
April 2017

Conservation Opportunities  
Research-Summit  

Initial Report



Conservation Opportunities Research – Summit Initial Report

Dr Georgia Garrard
Professor Sarah Bekessy

NESP TSR Project 6.3 Co-leaders
Interdisciplinary Conservation Science Research Group
RMIT University

April 2017

Front cover: Participants at The Conservation Opportunities Summit, RMIT.  Image: David Salt

Centre of Biodiversity and Conservation Science, School of Earth and Environmental Science,  
The University of Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland 4072, Australia.



1

Background and Objectives

Australia is home to some of the world’s most amazing species, but the fate of many hangs in the balance.  

Preventing extinctions and recovering these species is vital to Australia’s future health, social wellbeing, business  

and international standing, but this may well depend on cross-sector relationships and novel conservation approaches. 

Significant opportunities for conservation can arise from environmental, social, technological and economic change. 

To seize these opportunities, we need foresight about which trend will present in the near future, and cross-sectorial 

networks to ensure that opportunities are appropriately resourced and implemented. 

This Summit brought together representatives from the research, government, business, NGO, Traditional Owner  

and philanthropic sectors (see Appendix 1 for participant list) to:

1. Identify emerging and novel opportunities for conserving Australia’s most critically endangered species.  

This includes sustainable business opportunities that can deliver tangible biodiversity benefits, as well as  

new business opportunities that might arise from strategic biodiversity planning and conservation;

2. Proactively determine pathways for realizing those opportunities; and 

3. Enable concrete implementation and facilitation of these opportunities through the development of new 

cross-sectorial networks and working relationships.

Dr Georgia Garrard, co-leader of Threatened Species Recovery Hub Project 6.3: ‘Identifying better methods for 
communication and community buy-in to threatened species conservation’, introduces the summit.
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Brief synopsis and Immediate outcomes

Day 1

The workshop was opened by Threatened Species Commissioner Gregory Andrews, who provided an update  

of the Federal Government’s fight against extinction as well as an introduction to the recently launched  

Threatened Species Prospectus.

Background information on Australia’s most threatened species and emerging trends and issues in the international 

literature was provided in brief presentations by Prof Brendan Wintle and Dr Georgia Garrard.

Each participant provided an example of an emerging opportunity, and this list was expanded during subsequent 

discussions on the first day. The final list of 45 potential opportunities is provided in Appendix 1.

Potential opportunities were then evaluated in a rapid assessment process. Participants (in small, cross-sectorial groups, 

considered potential opportunities under the following headings:

- Opportunity: a brief description of the opportunity

- Benefit: Major benefits, including those to threatened species, business and society; description of the 

timeframe and scale at which benefits are likely

- Barriers: Identify the major barriers to this opportunity

- Enablers/Pathways: Identify the major enablers and pathways for achieving the opportunity

- Stakeholders: Identify the major stakeholders, including a potential leader for implementing the opportunity;

- Evaluation: Assessment of the relative benefit (primarily to threatened species) for effort expended.

Potential opportunities were prioritized; first, by individual groups and, later, through a vote cast by present participants. 

Raw information provided by participants for each opportunity during the rapid assessment are provided in Appendix 2.

Day 2

Individual opportunities were selected for further development based on: 1) their ranking in the previous day’s voting; 2) 

the availability on Day 2 of a key ‘leader’ to push the project forward. [This means that some of the particularly popular 

opportunities from Day 1 were not further developed on Day 2 because the right expertise was not in the room.]

The objective was to develop a business case or action plan for implemented or acting on the opportunity, including 

consideration of:

- The Vision: What is the opportunity and why should anyone support it?

- Background: Relevant information including the current status, historical and policy contexts.

- Business Case: What is the product/opportunity? Who wants it?

- Targets: Including specific species, locations, business outcomes.

- Actions: What actions are required? By whom?

- Potential opportunities for Indigenous communities

- Potential risks: What are the risks of failure? How can these be mitigated?

We developed these action plans for 4 potential opportunities, detailed below (raw information included in Appendix 3.)

Square brackets indicate additions made by workshop organisers after the event. 
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1. Totem species in schools

The Vision

The major vision for this opportunity is that every school in Australia adopts a ‘totem’ species [GG: is this a threatened 

species?], and that every school kid in Australia leave school with:

- A powerful connection to a totem species;

- An understanding of the cultural significance of the totem, and enhanced appreciation for indigenous culture;

- An enhanced exposure to and understanding of STEM (Science Technology Engineering & Maths); and

- A broader appreciation of the conservation of threatened species in Australia.

School yards may provide/enhance/restore important habitat for the threatened species or ecosystem.

Background

Human populations, and particularly children, are increasingly have less and less exposure to nature, in a phenomenon 

termed the ‘extinction of experience’. Exposure to nature is known to deliver significant human health and well-being 

benefits, and improved cognitive development in children. This initiative would help enhance the delivery of these 

benefits to children, by ensuring that they are exposed to ‘everyday nature’ and nature play.

In addition, this initiative presents novel opportunities for habitat provision, taking advantage of the relatively large areas 

of land available in school yards.

Business Case

Conservation messages delivered to children and through active education are cost effective; they are the most likely 

to deliver change in attitudes. Totems are a good way of facilitating this type of effective engagement.

There is increasingly an emphasis on STEM education in schools and, in particular, more innovative ways of engaging 

kids in science.

There are a number of potential partners, including ASTA, GTVA, and Cool Australia, who could assist with the 

development of teaching infrastructure and ensure that the program is worked into the curriculum.

Additionally, other potential partners include Zoos Victoria or Taronga Zoo, Landcare, Caring for Country, CMAs, 

Department of Industry, ABC.

Targets

No targets were identified

Actions

1. Engage indigenous communities

2. [Engage potential schools]

3. Conduct a feasibility study for potential species

 a. Cultural

 b. Ecological

Potential Opportunities for Indigenous Communities

Identification of totems 

Business and engagement opportunities 

[Potential links with Caring for Country and getting back on country]

Other

No risks identified [Careful to avoid cultural appropriation?] 

Potential for podcasts, books, partnerships.
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2. Biodiversity Benefits from New/Retrofitted Infrastructure

The Vision

Explores opportunities for biodiversity outcomes associated with the development of new infrastructure or upgrade/

replacement of existing infrastructure. The site chosen was Fishermans Bend, a planned new urban development in 

the centre of Melbourne. At this site, there is a need for the development of new infrastructure to mitigate the impacts 

of past land uses (site contamination) and support new urban development. Our vision is for urban development and 

infrastructure that uses nature-based solutions (urban greening, WSUD etc.) to:

- Remove historical industrial pollution;

- Promote human health and wellbeing through the provision of open green space and access to nature; and 

- Provide habitat for native species and ecosystems, including those that are threatened.

This opportunity, if successful, would provide multiple core benefits, set the standard for sustainable and biodiversity-

sensitive development and help maintain Melbourne’s most liveable city status.

Background 

Fishermans Bend is a 500ha site in inner Melbourne. There is a current development plan to accommodate 80,000 

new residents and 60,000 jobs by 2050, on land which is heavily polluted/contaminated by decades of industry, and 

subject to flooding during extreme weather events.

The majority of the land is currently privately owned, and the land occurs within the municipalities of the City of 

Melbourne and the City of Port Phillip, both of whom are concerned about the initial plans. Because the land is zoned 

Capital City zone, governing body is the State Planning Minister. Planning for Fishermans Bend is led by the Fishermans 

Bend Taskforce (Places Victoria, DELWP, CoMelb, CoPP). Land bordering the Yarra River is owned by the Port of 

Melbourne, which was recently sold on a 50-year lease to a private consortium.

Business Case

This represents an opportunity for developers to improve their reputation in state of the art green development.  

An addition ‘brand differentiation’ comes from the provision premium quality living environments.

The proximity to green space would increase the value of the properties in the development, and natural features/

infrastructure will reduce the urban heat island effect and flood risk in the new development.

This opportunity is based around the idea of embracing the natural environment, and working with it to develop 

solutions to multiple challenges (ie. resilience to extreme climatic events, improving liveability, and addressing threats  

to native biodiversity).

There are potential incentives associated with density offsets.

Targets

Target species include threatened species such as the Growling grass frog, several galaxid fish, the Altona skipper 

butterfly and potentially the platypus (which is not threatened, but locally rare in Melbourne).

There are also opportunities to target species with a capacity to re-engage urban residents with native biodiversity,  

such as butterflies that cross public/private open space boundaries, and high profile species (Like brolga?).  

[Potential Links to NESP CAUL Hub projects @ RMIT].
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Actions

1. Address technical uncertainties: use of green open space and sustainable urban drainage systems to address 

land contamination, and provide effective habitat for native species, including those that are threatened.

2. Address planning uncertainties: how to create large, green open spaces on land that is privately owned.

3. Seek funding for (Lord Mayor’s charitable fund?) and develop a costed proposal that addresses:

 - Cost of ‘natural’ habitat vs. concretized solution

 - Draws on case studies (eg. 4 top-notch wetlands developed in the ACT, and examples from the  

 UK urban drainage projects)

 - Potential reporting mechanisms to promote environmental accounting (bigger than just this proposal).  

 For example, Natural Capital Reporting and the Wentworth Group’s system of national environmental  

 accounts.

 - Links to Federal, State, local policy objectives

 - Potential financial rewards

4. Engage key stakeholders:

 - Fishermans Bend Taskforce

 - Developers (eg. Lend Lease)

 - State, local governments (CoPP, CoM)

 - Australian Climate and Health Alliance?

 - CFMEA

 - VicHealth

Potential opportunities for Indigenous communities

There are potential synergies with Caring for Country plan (currently underway as part of Taskforce’s Revisioning 

process), and nature-based solutions that enhance biodiversity.

Other

A key risk was identified that relates to the period at which handover to local councils occurs. Councils demand easy 

maintenance options for public open spaces, eg. hard curbs. A potential solution is to create a levy or increased rates 

for body corporate to cover maintenance costs.

Symposium participants discussing emerging opportunities with business and social and environmental benefits.
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3. Adopt-a-Species

The Vision

Corporations (eg. Qantas) take responsibility for saving Australian native species.

- Safeguarding the Spirit of Australia.

- Raising awareness of threatened species (ie. through voiceovers “We are currently flying over xxx IPA/

conservation reserve, where we are working with locals to increase populations of xxx (threatened species)  

by xxxx (removing feral cats/restoring habitat etc.)”

Background

Businesses like Qantas currently trade on the native species brand. Their brand is built on the existence of native 

species but they don’t necessarily give back to biodiversity conservation.

This opportunity presents a way for these businesses to reach the heart and minds of the Australian public, and 

persuade them to support the business (ie. Qantas!) BECAUSE they are investing in the spirit of Australia.

There is some precedent for this – ie. Koala Mattresses. Trade on the koala brand, and donate a certain percentage  

of each sale to adoption of orphaned koalas.

Business Case

Brand recognition – creating a feeling in a consumer that puts Qantas at a competitive advantage. 

This will help raise business profile and set Qantas apart as a unique provider.

There is the potential for the TS Commissioner to be an ambassador for the project and a great opportunity to link  

to primary schools through the totem species project (#1 above).

Targets

Biodiversity targets include rare kangaroos (Qantas logo) and migratory birds (flying long distances).

Measurable targets include:

- $ raised for conservation

- Number of programs implemented

- Change in brand loyalty

Actions

1. Market research:

 a. Does the Australian public perceive kangaroos as pests?

 b. Could they distinguish threatened species?

 c. How do Australians identify with wildlife? (eg. X% of Australians care about conservation)

 d. What % travelers repeat?

2. Other incentives/information

 a. Eg. kids packs on planes

 b. Real time messaging about Qantas conservation achievements

3. Stakeholder engagement:

 a. Qantas!!! c. Platypus Shoes  

b. [Koala mattresses d. Puma]

Potential opportunities for Indigenous communities

- Potential for projects/interventions to benefit IPAs

- Management of species generates employment

- Potential for increase in use of indigenous knowledge. Eg. fire, feral control.

Other

Culling programs may represent a marketing risk.
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4. Reintroduction of locally-extinct species to Traditional Owner lands

The Vision

There is an opportunity for economic, cultural and biodiversity benefits arising from the re-introduction of culturally-

important, but locally-extinct, native species on TO lands. In this case, the vision relates to the re-introduction of the 

emu onto Taungurung TO lands in NE Victoria. 

Background

Traditional owners in NE Victoria are in the process of securing native title settlement over a large area, stretching  

from Broadford in the south to Shepparton in NW and Beechworch in NE. Includes National Park and Aboriginal 

tenured land.

Traditional owners are keen to re-introduce the Emu, a culturally-important but locally-extinct species. It is important 

for traditional owners to bring back multiple uses.

Business case

- Property purchase

- Potential location for breeding program

- Emu product development and cultural focus.

Targets

- Traditional owners are employed, self-generated income

- Emus reintroduced

- Traditional owners have access to traditional food and resources

- M & E around ecosystem improvement

Actions

1. Healthy country planning – identify locations with partners

2. Traditional owners collaborate with university researchers to develop appropriate breeding program.

3. Investigate and monitor mobility and issues associated with the mobility of the species

4. Obtain the necessary regulatory approvals

5. Traditional Owner M & E.

6. Market research – learn from past experience:

 a. What builds success? (including governance structures, product development (lots of failed emu  

 farms – why?) etc.)

 b. Opportunities for value-added products

 c. Identify stakeholders and work with allies (eg. VNPA, native plants associations)

Opportunities for Indigenous Opportunities

See above

- On country

- Access to traditional food and resources

- Employment, self-generated income

Other

- Potential risks associated with the mobility of the target species causing conflict with neighbouring landholders.

- Potential risks associated with delays to the development of governance structures.

- Potential links with other NESP TSR Hub projects and discussions associated with the listing of culturally-

significant species, not just threatened species.
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Key Lessons Learnt

In the final session, participants were asked to reflect on the key lessons to come out of the workshop. The full list can 

be found in Appendix 4, however these are briefly summarized below.

Remain optimistic

New opportunities for threatened species conservation do exist, as evidenced by the number of really good ideas that 

emerged in the workshop. But success relies on cross-sectorial engagement and delivery, and it is important to engage 

key players early in the development process.

Engaging the business sector is/will be challenging

If we truly want to engage business, the value proposition is critical – we will need to work harder to demonstrate the 

relevancy and specific benefits delivered to business. Currently the market signals are not there (eg. carbon, natural 

capital, ecosystem services) to incentivize or reward conservation by business, nor are the regulatory mechanisms.  

But other incentives exist, such as enhancing the social licence to operate, risk reduction (therefore, insurance/financial 

institutions may be key allies), and opportunities for commodities suppliers to benefit from becoming the preferred 

supplier (eg. not necessarily more money, but more certainty). Smaller, shorter meetings with targeted businesses  

(and CEOs) will be necessary. 

New systems are needed

We don’t really yet have the right systems to measure:

 - Value

 - What interventions work

 - How to measure and communicate success

There is no one-size-fits-all solution

A continual process of identifying novel mechanisms, value propositions and key players is inevitable. Furthermore, not 

all models are repeatable; some opportunities are a once-off – once that market/space is captured to one group, it is 

not available to others.

Do your research

Make sure you know what’s out there already, learn from previous experience – what works, what doesn’t and why. 

Pick your target carefully, get them involved/engaged early. One option may be to target businesses who are already 

engaging in voluntary certification schemes; in particular, those that are producing a commodity for large multi-

national organisations with higher standards.
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Next Steps

1. Follow up on promising opportunities (Please indicate if you would particularly like to remain involved in any  

of these projects, or any other opportunities listed in Appendix 1).

 a. Totem species in schools – RMIT, GG, SB, potential as part of NESP Project 6.3

 b. Biodiversity sensitive drainage infrastructure in Fishermans Bend – RMIT, GG, SB. The first step is probably  

 to seek funding for a researcher to cost the proposal.

 c. Adopt-a-Species – RMIT, GG, SB, ???. Potentially put forward as a social marketing project.

 d. Culturally-significant species on TO lands – FVTOC, Mike Nurse

2. Consider more targeted meetings with business – NESP TSR, GG with guidance from Rosemary Bissett, 

Cassandra Nichols, Stuart Anstee.

3. Produce publications: Emerging opportunities for threatened species conservation in Australia, and 

Opportunities to engage business in threatened species conservation – ALL/Anyone who is interested.

The most promising concepts underwent more detailed development on the second day of the Symposium.
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Appendix 1: Summit Participants

Name Organisation

Georgia Garrard NESP, RMIT

Sarah Bekessy NESP, RMIT

Gregory Andrews Threatened Species Commissioner

Stuart Anstee Stuart Anstee & Associates

Louise Arkles The Ian Potter Foundation

Linda Bell NSW DEH

Rueben Berg Facilitator, RJHB Consulting

Rosemary Bissett NAB

John Clarke Traditional Owner

Jaana Dielenberg NESP

James Fitzsimons The Nature Conservancy

Jennie Fluin SA DEWNR

Richard Fuller NESP, UQ

Ari Gorring Kimberley Land Council

Cullen Gunn Kilter Rural

Rachel Morgain NESP

Adrian Moorrees VIC DELWP

Cassandra Nichols Earthwatch

Mike Nurse Federation of Victorian Traditional Owners Corporation

James O’Connor Birdlife Australia

Jamie Pittock Australian National University

Doug Robinson Trust for Nature

Dan Rogers SA DEWNR

David Salt NESP, Australian National University

David Shelmerdine

James Watson Wildlife Conservation Society, Univ of Qld

Vanessa Westcott Bush Heritage Australia

Brendan Wintle NESP, Univ of Melb

Rick Zentalis Australian National University



11

Appendix 2 – List of identified opportunities for threatened 
species conservation

1. Local	government	rebates	for	land	management	and	conservation	
2. Horticultural	plantations	–	feral	free	fences	and	biodiverse	plantings	
3. Totem	species	in	primary	schools	–	provision	of	new	habitat,	education	opportunity	
4. Adopt	a	species		
5. Encouraging	charitable	donations	to	conservation	programs	
6. Working	with	traditional	owners	to	conserve	bilby	populations	and	a	range	of	other	

threatened	species	
7. Using	offset	money	for	long-term	conservation	programs	
8. Capitalising	on	base	funding	from	state	gov	through	co-funding	
9. Leveraging	tourism	opportunities	–	koalas	
10. Biodiversity	banking	–	leverage	company	logos	to	encourage	investment	in	threatened	

species	-	Better	ways	to	quantify	and	market	co-benefits	
11. Sustainable	development	goals	–	opportunity	for	biodiversity	and	business	–	quantifying	co-

benefits	
12. Using	skills	of	defence	personnel	to	overcome	emerging	threatening	processes	on	

conservation	land	eg.	Cat	eradication		
13. Co-manage	areas	for	defence	training	and	conservation	
14. Integrating	environmental	strategies	within	corporate	strategies	which	provide	a	return	to	

investors	
15. Horizon	scan	of	change	in	agricultural	sector	to	seek	opportunities	for	conservation		
16. Use	climate	change	adaptation	actities	as	opportunities	to	create	biodiversity	friendly	

infrastructure	
17. Harness	best	and	brightest	social	media	stars	to	understand	how	we	access	broad	audiences	
18. investment	fund	to	purchase	land	that	can	deliver	competitive	returns	for	investors	and	

protected	important	conservation	values	on	the	property		
19. Utilising	the	Connection	between	biodiversity	and	health	
20. Local	scale	co-creation	of	recovery	plans	
21. Green	prescription	–	utilising	experience	of	retired	experts		
22. Mass	participation	in	conservation	experiences	–	educational,	tourism	etc.	to	create	

transformative	experiences	
23. Connecting	with	4	million	Australians	who	don’t	speak	English	at	home	
24. Restoration	of	‘upside	down’	country	in	Western	Victoria	
25. Bringing	back	culturally	important	regionally	extinct	species	on	traditional	land	
26. Nestboxes	in	urban	areas	for	threatened	species	
27. Making	money	via	ecotours	for	hunters	–	feral	animals	
28. Blitz	media	in	threatened	species	week	
29. Using	donkeys	to	eat	buffel	grass	in	arid	zone	–	harvesting	donkeys	–	making	money	from	

problem	species	
30. Diversification	in	farming	and	indigenous	land	management	sectors	–	eg	nature	based	

camping/tourism	-		
31. Opportunity	of	agri-environment	schemes	–	improve	productivity	and	enhance	biodiversity	
32. Trial	re-establishment	of	dingoes	on	freehold	conservation	land.	
33. Urban	areas	–	bring	biodiversity	into	urban	landscapes,	create	habitat	–	market	the	co-

benefits		
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34. Rubbish	dumps	attract	feral	animals	–	reverse	feral	fence,	one	way	gate	and	once	trapped,	
eliminated	by	cat	robots.	

35. Stewardship	funding	–	like	the	Tasmanian	Midlands	Conservation	Fund	
36. Environmental/social	labelling	and	certification	schemes	
37. Payment	for	ecosystem	services	
38. Substitutes	for	harmful	products	and	technologies	
39. Urban	planning	–	regulating	greenspace	provision/biodiversity	
40. Environmental	opportunities	related	to	tax	and	finance	policy	
41. Capturing/selling	the	social	benefit	of	conservation	programs	
42. Global	trade	and	trade	politics	
43. Generating	money	through	compliance	to	invest	in	threatened	species	
44. Reporting	–	disclosures	around	natural	capital	risks	
45. Remote	sensing	technologies	–	citizen	science	
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Appendix 3 – Rapid Assessment of Conservation 
Opportunities
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Appendix 4 – Detailed worked examples of key 
opportunities
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Appendix 5 – Key Lessons Learnt
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Further information:


