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RELATED STORY:  The battle over land clearing

Academic warns of "paper gains" from NSW biodiversity fund.
ABC Rural  David Claughton
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An academic who helped develop the native vegetatio n regulations in
New South Wales says the state's new biodiversity f und has potential,
but is has too many loopholes.

The NSW Government announced the scheme on Monday which allows
developers to pay into a fund instead of creating an environmental offset
themselves and maintaining it in perpetuity.

Dr Phil Gibbons from the Australian National University advised the Federal
Government on it's environmental offsets policy and the International Union
for the Conservation of Nature on their biodiversity policy.

He says the NSW scheme may not stop the ongoing loss of biodiversity.

"Just putting a side an existing patch of vegetation is not a gain.

"There must be genuine improvement to that vegetation or there must be
new vegetation that's created, and that's rarely undertaken...since the
introduction of offsets in Australia."

He says some land used as offsets could not have been used for anything
else anyway.

"They can be paper gains because a lot of native vegetation is in existence
because it's no good for anything else.

"It's not suitable for agricultural development."

He is also concerned at the number of out clauses or "leakages" in the offsets
legislation that allow developers who can't find "like for like" vegetation to
offset something else.

"If their project is affecting a certain ecological community or threatened
species habitat and they can't find the same habitat elsewhere then there is flexibility in the system to find a different type of
habitat."

He says that leaves threatened habitats, which may have already been 90 per cent cleared, open to further clearing and that
shouldn't happen.

"If you can't find equivalent biodiversity elsewhere to improve or establish equivalent biodiversity then you shouldn't really be
moving ahead with your development."

Sam Archer, a Riverina farmer and Nuffield Scholar, says the NSW Government's plan to establish a scheme to pay farmers
to protect biodiversity, using money from developers is an "encouraging first step".

NSW Environment Minister Rob Stokes says developers of major road, rail and mining projects will be required to pay into a
biodiversity fund.

The State Government, through agencies like Local Land Services, will identify biodiversity on nearby farms to protect as an
offset.

Sam Archer is the chairman of the Riverina Local Land Services board.

He says he hasn't had any discussions with the State Government about the fund but he says there are opportunities for
farmers to take up the scheme and the LLS will support land holders to participate.

PHOTO:  Mining companies have been
rehabilitating mine sites and establishing offset
areas as part of their licence approvals for a
decade. Now they can pay into biodiversity fund
instead of setting up their own offsets.
(Supplied: Xstrata)
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Biodiversity fund (ABC Rural)
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"It's important that it's like for
like...there's no point in
removing grassy box

woodland and replacing it
with another ecological
community because it's
about maintaining the

integrity ... of that
community."

Sam Archer, farmer, Nuffield scholar, chairman of the
Riverina Local Land Service

He says it's a significant scheme.

"The only thing we have that's remotely like it is the Bio Bank Scheme.

"That is ostensibly about property development [on the coast] whereas this
will give an opportunity for landholders on the western side of the Great
Dividing Range to participate in programs."

Environment minister Rob Stokes can't yet say how much money will flow
into the fund and where the focus will be.

"That will depend on how many major projects are proposed.

"If mining activity continues and expands, there will be more and more offsets
required.

"The most obvious places are those that have big infrastructure or resource
extraction projects proposed.

"If a particular type of woodland will be affected by a big mining or road
project, we'll be looking for a similar woodland in the vicinity to give the landholder an upfront payment to set aside that land
and then an ongoing payment to help them to manage that woodland for pests and weeds to make sure it's environmental
values are sustained."

Mr Stokes says the scheme will target land that has clear environmental value and is remote and difficult to access, but he
says it does not necessarily lock up land in perpetuity.

"The offset will be enduring, [but] if a farmer changes their mind, they can then go into the market to find another offset to use
their land for other purposes."

The minister says this is the first time it has been recognised that there is a clear public interest benefit for farmers to
manage their land for conservation.

"It promises to be a real game-changer, because in the past we've had guidelines that are unclear.

"Miners have sought to buy up farmland and offer them up as offsets that may not actually be of particular environmental
utility and may result in a loss of otherwise productive farmland.

"That's not what we want to do."
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