January 18, 2010

Mr Jason Irving

Manager Policy and Planning

  

Department for Environment and Heritage

GPO Box 1047 

Adelaide SA 5001

Re- Comments on ‘Seeking a Balance’ – Conservation and resource use in the Northern Flinders Ranges

Dear Mr Irving,

The following comments have been provided by members of the North Flinders District Group of the South Australian Arid Lands (SAAL) Natural Resource Management (NRM) Region in relation to the management policies and zones suggested in the above document.

In keeping with the South Australian NRM Plan and draft plan for the SAAL NRM Region we appreciate the complexity of issues that underlies development of this management framework to ensure natural resources in the North Flinders NRM Region are managed within ecologically sustainable limits. The proposed framework was discussed at a number of District Group meetings and group members felt strongly that a transparent and rigorous decision making process was fundamental to the successful implementation of the management framework and that the document requires further information in order for this to occur. Group members also felt that the lack of consultation undertaken with the local community in developing this document was most disappointing as the management framework will have important implications for all landholders in the Northern Flinders. 

The North Flinders District Group felt it would be appropriate for the document to contain background information on the broader goals and objectives of the SAAL NRM Region and specific issues relating to natural resource management in the Northern Flinders. Some relevant points are listed below for your consideration.

Background Information on the SAAL NRM Region and North Flinders District Group Area.

The Vision for the SAAL NRM Region is:

“The South Australian Arid Lands region is a healthy functioning ecosystem with

sustainable industries and vibrant communities.”

The Vision highlights the need to achieve a balance between the use of resources to generate

wealth, and environmental protection. It emphasises that regional communities are crucial to the

effective management of natural resources, through the behaviours they adopt and support.

The natural systems and human activities in the SAAL Region make it fundamentally different from other NRM regions in South Australia. The region covers more than 50% of South Australia and contains a greater percentage of intact ecosystems and natural biological diversity than any other region in the State.

Land use in the SAAL NRM region mainly comprises the following:

· Pastoral enterprises on pastoral leases constituted under the Pastoral Land Management

and Conservation Act 1989

· Mineral and petroleum exploration and development under the Mining Act 1971 and

Petroleum Act 2000

· Conservation through parks and reserves under the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1972

· A mixture of land uses on Aboriginal Managed Lands

The economic prosperity of the SAAL NRM region relies heavily on three industries: mining,

pastoralism and tourism and the natural resources that underpin those industries. Tourism is critical to the survival of many outback towns and an increasing income source for many pastoral landholdings. Key risk factors identified in the draft SAAL regional NRM Plan in relation to economic growth in the region requiring management include the following points: 
· Protection of cultural features from inappropriate land use

· Ensuring that potential sustainable industries such as pastoralism and tourism

are sustainable with minimal impact upon natural resources

· Ensuring that more exploitative industries such as mining have minimum

practical impact upon natural resources and are offset by actions to achieve

positive environmental outcomes

Comments on ‘Seeking a Balance’ document

1. Further clarification of the management zones for the whole of the northern Flinders Ranges is required if the document is to be used as framework for conservation and natural resource use across this area. 

2. It is unclear how the proposed zoning framework will provide more specific management of iconic areas in line with the objectives of the current Development Plan for the Flinders Ranges. Further explanation is needed of how the proposed zoning framework will relate to the Environmental Class A, Environmental Class B and Pastoral Landscape Zones and objectives identified for these areas. 
3. The proposed management framework aims to provide both protection for key environmental values of the region and greater certainty for landowners, traditional owners, the community, exploration and mining. The proposed framework does not achieve any of these aims adequately. For example, the proposed zoning would allow standard exploration and mining access over much of the known distribution of the Spidery Wattle that has a national and state conservation rating. In this case – the proposed framework does not improve on existing mining and exploration conditions and there are many more examples of other values that this applies to.  

4. To increase community understanding and support for the framework the document needs to provide further explanation of the methods for assessing the range of values in the Northern Flinders and the process for developing management zones. For example how were the areas with Access Zones 1, 2a and 2b defined? 

5. The northern Flinders Ranges contains a large number of sites and areas with cultural significance to Adnyamathanha people that have not been considered in the proposed framework. 

6. The document needs to recognise the value of tourism to the local community. In addition to Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary there are many other landholders across the northern Flinders Ranges involved in a range of tourism enterprises most of which are based on the unique scenic value of the area. The ‘National Landscapes’ rating for the area should also be recognised in the values of the Northern Flinders Ranges.

7. Proposed management zones need to consider the status of groundwater resources in the northern Flinders Ranges. These resources are critical for continued viability of pastoral properties, tourism ventures and communities in the area and also provide habitat for a unique assemblage of invertebrates found only in the northern Flinders Ranges. Mining exploration and development needs to be planned with consideration of the impact that additional water extraction would have on these limited resources and subsequent effects on other existing land uses and biodiversity values.    

8. The proposed management zones for the East Painter Gorge area need to be reviewed. Based on the map it would appear that the northern side of the gorge is within Access Zone 2b (low impact activities accepted) while the southern side is zoned 3 (standard exploration and mining access).  This area provides important habitat for the Yellow-footed Rock-wallaby Petrogale xanthopus that has a national and state conservation rating. The whole of the gorge should be rezoned to 2a (no high impact activities accepted) and to enable access to potential mineral resources from outside this zone.
9. It is unclear if conservation priorities identified in the South Australian Arid Lands Biodiversity Strategy prepared by the SAAL NRM Board and Department for Environment and Heritage have been considered in the proposed management framework. 

10. The proposed management zones do not adequately address the issue of habitat connectivity within the study area. The Northern Flinders Ranges represent an extremely important area for biodiversity conservation in the Flinders-Olary Naturelink, that is a priority in the South Australian Strategic Plan. Further consideration of habitat connections across the area needs to be included in developing the management zones to enable long term conservation goals to be achieved in the face of climate change.

11. The document should refer to the ‘Guiding Principles’ for the State NRM Plan and draft Regional NRM Plan for the SAAL Board area.  The ‘Balanced Decisions’ and ‘Precautionary’ principles are of particular relevance to successful implementation of this management framework.

In summary, the North Flinders District NRM Group has major concerns regarding the ‘Seeking a Balance’ document and would recommend that the document undergoes major revisions before it would provide an acceptable management framework.

Thank-you for enabling members of the North Flinders District NRM Group to have input to this process and I hope that the above comments are given due consideration in finalising the document.

Yours sincerely,

Leonard Nutt

Chairperson North Flinders District NRM Group 

