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The major Commonwealth commitment to implementing the strategy is reflected in the Natural Heritage Trust programme. Funding under the Natural Heritage Trust will be spent on the environment, sustainable agriculture and natural resource management in a partnership between the Commonwealth Government, State and Territory Governments, and the community. The trust will outlay $A1.249 billion from 1997-98 to 2001-02. This will be supported by a similar level of funding from the States and Territories, and from the community.

The Natural Heritage Trust is a major government initiative introduced in 1997 and will be the most important mechanism by which the Commonwealth will contribute to implementing the National Strategy for the Conservation of Australia’s Biological Diversity. The trust aims to accelerate activities in the national interest directed towards achieving the conservation, sustainable use and repair of Australia’s natural environment.

The objectives of the trust are to:

· provide a framework for strategic capital investment which will be used to stimulate additional investment in the natural environment;

· achieve complementary environmental protection, including biodiversity conservation, sustainable agriculture and natural resource management outcomes consistent with agreed national strategies; and

· provide a framework for cooperative partnerships between communities, industry and all levels of government.

The trust funds environmental programmes across five key areas:

1. Vegetation

Bushcare (the National Vegetation Initiative) seeks to reverse the long-term decline in the quality and extent of Australia’s native vegetation communities. Bushcare will work cooperatively with all levels of government, industry and the community to:

· conserve remnant native vegetation;

· conserve Australia’s biological diversity; and

· restore, by means of revegetation, the environmental values and productive capacity of Australia’s degraded land and water.

Funding is also being provided for the Farm Forestry Program, a related initiative under the trust which aims to encourage commercial tree growing on cleared agricultural lands for wood and non-wood production, as well as improving the sustainability of conventional farming systems. Improvements in the quality of vegetation management will also be achieved under other programmes funded by the trust, such as the National Landcare Program, the National Rivercare Program and the Murray-Darling Basin 2001 programme.

2. Rivers

Many waterways in Australia are currently under stress. In the Murray-Darling Basin, for example, if all existing water allocations were implemented, 90% of the average natural flow would be diverted. That system now experiences drought level flows three years out of every four, compared to one in 20 years under natural circumstances.

The National Rivercare Initiative will assist the sustainable management, rehabilitation and conservation of waterways outside the Murray-Darling Basin. This will be complemented by the Murray-Darling 2001 programme, which aims to improve the health of key river systems in the basin, encourage ecologically and economically sustainable land use, restore riverine environments and improve water quality. In addition, the National Wetlands Program will promote the conservation and wise use of wetlands across Australia.

These initiatives will result in improved water quality, increased environmental flows, retention of essential habitat and improved waste management practices to enable re-use of wastewater, stormwater and sewage.

3. Biodiversity

The National Reserve System initiative will develop, in conjunction with the States and Territories, a comprehensive, adequate and representative National Reserve System.

The National Reserve System will incorporate prime examples of Australia’s biodiversity and significant natural values. It will ensure that a representative wide range of ecosystems are protected. This will include, for example, wilderness, wild rivers, wetlands, salt marshes and grasslands. The reserve system will also reflect the need to protect and promote the recovery of species and ecological communities that are endangered or vulnerable.

The National Reserve System will complement offreserve conservation activities, such as Bushcare, the National Feral Animals Control Strategy and the National Weeds Strategy. It will also be supported by additional funding for the Endangered Species Program directed towards ensuring the recovery of endangered species and ecological communities, and additional funding for the improved management of Australia’s World Heritage properties.

4. Land

The National Landcare Program encourages integrated natural resource management at the farm, catchment and regional level and underpins a suite of Natural Heritage Trust programmes. It embodies the principle of collective action by the community, in partnership with government, to manage the environment and natural resources sustainably, while recognising that individual resource managers and owners should take responsibility for the resources they own or control.

The programme’s contributions to achieving the trust’s objectives are:

· integrated catchment management, particularly land, water and related vegetation management; and

· sustainable agricultural productivity.

The National Landcare Program strategies/priority actions focus on capacity building and on-ground action that contribute directly to a number of integration and institutional, environmental, sustainable production and people outcomes and enhanced community capacity for change.

The trust will significantly increase funding for the National Landcare Program. The additional funding will provide support for implementation of plans based on a catchment and regional approach. Substantially increased support will also be provided for the development of projects initiated and managed by the community on public and private land. 

In addition, funding for Advanced Property Management Planning will be provided under the Commonwealth Government’s integrated rural policy, Agriculture Ð Advancing Australia, in recognition that farmers need to integrate the management of their natural resources with farm business planning. These measures will be reinforced by the provision of income tax rebates and credits for qualifying Landcare works on private land.

Recognising the importance of dealing with weeds and feral pests as part of the overall natural resource management task, additional funding will also be provided for a National Feral Animal Control Program and for the implementation of the National Weeds Strategy.

To ensure that Australia’s limited resources are used wisely and are focused on strategic priorities, the Natural Heritage Trust will fund a National Land and Water Resources Audit. This audit will provide the first comprehensive appraisal of the extent of land and water degradation in Australia and its environmental, social and economic costs to the nation. It will incorporate an assessment of water resources to determine the extent of the resource, as a step towards achieving a balance in water supply and use. Critically, it will provide essential information on the state of Australia’s natural resources to underpin better decision-making for natural resource management in the future.

5. Coasts and marine

Australia’s coastal zone supports about 86% of its population and much of the commercial and industrial activity. In addition, Australia’s Exclusive Economic Zone represents some 16 million square kilometres of marine waters and their resources.

The goal of the Coasts and Clean Seas Program is to stimulate activities in the national interest to achieve the conservation, sustainable use and repair of Australia’s coastal and marine environments.

Coasts and Clean Seas is a suite of programmes, including the Fisheries Action Program, designed to help tackle coastal and marine pollution problems, address threats to marine biodiversity and habitat degradation, and promote sustainable use of Australia’s coastal and marine areas, including estuarine areas.

Coasts and Clean Seas promotes the reduction of pollution of the marine environment by wastewater and stormwater, management of introduced marine pests, protection of marine species, enhancement of the management and technical skills of coastal managers and an increase in the accessibility of coastal information. A comprehensive Oceans Policy and a national representative system of marine protected areas are also being established.
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The Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) is the main vehicle delivering nation-wide goals. It was set up by the Australian Government in 1997 to help restore and conserve Australia's environment and natural resources. Since then, thousands of community groups and organisations have received funding for environmental and natural resource management projects. The NHT provides funding for environmental activities at a:

•
community level (through the Australian Government Envirofund); 

•
regional level; and 

•
National/State level. 

Australian Government Envirofund

Community groups may gain access to small, individual grants through the Australian Government Envirofund. These grants will provide up to AUD$50,000 (GST inclusive) to address local natural resource management issues. This component is aimed in particular at groups that have had little or no previous engagement with the NHT. See Australian Government Envirofund.

Regional Investments

Regional investments are the principal delivery mechanism for the NHT. At this level the NHT is jointly delivered with the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality (NAP). See also NRM web site 

National Investments

Investment at this level covers national priorities, addressing activities that have a national or broad-scale, rather than a regional or local, outcome. They include Australian Government (national) only activities, statewide activities and those that cross State, Territory and regional boundaries. They also address matters of direct Commonwealth jurisdiction, such as those relating to Commonwealth waters. Proposals for statewide funding will be made by State and Australian Governments. See also above information on the Natural Heritage Trust.
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