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A $2million pilot program which involves 
landholders putting in tenders to do 
conservation works to protect their river banks 
is proving very successful. The four year River 
Tender program, administered by the North 
East Catchment Management Authority, is 
being trialled in North-East Victoria, specifically 
along the Ovens River which is regarded as a 
‘heritage river’ as it is largely untouched and 
unregulated. 
 
The program is now into its third and final 
round of bids. So far, 44 landholders have 
participated in the program with a total of 
1181ha protected and over 100kms fenced of 
river frontage fenced off.  
 
 “The overall aim of the program is to improve 
river health and the quality and extent of 
riparian vegetation in the lower Ovens River 
where it is expensive to manage riparian land 
because of the weed and flood issues,” said 
Jane Roots, from NECMA, who was the River 
Tender Project manager.  “Using a tender 
system or market-based instrument is a 
different approach compared to a Fixed Grant 
Scheme which appeals to some landholders 
but not others.” 
 
She said the tender system had proved to be a 
cost-effective way of delivering funding for 
conservation works. “All the bids were 
assessed and we chose the ones that gave not 
only good-value for money but that also 
contributed best to the aim of the program,” 
said Ms Roots.  “But a tender system is just 
one color in the paintbox. It needs to be 
combined with other programs such as 
Landcare.” 

Jonathon Howard, from Charles Sturt 
University’s Institute for Land, Water and 
Society which was engaged to evaluate the 
project, agreed that it had been successful. 
 
 “Apart from being cost effective we found it 
also encouraged a new group of farmers to 
implement conservation practices as well as 
increase general awareness about the North 
East Catchment Management Authority and 
those programs amongst the community,” he 
said.  
 
He said participants in the program tended to 
own farms that were about a third of the size of 
the average farm in the region; their average 
age was significantly younger than the general 
farming population; most of them had a source 
of income off-farm; and they tended to be 
newer to the district. 
 
“It seems a tender program allows farmers to 
submit for the costs of getting contractors etc to 
do job when then have the intent but not the 
time to undertake the work they want done,” he 
said.  He said these findings on the trial of 
River Tender can be used to inform the other 
trials of market-based instruments in Australia. 
 
 “We have found it is an effective instrument,” 
he said. “The question is where is its place 
amongst all the other instruments we have 
available.” 
 
CONTACT: Jonathon Howard on 
jhoward@csu.edu.au 
   

  
REGENERATION IS HEARTENING 
 
THE water levels in the Ovens River might be 
right down; the country-side still drought-
affected….but the regeneration of river bottle 
brush (callistemon paludosus) along the river 
bank and bed at Geoff Doig’s place is very 
heartening. 
 
It’s a sign of a management plan to protect the 
vegetation along the river that is working. 
Mr Doig, a dairyfarmer at Oxley Flats near 
Wangaratta, is a landholder who has done 
further conservation works to protect riparian 
vegetation on his land following successful bids 
under the Government funded River Tender 
program. 

 
Geoff Doig and regenerating red gums along 
the Ovens River. 



“It gave me the impetus to do more,” explained 
Mr Doig who, after the 2003 drought, fenced off 
all his kilometre or so of river frontage and put 
in off-river stock watering troughs. He was so 
impressed with the results that he decided he 
wanted to extend the fence line out further to 
protect more of the vegetation. Mr Doig first 
found out about the River Tender project group 
through his involvement in his local landcare 
group, the Milawa, Markwood and Oxley 
Landcare Group, of which he is chairman. 
 
“I thought I would go through the process of 
putting in a tender etc. so I could find out what 
was involved, and have an informed opinion to 
take back to meetings,” said Mr Doig who owns 
and leases a 140ha of river flats.  
While he does have irrigated pasture watered 
with bore water, because of the drought, his 
milking herd is down from 170 to 120. 
In line with the River Tender process Mr Doig 
chose specific sites where he wanted to do 
conservation works inspected for their riparian 
value, before he put in a bid or tender for four 
different sites. 
 
Under the terms of the program landholders 
whose bids are accepted, sign agreements to 
manage the site for things like weed control 
and fence maintenance, and to exclude stock, 
for five years. In putting in his bids, Mr Doig 
said he took into account things like lost 
production from cattle being locked out; no 
longer being able to remove firewood; his time 
and cost to do weed and grass control; and 
fencing and tree planting costs. 
 
He was successful with two of his four bids for 
two smaller sites, about a hectare each. 
Fencing and the tree planting, mostly 
understorey species, was done in 2005 with 
Green Corp assisting with the planting. 
 
“I think it worked out that I received about 
$2500 for each of the sites for the five year 
period,” he said. “I’d probably put in tenders for 
more works if there is another round of funding. 
It’s been well worth while.” 
 
Mr Doig said because of the drought his cattle 
were short of feed and it had been tempting to 
let the stock back into fenced off areas. But, as 
he said: “It would be a waste and spoil all the 
good work that has been done.” 
 


