• Continue to challenge the plausibility of the scenarios by interviewing experts and 
incorporating new knowledge, and through an ongoing horizon scanning process;22 

• Encourage those engaged with forest policy and/ or management processes to 
regularly revisit the scenarios; 

• Encourage dialogue about the scenarios to be a regular topic in informal (e.g. 
morning teas, lunches) and formal planning meetings. Embedding futures-thinking in 
an organisation’s culture means that staff at all levels are watching for signs of 
change, which in turn minimises the risks of responses based on rushed strategic 
thinking should a crisis threaten; 

• Focus attention on the P-A-R-K tables as a mechanism for identifying future needs 
and preparations for them; 

• Build on the systems diagrams as a way to link the narrative scenarios with 
quantitative models (e.g., in the Millennium Assessment, quantitative models linking 
population, food preferences, area and type of agriculture, water use and climate 
were run to explore environmental outcomes; these models were parameterised 
from assumptions drawn from the narrative scenarios). This might most easily be 
done at a regional scale; 

• Consider what early warning signs might be included in monitoring programs (see 
below).  

 

 
22

 While this might require a significant effort initially, it can be maintained through regular scanning of media and academic publications. 

Many organisations have found that this task is an ideal way to engage staff who might not otherwise have had the opportunity  to 
contribute to organisational futures-thinking and a way to encourage greater interaction among staff across the organisation. 



 

 44 

More about early warning signs 

It is helpful to consider early warning signs: what they, are and how they can be used. 
 
In the context of the NSW Future Forest scenarios, early warning signs could include social 
and economic indicators, as well as the biophysical indicators traditionally included in 
measurement and monitoring programs. Ideas about early warning signs could be 
developed as a wider range of stakeholders think about how the different futures might 
emerge. In particular, stakeholders should be encouraged to think about: 

• what sorts of current barriers to change might fade away; and  
• what missing enablers of change might emerge.  

 
Shifting coalitions of interest amongst key stakeholders might be one early warning sign. For 
example, this might include key individuals or groups of people starting to work together 
when they have not done so in the past (e.g. the emergence of Landcare at the national 
level in the late 1980s). Such coalitions might also emerge as a result of stakeholders 
drawing on technologies combined in new ways that make it possible to achieve ends not 
previously attainable (e.g. fire researchers and communications businesses employing new 
remote sensing and surveillance technologies for wildfire detection and suppression). 
 
Some early warning signs have already been identified in the tables accompanying each 
scenario. Others can be extracted from the flower diagrams. For example, in the table 
following Respecting Country and People, it is noted that, for this scenario to emerge, there 
would need to be a stronger movement towards recognising rights to Indigenous self-
determination among the public and governments. Scanning of opinion polls and/or careful 
analysis of media could be included in monitoring to give early warning of such a scenario 
emerging.  
 
In each scenario there is discussion about the availability and role of measurement and 
information-handling technologies. Early warning signs could include: the amount and type 
of investment in technologies; who is investing in such technologies, and where; and the 
policy and governance arrangements around gathering and dissemination of information 
relating to forests.  
 
In the flower diagrams for each scenario there are suggestions about how the physical 
environments of forests might change. Thinking about the processes by which these 
physical changes might occur could yield ideas about lead indicators that anticipate other 
changes, and these could be included in monitoring.  
 
A major advantage of foresight scenarios is that they support thinking about a wider range 
of possible early warning signs (including social, technological, economic, environmental, 
political and legal indicators) than is usually considered in monitoring programs. Fink et al. 
(2004)23 provide a detailed discussion about how scenarios support strategic early warning 
processes in business environments.  
 

 
23

 Fink A, Siebe A, and Kuhle J (2004) How scenarios support strategic early warning processes. Foresight 6(3): 173–85 
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Reflections on the process 

The process followed in this Project was constrained by time and resources, in the breadth 
of its engagement, and by COVID restrictions limiting meetings to virtual mode. The process 
benefited from a group of participants who engaged very constructively and insightfully 
throughout; we thank them, and NRC staff, sincerely. Although we were unable to conduct a 
detailed horizon scanning process, participants provided insights on their understanding of 
emerging trends that could influence the future of forest policy and management in NSW. 
The usual caveats of errors and interpretation in this report being the Facilitation Team’s 
apply. 
 
The process appears to have helped participants think “outside the box” and gain insights 
about both future risks and opportunities. Participants consistently offered feedback about 
details that are not currently explicit in the scenarios (e.g., climate changes impacts). We 
took the view that, for this project, it was better to start with less detail in the scenarios and 
allow those using them to explore for themselves how these details might play out in 
different scenarios. We note that adding too much detail at the start is likely to constrain 
people’s thinking and give the impression that the scenarios are more forecasts of the likely 
futures than serving the intended exploratory purpose.  
 
In addition, we have downplayed some key political and power dynamics processes that 
should be explored as those involved in forest policy and management engage with these 
scenarios. For example, governments might be expected to be cautious about devolution of 
responsibility to lower levels of governance and could limit resources and other support as a 
result, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy of community inability to adequately manage these 
complex realities. The inevitable cycle of policy change as governments change is another 
issue that merits more consideration than given in the scenarios at this exploratory stage. 
 
Foresight (see Annex 2) is most valuable when it becomes part of an organisation’s (or 
society’s) culture and is regularly revisited and reinterpreted. The example of Sydney Water 
might be helpful in this regard. Sydney Water has used their scenarios as ways to challenge 
their thinking and look for early warning signs of emerging challenges and opportunities. 
They have not expected the scenarios to contain all details of possible futures, but rather as 
launching points for lateral thinking across the organisation. 
 

Linking these scenarios with planning cycles 

There are obvious mutual benefits for scenario-thinking about NSW forests being embedded 
within wide NSW Government strategic planning cycles. We note the Integrated Strategic 
Assessment (ISA) process for long-term planning across the NSW Government, and had the 
opportunity to learn a little about it through this Project. Our impression was that scenarios 
such as this Project began to develop could be one step within a series of linked “cogs” in 
that process. An integrated approach ensures that longer-term thinking about alternative 
futures is considered in planning cycles that might otherwise consider a more limited range 
of possible futures over relatively short time frames.  
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As explained in Annex 2, we suggest that there is also a role for foresight that it less tightly 
coupled with planning cycles. In this context, scenarios are constantly evolving as 
assumptions are tested and new insights and trend analysis are incorporated. The scenarios 
become a focus for ongoing “strategic conversations” that build and maintain a culture of 
“future responsiveness” (see Figure 12 in Annex 2)24.  
 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 
24 For further discussion of the use of scenarios in this way, see, for example, the writings of Richard Slaughter, 
Pierre Wack, and other members of Royal Dutch Shell’s scenarios team, Kees van der Heijden, Peter Schwartz, 
and Jim Dator. 
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Annex 1: Background brief 
 
These slides from a NRC presentation in 2021 provide background to this Project. 
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Annex 2: Some resources to support foresight 
 

Minzberg’s seven ways of seeing 

Noted strategic thinking theorist, Henri Minzberg, recognised seven types of thinking 
(“seeing”): 

• thinking about the past (seeing behind); 

• thinking about not just the future we see emerging (seeing ahead) but also what 
might plausibly emerge under some circumstances (seeing beyond); 

• thinking about the big picture (seeing above) as well as the details (seeing below); 

• thinking outside the constraints of our current jobs, disciplines, cultures, political 
preferences etc (seeing beside); and 

• thinking about how to turn our thinking into action (seeing it through). 

 

 
Figure 10: Mintzberg’s seven ways of seeing as a metaphor for strategic (futures) thinking25 

 
The approach taken in this project is far more than thinking ahead and beyond. We have 
tried to consider historical events and trends and big picture as well as detailed aspects of 
forest policy and management. And we have tried to involve people outside the mainstream 
of forest policy and management to encourage seeing beside. The three-horizons thinking 
and P-A-R-K analysis, although currently incomplete, are designed to be the link to seeing it 
through. 

 

 
25

 Mintzberg H. (2003) Strategic thinking as 'seeing'. In: Developing Strategic Thought (ed B. Garratt). Profile Books, London 
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When is foresight warranted? 

Scearce et al. (Figure 11) provide a decision tree for deciding when scenario thinking might 
be warranted. 

 
 

Figure 11: A decision tree to help decide when scenario thinking might be warranted and effective in organisations 26 
 

Henley Centre principles of foresight 

The Henley Centre27 in the UK published a very helpful report in 2001 outlining some 
principles of foresight that apply equally today. These principles are: 

• Start early 
• Clarify objectives and intended uses 
• Use for rehearsal rather than knowledge 
• Be patient – benefits might take time 
• Ensure senior management buy-in and involvement 
• Ensure key stakeholder buy-in and involvement  
• Give the right people a licence to be different 
• Ensure appropriate balance of internal and external inputs 
• Align methodology with purpose and culture  
• Use feedback mechanisms to create a virtuous cycle of learning  

 

 
26

 Scearce D., Fulton, K. & Global Business Network Community (2004) What if? The Art of Scenario Thinking for Non-Profits. Global 

Business Network, Emeryville, California.  
27

 The Henley Centre (2001).Understanding Best Practice in Strategic Futures Work. The Henley Centre, UK. 
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Achieving a futures-responsive culture 

Figure 12 outlines the steps that Richard Slaughter, who established Australia’s first centre 
for training in strategic foresight, concludes are required to achieve a futures-responsive 
culture in organisations and societies. We suggest that the current state of futures-thinking 
across most of Australian organisations and society is not far above Level 1. 
 

 
 

Figure 12: Steps towards a futures-responsive culture in organisations and societies28 
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 Slaughter, R. A. (2006) Pathways and Impediments to Social Foresight. Monograph Series 2003-2006 No. 10, Strategic Foresight 

Program, Swinburne University, Melbourne, Australia 
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Independent Forestry Panel 
Office of the Independent Planning Commission 
NSW 

Dear Panel members 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to your important work. 

As context for this submission, I have drawn from direct engagement in NSW forest processes of 
various forms, and other related roles, over the past 25 years1. In each of these, I have heard 
and learnt from a diversity of stakeholders about their values of and perspectives on NSW forests 
and forestry. My conclusions from that work and experiences are that: 
§ native forests, both public and private, should continue to be managed for the full range of

values they deliver to the community, with management regimes appropriate for the array of
forest ecosystems and tenure arrangements;

§ Traditional Owners should be afforded much greater agency, supported by relevant state
agencies and other entities, over management of public forests on their Country. I attach a
book chapter from my academic work (Cruzado Melendez and Kanowski 2022) that speaks
to these issues;

§ the potential of both native and planted private forests to deliver forest values, goods and
services is substantially underrealised;

§ the greatest threats to both native and planted forests in NSW are climate change and its
consequences, including altered fire regimes and ecosystem change, and pest plants and
animals. Consciously experimental, diverse and adaptive management strategies offer the
best strategy in the face of these profound challenges and changes. The Future Forest
Scenarios work2 undertaken for the NSW Natural Resources Commission explored some of
the forest and community trajectories that might emerge in these contexts.

I respond below specifically to the topic areas you nominate, and would be pleased to discuss 
this submission with you. 

Professor Peter Kanowski 
Professor of Forestry  

1 Chair, Regional Forest Forum, NSW Southern Regional Forest Assessment (1997–2000); Co-facilitator, Community 
Stakeholder Process, NSW Western Region Forest Assessment (2001–02); Panellist, Council of Australian Governments’ 
National Inquiry into Bushfire Mitigation and Management (2003–4); Member, Australia’s State of Environment 2011 
Committee (2009–11); Chair, Technical Panel, NSW Natural Resources Commission Region Forest Assessments (Red 
Gum & SW Cypress, 2009–10); Lead, NRC Future Forest Scenarios Project (2021-22). 
2 NSW Future Forest Scenarios. https://www.nrc.nsw.gov.au/fmip/scenarios 



 
 
 

2 

1. Sustainability of current and future forestry operations in NSW  
Interpreting sustainability in the broad sense of ESFM as defined in the Overview of the New South 
Wales Forest Management Framework V1.1 (DPI 2021), it is helpful to discuss this issue in terms of 
the different forms and tenures of forest.  
 
Public native forests: in general, in the coastal IFOA regions, levels of harvesting exceed those 
likely to be sustainable over the long term, as a consequence of contractual commitments to industry 
notwithstanding reductions in the areas and volumes available for harvest. I don’t understand this to 
be the case in the inland IFOA regions. While there’s much criticism of the impacts of forest 
harvesting on threatened or iconic species, objective research usually demonstrates that well-
managed selective native forest harvesting need not and does not adversely impact populations (eg 
NRC 2022, for koalas).  
Private native forests: PNF Codes of Practice largely regulate PNF forestry operations comparably 
to those in public native forests. However, in general, the PNF estate is not managed professionally or 
for the long term, and the sustainability of forestry operations suffers as a result. Overall, levels of 
harvesting are likely to be less than those that could be sustained were a larger proportion of the PNF 
estate better-managed for a range of values.  
Public plantation forests: the softwood plantation estate is well-developed and managed, and the 
greatest challenges to sustainability of forestry operations are losses due to bushfire and pests or 
disease. The substantial plantation losses due to the 2019-20 bushfires illustrate how this vulnerability 
is likely to become greater as climate changes. The public hardwood estate is limited, and hopes that 
it would contribute substantially to the hardwood wood supply have not been realised. Its small scale 
and vulnerability to loss (as for softwood plantations) constrain future forestry operations. 
Private plantation forests: the sustainability of both current and future operations in private 
plantation forests is determined primarily by their scale and location; some are regionally-important 
resources, but others are stranded assets. The latter applies particularly to many farm forestry 
plantings.  
 
In summary, it is generally only in the inland IFOA public native forests, and in the public softwood 
and some of the larger private plantation estates, that current forestry operations satisfy sustainability 
criteria in their full sense. There are constraints to the sustainability of future forestry operations 
across all forms and tenures: some of these, such as the risks associated with climate change, are 
common but differential; others are a consequence of the small scale and fragmentation of 
operations, particularly for private forests, and the reduced levels of harvest from public native forest, 
that constrain the economic viability of forestry operations. Policy responses are necessary to address 
each suite of constraints. 
 
2. Environmental and cultural values of forests, including threatened species and Aboriginal 
cultural heritage values 
NSW forests have, generally, high levels of environmental and cultural values. These have been 
explored and documented in the RFA and related NSW forest processes, and in other work by both 
government (eg NRC) and other stakeholders. Protection of these values on all tenures is a central 
tenet of ESFM.  
 
Threatened species protection and management are, rightly, a core focus of native forest 
management practices, whatever the tenure; contrary to popular opinion, the most significant threats 
to species of concern, and to biodiversity more generally, are from pressures other than well-
managed forest harvesting (see, eg, Ward et al 2021). Sustaining environmental values in the face of 
climate change and consequent pressures (eg changing fire regimes, biosecurity and disease, and 
pest plant and animal populations) is likely to be the major challenge to these values in the long term. 
 
I defer to First Peoples on the expression of their cultural heritage values, and the adequacy with 
which these are currently recognised, protected and sustained; but note that these values are 
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manifest in various forms and ways, and are the focus of current partnerships with various natural 
resource, conservation and forestry agencies and corporations. Recognition and protection of both 
Indigenous and other cultural heritage values was also part of the RFA and related NSW forest 
processes. 
 
Protection of environmental and social (including cultural) values in the future may require different 
forms of management as climate changes and forest ecosystems change as a result. For example, 
different fire regimes may be required to maintain particular environmental or cultural values, or 
manage the risks to them. 
 
3. Demand for timber products, particularly as relates to NSW housing, construction, mining, 
transport and retail 
Given their low embedded energy, performance characteristics and recyclability, wood products 
should play a central role in sectors such as residential and commercial construction, and in 
packaging and consumer products; and more generally in progress towards a stronger bioeconomy 
(see, eg, FAO 2021). In the face of declining native forest production and static plantation production, 
demand for wood products in Australia is increasingly met by imports (ABARES 2024). The $6B+ 
national annual value of forest products imports provides an indication of the scale of demand not 
satisfied from Australian sources; a pro-rata indicative value for NSW (NSW Treasury 2024) might be 
c. $2B.  
 
4. The future of softwood and hardwood plantations and the continuation of Private Native 
Forestry in helping meet timber supply needs 
NSW has the largest softwood plantation estate of any Australian state (c 300K ha) and a relatively 
modest hardwood plantation estate (c 100K ha); it is the only state (along with the ACT) that has 
retained public ownership of state-established plantations (ABARES 2024b). NSW’s softwood 
plantations are a significant resource nationally, and supply the majority of the state’s wood 
processing industries. The major impacts of the 2019-20 bushfires on this estate illustrate the risks to 
plantation resources and industries associated with a warming climate; and potential constraints to 
the capacity of plantation resources to meet future wood supply needs. As elsewhere in Australia, the 
expansion of hardwood plantations under the Plantations 2020 and subsequent initiatives (Australian 
Government 2021, has been insufficient to offset reductions in native forest production, 
notwithstanding support through the Regional Forestry Hubs (including four in NSW; Australian 
Government 2023).  
 
The expansion of both softwood and hardwood plantations is a core purpose of the Hubs, and the 
constraints to expansion have been the subject of a substantial body of research (eg nationally - 
Ferguson 2014, nationally; for Victoria - Next Generations Plantation Investment 2018; for NSW – 
various NSW Regional Forestry Hub publications – see Australian Government 2023). Two core 
constraints need to be addressed. First, the economics of tree growing only for wood products, 
especially over the longer rotations of 30 years+ for solid wood, limit the competitiveness of plantation 
forestry in comparison to other land uses. Payments for environmental services delivered by 
plantations – carbon, biodiversity, water quality – has long been mooted in NSW (and elsewhere – 
see, eg, Brand 2019, Paul et al 2015), but little or only partially realised, with some exceptions for 
carbon (Clean Energy Regulator 2024). Second, as reactions against previous plantation expansion 
have demonstrated, rural landowners and communities strongly prefer forms and scales of tree 
growing that are more integrated with farming (eg Next Generations Plantation Investment 2018, 
Schirmer and Bull 2014); while such approaches are possible and plausible (eg Paul et al 2015), the 
historic divide and antipathy between agriculture and forestry has mitigated against this. Addressing 
these two constraints will be necessary for any significant expansion of plantations and other forms of 
planted forest. 
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NSW has a substantial private native forest resource, and its sustainable management for the full 
range of forest values represented by ESFM is important to meet future wood supply needs. 
However, as noted above, management of private native forests is seldom managed professionally or 
for the long term. A much greater and ongoing investment in support for private native forest 
management, including through strengthening of institutional arrangements such as those applying in 
Tasmania (eg Private Forests Tasmania – see Private Forests Tasmania 2024), will be necessary to 
realise the potential of NSW’s private native forests for sustainable wood supply. 
 
5. The role of State Forests in maximising the delivery of a range of environmental, economic 
and social outcomes and options for diverse management, including Aboriginal forest 
management models 
NSW State Forests have a central role, in the broader context of forests of all tenures, in the delivery 
of the full range of forest values, goods and services to the NSW and wider Australian community. 
The wider range of forest management options available on State Forest tenure, cf. the greatly 
restricted range possible on National Park or comparable tenure, will be fundamental to learning 
about how to adapt and sustain forests in response to future challenges and societal needs, including 
those driven by climate change (see Bennett et al 2024, Cooper and McFarlane 2023, Jackson et al 
2021, Keenan 2024). A range of institutional models and management approaches are possible in 
support of a goal of empowering and enabling Traditional Owners to manage their forested country; 
maintaining tenures that allow such approaches, and the co-learning necessary to realise them, is a 
precondition for this fundamentally-important ambition (see, eg, Cruzado-Melendez and Kanowski 
2022, Feary et al 2010, Williamson 2023).   
 
6. Opportunities to realise carbon and biodiversity benefits and support carbon and 
biodiversity markets, and mitigate and adapt to climate change risks, including the 
greenhouse gas emission impacts of different uses of forests and assessment of climate 
change risks to forests 
Actively-managed forests (see #5) offer opportunities to realise these benefits, to learn about 
strategies to adapt forests to climate change and to mitigate climate risks, and to make a net positive 
contribution to greenhouse gas emissions. Properly accounting for the carbon storage of wood 
products from managed forests over their full life cycle is an important element of realising these 
benefits (see, eg Hurmekoski et al 2022, Ximines et al 2016). Associating and allowing ecosystem 
service markets to operate fully in relation to both native and plantation forests, across tenures, 
capitalises on the potential contributions of all forms of forests and for all forest owners (see, eg, 
Bauhus et al 2010, Jackson et al 2021), and on the that of ‘climate-smart’ forestry (Cooper and 
McFarlane 2023).   
 
References 
ABARES. 2024a. Australian forest and wood products statistics, Production to 2022-23. ABARES, Canberra. DOI: 

https://doi.org/10.25814/PZH6-3W22. 
ABARES 2024b. Australian plantation statistics 2022-23 update. ABARES, Canberra. DOI: https://doi.org/10.25814/dkcj-

xy27. 
Australian Government 2021. Australia’s forest policies. https://www.agriculture.gov.au/agriculture-land/forestry/policies 
Australian Government 2023. Regional Forestry Hubs. https://www.agriculture.gov.au/agriculture-land/forestry/regional-

forestry-hubs 
Bauhus, J et al (eds). 2010. Ecosystem goods and services from plantation forests. Routledge. 
Bennett, L.T., Fairman, T.A., Ford, R.M. et al. 2024. Active management: a definition and considerations for implementation 

in forests of temperate Australia. Aust. For. 87: 125-147. https://doi.org/10.1080/00049158.2024.2381846 
Brand, D. 2019. Transforming the Forestry Asset Class. New Forests, Sydney. https://caia.org/sites/default/files/forestry.pdf 
Clean Energy Regulator. 2024. Plantation Forestry Method. https://cer.gov.au/schemes/australian-carbon-credit-unit-

scheme/accu-scheme-methods/plantation-forestry-method 
Cooper, L., MacFarlane, D., 2023. Climate-Smart Forestry: Promise and risks for forests, society, and climate. PLOS Clim. 

2, e0000212. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pclm.0000212 



 
 
 

5 

Cruzado-Melendez, G and Kanowski, P 2022. Community forestry in Australia: Caring for Country, land, and the bush. In: 
Bulkan, J et al. (eds). Routledge Handbook of Community Forestry. 120-138. https://www.routledge.com/Routledge-
Handbook-of-Community-Forestry/Bulkan-Palmer-Larson-Hobley/p/book/9780367488697 

DPI (NSW). 2021. Overview of the New South Wales Forest Management Framework V1.1. 
https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/forestry/policy/nsw-forestry-policy-framework 

FAO. 2021. Forest products in the global bioeconomy. FAO, Rome. https://doi.org/10.4060/cb7274en 
Feary, S., Kanowski, P., Altman, J., Baker, R., 2010. Managing forest country: Aboriginal Australians and the forest sector. 

Australian Forestry 73: 126–134. 
Ferguson, I., 2014. Australian Plantations: Mixed Signals Ahead. Int Forest Rev 16, 160–171. 

https://doi.org/10.1505/146554814811724739 
Hurmekoski, E. et al 2022. Contribution of Wood-Based Products to Climate Change Mitigation. In: L. Hetemäki et al. (eds.) 

Forest Bioeconomy and Climate Change. Managing Forest Ecosystems 42. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-99206-4_7 

Jackson, W., Freeman, M., Freeman, B., Parry-Husbands, H., 2021. Reshaping forest management in Australia to provide 
nature-based solutions to global challenges. Australian Forestry 84, 1–9. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00049158.2021.1894383 

Keenan, R., 2024. Prospects for active forest management in Australian temperate forests. Aust. For. 87, 99–100. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00049158.2024.2397927 

Next Generations Plantation Investment. 2018. https://blogs.unimelb.edu.au/nextgenplantations/#tabmain 
NRC. 2022. Koala response to harvesting in NSW North Coast State Forests. https://www.nrc.nsw.gov.au/koala-research 
NSW Treasury. 2024. About the NSW economy. https://www.treasury.nsw.gov.au/nsw-economy/about-nsw-economy 
Paul, K.I., Cunningham, S.C., England, J.R. et al. 2015. Managing reforestation to sequester carbon, increase biodiversity 

potential and minimize loss of agricultural land. Land Use Policy 51: 135–149. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2015.10.027 

Private Forests Tasmania. 2024. Private Forests Tasmania. https://pft.tas.gov.au 
Schirmer, J., and L. Bull. 2014. Assessing the likelihood of widespread landholder adoption of afforestation and reforestation 

projects. Global Environmental Change 24: 306–320. 
Ward, M., Carwardine, J., Yong, C.J.,  et al. 2021. A national-scale dataset for threats impacting Australia’s imperiled flora 

and fauna. Ecol Evol 11, 11749–11761. https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.7920 
Williamson, B., 2022. Cultural burning and public forests: convergences and divergences between Aboriginal groups and 

forest management in south-eastern Australia. Aust For 85: 1–5. https://doi.org/10.1080/00049158.2022.2054134 
Ximines, F. et al. 2016. Carbon stocks and flows in native forests and harvested wood products in SE Australia. Project No: 

PNC285-1112. Forest and Wood Products Australia.  www.fwpa.com.au 
 
 
 




