VALUING OUR NATURAL PLACES
Story by Margrit Beemster

About 500 residents in and around Maryborough and Castlemaine will soon receive a mail survey from a Charles Sturt University researcher investigating how communities value natural assets.

PhD student Eloise Seymour, from the University’s Institute for Land, Water and Society, has chosen the Maryborough/Castlemaine district for the focus of her research project on “Considering community values for natural assets in regional Natural resource Management decision making.”

In particular Ms Seymour wants to know how the local community values the Box-Ironbark Forests in local area; the Moorlort wetlands, and the Loddon River between Baringhup and Vaughan Springs.

“Because of the drought, the Moorlort wetlands have been dry for 10 years or so but farmers in the area have told me how important they are for bird migration and just how spectacular they used to be,” said Ms Seymour who interviewed 20 local residents last year. “I’d like survey participants to consider how they value wetlands now, as well as in the past.”
She said the survey will take about 20 minutes to complete and will be sent to people living in small towns, regional centres, on farms (life-style and commercial) and with special interests such as field naturalists.

“I am trying to get as broad a cross-section of views as possible,” said Ms Seymour. “Community members don’t need a strong environmental background to fill out the survey. I’m interested in why people feel attachment to natural places like the river.

“Because some groups in the community might conflict over natural areas, people might think they have different interests but quite often they haven’t. Often farmers can have as much of an environmental drive as a field naturalist. There can be common values.”

The survey asked questions such as why is the Loddon River important to you, are Box-Ironbark Forests important and also includes a section on general values i.e. preventing pollution: protecting natural resources.

Ms Seymour is hopeful of a good response to her survey and intends to send the results back to participants in August this year.

“The information that the community provides will help develop better ways for environmental organisations around Australia to decide what natural places should receive government funding and resources,” Ms Seymour said.

“Environmental agencies often rely on scientists and technical experts for guidance regarding the value of certain natural places. However if we can understand how different sectors of the community value natural areas this can help reduce conflict over natural area management and create better opportunities for community participation in natural area management.”

Ms Seymour said she chose the Maryborough and Castlemaine district for her survey because of its diverse community and concentration of high-value natural features within a relatively small area. Her research has been funded by the Future Farm Industries Cooperative Research Centre.
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For further information please contact Margrit Beemster, communications coordinator with the Institute for Land, Water and Society on 0260 519653 or mbeemster@csu.edu.au or Eloise Seymour on 02 60 519831 or 0438 153320. 
