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Abstract 

Agricultural, industrial, and urban landscapes are transforming throughout the world, 

with uncertain consequences. A common thread linking these disparate contexts is the 

spontaneous growth of vegetation that often results from the reduction or cessation of 

former human activity. The focus of this research was to better understand the socio-

ecological phenomenon of spontaneous regrowth of shrubby native vegetation 

associated with land-use change away from agriculture. While abundant and extensive 

shrubby regrowth (dominated by the native species Cassinia arcuata) is likely to have 

significant social and environmental implications, there is uncertainty about how to 

understand and respond to it. Uncertainty arises because it is a relatively recent 

phenomenon, exacerbated by paucity of knowledge about the regrowth’s perceived 

social risks (including threats to human wellbeing) and opportunities (including 

potential broadscale land restoration and biodiversity conservation). In this research, 

perceptions of shrubby regrowth were explored in a study site in rural South Eastern 

Australia in order to inform future management at this site and to contribute to broader 

intellectual discussions about human-nature relations in rapidly changing rural 

landscapes throughout much of the world. The research, drawing on literature related to 

Euro-Australian human-nature relations, explored how changing environments are 

constructed and symbolised.  

 

The research was approached through a constructivist epistemology with an 

interpretivist theoretical framework, and by applying an ethnographic methodology. The 

ethnographic methods included semi-structured interviews of 53 respondents (including 

farmers, agency staff, and absentee landholders), observations of six stakeholder 

activities, and a review of eight public documents. While the methods were 

ethnographic, the intent was sociological, as social constructivist theory helped inform 

the interpretation of the ethnographic data. Grounded thematic analysis suggested that 

aspects of “discourse”—in particular, frames (philosophical perspectives) and narratives 

(themes of discussion), were influential in how different stakeholders perceived the 

change occurring in the case study. 

 



 
 

 

ix 

 

Stakeholders typically viewed the shrubby regrowth through one of three frames: 

“Control”—a negative interpretation of the regrowth, “Accept”—a positive 

interpretation; and “Ambivalent”—a fusion of the Control and Accept frames. Control 

was the most frequent frame through which the regrowth was viewed, with 

interpretations of the regrowth as unattractive, lacking in utility, natural but 

problematic, or not natural. There was anxiety about the regrowth as a fire hazard and as 

“taking over”. By contrast, stakeholders with the Accept frame viewed the shrubby 

regrowth as attractive, useful as habitat and for restoring land, and as natural and 

beneficial. There was anxiety about the future security of the regrowth. Further analysis 

of the qualitative data revealed that the narratives that emerged across the frames mainly 

fitted into themes labelled as Use, Anxiety, Nature, Aesthetic, Restoration, 

Conservation, and Bird. 

 

The frames through which the regrowth was viewed related to Euro-Australian 

cultural ideologies of wise use utilitarianism, stewardship, and conservation. The 

Ambivalent frame can be considered  as relating to the liminal or inbetween state of the 

shrubby regrowth, innate and learned landscape preferences, and the typical Euro-

Australian mindset of dominion over nature. The Ambivalent frame suggested that the 

research captured the active social construction of meaning about the regrowth as it was 

occurring, and that there appears to be an opportunity to actively influence or shape the 

dominant frames used by people in their views of the regrowth. 

 

This research yields valuable knowledge about how people attach symbolic 

meanings to changing environments. By understanding how people frame shrubby 

regrowth, the research provides a springboard for both extending learning, and for 

formulating culturally appropriate interventions to promote shrubby regrowth for 

biodiversity conservation. While grounded in the experiences and landscapes of South 

Eastern Australia, these insights could be helpful for understanding spontaneous 

vegetation occurring in other parts of Australia, and internationally. 
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Words and Terms 

 

Abundant 

“Abundant”, although not used by any respondent, is a term I have adopted to describe 

the extent of the shrubby regrowth. The term draws attention to the prolific extent of the 

regrowth in the study area. 

 

Anthropocentric 

A value orientation where humans are seen to be of central importance. 

 

Biocentric 

A value orientation involving a respect for nature, where human rights and the rights of 

non-human organisms are seen to be of comparable value. 

 

Blockies 

I use this term because it is used by many stakeholders living and working in the 

regrowth country and refers to people with relatively small landholdings (generally less 

than 30 hectares) who may or may not use their land for uses considered ‘productive’. 

 

Community 

I use the term “community” to refer to people living or working in the regrowth 

country. 

 

Environmental ideology 

“A fully formed belief system concerning the natural world” (Corbett, 2006, p. 26). 

 

Euro-Australians 

Australians of European descent. 

 

Nature 

I use the term “nature” to refer to all non-human life on earth. 

 



 
 

 

xxvi 

 

Narratives 

The narratives are my labels encapsulating the underlying meanings of the stories 

surrounding the regrowth, derived from conversations in the interviews. 

 

Regrowth country 

I use the term “regrowth country” when referring to land where regrowth exists, or land 

that has the potential to accommodate shrubby regrowth (ie. soils of relatively low 

fertility) in the vicinity of my study area.  

 

Restoration 

I use this term to mean the recovery or rehabilitation of the biological character, 

ecological and physical processes in the landscape through either natural or human 

processes. Note that human intervention is considered essential in official definitions of 

restoration (see for example the Society for Ecological Restoration definition). 

 

Shrubby regrowth 

I use the term “shrubby regrowth” to refer to the shrublands of regenerating native 

vegetation in my study area, largely comprised of Cassinia arcuata (commonly known 

as Chinese Scrub), and also Acacia montana (commonly referred to as Mallee wattle). I 

chose this term because it appears to be neutral, as opposed to other apparently value-

laden terms, such as natural regeneration (positive) or shrub encroachment (negative). 

 

Spontaneous regrowth 

Regrowth arising from natural processes aside from human intention. 

 

Stakeholders 

People who are directly or indirectly affected by the shrubby regrowth, or able to affect 

the regrowth indirectly or directly. 
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List of Abbreviations and Acronyms 
 

CMA 

The Victorian regional Catchment Management Authorities. There are two CMAs 

referred to in my study area: the GBCMA (Goulburn Broken CMA) and the 

NCCMA (the North Central CMA). 

 

CMN 

Catchment Management Network. There is one CMN in my study area, the Goulburn 

Broken (or GBCMN). 

 

DSE 

The Victorian state Department of Sustainability and Environment. 

 

DEPI 

The restructured DSE and DPI: the Victorian state Department of Environment and 

Primary Industries. 

 

GBCMA 

Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Authority. 

 

TfN 

The non-government environmental organisation dealing with conservation of 

private land: the Trust for Nature 

 

LFW 

Land for wildlife—a voluntary nature conservation scheme. 

 

CFA 

The Victorian Country Fire Authority, which comprises both paid employees and 

volunteer firefighters. 
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NCCMA 

North Central Catchment Management Authority. 

 

NRM 

Natural resource management.	  
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Chapter 1   

 

Introduction 
 

1.1   Statement of the problem 

 

The reduction or cessation of agriculture, commonly referred to as “land abandonment”, 

is a worldwide phenomenon that is becoming more frequent and widespread (Cramer, 

Hobbs, & Standish, 2008). A common consequence of this changing land use is 

spontaneous vegetation regrowth through processes of natural succession (Hobbs & 

Cramer, 2007b). Internationally, native vegetation has spread on to large areas in 

response to land use change, particularly reductions in agriculture (Cramer et al., 2008). 

In Europe, for example, Fyhria et al. (2009, p. 202) described this as “one of the most 

significant alterations” to European cultural landscapes in recent decades. Examples in 

Australia are less common in agricultural regions (Geddes et al., 2011), although 

regrowth is “becoming increasingly abundant in regions experiencing rapid changes in 

landuse demographics, such as agricultural areas close to regional cities and towns” 

(Lunt et al., 2010a, p. 5).  Due to the association between land use change and regrowth, 

Lunt et al. (2010a) labelled it a socio-ecological phenomenon, at least in relation to 

some regrowth in Australia. 

 

Rey Benayas et al. (2008), recognised problems such as increased fire risk, and 

Cramer, et al. (2007) recognised benefits such as land restoration and biodiversity 

conservation as arising from these processes of land use change and associated 

regrowth. In regions where the regrowth is abundant and widespread, its social 

implications may be highly significant for those living and working in the affected 

landscapes. However, in South Eastern Australia, little is known about how 

stakeholders are making sense of and responding to the socio-ecological phenomenon of 

shrubby regrowth.  Given the scale and likely social impacts arising from the dramatic 

change to some post-agricultural landscapes wrought by regrowth processes, this 

paucity of knowledge is unsatisfactory.  
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Considering the risks first, fire is highly concerning in South Eastern Australia. The 

risk of fire goes well beyond a minor lifestyle inconvenience. Indeed, it is sometimes a 

matter of life and death. Recent catastrophic fires, such as the 2009 Black Saturday fires 

that swept Victoria, devastated entire communities through loss of human lives, homes, 

and infrastructure (Hill, 2009). All levels of government are very active in promoting 

community awareness of fire and safe practices in fire-prone environments. As I drafted 

this introductory chapter, thirty fires were burning in Victoria, with some “out of 

control”. The constant radio updates on the status of fires advised people to enact their 

fire plans or leave their properties and flee to safety.  

 

The uncertainty that can accompany change generally is another risk factor in the 

regrowth country. The regrowth can clash with human goals on private land in the 

regrowth country. The abundance and broad scale of the regrowth has the capacity to 

dramatically affect the aesthetics of the landscape. The effects of the regrowth on the 

perceived beauty and utility of the land could conceivably affect the future 

demographics of the regrowth country, with some choosing to reside there and others 

deciding to leave. 

 

Opportunities from the regrowth include biodiversity conservation and land 

restoration. The potential for regrowth to benefit biodiversity is particularly important in 

Australia, where biodiversity loss is a serious problem of ongoing concern. Indeed, 

Australia has experienced the greatest documented biodiversity decline of any continent 

(Australian State of the Environment Committee, 2006). To counter this decline, in 

Australia significant public resources have been directed at promoting and protecting 

biodiversity, and at restoring native vegetation on cleared agricultural land. The 

backdrop of this research is one of public expenditure, declining biodiversity, and 

associated concerns.  

 

In the context described above, the socio-ecological phenomenon of spontaneous 

woody native vegetation regrowth, particularly shrubs, across rural landscapes in South 

Eastern Australia, provides a potential new model for landscape restoration. Lunt et al. 

(2010a) and Geddes et al. (2011) associated the shrubby regrowth with land use change  

and relatively low fertility soils, and, importantly, noted that it is occurring on a 
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significant spatial and temporal scale (Geddes et al., 2011). Ecologists including Lunt 

(2010a) and Geddes et al. (2011) suggested the shrubby regrowth has the potential to 

reverse the steady decline in native vegetation cover in some landscapes, and view it as  

an opportunity for broad-scale landscape restoration at relatively little financial cost.  

 

In addition to landscape restoration opportunities, in their study of “conservation 

outcomes for birds across a regenerating agricultural landscape”, Smallbone, Mathews 

& Lunt (2014, p. 43) found that “bird species diversity was increased by the presence of 

regrowth” and that “regrowth provided complementary habitat for threatened woodland 

birds”. Geddes et al. (2011) claimed that in spite of the potential for conservation gains 

from the regrowth “it appears to be undervalued at present”. Smallbone, Mathews & 

Lunt (2014) concurred, pointing out that in spite of an increasing interest in how 

regrowth can assist in restoring land, conservation efforts continue to focus on reserved 

land or in the active revegetation of agricultural land.  

 

As around 77% of Australia’s land area is in private ownership (ASEC, 2006) and 

beyond direct government control, focusing on the social aspects in addition to the 

ecological aspects of biodiversity is critical because the way in which landholders value 

and manage their land may have a significant impact on biodiversity and regeneration 

(Lunt et al., 2010a). Social studies exploring responses to regrowth landscapes originate 

mostly from Europe (see, for example, Bauer, Wallner, & Hunziker, 2009; Hochtl, 

Lehringer, & Konold, 2005; Soliva et al., 2008). In Australia, while there is a body of 

rural sociology relating to land management and several studies on how people value 

remnant native vegetation, I have found very little work on social responses to shrubby 

regrowth occurring on private land in post-agricultural landscapes. 

 

An interesting feature of this spontaneous shrubby regrowth is that although it has 

been occurring for at least several decades, and occurs at a  landscape scale (Geddes et 

al., 2011) it has not come to the attention of land management bodies or authorities until 

very recently (Ian Lunt, pers comm, 2011). It seems to have “slipped between the 

cracks”—either ignored or not noticed, and therefore likely not valued. In this regard it 

appears to share characteristics of urban and semi-urban interstitial landscapes studied 

in Europe (see, for example, Shoard, 2000, 2003)—landscapes in transition between 
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land uses often undergoing processes of spontaneous regrowth (Jorgensen & Tylecote, 

2007). In Europe, some have labelled these places “ambivalent landscapes” because of 

negative or ambivalent social responses attributed to their inability to fit into clear 

categories, the poor clarity of their functions, and their growth beyond or “out of 

control” (see, for example, Jorgensen & Tylecote, 2007). 

 

Stakeholder views of and behaviours toward shrubby regrowth are important because 

they may affect both the quality of life of many stakeholders and the biodiversity values 

of their landscapes. Views will be influenced by a range of factors including cultural 

constructs of nature and the place of humans in relation to nature.   

 

1.2   Research purpose  

 

In this research I explore how stakeholders view and manage shrubby regrowth in a 

rural landscape undergoing large-scale regrowth on private land in central Victoria, 

South Eastern Australia. My research addresses the paucity of knowledge on social 

responses to shrubby regrowth, by creating primary data with stakeholders who may 

directly or indirectly affect the regrowth, and who are directly or indirectly affected by 

it. My research will add to our understanding of Euro-Australian human-nature 

relationships and will provide a foundation for developing policies around biodiversity 

protection in the case study site. 

 

1.3   Research questions 

 

My research questions are: 

1. What are the dominant cultural ideologies influencing land management in 

Australia? 

 

2. How do different stakeholders view shrubby regrowth? 

  2a. How is the shrubby regrowth perceived and discussed? Are there 

conceptual framings and narratives relating to the perceptions of and 

discussions about the shrubby regrowth? 
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3. How is the shrubby regrowth managed? 

3a. Are there conceptual framings and narratives that influence how 

shrubby regrowth is managed, and, if so, in what way?  

 

4.  What informed interventions can be made to promote shrubby regrowth? 

 

1.4   Research approach 

	  

1.4.1   Introduction 

 

I use a constructivist epistemology with an interpretivist theoretical framework and an 

ethnographic methodology. The constructivist epistemology recognises many realities 

constructed in the minds of individuals, and is thus appropriate for delving into the 

myriad of perceptions and opinions about and behaviours toward the shrubby regrowth. 

The interpretivist theoretical perspective related to this epistemology aims to understand 

how people construct meaning in natural settings and to find what is meaningful or 

relevant to them through a process of interpretation. Ethnographic methods including 

semi-structured interviews, stakeholder activity observations, and document reviews 

enabled me to explore stakeholder perspectives. While my methods are ethnographic, 

my intent is sociological as I draw on a large range of theory to interpret the 

ethnographic data. 

 

1.4.2   Study area 

 

I selected the study area because it supports “one of the largest examples of landscape 

regeneration recorded from South-eastern Australia” (Geddes et al., 2011, p. 35). The 

study area is part of a rural amenity landscape mapped by ecologists Geddes et al. 

(2011) in the Heathcote-Nagambie-Rushworth region of central Victoria (see Figure 

1.1). In this section I briefly detail the environmental history of the study area before 

detailing the rural amenity land use in the study area today.  

 

The environmental history of the case study site reflects patterns typical in many 

parts of Victoria”—a forced transition in the early 1800s from Indigenous management 
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to the more exploitative approaches of incoming pastoralists, gold miners, foresters and 

farmers, to the recent time of land use change away from agriculture. Surveyor General 

Major Thomas Mitchell passed through the traditional lands of the Nguraiillam-

Wurrung in 1836 on his exploratory expedition (Slijkerman, 2007). In his wake came 

pastoralists, who by 1850 “had extensively settled the area” (Slijkerman, 2007, p. 2), 

leasing land from the Crown to raise sheep and cattle (Forster, 1973). A further change 

took place when gold was discovered near Heathcote in 1852, which precipitated the 

‘goldrush’ and development of new goldfields in 1853 in McIvor (now Heathcote) and 

Waranga (Flett, 1977). The goldrush had a severe environmental impact, with a 

meteoric rise in human population, extensive clearing of vegetation and massive soil 

disturbance (Blainey, 2006; Flett, 1977). The abandonment of the spent gold fields 

however, enabled the regeneration of the forest which was subsequently utilised to 

produce charcoal, eucalyptus oil and timber (Slijkerman, 2007). For the country 

surrounding the forest, the 1869 Land Act heralded a transition from pastoralism to 

more intensive agriculture—indeed the Land Act “was a trigger that exploded a great 

land rush to Central and Northern Victoria” (Forster, 1973, p. 59). Forster (1973, p. 60) 

described some selections as “second or third class” with some reverting to “grazing or 

timber-getting” rather than cropping. The relatively infertile soils in much of the study 

area fit Forster’s description. A transition from grazing from the 1960s was noted by 

Geddes et al. (2011, p. 32) who found that “on average native vegetation has 

regenerated over nearly 1800 ha [hectares] every decade since the mid-1960s” in the 

study area “following a land use change”. 

 

As mentioned, the study area has been categorised today as a rural amenity 

landscape—a term applied to relatively amenable and accessible places close to urban 

centres that offer good views, water, and a moderate climate (Barr, 2005). Bryan et al. 

(2013) suggested these landscapes are one of six “emerging economies” driving 

changes in post-agricultural landscapes in Australia, where there has been a rapid rise in 

people enjoying living in such landscapes. Rural amenity landscapes attract in-

migration from urban centres that raise land prices, typically beyond the capacity of 

farm businesses (Barr, 2005). Some of these in-migrants are retirees, and others are 

urban people seeking rural lifestyles.  Hobby farms (where properties are developed as 

hobbies) weekenders (where properties are occupied outside of the working week) and 



 
 

 

7 

 

bush retreats (where properties are used for passive recreation and holiday 

accommodation) are examples of amenity purchases, where in-migrants are attracted to 

the scenic country and the opportunity for rural pursuits.       

 

 
Figure 1.1. Map of study area (sourced from Geddes et al., 2011). 

 

My study site comprises 109,223 hectares of rural amenity landscape in central 

Victoria, surrounded by more traditional agricultural land (Geddes et al., 2011).  

Physical features of the study area include a mean annual rainfall of 480 mm, generally 

gently undulating topography with the main native vegetation type of Box Ironbark 

forests (particularly Grey Box, Eucalyptus microcarpa), and soils of typically low 

fertility (Geddes et al., 2011). The middle of the study area features a large area of Box 

Ironbark forest on public land. There are two main urban centres, comprising Heathcote 

(population approximately 4,000, 110 km north of the major city of Melbourne), and 

Rushworth (population approximately 2,000, 157 km north of Melbourne). Geddes et al. 

(2011) found that regrowth patches on private land in this area were largely restricted to 

low fertility soils and consisted mostly of shrublands of fast-growing species with wind-

blown seed (mainly Cassinia species), with small patches of  eucalypts. The main 

regrowth species, Cassinia arcuata is commonly known as Chinese scrub, Drooping 

Cassinia or Coffee bush. It is a native Australian species from the Asteraceae family, 
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occurring in several Australian states including NSW, Victoria, South Australia and 

Western Australia (Costermans, 1981). These mapped shrubland sites form the focus of 

my work, to build on and complement the ecological work undertaken by Geddes et al. 

(2011).  

 

According to Geddes et al. (2011, p. 35) regrowth is  “responding to land use 

changes that are driven by larger socio-economic forces”. A key land use change in the 

study area is reduced agricultural activity—particularly livestock grazing, which is 

“increasingly being replaced by rural amenity land use” (Geddes et al., 2011, p. 32). 

This reduced agricultural intensity is also likely to involve reduced fertiliser application. 

According to Geddes et al. (2011), in 2009, the regrowth patches occupied 12.3% of the 

cleared land in the study area, and Geddes et al. (2011, p.34) predicted that if the trend 

of expansion continued at the rate it had maintained since the mid-1960s, “regrowth will 

occupy 20% of infertile soils on private land by 2025”. While Geddes et al. (2011, p. 

34) noted that regrowth trends would be influenced by future land uses and management 

“nevertheless this projection indicates the potential for increasingly widespread 

regeneration as time progresses”. My study has occurred concurrently with another 

doctoral study that explored the habitat values of the shrubby regrowth for woodland 

birds. 

 

1.4.3   Overview of research methods and broad approach 

 

I focused on four data creation methods comprising a literature review, in-depth semi-

structured interviews (n=53), stakeholder activity observations (n=6), and a review of 

documents (n=8). My approach to data creation was iterative, with each step involving 

reflection that informed subsequent steps. I chose qualitative interviews as my primary 

data creation method because they are useful for exploring participants’ values, beliefs, 

and behaviours as well as their roles, relationships, places, emotions, and encounters 

(Bryman, 2008). Appropriate to exploratory qualitative research, I used a form of non-

probability sampling (Sarantakos, 2005) to select potential interview participants. My 

criteria for selection were people who were directly or indirectly affected by, or able to 

affect, the shrubby regrowth. 
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I used observation because it is particularly appropriate for use in research topics that 

“appear to defy simple quantification” (Babbie, 1995, p. 281) such as the complex 

views and behaviours of stakeholders in my study area. Lastly, I reviewed documents 

because they can give insight into the context of a topic and stakeholder views and 

beliefs (Marshall, 2006).  

 

My broad research approach follows a Foucauldian framework which focuses on 

perception and construction, rather than framing the research with eco-linguistics. Thus 

rather than focusing on words and their meanings, I focused on the active creation and 

maintenance of perceptual cognitive frames through narrative, words and metaphor. I 

used a grounded approach to analysis to generate themes, then as the themes presented 

as narratives I identified key narratives and framings. Details of my data creation and 

analysis are provided in Chapter 4. 

 

1.5   Rationale and significance 

 

Research into the “human dimensions” of landscapes is becoming increasingly 

important, not only because people are causing landscapes to transform but because 

people are “legitimate users of the landscape[s]” (Hunziker, Buchecker, & Hartig, 2007, 

p. 47). As human impacts on land and ecosystems are becoming increasingly apparent 

in the Age of the Anthropocene (defined by Robbins & Moore, (2013, p. 5) as the 

“period in which human activities have come to have significant global impact”)  so is 

the need to understand human/nature relations to underpin future environmental and 

human health.  Robbins & Moore (2013, pp. 4-5) maintained that the problems of 

human impact such as global warming and deforestation are so pressing as to have 

precipitated an “ecological anxiety disorder” in the scientific community, along the lines 

of an “existential crisis”. In this political climate, it seems that there has never been a 

greater need to examine human/nature relations in this “brave new world…which often 

responds so frighteningly to our actions” (Robbins & Moore, 2013, p. 16). The 

expression of nature manifested in shrubby regrowth provides a new opportunity for 

exploring these human/nature relationships as people construct meaning around 

transforming landscapes. 
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The doctoral research reported here was inspired by social scientists and ecologists 

collaborating in a strategic research area titled Ecological and social responses to native 

plant regeneration in dynamic rural landscapes at Charles Sturt University’s Institute 

for Land, Water and Society in 2010. Due to the significant scale of the shrubby 

regrowth and its potential for broadscale landscape restoration at little financial cost 

(Geddes et al., 2011), these researchers saw the need to understand social responses, 

particularly by people living and working in the regrowth landscape.  Additionally, 

there is a need to “understand the services and disservices which colonising vegetation 

provides to local landholders” (Geddes et al., 2011, p. 36) to maximise outcomes for 

both biodiversity conservation and local residents (although these are not mutually 

exclusive). Understanding the different ways that stakeholders understand and value 

regrowth can assist agencies and policy makers involved in natural resource 

management to develop policies and strategies that support these various values (Sharp 

et al., 2012). Yielding positive environmental outcomes provided the initial motivation 

for this work. 

 

My research will contribute to theory through providing insight into cultural values 

and their expression, and will yield practical applications for nurturing native vegetation 

at the landscape scale. My research will address the paucity of knowledge on social 

responses to shrubby regrowth, and hence will provide a foundation for developing 

policies and programs around biodiversity protection in the case study site.  

 

The significance of this study may be viewed in the context of predicted social 

changes to rural landscapes throughout Australia, one consequence of which may be an 

expansion of spontaneous regrowth into former agricultural landscapes that have 

significant amenity values (Geddes et al., 2011). As with other qualitative research 

using non-probability sampling, generalisations from this research cannot be made to 

the whole population (Bryman, 2008). However, insights from one qualitative study 

may still be useful for other contexts (Rossman & Rallis, 2003), particularly shrubby 

regrowth in other post-agricultural landscapes. By providing detail about my study 

context and about my theoretical and methodological orientation and process, potential 

users of this research will be able to determine if it provides useful insights for other 

contexts (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
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1.6   Research quality 

 

Criteria for ascertaining the quality of qualitative research depend on the philosophical 

nature and purpose of the research (Patton, 2002). The inherent complexity involved 

stems from the way that the nature and meaning of a respondent’s experience is unable 

to exactly match the researcher’s interpretation of that experience (Altheide & Johnson, 

2011). According to the interpretivist/constuctivist paradigm, the world is constructed 

by the individual. The social researcher then interprets these constructed meanings, 

providing secondary constructs developed in contexts (Altheide & Johnson, 2011). The 

challenge for the qualitative social researcher is to do this in a way that is thorough. 

Acknowledging subjectivity, exercising trustworthiness, staying engaged for a 

prolonged time, engaging closely with the data, maintaining transparency and 

exercising reflexivity are all important in ensuring high qualitative research quality, as 

discussed below. 

 

1.6.1   Acknowledgement of subjectivity  

 

Patton (2002) emphasised the importance of acknowledging subjectivity relating to the 

research process.  In the interpretive paradigm the researcher is considered a co-creator 

of data with the respondents.  I endeavoured to minimise my influence in the interviews 

by using neutral language and maintaining an awareness of words I used when speaking 

with respondents. For example I described the regrowth as “spreading” rather than the 

more value-laden term “invading”. 

 

1.6.2   Trustworthiness 

 

Trustworthiness consists of both applying acceptable and competent practice and 

meeting certain standards of ethical conduct (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). To achieve this 

trustworthiness I developed my conceptual framework according to what best suited my 

research questions and acted diligently in applying my methodology. I was as 

transparent as possible in conveying each step of my research, and recorded 

respondents’ views on the regrowth as honestly and fully as I could. In order to do this, 

I adopted a cross-sectional approach where data were created over several months to 
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allow for reflection, and I worked closely with my supervisors at each step of the 

research (design, field work, analysis, and conclusions).  

 

1.6.3   Prolonged engagement 

 

Rossman and Rallis (2003, p. 69) suggested that being in the setting for a relatively long 

period or spending a “substantial amount of time with the participants” helps enable 

more than a “snapshot view of the phenomenon”. I undertook fieldwork for around 19 

months, which allowed ample time for reflection on my topic and my praxis.  

 

1.6.4   Engaging closely with the data 

 

Altheide and Johnson (2011, p. 588) emphasised that understanding is attained through 

researchers getting close to their data, as “…being close to the data, the actual 

experience, is critical for understanding”. The lengthy and exhaustive personal process 

of transcribing interviews allowed thorough immersion in, and engagement with, my 

data. 

 

1.6.5   Transparency 

 

Altheide and Johnson (2011), Rossman and Rallis (2003), and Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

emphasised the importance of transparency to research quality, in terms of ensuring the 

whole research process, from inception through interpretation and to the final thesis, is 

visible. This extends to the designing, the methodological reasoning, and the 

documenting of decision-making. A transparent and diligent account of the research 

methods and approach also enables any reader of the research to ascertain how 

transferable the research is (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To this end, I meticulously 

documented the steps involved in my research. Further, I recorded insights and personal 

responses in my field journal as they arose, for use in my discussion. 

 

  



 
 

 

13 

 

1.6.6   Reflexivity 

 

The qualitative researcher needs to be aware of both their own and their respondent’s 

perspectives so as to exercise reflexivity (Patton, 2002). This is crucial as the researcher 

is the main research “instrument” in qualitative inquiry. I exercised reflexivity by 

writing in the first-person to indicate my awareness of my role in the research, and by 

reflecting on my research journey each step of the way (and recording these responses 

in my field journal). Deep reflection prompted by my experiences of semi-structured 

interviewing marked my first major illustration of reflexivity in response to fieldwork 

(see Section 7.5).  

 

1.7   Temporal context of the research 

 

The temporal context of this study needs to be taken into account. The fieldwork was 

undertaken over a period of 19 months. Influential events leading up to my fieldwork 

included a ten year drought followed by a few years where more “normal” seasons were 

encountered (Bureau of Meteorology, 2012). Additionally, the dramatic bushfires 

referred to as “Black Saturday” had swept the state of Victoria in recent memory (Hill, 

2009). 

 

1.8   Researcher perspectives 

 

Qualitative research involves acknowledging that the research will be shaped by the 

unique perspectives of the researcher. An awareness of one’s personal biography and 

biases is essential; what Rossman and Rallis (2003, p. 10) described as an “exquisite 

sensitivity to personal biography” underpins qualitative research. Qualitative 

researchers value their individual perspectives as a source of understanding and as 

something to draw upon to deepen their studies. In this light, I valued my biography 

with its rural roots as a source of enrichment, rather than as an impediment. 

 

Having grown up on a farm in South Eastern Australia and now raising my own 

children in a rural setting, I understand what it means to be rural, to have some 

knowledge of farming, and to have a profound love and concern for the natural world. 
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When farmers say the land is “in their blood” this resonates with my own feeling of 

connection. And although I understand farming in many ways, my connection to the 

land is related to an environmental worldview, rather than to one of production. I am 

equipped with an environmental education and am experienced in extension and 

teaching in rural areas.  I have worked for both state government departments and local 

government, and have taught in the environmental-natural resource management field in 

technical colleges and at the university level.  Hence, I also understand what it means to 

be involved in rural education and extension. With these experiences, I feel at ease 

interacting with a range of people, including farmers, other rural landholders, 

birdwatchers, conservationists, planners, and educators. My initial attraction to 

undertaking this study stemmed from my environmental training and concern, coupled 

with a desire to extend beyond my environmental knowledge and experience. 

 

The way I have interacted with my own rural property is important in providing 

insight into my personal perspective. Over the last twenty years I have worked to 

revegetate approximately a third of our property for nature conservation. With my 

family, I have developed very clear zones for production and conservation, with sheep 

and horses strictly confined to production zones, and messy “nature” encouraged in the 

conservation areas. Fallen limbs are thrown into the latter and the grazing paddocks are 

kept clear for grass. While the neighbours have “let nature run wild”, resulting in the 

return of the bush all over their property, I have helped create what I consider a 

picturesque sustainable small farm with plenty of land for nature. Undertaking this 

study has made me aware of the amount of control I have exercised in order to achieve 

this vision, juxtaposed with the approach of our neighbours. If I am honest, I believe 

their place looks rather messy (even neglected), even though I applaud that they have 

devoted their entire property to nature conservation. One other point relevant to my 

study is my acute awareness and anxiety of the risk of fire, as only a rural dweller in a 

highly fire-prone land can know. My fear of fire sees me diligently reducing vegetation 

from the vicinity of our house and preparing the fire pump, the hoses, the buckets, the 

sprinklers, and the fire plan every November.  

 

And lastly, I have my own view of the shrubby regrowth, coloured by my biography 

and environmental worldview, but also shaped, I believe, by innate and learned 
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landscape perceptions. When I first visited my study area and set eyes upon the vast 

expanses of regrowth stretching out to meet the forest, I was shocked (see Figure 1.2). 

At that early stage I had read all about its environmental benefits and believed (as I still 

do) the regrowth to be a positive restorative process, bringing much-needed new life to 

a land degraded by the human hand. However, my first reaction upon seeing it was that 

it looked more like an ugly blight upon the land, monotonous and scrappy, and lacking 

any sort of substance that one could admire. Those shrubby regrowth paddocks had the 

unfortunate look about them that they would remain just that for a substantial time.  I 

realised then that I would be carrying into my social research a complex array of 

cultural and innate biases, topped with feelings of ambivalence. This was bound to be a 

fascinating journey. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.2. A shrubby regrowth paddock extending to the forest. 

 

 

1.9   Thesis structure 

 

This thesis comprises seven chapters, six chapters after this Introduction, according to 

the following structure. 
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Chapter 2   Environmental histories 

  

 I explore cultural values in Australia via a long view back to the roots of Western 

relationships to nature. I then look at how these enculturated views have manifested in 

Australia from European colonisation to contemporary times, and in doing so I answer 

my first research question: “What are the dominant cultural ideologies and discourses 

influencing land management in Australia?”  

  

Chapter 3   Background to perceptions of regrowth 

 

 I explore framing and language because they both interpret and shape how we see the 

environment. As language is such a profound part of the human experience, it provides 

a key source of insightful understanding in the ethnographic method. Landscape 

perceptions will influence how shrubby regrowth is viewed. I explore evolutionary and 

cultural theories of landscape perception.  Because of its “inbetween” successional state, 

shrubby regrowth occupies a liminal zone, investigated because this also affects 

perceptions and behaviours. I also look at other factors affecting behaviours.  

 

  I conclude my review by exploring how regrowth landscapes have been viewed and 

framed in Australia and beyond. I take a broad approach to regrowth in order to gain 

insights from disparate contexts including agricultural, post-agricultural, post-industrial, 

urban, and peri-urban. Common to the different contexts of regrowth is the pre-

eminence of “natural” rather than cultural processes in areas formerly crafted by the 

latter, such as agriculture or industry. Along with other factors, cultural views of the 

nexus of nature and culture underpin how people interpret the “return of nature” to these 

formerly human-dominated settings. 

 

Chapter 4   Research approach 

 

I provide a basic overview of the theoretical underpinnings of research, and then lay out 

how I have selected my research approach. I detail my constructivist epistemology, 

interpretivist theoretical perspective, ethnographic methodology, and methods 

comprising semi-structured interviews, stakeholder activity observations, and document 
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reviews.  I provide a step-by-step account of how I undertook each stage of the research, 

from site and participant selection to data creation and analysis. I provide a discussion 

of the ethics of my research. I conclude with a discussion about research quality and 

detail how I have addressed these elements in my research.  

 

Chapters   5 and 6 

 

In chapters 5 and 6 I use my remaining research questions (2 to 4) as a framework to 

analyse and discuss my findings, drawing on literature as part of the process. In these 

chapters, I present my results in conjunction with my interpretations, and both I discuss 

at length. I combined my results and discussion due to the qualitative nature of the 

work, where a discursive approach is appropriate. Further, data from the in-depth 

interviews, observations, and document reviews are fully integrated in these chapters, 

rather than presented separately.  

 

Chapter 5   Responses to shrubby regrowth 

 

I present and discuss data in relation to research questions 2 and 2a on views and 

perceptions of shrubby regrowth. I look at views of and discussion around shrubby 

regrowth relating to triggers for expansion, descriptions of regrowth, creation of social 

understandings, patterns of views, and strength of views. I identify three major frames 

and eight associated narratives through which the regrowth is being perceived. The 

frames I label Control, Accept, and Ambivalent. I explore linkages between the 

regrowth narratives, and the ambivalence in relation to liminality, loose space, 

heterotopias, interstitial wilderness, edgelands and power relations.  

.  

Chapter 6   Regrowth management and interventions 

 

I present and discuss data in relation to research questions 3, 3a, and 4 on behaviours 

around the shrubby regrowth, the relationship between the narratives and behaviours, 

and interventions to promote the regrowth. 
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Chapter 7   Conclusion  

 

In the final chapter I present my conclusions derived from my study’s findings and 

interpretations, and I demonstrate how my study has contributed to knowledge and 

theory. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Environmental histories 
 

2.1   Overview of Chapters 2 and 3 

 

The purpose of my study was to explore how shrubby regrowth is being viewed and 

managed in a rural landscape in South Eastern Australia. To provide context for this 

work, I reviewed current literature on vegetation and its management. This was a 

discursive process that began at the start of the study and continued to its closure, 

enabling me to incorporate the most current literature. The shrubby regrowth at the heart 

of my research appears deceptively simple—deceptive because how people view and 

interact with the regrowth is influenced by cultural ideologies, social norms, landscape 

preferences, and personal factors. To understand shrubby regrowth, then, requires some 

understanding of all of these areas of human thought, and each is addressed.  My wide 

ranging approach (see Figure 2.1) necessitated providing a basic overview of some 

topics while discussing others in greater depth. As my study related primarily to views 

of regrowth, I focused on influences on views in this context, key among them cultural 

environmental ideologies and landscape perceptions.  

 

I begin my review in Chapter 2, with an exploration of cultural values via a long 

view back to the roots of Western relationships to nature. I then look at how these 

enculturated framings have played out in Australia, from European colonisation to 

contemporary times, and, in doing so, answer my first research question: “What are the 

dominant cultural ideologies and discourses influencing land management in 

Australia?”  

  

In Chapter 3 I explore framing and language because they both interpret and define 

how we see the environment. As language is such a profound part of the human 

experience, it provides a key source of insightful understanding in the ethnographic 

method. Innate and learned landscape perceptions will influence how shrubby regrowth 

is viewed, necessitating an exploration of evolutionary and cultural theories of 

landscape perception. Because of its “in-between” successional state, shrubby regrowth 
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occupies a liminal zone, explored because this, too, affects perceptions and behaviours 

around such spaces.  

 

I conclude my review by exploring how regrowth landscapes have been viewed and 

framed in Australia and beyond. I take a broad approach to regrowth in order to gain 

insights from contexts varying from agricultural and post-agricultural, to post-industrial 

sites, and from urban to peri-urban. While these different regrowth contexts have all 

been shaped in the past by human activity such as agriculture or industry, natural 

processes have become the dominant force. How people interpret the “return of nature” 

to these formerly human dominated settings is influenced by cultural views of the nexus 

of nature and culture.  

  

To conduct this literature review I used many sources of information, such as books 

(both printed and electronic), refereed journal articles and periodicals, dissertations, and 

conference papers. Many of these sources were accessed through a range of Charles 

Sturt University journal databases, in particular Web of Science, Proquest and EBSCO.  

I did not limit my search through applying a timeframe. Due to the historical nature of 

the bodies of literature reviewed (for example cultural studies and landscape perception 

theory), I considered imposing time constraints a counterproductive approach. 

 

Throughout the review, I point out gaps apparent to me in the literature. Each part of 

the literature review concludes with a synthesis that focuses on the implications for my 

research. I conclude my literature review with an interpretive summary of how the 

literature has informed my understanding of my topic, in particular the influential 

factors underpinning how shrubby regrowth is likely to be viewed in my study. 

 

Figure 2.1 overleaf details topics covered in my literature review. Topics in italics 

indicate areas covered in the review, with those in bold font, the main areas of review.  
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Figure 2.1. Literature review topics and their relationship to the research questions.  
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2.2   Western relations to nature: A long view back 

 
An environmental issue without a past is altogether as mysterious as a 
person without a past. Dovers (1995, p. 4) 

 

2.2.1   Introduction 

 

Human perceptions of landscape are influenced by cultural constructs of nature and the 

place of humans in relation to nature. In this section I explore the historical roots of 

these constructs to provide deep insight into prevailing Euro-Australian contemporary 

ideologies. I present an overview that covers the Agricultural Revolution in the 

Neolithic era, early Greek philosophy, the Enlightenment, and Christianity, which 

together have resulted in a de-sacralising of the natural world and the concept of human 

mastery over nature and the land (Benton, 2007; Lafreniere, 2007; Miller, 1991; 

Oelschlaeger, 1991). I also consider a contrasting construct arising in the Romantic era 

(a form of thinking in today’s environmental movements), where nature is seen to have 

inherent value aside from value to humans (Benton, 2007).  

 

2.2.2   History of Western human relationships to nature 

 
What unites distinctively Western culture across its moments is its 
relentless demythologizing. (Oelschlaeger, 1991, p. 54) 

 

 

2.2.2.1   The Paleolithic and Neolithic periods 

 

Western cultural roots can be traced to the Paleolithic period, from approximately 

200,000 BC to 10,000 BC, the time of the ritualistic hunter-gatherer/forager peoples. 

The prevailing belief was in a powerful and sacred Earth Mother, with humans 

apparently viewing themselves as part of nature. The earth was a magical source of 

mythology, and it was regarded as being a living and feminine home (Oelschlaeger, 

1991).  
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There was a gradual transition from hunter–gatherers to herder–farmers in the 

Neolithic period, due to factors including climate change (at the end of the Ice Age) and 

the pressures of increasing population (Oelschlaeger, 1991). This transition to 

agrarianism, often described as the Neolithic or Agricultural Revolution, marked a 

significant change in the human/non human nature relationship, in that “boundaries 

were drawn between the natural and the cultural, and conceptual restructuring was 

inevitable” (Oelschlaeger, 1991, p. 28). According to Oelschlaeger (1991), resources 

from the earth were no longer thought of as “the fruit of the earth”; rather, they were 

laboriously wrought from the earth. It was from this transition to agriculture that 

humans “became a relentless agent of ecological change” (Oelschlaeger.1991, p. 31). 

 

Following the Neolithic period, anthropocentric views of nature gradually became 

entrenched through compounding influences, including early Greek philosophy, 

Christianity, and ideas arising in the eras of the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the 

Enlightenment. The questioning of the relationship between humans and nature remains 

a central theme in human, and in particular Western, thought. 

 

2.2.2.2   Early Greek philosophy (469 BC to 322 BC) 

 

Greek philosophy is considered to be a key source of secular Western ideas relating to 

nature, and is thought to underpin Western thinking to the present. For example, 

Lafreniere (2007, p. 134) suggested that Greek philosophy is “the most deeply rooted 

source of Western attitudes toward nature”.  The early Greek philosophers de-sacralised 

nature, separated humans from nature, and elevated humans above it. Greek rationalism 

has been attributed largely to three philosophers: Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle 

(Oelschlaeger, 1991). 

 

Socrates (469-399 BC) was a philosopher of humankind and hence encouraged 

homocentrism in Western thinking, which separates humans from nature, and 

encourages a focus on the psyche (Oelschlaeger, 1991). Socrates inquired into “what is 

truly and absolutely just, beautiful, and good” in the human, laying a foundation for his 

student Plato (Burkert, 1985, p. 322). 

 

Plato (427-347 BC) founded the idea of dualism and “otherness”, with the human 

(particularly male) role to order nature (Miller, 1991).  Plumwood (1993, p. 190) 
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attributed the Western worldview regarding nature largely to dualism: “The deep 

structures of mastery (of nature) are buried in the foundations of Western intellectual 

frameworks and conceptual history. There is scarcely a subject or a topic which is not 

entwined in the knots of dualism these conceptual structures have created.” According 

to Plumwood (1980), Plato set the scene for the mastery of “otherness”: nature, women, 

animals, and “barbarians”. Plumwood (1980) suggested that there is a hyper-separation 

of humans from nature that emphasises rationality, freedom, and transcendence of 

nature, underpinned by Plato’s dualism. This, she contended, forms the identity of 

Western culture. Merchant (1980, p.143) had a similar view of dualism, suggesting that 

“nature-culture dualism is a key factor in Western civilisation's advance at the expense 

of nature”. 

 

Plato’s student, Aristotle (387-322 BC), aimed for rational knowledge and 

therefore the ability to control nature, and hence contributed to removing the sacred 

from nature (Oelschlaeger, 1991). Aristotle “regarded nature as hierarchically arranged, 

with plants having the purpose of serving animals and animals having the purpose of 

serving human beings” (Van De Veer, 1998, p. 46). For Aristotle, and those who came 

after him, the centrality of humans was a given (Harrison, 2006, p. 18). Further, 

Aristotle “devoted his energies to the task of dealing with our world of experience 

through logical concepts” (Burkert, 1985, p. 329). 

 

2.2.2.3  Middle Ages: 5th to 15th centuries 

 

According to Benton (2007), a philosophy that organically connected humans with 

nature was prevalent in early medieval Europe. Jorgensen & Tylecote (2007) discussed 

two discourses on nature in medieval Europe: firstly, a relatively benign, bountiful 

female nature—a type of nurturing “mother nature”, underpinning an organic 

worldview; and secondly a view that saw nature as more threatening, and in need of 

human domestication—underpinning a mechanistic worldview. Merchant (1980) traced 

a transition where the mechanistic approach undermined the organic approach around 

the 16th century with the increase of rationalist, scientific thought, and the development 

of a market-oriented culture.  
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Oelschlager (1991) suggested that a profound change in human attitudes to nature 

took place with the rise of Christianity in the Middle Ages, associated with a decline of 

animistic beliefs where nature was thought of as sacred and enspirited.  According to 

Oelschlager (1991, p. 72) “a constant theme of medieval theology is the insistence that 

nature…was not divine” and “to revere wild nature was to the medieval mind a blatant 

heresy”. By clearing the forests, the Christians both dominated nature while also 

conquering paganism. Such was their success that “by the end of the Middle Ages, 

Great Britain had been largely stripped of its native forests, except for patrician hunting 

preserves” (Oelschlager, 1991, p. 70). Hussey and Thompson (2004, p. 7) also 

commented on the clearing of England: “The English have (also) been ruthlessly 

destructive of trees, and for centuries: four fifths of the forest cover of England was 

already felled by the early Middle Ages, and today it is the least in Europe”. Christian 

influences aside, ship building in England (which led to trade and world dominance 

through its empire building) demanded huge amounts of timber, resulting in loss of 

forest cover on the large scale (Grayson, 1993), described above.  

 

Lynn White provided an influential account of Christianity as the source of 

exploitative attitudes to nature in the West. White (1967, p. 1207) maintained there is an 

“orthodox Christian arrogance towards nature” that encouraged the separation of 

humans from nature, the elevating of humans over nature and the idea that nature exists 

only for human use. 

 

Others have provided a less critical view of Christianity. Harrison (2006, p. 18), for 

example conceded that the Christian concept of humans “having dominion” over nature 

played a significant role in “promoting an active and manipulative engagement in the 

natural world…[which provided] legitimation for the new science and for the mastery 

of nature that this science promised”. Harrison (2006, p. 18), however, maintained that 

the idea of human dominion over nature consists of two notions, one of mastery, and the 

other of stewardship, which sought control over the natural world “in order to perfect, 

rather than exploit, nature”. 

 

In addition to the rise of the strongly anthropocentric Christian religion, White 

(1967) attributed a change in plough technology in the 7th century in Europe as a turning 

point in human-nature relations. The highly effective mouldboard plough—able to 
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thoroughly turn the soil “profoundly changed” the relationship of humans to the soil, 

and allowed humans to exploit nature further (White, 1967, p. 51). 

 

2.2.2.4   14th to 19th centuries  

 

The period covering the 14th to the 19th centuries was one of substantial change in 

Europe and related Western cultures, comprising the Renaissance (spanning from 1300 

to the 1600s), the Reformation (1500s), and the Enlightenment (from 1700 to 1800). 

The Renaissance saw the rise of the modern world with its mechanical scientific 

philosophy (Oelschlaeger, 1991). During this period, secularised, democratic 

approaches came to the fore and economic activity grew rapidly, subtly undermining 

religious influences.  

 

The era of the Reformation saw a broad change in approach, from a predominantly 

religious one to an economic one. Protestantism portrayed material success as evidence 

of God’s approval, giving rise to the Protestant work ethic which vigorously made use 

of natural resources (Oelschlaeger, 1991).  

  

The Enlightenment (see Figure 2.2) marked a major change in the history of the 

West, promoting strong beliefs in rationality and science (Harvey, 1996). With the 

tenants of human freedom and self-realisation (Harvey, 1996), nature was de-

mythologised, de-sacralised, and commodified for human use in this era (Adams & 

Mulligan, 2003; Banerjee & Mayerfeld Bell, 2007; Benton, 2007; Frawley, 1994; 

Gasteyer & Butler Flora, 2000; Lines, 1991; Mulligan & Hill, 2001; Oelschlaeger, 

1991; Parsons & Daniel, 2002; Svobodova, 1990). The Enlightenment promoted a 

belief in the ability of humans to rationally control everything, suggesting a superiority 

of humans over nature (Adams & Mulligan, 2003). Merchant (1980) contended that it 

was during the Enlightenment that there was a change in the dynamic between science 

and nature that further alienated humans from nature, with nature portrayed as wild, and 

in need of controlling through science. Benton (2007, p. 35) supported this view, 

describing modern science involving a change in the way nature was perceived: 

“Female nature came to be seen as disorderly and threatening, in need of taming and 

domination.” And it was a “process of replacing the earlier organic and integrated views 

of humans' place in nature in favour of a mechanical view.” Further, Oelschlaeger 
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(1991) attributed the idea of progress from unlimited growth (material and 

demographic) through economics to Enlightenment thinking (Oelschlaeger, 1991). 

 

 
 
Figure 2.2. Effects of Enlightenment ideals in relation to views of nature in the West 
(based on sources referenced in section 2.2.2.4). 
 

Referring to the scientific revolution, Oelschlager (1991, p. 76) contended that 

“perhaps no aspect of Modernism has had a greater effect on the idea of wilderness than 

science” which separated faith from reason. He named four men who were highly 

influential in changing how people thought about nature: Galileo (who separated 

“scientific nature” from “wild nature” and promoted the idea of humans as distant 

observers of nature), Bacon and Descartes (who promoted the highly anthropocentric 

idea of human mastery over nature), and Newton (who promoted a mechanistic 
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approach through mathematics and physics). Descartes, in particular, has been credited 

with promoting an exploitative approach to nature (Frawley, 1994; Miller, 1991; 

Mulligan & Hill, 2001; Plumwood, 1993; Rosenstand, 1998).  

 

In the anthropocentric notion of nature as a natural resource for human exploitation, 

the privatisation of land is viewed as another factor encouraging human domination of 

the natural world (Benton, 2007; O'Neill, 2002).  John Locke (1632–1704) was 

influential in justifying the privatising of land to encourage productivity from the 

otherwise useless “waste” land through valuable human labour. Nature, in his mind, was 

wasted unless improved by humans (Benton, 2007). According to Locke, “civilisation” 

and ownership was evidenced by cultivation and enclosing land. The seeming lack of 

these activities justified European occupation of indigenous lands during colonial eras, 

for example in America (O’Neill, 2002) and Australia (Head, 2000).	  Locke’s influential 

notion of “productive” use of land continues in contemporary times, as detailed in the 

Australian context by Head (2000). 

 

Jacob (1994, p. 478) summarised the dominant Western worldview (largely arising 

since the 1500s) as comprising the beliefs and assumptions that follow: 

 

1. Humans are essentially different from all non-human life forms, “over which 

they have dominion” 

2. Human destiny is determined by humans 

3. The vast world offers “unlimited opportunities” for human exploitation 

4. Progress has defined human history, which is rich in finding solutions to all 

problems; there is no reason for progress to cease. 

 

2.2.2.5   Romanticism 

 

The Romantic era, from the late 1700s to the 1800s, arose as a reaction against the 

prevailing Enlightenment thinking and Industrial Revolution, where nature was 

considered only as a resource for human use (Benton, 2007).  The divide between 

humans (“civilisation”) and nature was questioned, and nature became valued for its 

inherent qualities. The Romantics promoted an appreciation of nature’s beauty and 

ability to inspire peace and reflection (Jorgensen & Tylecote, 2007), and denounced the 

damage caused by industrialisation.  Key people in this mindset were poets, painters and 
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musicians, including the Swiss philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Shelley, William 

Wordsworth, Henry David Thoreau, John Muir and Goethe. Rousseau saw nature 

undisturbed by the human hand as beautiful, and he put forward “an entirely new way 

of looking at nature—an enjoyment of the wilderness”, along with an appreciation of 

the feelings nature could evoke (Rosenstand, 1998, p. 61).  

 

Rosenstand (1998) suggested the Romantic approach to nature comprises four 

factors:  

1. Pyschology—where emotions are thought to be more natural than 

rationalism 

2. Ethics—where nature is considered to encapsulate morality 

3. History—where more ‘primitive’ cultures are thought to be closer to 

nature than technologically advanced cultures, and hence are admired 

4. Politics—where humans are thought to be fundamentally good and hence 

capable of discouraging selfishness and greed. 

 

2.2.2.6   19th and 20th century environment movement 

  

The environment movement has developed since the middle of the nineteenth century 

(Sutton, 2007). Hussey and Thompson (2004), for example, found continuity in English 

writing from the Romantic poets to contemporary environmentalism. The first wave or 

phase has been termed “conservation environmentalism” or “preservationism”, where 

groups aimed to protect natural areas from industrialisation and development, stressing 

the value of natural places for human wellbeing (Griggs & Howarth, 2007). New 

environmental organisations formed, with memberships steadily increasing from the 

late 1800s until the 1970s. 

 

A mass environmental movement gathered momentum from the 1970s, with an 

enormous increase in interest worldwide. This occurred as part of what is termed “new 

social movements” that included anti-war and women’s liberation movements, among 

others. This era saw the rise in a “new environmentalism” (or “second wave 

environmentalism”) that, while similar to the first wave of environmentalism in aiming 

to protect the natural environment, differed in four key ways, as outlined by Sutton 

(2007) as follows: firstly, its aims were more ambitious—shifting towards a broader 

view of the Earth, rather than being concerned with merely local or national issues, for 
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example Greenpeace focusing on the global environment. Secondly, it comprised new 

organisational forms with more diverse membership. Thirdly, there was a change in 

campaigning methods since the 1980s, comprising symbolic direct actions to convey 

environmental messages through non-violence and use of the media. Lastly, there has 

been enormous growth in memberships, particularly among the middle classes. 

Membership is also becoming important in developing countries (Sutton, 2007).  

 

Griggs & Howart (2007) categorised the period since the 1960s into two phases: 

ecological environmentalism and radical environmentalism, both associated with a 

biocentric worldview. This worldview places humans in the context of the planet, where 

coexistence with nature is seen as fundamental. Ecological environmentalism is evident 

in organisations including Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace, and focuses on raising 

awareness of dangers posed to the natural environment by humans, and on the limited 

nature of natural resources. Radical environmentalism is manifested in organisations 

formed since the 1980s such as Earth First! involved in grass roots direct action 

struggles (Griggs & Howarth, 2007). 

 

2.2.2.7   Today 

 
Enlightenment values continue to underpin the dominant utilitarian 
attitudes towards non-human nature. (Adams & Mulligan, 2003, p. 
292) 

 

The dominant cultural Western worldview today is typically anthropocentric (Corbett, 

2006). Humans are central in this approach, with nature seen as a resource for human 

use and benefit. However, while anthropocentric views prevail today in the West, a 

range of environmental worldviews exist, including transformative ideologies aiming to 

change the human-nature relationship (Corbett, 2006). In spite of these transformative 

ideologies, there is no widespread eccocentric approach in contemporary Western 

cultures, even though there is widespread support for protecting the environment 

(Gardner & Stern, 1996).  

 

Plumwood (2007) was very critical of anthropocentrism in the West, claiming that it 

is highly destructive, due to the way nature is treated as replaceable. However De-Shalit 

(1995, p. 86) pointed out that there is a need to distinguish between two forms of 

anthropocentrism in the West: “enlightened anthropocentrism”, an environmentally-
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friendly approach that respects nature; and “human-instrumental attitudes”, where 

nature is exploited to benefit humans. Grey (1993) also wrote of an enlightened 

anthropocentrism, and asserted that environmental problems originate not in 

anthropocentrism as such, but in short-term and selfish approaches. He asserted that not 

only is anthropocentrism “natural and inevitable”, but it is also “perfectly benign” when 

expressed in an enlightened way. Such a view “provides the wherewithal for a 

satisfactory ethic of obligation and concern for the non-human world” (Grey, 1993, p. 

466), where nature should not be valued apart from human interests.  

 

According to Rosenstand (1998, p. 62), the influence of Rousseau can be seen in an 

enlightened form of anthropocentrism today: “Our preoccupation with everything 

natural, with products containing no artificial ingredients, and with the “natural look”, 

reveals the legacy of romanticism”. While such trends may stem from scientific 

approaches, they may also stem from Rousseau’s legacy, where land is seen in a 

spiritual way rather than merely as a physical resource (Rosenstand, 1998).  

 

2.2.2.8   Summary of Western thought about nature 

 

The roots of current day anthropocentric views of nature are indeed deep, extending 

back to Neolithic times, when humans first practiced agriculture. Since the Neolithic 

period, anthropocentric views of nature became entrenched through compounding 

influences, such as early Greek philosophy (with its notions of dualism, centrality and 

dominance of humans over nature and de-sacralisation of nature), and Christianity 

(which also emphasised human dominion over a de-sacralised nature). The era 

encompassing the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Enlightenment enabled the 

strong belief in a mechanistic rationalistic science and the Protestant work ethic, and 

saw the continued de-sacralisation of nature and its commodification. The privatisation 

and “productive” use of land further confirmed the idea of human elevation over, and 

exploitation of, a passive nature. Although the prevailing anthropocentric view of nature 

is enduring and deeply entrenched, it was challenged in the era of Romanticism, a 

current of thought present to this day in the environmental movement, embodying more 

eccocentric views of nature. 
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2.3    Euro-Australian relations to nature: From European colonisation to the 

current day 

 

2.3.1   History of Western human relationships to nature in Australia 

 

Having presented the deep roots of Western culture, I now explore how these Western 

constructs of nature have developed in Australia from European colonisation to the 

current day. I will be exploring using existing historical frameworks. While these 

frameworks lend insight into the complex processes of European colonisation in 

Australia, I recognise that they are inherently partisan, as is the nature of all socially 

constructed historical accounts. Further, while my exploration focuses on the European 

colonisation of the natural environment, I recognise that the colonisation process 

impacted equally on the Indigenous Australians. Authors such as Head (2000) have 

written extensively on this topic, and contend that the approach to European 

colonisation in Australia was more about filling an empty waiting land than about 

taming it, evidenced by the concept of terra nullius in this country. The supposed 

absence of cultivation by the Indigenous Australians was linked to a lack of civilisation, 

reflecting Lockean views of property concerning the “productive” use, and cultivation 

of land (Head, 2000). These Lockean notions, Head contended, were used to dispossess 

Indigenous Australians in every way, a legacy that continues to this day. The influence 

of Locke on the European colonisation of the natural environment will also become 

clear in the following section. 

2.3.2   Stages of European colonisation 

 

The European colonisation of Australia began in 1770, when Lieutenant James Cook, 

on behalf of Great Britain claimed the east coast of Australia, naming it “New South 

Wales” (Collingridge, 2008). In 1788, Captain Arthur Phillip arrived with the First Fleet 

of 11 ships containing over 1,300 people, many of whom were convicts, with a charter 

to establish the first British colony in Australia (Collingridge, 2008). The plan to 

colonise Australia helped to build the British Empire, and alleviated the problem of 

crowded gaols in Britain as convicts were transported to the new colony. The first free 

settlers began arriving in Australia from 1793 and their numbers increased steadily 

thereafter.   
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Settler societies tend to pass through stages in their acquired lands as part of the 

colonising process (De-Shalit, 1995; Gasteyer & Butler Flora, 2000). Such typical 

stages can be traced in the colonial history of Australia. The stages entail firstly an 

appreciation of the land’s beauty. This is evident in early colonial descriptions of the 

land where words such as “fertile, romantic, elegant, very beautiful and splendid” were 

used to describe rainforests by some of the earliest Western visitors (Frost, 2002, p. 9).  

Frost (1992, p. 79) contended that early settlers in the Cumberland region of NSW for 

example generally found the region to be of “pleasant climate, benign air, relative 

plenty…and frequent beauty”. Bonyhady (2000) also cited many examples of early 

settlers, and indeed members of the First Fleet responding positively to gum trees, tree 

ferns, and other features including waterfalls and mountains. Arcioni (2004) maintained 

that within a short time, the colonists began appreciating the utilitarian value of some 

Australian species. 

 

The second stage involves hostility and fear, and the need to control the land and the 

Indigenous people (De-Shalit, 1995; Gasteyer & Butler Flora, 2000). This has been 

portrayed as the dominant theme in much of the Australian literature, often in quite 

dramatic fashion. The relations between humans and nature have been couched in terms 

of an epic and heroic battle between the early settlers, known as “pioneers”, and the 

threatening, wild, and chaotic natural environment that needed to be subdued, tamed, 

harnessed, and civilised through sheer perseverance, courage, and brute, masculine 

force (Crotty, 2011; Frawley, 1994; Garden, 2005; Lines, 1991).  

 

The third stage involves preserving land in reserves and parks to protect them from 

development (Gasteyer & Butler Flora, 2000). In Australia this stage can be traced to 

the late 1800s, when public attitudes toward the land changed. Most residents by this 

stage were Australian born and did not experience the same emotional connection to the 

United Kingdom (Garden, 2005). Additionally, a largely “tamed” nature was no longer 

seen as daunting, and could hence be viewed more sympathetically (Garden, 2005).  

The Romantic “Heidelberg” painters and romantic bush poets including Banjo Paterson 

and Henry Lawson linked the Australian identity to the land (Mulligan & Hill, 2001). 

Bonyhady (2000, p. 8) also noted that artists were influential in promoting the 

environmental cause and “changing how Australians looked at their environment”. 
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The fourth stage involves descendants of the settlers merely using rather than 

dominating the land (Gasteyer & Butler Flora, 2000). In Australia this can be seen in the 

development of the utilitarian paradigm into a “wise use” philosophy which softened 

the more exploitative approach. The stages of European colonisation are expanded 

further in the next section in Heathcote’s “visions” of Australia. 

 

2.3.3   Heathcote’s “visions” of Australia 

 

Heathcote (1972) laid out five visions of Australia traced from European occupation as 

scientific, romantic, colonial, national and ecological, which provide another way to 

understand the past, while also shedding light on today’s attitudes toward the land. 

Following are descriptions of the visions, which will be used throughout the next 

section. 

 

The scientific vision involves documenting the natural environment, and comprises 

two approaches: the “pure science” view that values data for its intrinsic qualities, and 

the “applied science” view that values data as a potential resource (Heathcote, 1972). 

The romantic vision comprises a sympathetic response to the Indigenous Australians, 

and an appreciation of the natural environment untouched by the human hand “leading 

to an almost Arcadian attitude to the countryside and bush” (Heathcote, 1972, p. 87). 

Settlement from the romantic viewpoint is seen as an unwanted, yet inevitable, 

intrusion. The colonial vision considers the landscape as attractive and useful only in its 

potential for being improved by the human hand. This idea of improving on nature, 

coupled with the perceived abundance of land, likely encouraged a general disregard for 

the natural landscape, and “if the aim was to transform it, then the quicker the better” 

(Heathcote, 1977, p. 89).  

 

The national vision evolved through the successful settlement and building of wealth 

in Australia. This gave rise to popular support for national development including land 

settlement and irrigation schemes. The ecological vision views nature as beyond 

improvement, and is manifested in concern for the natural environment. According to 

Heathcote (1972, p. 95) it comprises many of all but one—the colonial vision: the 

scientific view is represented in protecting fauna and flora; the romantic view is 

represented in preserving natural areas for public enjoyment; and the national view is 
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represented in preserving “natural heritage”. I refer to Heathcote’s visions in relation to 

phases in the development of Australia in the section that follows.  

 

2.3.4   Phases of development in Australia 

 

Frawley (1994) expressed the history of Western human relationships to nature in 

Australia in three phases aligned to discreet eras, comprising the “exploitative 

pioneering” stage, the “national development” stage and the “modern 

environmentalism” stage. Each of these is described below. 

 

2.3.4.1   Exploitative Pioneering Phase 1788-1900  

 

The dominant paradigm in the exploitative pioneering phase involved development 

based on an exploitative approach to nature (Frawley, 1994). The famous “national 

proverb” dictating “if it moves, shoot it; if it doesn’t, chop it down” (Griffiths, 2002, p. 

378), sits comfortably in this paradigm.  

 

Garden (2005) described the British settler mindset as relating to Christianity, 

capitalism, and contempt—the 3Cs. In his view, Christianity promoted the idea that 

humans have “dominion” over the earth and a God-given duty and right to exploit it, 

while capitalism (industry) encouraged a separation of humans from nature, enabling  

exploitation of nature to benefit humans. Lastly, contempt manifested in Australia 

where things that were not British were seen to be inferior (Garden, 2005), perhaps the 

origin of what we describe today as the “cultural cringe”. Arcioni (2004) attributed this 

admiration of British things to the colonists lacking an “Australian” identity, as they 

generally thought of themselves as British people in a foreign country. 

 

Frawley (1994) noted that the settlers were particularly influenced by Enlightenment 

thinking and the philosophies of Bacon and Descartes that enabled humans to 

aggressively exploit nature. This mindset can be understood through the language of 

conquest, where nature is portrayed as a fearful, unknown, untamed wilderness, and the 

enemy as alien, strange, and challenging … to be discovered, civilised, harnessed, 

opened up, tamed, triumphed over, exploited, mastered, known, and settled (Crotty, 

2011; Lines, 1991). Garden (2005) described the axe and the gun as icons of Australian 
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colonialism, and Cathcart (2009, p. 60) described the axe as a “potent symbol of virility 

and possession/dispossession”, with the mastery of the land becoming closely 

associated with manliness. Lines (1991) described the stump as symbolic of nature 

subdued. To add to this picture of an epic battle between the settlers and nature is the 

notion that the forests were seen as inexhaustible (Cathcart, 2009; Horton, 2000). 

 

Importantly, prior to arriving in Australia, the British had spent the previous 

millennium or two domesticating their own country. The British settlers arrived in 

Australia not only lacking an emotional attachment to their new land (Horton, 2000), 

but with an attachment to Britain. The new settlers responded partly by shaping the new 

land into a version of Britain, and hence “making it familiar” (Dunlap, 1999, p. 309). 

The acclimatisation societies during the 1860s and 1870s released many exotic plants 

and animals into Australia as part of this familiarisation process (Arcioni, 2004; Garden, 

2005; Lines, 1991). Farming for the settlers could be described as a “religious 

compulsion”, turning “wasteland” or wild nature into productive land through labour, in 

line with John Locke’s philosophy (Benton, 2007; Dovers, 2000). The settlers saw 

themselves as bringing civilisation through ring-barking and clearing the land (Frawley, 

1994). 

 

Several scholars have questioned the dominant portrayal of the early colonists as 

alienated from their new environment to the extent described above. They present a less 

damning view of the early settler mindset, and contest the notion that settlers viewed the 

natural environment with hostility. Dovers (1994) suggested that the settlers were 

simply acting according to the needs and values of their time. Griffiths (2002, p. 378) 

maintained that settlers thought of clearing trees as a way of improving the land—not 

only as “a private necessity, but also as a public good”. In this way, improving the land 

was seen as a way for the settlers to improve themselves, an idea reinforced by the 

Protestant work ethic (Smith, 2011). Frost (2002) asserted that the portrayal of farmers, 

settlers and pioneers as exploiters, and urban artists, naturalists and tourists as more 

conservation minded, is far too simplistic.  

 

Powell (1994) contended that the trial and error approach taken in Australia was part 

of finding a way to sustainable land management amidst uncertainty. Barr and Cary 

(1992, p. 82) described agriculture in Australia as a “200 year experiment”, arguing that 

“the rural attitude to trees has been ambivalent—even as the trees were cleared, some 
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sense of loss prevailed at the passing of the forests”. Campbell (1984, p. 11) also noted 

that “...it is too easy to fall into the trap of decrying the impact of Australian agriculture 

on the landscape without understanding the complex interaction of forces which shaped 

the way in which farming systems were developed.” Campbell (1984) described farmers 

as continuously searching for better ways to manage their land.  While Bonyhady 

(2002) contended that Australia has a solid history of environmental concern, and a 

keen interest in conserving the natural environment, he acknowledged that often such 

intentions were not realised, for a variety of reasons. These scholars all suggested that 

the settlers simply needed to clear the vegetation in order to farm the land, and that 

many appreciated and valued their new land for a range of reasons.  

 

Toward the end of this exploitative pioneering phase another discourse developed in 

the late 1800s, involving a shift in public attitudes toward the land (Mulligan & Hill, 

2001). Mulligan and Hill (2001) claimed that there was no nature conservation 

movement until the 1860s and 1870s when new ecological awareness arose. For 

example, the first Field Naturalists Club was formed in Victoria in 1880. The late 1800s 

saw the rise of the Heidleberg painters and an appreciation of Australian nature and 

scenery, alongside the romantic bush poets Henry Lawson and Banjo Paterson, who 

linked experiencing the bush to the Australian identity. Mulligan & Hill (2001) saw this 

as a response to the cultural cringe where Australia was seen as inferior to England or 

Europe.  Arcioni (2004) noted that as early as 1892, some Australians were thinking 

about environmental damage caused by clearing, agriculture and foreign species 

introductions. Dunlap (1999) traced bushwalking back to the 1880s, and suggested this 

provided a foundation for preserving nature (in the National Parks movement to come) 

as well as a way to explore nature. This conservation discourse continued into the 1900s 

where newspapers (such as The Argus & The Herald, from the early 1900s) promoted 

enjoying nature and argued for preserving it, particularly from the threat of logging 

(Mulligan & Hill, 2001). Regular and popular nature broadcasts on radio from 1938 

continued this “back to nature” approach (Mulligan & Hill, 2001).  

2.3.4.2   National development phase 1900 to 1960  

 

The national development phase was an era where the process of exploitation shifted 

from relatively unrestrained to the “wise” use of resources. As noted above, parallel 

discourses evident in the late 1800’s continued in this phase with conservation 
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discourses alongside more exploitative discourses. The national development phase 

embodies Heathcote’s national vision as the development goals came to fruition. Land 

settlement policies and wealth from primary industries brought a confidence in, and a 

more positive attitude toward the Australian land, and a decline of the “cultural cringe”. 

Enjoyment and appreciation of national parks and native plants gained momentum 

during this phase. 

 

National parks management was increasingly influenced by scientific and ecological 

approaches to the Australian environment promoted by bodies such as the Wildlife 

Preservation Society of Australia. While bushwalking and nature conservation groups 

initially promoted a romantic/ecological environmental approach, this gave way to more 

of an ecological vision for national parks (Frawley, 1987). The 1920s and early 1930s 

saw a substantial growth in the bushwalking conservation movement (Frawley, 1987). 

 

Mirmohamadi (2006, p. 82) emphasised the importance of the “school garden 

movement” in Victoria in the early 1900s in developing a connection between 

Australian native plants and national identity and pride. The “conventional discourse” 

[of the Education Department] promoting gardening with native plants took hold when 

Australian native plants first took on symbolic patriotic significance (Mirmohamadi, 

2006, p. 82) 

 

The native plant movement gained momentum in the 1940s and 1950s with the 

establishment of what is now known as the Natural Resource Conservation League 

(NRCL), the Australian National Botanic Garden, and the Australian Native Plants 

Society. 1944 saw the formation of Australia’s first voluntary environmental 

organisation—now the NRCL—aimed at promoting tree growing (Barr & Cary, 1992).  

A government-funded nursery was established, and substantial numbers of native trees 

have been planted, many on farmland (Barr & Cary, 1992). In 1949, the Australian 

National Botanic Garden focusing on native Australian plants, was established (to be 

officially opened in 1970). And in 1957, the Australian Native Plants Society was 

formed, promoting an appreciation of native plants through propagation and cultivation.  

 

Alongside these environmental developments was the increasing application of 

industrial agriculture from the 1950s. Substantial areas of native vegetation were cleared 

mechanically, particularly in Queensland and Western Australia in the 1950s and 1960s. 
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The expansion of industrial profit-driven agriculture from the 1950s wrought greater 

environmental impacts (Garden, 2005), which necessitated greater government 

intervention. 

 

2.3.4.3   Modern environmental phase: 1960s to present day  

 
We have in the last forty years begun a new conversation about, and 
with, the land. (Dunlap, 1999, p. 275) 

 

This phase of modern or “second wave environmentalism” was a time of conflict, where 

utilitarian approaches were challenged by aesthetic and ecological perspectives. This era 

embodies Heathcote’s ecological vision in rejecting the colonial view’s dominating and 

exploitative approach to nature and in aiming to limit development. There has been 

significant support for the ecological vision particularly since the 1960s, and 

environmental conflict has resulted from the clash of this vision with the colonial vision 

(Frawley, 1987). The ecological vision is evident in the native plant movement, world 

heritage listings of South West Tasmania and the Great Barrier Reef, and recognition of 

Indigenous Australians and their influence on the land (Frawley, 1987). The “back to 

the earth” movement, improved public environmental awareness and much 

environmental conflict involving nationwide politics are also related to the ecological 

vision. Rachael Carson’s landmark book, Silent Spring, published in 1962, brought to 

wide public attention some of the environmental risks inherent in industrial agriculture, 

and was said to rally the environmental movement sweeping the Western world in the 

1960s (Lawrence, Vanclay, & Furze, 1992). The back-to-the-earth movement in 

Australia in the 1970s encouraged a different way of approaching nature and living on 

the land, and a much greater awareness of human impacts on the environment. The 

sustainable agriculture movement around this time marked the beginnings of organic 

farming, biodynamic farming, permaculture, and conservation farming (Campbell, 

1992). The increase in the public’s environmental awareness during the 1980s provided 

the foundation for the proliferation of environmental activity in this era, including 

environmental campaigns. 

 

The era of the environmental campaigns in Australia was a major indication of public 

concern for the environment (Lothian, 2002). This era gave rise to the environment as a 

political issue, “green” representatives in parliament, the formation of a new Land 
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Resources Council (which became the landmark Victorian Land Conservation Council) 

and a rise in environmental awareness in the general public (Mosley, 1972).  

 

The first environmental campaigns aimed at preventing environmentally damaging 

development included the Little Desert in the Victorian Mallee region and Lake Pedder, 

from 1969 to 1972 (Garden, 2005). Dunlap (1999, p. 287) contended that government 

plans to develop the Little Desert were met with widespread public protests, and that the 

natural environment had become “important enough for political manoeuvring” 

(Dunlap, 1999, p. 287). Robin (1998, p. 4) thoroughly explored this “rise of ecological 

consciousness” using the Little Desert as a case study, and traced “a growing awareness 

of the political dimensions of concerns about the natural world and the place of people 

in nature”. She attributed the politicising of nature conservation to “the persistent hard 

work over a whole century by amateur nature lovers” (Robin, 1998, p. 25) and placed 

the activism within the context of the international phenomenon of heightening 

ecological consciousness arising in the 1960s, which the “Little Desert dispute 

coincided with and reinforced” (Robin, 1998, p. 152). She claimed that while the 

successful Little Desert campaign symbolised hope, the contemporaneous Lake Pedder 

dispute “is an icon of loss for Australian conservationists (Robin, 1998, p. 152). 

 

Garden (2005, p. 124) described the Lake Pedder environmental campaign as “the 

most critical campaign in making the environment a consciously public and political 

issue”. Although the lengthy campaign to prevent the flooding of Lake Pedder was lost, 

some of its defenders became state politicians, hence influencing environmental politics 

to follow. Dunlap (1999, p. 291) described defending the natural environment as 

“becoming part of a larger attempt to fit humans into the world of nature”. 

 

Significant campaigns that followed the Little Desert and Lake Pedder included the 

Franklin River in the early 1980s, the Great Barrier Reef, and conflicts involving the 

rainforests in NSW and QLD (Frawley, 1994). Such campaigns “saw the dominant 

utilitarian imagery come under challenge from aesthetic and ecological perspectives” 

(Frawley, 1994, p.75). Along with environmental campaigns came the formation of 

conservation organisations, a developing appreciation and use of native plants, and the 

Landcare movement, as detailed below. 
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The 1960s and 1970s saw several conservation organisations form, including the 

Australian Conservation Foundation (in 1965), the Wildlife Preservation Society of Qld 

(in 1962), the Nature Conservation Council in WA (in 1967), the Tasmanian 

Conservation Trust (in 1968), the Conservation Council of Victoria (in 1969), the 

Conservation Council of SA (in 1971), and the first environmental protection authority 

was established in Victoria in 1970 (Garden, 2005). New parks and wildlife bureaus 

were created between 1966 and 1977 in all states (except in Victoria). New charters 

included preserving “national heritage” habitat, and parks bureaus were made 

responsible for preserving examples of natural areas within the state (Dunlap, 1999, p. 

285). 

 

An emphasis for street plantings of native rather than exotic plants in Canberra 

indicates a broader appreciation of native Australian plants from the 1970s (Dunlap, 

1999). The establishment of the National Botanic Gardens “devoted to native flora” in 

Canberra (Banks & Brack, 2003, p. 153) also exemplifies this appreciation, which grew 

further in the 1980s, manifesting in the indigenous plants movement, where locally 

native plants are preferred. Mulcock (2008, p. 183) contended that the native garden 

movement is an “example of an embodied process of settler-descendant 

“indigenisation”, of becoming more native—a process that is being undertaken with 

varying degrees of self-consciousness by a diverse group of Australians”. This can be 

seen as a process where a people develop roots and a sense of belonging in their new 

land through a better appreciation of its flora and fauna. Well regarded Australian 

writers including Flannery (2006) and Emberson (Powell & Emberson, 1996) have 

viewed the path to an enduring connection with the land as one built on a greater 

understanding of Australia’s flora and fauna.  

 

There was a proliferation of farm tree groups in the 1980s, which by the late 1980s 

had expanded to over 50 groups, with key aims of promoting tree growing on farms, 

and protecting remnant vegetation (Campbell, 1984). This strongly influenced the 

Landcare movement, created in 1986 in Victoria through a partnership involving the 

National Farmers Federation and the Australian Conservation Foundation. The 

Landcare principles of focusing on communities rather than individuals, on multiple 

rather than single issues, and on involving community at all phases (Campbell, 1984) 

provided a solid foundation for the Landcare movement, as evidenced by its rapid and 

continued growth. The increasing numbers of such community groups corresponded 
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with, and reflected, a significant increase in concern for environmental issues among 

farmers (Barr & Cary, 1992) and an increase in environmental awareness generally 

(Campbell, 1984) during the 1980s. Barr & Cary (1992) described the change from 

viewing native trees as weeds, to regarding them as essential to sustainable agriculture, 

as a dramatic transformation in public perceptions in Australia. 

 

Several authors have emphasised the evolving nature of environmental attitudes in 

Australia. Heathcote (1972) pointed out the changing nature of views toward the 

environment from colonial times, with none of his visions continuing to dominate—

with parts of many visions evident today. Heathcote predicted that in the future this 

complexity would deepen further, retaining aspects of most of the visions. Frawley 

(1987) contended that although the Australian anthropocentric colonial vision, in both 

its pioneering and wise use utilitarian forms comprised the dominant Australian 

environmental image, it was an image under challenge. Barr and Cary (1992) and Bryan 

et al. (2013) also discussed evolving environmental attitudes in Australia. Trends of 

social survival followed by economic growth and increased environmental concern 

influenced these evolving attitudes, expressed through notions of sustainability and 

stewardship.  

 

The complexity of environmental ideologies highlighted in the evolving and mixing 

of visions as described by Heathcote and Frawley makes regarding them as part of a 

spectrum a useful approach. A discourse expressed on the biocentric or eccocentric end 

of the spectrum recognises the intrinsic value of nature, and can be seen in organisations 

including Trust for Nature, Greening Australia, Birds Australia, and the National Parks 

Associations. Discourses at the anthropocentric end of the spectrum are discussed 

below. 

 

Adams (2003a) contended that Australian colonialism left a legacy of imperialism 

and a utilitarian anthropocentricism. As Smith (2011, p. 10) pointed out, the current day 

Australian national anthem captures and celebrates such perspectives, for example in the 

line “golden soil and wealth for toil”. As discussed earlier, anthropocentrism comes in 

many shades, comprising varying degrees of environmental exploitation or protection. 

This can be observed in examples of current day anthropocentrism in Euro-Australia as 

illustrated in Figure 2.3, and detailed further below. 
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The notion that humans are separate from nature (see Figure 2.3) is evidenced in 

anthropocentric language. For example, the commonly used word “landscape” tends to 

separate humans from the land and facilitate an outside view, perhaps best understood 

in terms of viewing a landscape painting or a landscape film, where one is obviously on 

the outside looking in—as compared to the Indigenous Australian concept of “country” 

where humans are considered part of nature (Mulligan & Hill, 2001; Seddon, 1997). 

“Country” implies recognising many meanings and functions at a variety of scales 

(Head, 2000). This difference is reflected in how humans describe their use of land; 

according to Plumwood (2003), describing nature as a “natural resource” is part of the 

exploitative anthropocentric philosophy. 

 

 

Figure 2.3. Examples of contemporary anthropocentric approaches to nature in 

Australia. 
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The exploitative anthropocentric philosophy is exemplified by the commonly applied 

command and control approach to environmental management (see Figure 2.3), where 

problems are viewed as relatively simple, clearly defined, and responsive to 

straightforward solutions that can be developed and applied (Holling & Meffe, 1996). 

The exploitative philosophy is also exemplified by common approaches in ecological 

restoration involving one or more of several notions described by Hilderbrand, Watts, 

and Randle (2005) as myths. These are: 1. The carbon copy—humans  can recreate an 

ecosystem to a particular previous state; 2. The field of dreams—humans can put in 

place physical structures, and the remaining parts will evolve appropriately; 3. The fast 

forwarding myth—humans can accelerate succession and ecosystem development; 4. 

The cookbook—humans can apply a standard approach and expect success, regardless 

of any uncertainties; 5. Command and control—humans can, and will continue to 

control nature, by treating symptoms and fixing problems; and lastly, 6. The Bionic 

world myth—humans can solve the Earth’s problems through science and technology 

(Hilderbrand, Watts, and Randle 2005). 

 

The anthropocentric approach can be seen in national parks, where areas of nature 

are zoned with rigid boundaries, and controlled through certain management regimes 

(Adams, 2003b). An example of viewing nature as in need of human improvement is 

the cultural norm of valuing neatness and tidiness (as described by Nassauer (1995)) 

with its implicit rejection of the “messy” nature of Australian bushland (Seddon, 1997); 

another example is the common label of “improved pasture” referring to the 

introduction of non-native species of pasture on farms. 

 

Human stewardship of nature involves a responsibility of care and for passing the 

land on to future generations in good condition. Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm (2010, p. 

318) referred to stewardship as a “general stance towards land use” which involves 

“landholders’ sense of what constitutes responsible and moral use such that their own 

and broader interests are met”. Earl, Curtis, and Allan (2010, p. 687) defined the current 

notion of environmental stewardship according to the following characteristics: it has a 

moral basis, it is internal and personal, it comprises an individual standard, it is 

voluntary, it may show in behaviour, it is not enshrined in law, and it is all 

encompassing. Stewardship is seen in parts of the Landcare movement, sustainable 

agriculture organisations, and bush regeneration groups. 
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2.4   Conclusion 

 

It is clear that there are several contrasting views of nature stemming from the earliest 

times of modern human history in Europe, brought to Australia initially by the early 

settlers. Views of Euro-Australians today reflect this long history and represent a settler 

descendant version of views of nature, shaped by the processes of European 

colonisation in this country. While Australia has developed its own unique culture, it is 

closely linked to the wider Western world, as exemplified by worldwide processes such 

as human colonisation, industrialization, and environmental movements. Today, 

prevailing Euro-Australian utilitarian anthropocentric views of nature stemming from a 

long cultural tradition, sit alongside eccocentric views stemming from more recent 

cultural approaches. Together, they form the rich tapestry of contrasting contemporary 

views toward nature in this country. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Background to perceptions of regrowth  

 

3.1   Introduction 

 

In Chapter 2, I demonstrated that there are several ways of viewing nature and 

vegetation in Australia, arising from cultural traditions extending back to early modern 

human history in Europe. In this chapter I discuss how a deep understanding of these 

views can be enabled by exploring frames—socially constructed mental filters through 

which people view (i.e. see and understand) the world. Frames are thought to be 

influenced by topics presented early on in this chapter, including both innate and 

cultural factors such as landscape perception, environmental values, social norms, and 

behavioural factors. The socialisation processes that shape frames use all the human 

senses of touch, smell, sound, and images, but the most influential action is through the 

creation and sharing of words and language. This takes place typically in the form of 

stories or narratives, which collectively form discourses. I conclude this chapter by 

exploring how spontaneous regrowth has been framed through language across a range 

of contexts.  

 

3.2   Landscape perceptions 

	  

We… perceive the landscape (the material reality of the earth's surface) 
by means of our senses and through the sieve, the filter, of our culture 
and technical traditions, our philosophic and scientific convictions, our 
aesthetic attitudes. (Zonneveld, 1990, p. 9) 

 

3.2.1   Introduction 

 

In this section I explore theories of landscape preference relating to vegetation, because 

vegetation has been consistently linked to how people evaluate landscapes (Balling & 

Falk, 1982; Fenton, 1985; Lamb & Purcell, 1990; Ulrich, 1986). An understanding of 

landscape preferences is important because, whether they are formed through cultural or 
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biological forces, they are influential in how stakeholders will view and manage 

shrubby regrowth.  

 

There is substantial evidence showing human preferences for relatively smooth 

textured and open landscapes (Kaplan, 1992; Kaplan, Kaplan, & Brown, 1989; Parsons, 

1995; Ulrich, 1986) such as savannah or park like landscapes. Such human responses to 

landscapes and vegetation are thought to be influenced by both innate (biological) and 

learned (cultural) forces (Bourassa, 1990; Williams & Cary, 2001), although most 

theories relating to landscape preference come from an evolutionary perspective 

(Lothian, 2007). Evidence for these is in many cases limited, however. 

 

Explanations of these innate and learned forces comprising evolutionary, cultural, 

and social constructivist theories of landscape preference are explored in this section.  

Evolutionary theories suggest that human nature is shaped by psychological adaptations 

to ancestral environmental elements (Tveit, Ode Sang, & Hagerhall, 2012), while 

cultural and social constructivist theories suggest that human nature is shaped by 

cultural and social factors.  

 

3.2.2   Evolutionary theories of landscape perception 

 

Evolutionary theories aiming to explain landscape or environmental preference relate to 

human survival and reproduction through evolving inherited behavioural tendencies 

(Bell et al., 1996). These innate tendencies, although not necessary to aid human 

survival today, are thought to influence landscape preference on a psychological level 

(Hunziker, Buchecker, & Hartig, 2007). Such theories link innate inherited preferences 

that favour human survival to preferences for savannah type landscapes (Balling & 

Falk, 1982, Orians & Heerwagen, 1992). Theories include the habitat theory (Orians, 

1986), the information processing theory (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989), the prospect-refuge 

theory (Appleton, 1975), and the affective theory (Ulrich et al., 1991). 

 

Orians (1986), an evolutionary biologist, put forward the habitat theory, which 

suggests that natural selection favoured humans who were inclined to explore and 

inhabit relatively safe environments with plentiful resources. The African savannah, 

where humans are thought to have originated, offered such an environment with its 

scattered trees and extensive grasslands (Orians & Heerwagon, 1992). This hypothesis 
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predicts that humans will prefer savannah-like environments more than other types of 

environment, due to their long history in this setting. Studies by Balling & Falk (1982) 

and Ulrich (1983) have supported this theory. Lothian (2007) provided the example of 

many Australian public parks and private gardens comprising a similar landscape, with 

scattered trees in extensive lawns, in support of Orian’s theory. 

 

Information processing theory is the key theory of environmental perception, as 

developed by environmental psychologists Rachel Kaplan and Stephen Kaplan 

(Lothian, 2007). Based upon the habitat theory, the information processing theory 

relates to the fundamental needs of understanding and exploration relating to human 

functioning and survival (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). In this model, humans need to be 

able to perceive potential danger, and prefer environments that are relatively safe. 

Human preference in this model relates to four factors (relating to the visual and 

spatial): complexity (the quantity and variety of elements—preferred patterns are 

neither highly complex nor basic); coherence (the level of orderliness—which enables 

one to understand the environment); legibility (the level of distinctiveness in a scene—

relating to an ability to understand and remember a space and to orientate oneself, so 

one can travel without becoming lost); and mystery (the potential of related yet new 

information—which provides an invitation to explore a landscape) (Kaplan & Kaplan, 

1989). The information processing model explains why people prefer landscapes that 

they can understand and move about in, but are also sufficiently interesting to invite 

exploration.   

 

The prospect-refuge theory developed by geographer Jay Appleton in 1975 links 

environmental preference to places where humans can see (i.e., prospect) without being 

seen (i.e., refuge). This theory predicts that a landscape with both prospect and refuge 

would enable human survival through facilitating viewing of both prey and predators. 

The theory predicts that humans prefer edges that offer the best view of a space, spaces 

that provide a covering over the head and also cover from the back and sides, spaces 

that offer a balance between prospect and refuge, and spaces that provide multiple 

viewing points and access for surveillance and escape (Appleton, 1975). Appleton 

(1975, p. 125) described landscapes as “balanced” when they have a roughly equal mix 

of both prospect and refuge, whereas landscapes with a greater portion of one or the 

other are either “prospect dominant” or “refuge dominant”. He suggested that the “feel” 

of a landscape is determined by its ratio of elements symbolising prospect and refuge. 
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This theory suggests that widely spaced trees offer prospect, while forests offer both 

prospect and refuge. Empirical testing of Appleton’s theory has not provided strong 

support (Lothian, 2007). 

 

The affective theory, developed by Roger Ulrich, proposes that natural landscapes 

and settings lead to a sense of well-being in viewers. This theory suggests that 

unconscious and immediate emotional responses underpin human reactions to nature. 

These strongly influence conscious cognition, physiological responses, and behaviours 

(Ulrich et al., 1991). Ulrich found an association between positive feelings and 

physiological benefits with natural scenes, and an association between negative feelings 

and urban scenes lacking in trees or other natural aspects. Supporting his theory, Ulrich 

(1984) found that hospital patients recovered more quickly if they were able to view 

trees outside their rooms. 

 

Studies that support the evolutionary theories of landscape perception described 

above show human preferences for the following features: park-like/savannah-like 

landscapes; scattered large trees; low understorey shrub density; smooth, lush grassy 

herbaceous ground layers; and presence of water and views (openness and depth) 

(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989, Parsons & Daniel, 2002, Ulrich, 1986). Least preferred 

landscapes exhibit featurelessness (i.e., they lack focal points), restricted views, rough 

ground textures that may obstruct movement, absence of water, high density shrub 

understorey, small trees, and dead trees (Ulrich, 1986).  Ulrich (1986, p. 35) noted that 

dense shrubby understorey vegetation has “powerful negative effects on preference”. 

Kaplan and Kaplan (1989, p. 68) also noted that preference is consistently low in 

landscapes that are “blocked”, for example dense understorey vegetation impeding 

views. Such settings would also impede movement and hence reduce a person’s 

competence while also providing a sense of danger—reducing perceived safety and 

comfort (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). An example of testing evolutionary theories of 

landscape preference include an Australian study of “blocked” landscapes by Lamb and 

Purcell (1998), who found low preferences for “scrub” compared to forest. Applying the 

information processing model, they attributed this low preference to the scrub’s high 

complexity and to its low levels of legibility and mystery. 
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3.2.3   Cultural theories of landscape perceptions 

 
Landscape is composed not only of what lies before our eyes but what 
lies within our heads. (Meinig, 1979, p. 1) 
 

Cultural perspectives suggest that landscape preference is shaped by cultural, social, and 

personal characteristics, and that cultural traditions and norms strongly influence views 

about the environment. In Chapter 2, I explored Australian history from European 

colonisation to the current day and showed that contemporary views are influenced by 

both this colonial environmental history and by histories reaching back to the Ancient 

Greeks. Particularly strong utilitarian anthropocentric views of nature exist in 

contemporary Australia stemming from these histories. Cultural theories of, and 

approaches to, landscape preference include topophilia (Tuan, 1974), the ecological 

aesthetic (Gobster, 1999, Nassauer, 1992), the aesthetics of care (Nassauer, 1995, 1997), 

and the sociological landscape framework (Greider & Garkovich, 1994). 

 

The “topophilia” approach emphasises experience and familiarity in shaping 

landscape preference, in that humans tend to bond with things they know well. The term 

topophilia describes emotional connections between humans and places (Tveit et al., 

2012). Attachment to place and a sense of place is typically closely tied to one’s sense 

of self (Cheng, Kruger, & Daniels, 2003) and helps to explain the different perspectives 

likely held by different people such as farmers and developers, relating to the same 

piece of land. 

 

Thayer (1989, p. 106) emphasised how understanding an environment affects 

responses, with environmental “knowing” influencing how landscapes are experienced. 

This heightened experience is explained by Gobster’s (1999) “ecological aesthetic”, 

which suggests that environmental or ecological knowledge of an environment leads to 

its preferencing.  Gobster (1999, p. 58), coming from a social science perspective, 

suggested that the human scenic orientation is “strongly grounded in culture and 

tradition”. As it is cognitive and knowledge based, the ecological aesthetic may enable 

coupling ecological sustainability with the appreciation of landscapes. This coupling 

would enable a greater understanding, enjoyment and involvement in the environment, 

values associated with environmental concern and a sense of place (Gobster, 1999). 

Gobster (1999, p. 61) maintained that an ecological aesthetic can lead to greater public 

adoption of sustainable practices because “both intellectual, and affective capacities 
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engage an individual to understand, appreciate and ultimately act upon the environment 

in a purposeful way”. 

 

Gobster (2001) also discussed early successional landscapes in the North American 

context, suggesting that closed and monotonous landscapes (such as shrubby thickets) 

will likely be perceived negatively. He noted that preferences will be shaped by the 

respondents’ knowledge of the landscape and their recreational backgrounds. For 

example hikers have been shown to prefer heterogeneous landscapes, and campers to 

prefer mature forests with access to water and flat ground, whereas wildlife-oriented 

people prefer landscapes rich in wildlife habitat (Gobster, 2001).  

 

In the “aesthetics of care” approach there is an emphasis on signs of human intent in 

the landscape that suggest human care. Humans tend to prefer managed landscapes that 

illustrate human intent and “civilization” (Nassauer, 1995, Ulrich, 1986). Such 

landscapes are associated with admired cultural traits including neatness, a work ethic, 

pride in one’s surroundings, and neighbourliness, which order the landscape (Nassauer, 

1995). Landscapes that do not show signs of human intent may be interpreted as lacking 

in order, as unruly, and likely associated with land abandonment and neglect. The land 

manager can also be held responsible for such a landscape, and may be seen as careless, 

tasteless, or lacking in resources and, indeed, as an undesirable neighbour (Nassauer, 

1995).  

 

In support of the usefulness of the aesthetics of care approach, many studies have 

shown that human maintenance of landscapes is culturally valued (Burton, 2004; 

Coetierer, 1996, Egoz, 2001; Gobster et al., 2007; Nassauer, 1995; Rogge, 2007). 

Farmers have been found to have a particularly strong ethic relating to an aesthetic of 

care. Egoz (2001) found that conventional farmers in New Zealand associated messy 

landscapes with neglect, laziness, and lack of control, while they associated tidy farms 

with the highly valued hard work ethic, success, care, and industriousness.  In a study in 

Belgium, Rogge (2007) found that farmers tend to strongly prefer well-maintained 

settings. In the United Kingdom, Burton (2004) also found links between a tidy and 

ordered landscape and perceived good land management, and nurturing amongst 

farmers. In the Netherlands, Coeterier (1996) listed land management as one of eight 

key attributes that imbue landscapes with meaning. Good landscape maintenance was 
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valued positively, with the standards for good management varying with the type of 

landscape. Gobster et al. (2007) discussed the aesthetic of care as it is perceived through 

cues in the landscape that are seen to show benevolent human activity.  

 

Understanding the aesthetic of care is important because, according to Nassauer 

(1997, p. 69), “landscapes that are ecologically sound, and that also evoke enjoyment 

and approval [through cues of care], are more likely to be sustained by appropriate 

human care over the long term”. She referred to this as “cultural sustainability”. 

 

The “sociological landscape framework” is a social constructionist approach to 

understanding landscape preference. It suggests that meanings are not inherent but are 

created socially, resulting in similar interpretations among groups of people. These 

interpretations become taken-for-granted meanings relating to the landscape (Greider & 

Garkovich, 1994)—in effect, frames through which the landscape is viewed. The 

meanings are “symbolic reflections of how people define themselves” (Greider & 

Garkovich, 1994, p. 14), and this varies according to who the people are (Mayerfeld 

Bell, 2009).  Hence, different human cultures can conceptualise the same landscape in 

contrasting ways (Head, 2000), as explained by the landscape framework. Greider & 

Garkovich, (1994, p. 1) expressed this as “Every river is more than just one river. Every 

rock is more than just one rock”.  Thus human perceptions and behaviours relating to 

landscapes are laden with ideological and cultural meanings (Kurz & Baudains, 2010). 

With an understanding of this framework, we gain valuable insights into stakeholders 

through exploring their cultural conceptions of aspects of their landscapes. 

 

There are many examples in the literature of different social groups viewing the same 

landscape in contrasting ways. Three Australian studies involving views of native 

vegetation or water provide such examples.  Sharp et al. (2012) found differences in 

how government employees and townspeople valued regrowth and in how they thought 

it should best be managed, in comparison to the views of farmers.  In another study of 

views of native vegetation in South Eastern Australia, Williams and Cary (2002) 

suggested that landscapes held different meanings for rural and urban respondents. 

Urban respondents viewed native vegetation from the perspective of recreation, while 

rural respondents viewed it from a financial perspective relating to production.  

Lukasiewicz et al. (2013) explored the views of scientists, government managers and 

landholders in relation to water policy, particularly water reform involving 
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environmental allocations of water. They found differences in perspective, with the 

scientists and government managers emphasising “objective” scientific solutions and 

the landholders emphasising personal experience and local knowledge.  

In summary, cultural perspectives suggest that human landscape preference is shaped 

by cultural, social and personal features. A cultural understanding suggests that people 

prefer landscapes they are familiar with, landscapes for which they have 

ecological/environmental knowledge about, and that show signs of human intent. 

Lastly, the sociological landscape framework emphasises the influence of culture in 

creating shared meanings of landscapes through social interactions.  

 

Having explored evolutionary and cultural perspectives on how landscapes are 

perceived, which affect how people frame and behave toward landscapes, I now explore 

another important influence on framing and behaviours: environmental values. These 

values also influence attitudes and normative beliefs and are important in how people 

create and maintain their frames. Research has shown that values are a significant 

influence on concern for the environment (Dietz, Fitzgerald, & Shwom, 2005). 

Connections have also been made between people’s attitudes toward the human-nature 

relationship and how people view changes such as where nature becomes less 

influenced by humans (Bauer, 2005; Kellert, 1980), such as spontaneous regrowth.  

 

3.3   Environmental values 

 

3.3.1   Introduction 

 

The extensive and complex literature on environmental values straddles a range of 

disciplines including psychology and sociology. Consistent themes in this literature are 

that values are relatively abiding and lasting, and that they guide human decisions and 

behaviours (Corbett, 2006). While it is beyond the scope of this section to provide a 

detailed critique of this area, I provide a basic overview. I begin by defining key words 

from this field, such as attitude, social norm types and environmental ideology. Refer to 

Table 3.1 
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Table 3.1  

Key Words or Terms used in the area of Environmental Values 

Word/term Definition 

Attitude “Positive or negative evaluation of something relatively specific” (Dietz 
et al., 2005, p. 346). 

Social norm A person’s expectation about how they ought to act in a given situation 
(Corbett, 2006). These are enforced by society, which one feels as “peer 
pressure”. 

Subjective norm “A person’s perception of social pressure to perform or not perform” a 
certain behaviour (Ajzen, 2005, p. 118). 

Normative belief “The beliefs that underpin subjective norms” (Ajzen, 2005, p. 124). 

Personal norm Internalised guiding principle about how one ought to behave (Corbett, 
2006). 

Belief “A person’s understandings about the world—facts according to 
individual perception” (Dietz et al., 2005, p. 346). 

Value Corbett (2006, p. 58) defined values as relatively general “statements 
about how things ‘should’ be”, while Schultz & Zelezny (2003, p. 126) 
defined values as “important life goals—they are standards which serve as 
guiding principles in a person’s life”. 

 

Worldview 

 

“Generalised belief” (Dietz et al., 2005, p. 346). 

Environmental 
ideology 

“A fully formed belief system concerning the natural world”, which 
involves a “way of thinking about the natural world that a person uses to 
justify actions towards it” (Corbett, 2006, p. 26). 

 

3.3.2   Value orientations 

	  

The way in which humans think about the non-human world has been labelled in a 

variety of ways in the socio-psychological literature. In Chapter 2 I concluded that 

prevailing Euro-Australian utilitarian, anthropocentric views of nature sit alongside 

eccocentric views. In this section I present more detail about these views, commonly 

labelled value orientations (Stern & Dietz, 1994), environmental ideologies (Corbett, 

2006), and paradigms (Luckett, 2004). These may be laid along a spectrum, with the 

most commonly described broad and contrasting categories, anthropocentric and 

biocentric, at opposite ends. An anthropocentric value orientation is a human-centred 

approach, whereas a biocentric value orientation is a nature-centred approach 

(Eckersley, 1992). People can have different value orientations simultaneously (Vaske 
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et al., 2001). For example, a person may believe in the intrinsic value of nature while 

also viewing it through the lens of utilisation. 

 

Research has connected egoistic value orientations to environmentally damaging 

behaviours, while altruistic and eccocentric value orientations have been linked to pro-

environmental behaviours (Corbett, 2006). From their review, Dietz et al. (2005) 

concluded that while values are an important influence on environmental concern, there 

is still uncertainty about both methods of changing values and how values influence 

behaviour. 

 

3.4   Factors influencing behaviours 

 

3.4.1   Introduction 

 

My purpose in this section is to provide a background about factors influencing 

behaviours to enable discussion in Chapter 6, where I address my research questions 3 

and 3a. Frames strongly influence human thinking and behaviour (Corbett, 2006; 

Lakoff, 2004, 2010). As structures that shape how people see and understand the world, 

frames are fundamental to human goals, actions, and judgements. As such, frames 

profoundly affect attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours, which are important components of 

two behavioural theories: the theory of planned behaviour (TPB), and the values-

beliefs-norms theory (VBN). Both have been useful for exploring behaviours relating to 

the environment. In section 3.4, I explore behavioural theories and social norms, and 

then focus on frames in Section 3.5.  

 

3.4.2  Behavioural theories 

 

The TPB is one of the most widely applied behavioural theories, which involves a 

cognitive approach to explaining behaviour based on an individual’s beliefs and 

attitudes (Morris et al., 2012). The TPB hypothesises that a person’s behaviour is 

determined by how they intend to behave—attitudes, subjective norms and beliefs about 

behavioural control can be used to predict these intentions (Ajzen, 2005). The belief 

part comprises three components: the belief that a behaviour leads to an outcome, 

perception of social pressure (e.g., normative beliefs or subjective norms), and beliefs 
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about control (i.e., how difficult or straightforward it is to undertake the behaviour). The 

theory suggests that the more control a person thinks they have over a behaviour (i.e., 

the more capable they feel), the stronger that person’s intention is to undertake the 

behaviour (Corbett, 2006). 

 

According to Ajzen (2005, p. 135), the TPB recognises many background factors that 

may (but not necessarily) influence a person’s beliefs. These include personal factors 

(e.g., age, gender, attitudes, personality traits, values, emotions, and intelligence), social 

factors (e.g., race, ethnicity, education, income, and religion), and informational factors 

(e.g., experience, knowledge, and media exposure). In a meta-analysis of TPB, 

Armitage and Connor (2001, p. 489) supported the efficacy of the TPB “as a predictor 

of intentions and behavior”. The TPB is appropriate for “predicting behaviour and 

retrospective analysis of behavior” (Morris et al., 2012, p. 5) and has been applied 

widely in the field of human health (Armitage & Connor, 2001) although is not 

considered useful for formulating interventions for behavioural change (Webb et al., 

2010). However, TPB could be used to identify factors influencing behaviours that 

could be harnessed to inspire behavioural change (Morris et al., 2012). In research 

comparing the ability of the TPB and the VBN theory in explaining conservation 

behaviour, Kaiser, Hubner & Bogner (2006) concluded that the TPB accounted for a far 

greater portion of conservation behaviours than did the VBN theory. 

 

The VBN theory is a framework with a chain of elements comprising values, beliefs, 

personal norms, and, finally, behaviour, with each component influencing the next 

(Stern, Dietz, & Kalof, 1993).  The values comprise three categories:  egoistic (caring 

for self), altruistic (caring for others), and biospheric (caring for the biosphere). The 

beliefs relate to perceived adverse consequences for things of value and perceived 

ability of the person to reduce the threat, which activate personal norms. These norms 

oblige people to behave in a way that is pro-environmental. Depending on the 

combination of a person’s values, beliefs, and personal norms, private behaviours or 

public activism may result (Stern, Dietz, & Kalof, 1993).  

 

An example of applying the VBN theory involves a person who decides to support 

an environmental organisation. If the person accepts the organisation’s basic values and 

believes that something valuable is threatened and that their actions will assist, that 

person will feel obliged (a personal norm) to support the environmental organisation 
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(Stern et al., 1999). The VBN theory has largely been applied to specific environmental 

behaviours such as supporting environmental causes. However, it has not been widely 

applied in studying community values of natural places (Seymour, 2010).  Lockwood 

(2005) suggested that the VBN theory is the most useful for exploring human values in 

relation to environmental decision making.  

 

Common to the two behavioural theories discussed above is the affect of social 

norms on behavior. Because of the capacity of social norms to influence behaviour 

(Bicchieri & Muldoon, 2011), I provide a brief overview of social norms.   

 

3.4.3   Social norms 

 

Social norms have interested sociologists because of their social functions and their 

ability to motivate certain behaviours (Bicchieri & Muldoon, 2011). Social norms are 

culturally learned and shared understandings permitting, obliging or forbidding 

behaviours (Ostrom, 2000). Social norms reflect an individuals’ perception of how 

people important to them would want or expect them to behave (Fielding et al., 2005). 

According to Bicchieri (2006, p. 1), norms may be “formal or informal, personal or 

collective, descriptive of what most people do, or prescriptive of behaviour”. Native 

vegetation retention legislation is an example of a formal social norm, which can be 

enforced through sanctions supported by law. Social approval of neighbours who neatly 

maintain their gardens is an example of an informal social norm, with transgressions 

resulting in informal sanctions such as gossip. Social expectations are pivotal in 

sustaining social norms (Bicchieri, 2006). 

 

Minato, Curtis and Allan (2010, p. 398) created a typology of six norms relating to 

native vegetation management in North-eastern Victoria, an area adjacent to my case 

study area, comprising: 

1. “Existing injunctive or “oughtness” norms”—for example, weeds “ought” to be 

controlled, as this is seen to be morally imperative and involves “external 

sanctions that are used to enforce social attitudes of approval and disapproval”. 

2. “Changing injunctive norms”—for example, cultural changes in attitudes to 

clearing native vegetation from land, where social disapproval of clearing is 

becoming more common. New knowledge and legislation is leading to “greater 

awareness of the value of native vegetation”. 
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3. “Descriptive norms”—for example, planting native trees and shrubs provides 

visible “social proof” that this is the “correct” behaviour. The more this activity 

takes place, the greater the chances of it becoming an “injunctive” norm. 

4. “Personal” or “internalised norms”—for example, keeping farmland free of 

regrowth, due to a preference that has become internalised, with guilt motivating 

behaviours around clearing regrowth and hence acting as an “internal sanction”. 

Such norms tend to be stable and relatively difficult to change. 

5. “Abstract norms”—for example, making new residents to a locality welcome. 

These are “overarching” norms that straddle cultures, such as behaving as a 

“good neighbour”. Local norms can potentially be established that express these 

abstract norms. 

6. “No-tolerance norms”—for example, “everyone must do their bit”, such as 

control weeds, where most people agree on what unacceptable behaviour is. 

While these norms are widespread and hence difficult to shift, they are still able 

to be changed. 

 

To summarise this chapter so far, I presented material on topics believed to influence 

how people construct frames through which they view the world, including landscape 

perception, environmental values, social norms, and behavioural factors. Now I explore 

framing in detail, particularly the fundamental role that language plays in creating, 

articulating, and reinforcing frames, typically through narratives and discourses. 

 

3.5   Framing 

 

Frames are “cultural phenomena that penetrate virtually all institutions and individuals 

and influence relevant communication and practices” (Corbett, 2006, p. 308). They are 

“perceptual lenses, worldviews, or underlying assumptions that guide communal 

interpretation and definition of particular issues” (Miller, 2000, p. 2011). The tradition 

of frames and framing accessed in this thesis can be traced to Bateson, an anthropologist 

(Bateson, 1972). Goffman (1974, p.21) labelled these interpretive lenses “primary 

frameworks” which provide meaning. More recently Jorgenson and Steier (2013, p. 

389) referred to frames as “sense making devices for organising and classifying 

experience”. They noted that frames are created and influenced by a range of 

background knowledge to privilege some ideas over others. Background knowledge 
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may come from the factors discussed earlier, including landscape perception, values, 

and social norms. 

 

Frames profoundly influence thinking and behaviour (Corbett, 2006; Lakoff, 2004, 

2010), and consequently they can provide insight into how shrubby regrowth is 

managed. As structures that shape how people understand things, frames underpin 

intentions, behaviours, and judgements. Frames are acquired through socialization; they 

are constructed through experience, and the passed-on experiences of others (i.e., 

history) (Bednarek, 2005). Language is profoundly important in this process of 

articulating and reinforcing frames as we pass them on to others. 

 

Frames are so powerful in shaping understanding that typically if facts are not 

congruent with a strongly held frame, the facts, rather than the frame, are discarded or 

ignored (Lakoff, 2004). An example of this tendency to discard facts is climate change 

scepticism, where sceptics typically ignore the findings of the majority of scientists that 

indicate human-induced climate change because they do not fit their frames (Lakoff, 

2010). Lakoff (2004, p. 3) maintained that all ideas come in the form of frames, with 

language carrying and evoking the ideas; indeed “every word … evokes a frame, which 

can be an image or other kinds of knowledge.” For example, Scott and Watson (2006) 

discussed frames commonly used in what they termed exploitative (industrial) and 

contrasting regenerative (conservation) styles of agriculture. They suggested that terms 

commonly used in Australian agri-business such as waste, efficiencies, eradicate, and 

dominate, engender exploitative approaches toward the land (Scott & Watson, 2006). 

They suggested that words enabling a more regenerative style of farming be used, such 

as nurturing, patient, supportive, and cooperative.  

 

Although frames are “taken for granted”, they powerfully influence communication 

and are strongly symbolic (Corbett, 2006, p. 307). Gardner and Stern (1996, p. 86) 

stressed the importance of framing messages to maximise their effectiveness because “a 

message that is delivered in the wrong way or by the wrong messenger is likely to be 

ignored or even mistrusted”.  Increasingly, framing is used to influence thinking on a 

range of issues, by encouraging some interpretations while discouraging others. For 

example, Lakoff (2004) wrote extensively on how the political conservatives in 

America have been very active in constructing frames aligned to their political agenda 

to influence elections. 
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Frames are constructed and maintained through language—both words and images.  

Exploring discourse, in particular the narratives or stories that are part of discourse, 

provides insight into the associated frames. 

 

3.5.1   Narratives and discourses 

 

Stories or narratives are socially pervasive (Atkinson, 2010) and central to how people 

culturally construct and convey meaning. Indeed, “we organize our experience and our 

memory of human happenings mainly in the form of narrative—stories, excuses, myths, 

reasons for doing or not doing, and so on” (Bruner, 1991). Generally, a narrative 

represents reality and is understood to be “a spoken or written text giving an account of 

an event/action” (Czarniawska, 2004, p. 17). Narratives typically have a beginning, 

middle, and end, with a basic plot that conveys the meanings (Elliot, 2005). They are 

“social forms, social products, social conventions, that are used in particular kinds of 

cultural and social milieus, are done to organize, to reconstruct the biographical, to 

construct experience, not simply to reproduce it unproblematically” (Atkinson, 2010). 

 

Narratives concern specific cases, but can form a part of discourses—frameworks 

that represent reality and aid understanding “of more abstract and general phenomena” 

(Lange Vik, 2010, p. 37). Adger et al. (2001, p. 683) broadly defined discourses as 

“shared meaning[s] of a phenomenon”, which are often associated with “powerful 

narratives and metaphors” (Adger et al., 2001, p. 687). Put another way, discourses may 

be expressed through narratives (Lange Vik, 2010). Adger et al. (2001, p. 687) gave the 

example of two main discourses around deforestation:  a “managerial” discourse that 

portrays a global environmental crisis underpinned by over-population and 

consumption, and a “populist” discourse that portrays deforestation as a serious 

environmental problem caused by unethical timber companies and ranchers, with 

indigenous peoples the heroes. 

 

While all language is important in shaping narratives and discourses, and in 

developing and reinforcing frames, of particular influence is metaphorical language 

(Norgaard, 2010). 
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3.5.2   Metaphorical language 

 
Our metaphors matter.  Indeed our metaphors about trees by and large 
determine the fate of trees. (Pollan, 1991, p. 171) 
 

Since at least Aristotle’s time metaphors have been considered to be merely linguistic 

tricks, but there is growing acceptance that metaphorical speech is linked to cognition.  

This understanding underpins the Contemporary Theory of Metaphor (CTM), originally 

referred to as Conceptual Metaphor Theory (see for example Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 

1993; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Metaphors are phrases or images that enable a thing to 

be understood by seeing it as or through another thing (Romanyshyn, 2001). 

Consequently metaphor often involves the use of “is”—not to compare, but to suggest 

that one thing can be seen as another (Schön, 1979). For example undertaking a 

Doctoral thesis could be seen as a ‘long road’, an ‘arduous journey’ or a ‘battle’. Many 

people commonly consider metaphor as something confined to language. However, the 

CTM suggests that metaphorical speech is linked to metaphorical thought (Gibbs, 

2011). Central to CMT is that metaphorical speech invokes mental associations by 

enabling conceptual “mappings” that structure understanding (Ruiz de Mendoza Ibanez 

& Perez Hernandez, 2011). Put simply, metaphors provide a way of making sense of 

things in relation to other things, in terms we can understand, that are grounded in our 

experience (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).   

 

Metaphors are so commonly used that they tend to be taken for granted and used 

without conscious reflection (Lakoff, 1991). For example, Larson (2011, p. 5) gathered 

the following metaphors from scientific research articles: colonise, succession, 

restoration, management, conservation, ecosystem service, invasive, exotic, native, and 

bottleneck. Paying attention to metaphors can yield rich insights into how things are 

being understood, and indeed, “to some extent the worldview of the society that coins 

them” (Larson, 2011, p. 18). Larson (2011, p. 8) highlighted the power of metaphors 

regarding their ability to: 

influence our conception of the world [and] catalyse particular 
outcomes. They dramatically affect our worldview, which is not just our 
view of the world, but also our way of living within it. Thus, the 
metaphors we select have very real outcomes in the constitution of 
culture and in the political realm.  
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Because of the profound influence of metaphors, authors such as Larson (2011) and 

Pollan (1991) have suggested we develop powerful metaphors to facilitate 

environmental sustainability. Pollan (1991) discussed the enormous potential of 

metaphors in enabling a new way of viewing the relationship between humans and 

nature, for example, the “lung tree” metaphor: 

 

If we come to think of trees as lungs and the Earth as an organism, it 
will no longer make sense to think of ourselves as being outside nature, 
or even to think of trees as being outside culture. (Pollan, 1991, p. 174) 

 

According to Larson (2011), environmental sustainability requires both a rethinking 

of our personal and societal actions, and of the metaphors we use. He called for “socio-

scientific” metaphors that engender biodiversity conservation through evoking hope 

rather than fear—for example, replacing military metaphors such as “invasion” with 

non-military metaphors. 

 

To summarise this section on framing, landscapes are viewed and understood 

through frames. These frames are influenced by cultural forces including history, social 

norms, social values, and innate forces such as hereditary psychological factors. Frames 

are profoundly influential in shaping how humans view, understand, and behave.  

Frames are created, reinforced, and articulated through language, typically in the form 

of specific narratives and broader discourses. Frames are dynamic, and language can be 

used to create and articulate new frames.  

 

3.6   Regrowth landscapes 

 

3.6.1   Introduction 

 

Although my study site is located in an amenity landscape (a form of post-agricultural 

landscape), I extend my exploration to contexts including urban, peri-urban, post 

industrial, and agricultural sites. Regrowth is characterised by the pre-eminence of non-

directed “natural” rather than cultural processes in areas formerly crafted by the latter, 

such as agriculture or industry, in response to socio-economic changes. Hofmeister 

(2009, p. 309) took a similar broad view, categorising regrowth in these settings as 

“second wilderness” that is found on “land that has been released from its former 
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uses—be they forestry, agricultural, or industrial—and thus deprived of much of their 

economic value”. To some, this return of nature signals the loss of culture, while others 

see it is a symbol of restorative hope. While there are substantial differences in the 

contexts, including the types of plants regenerating, exploring regrowth in such diverse 

contexts will enable me to deepen insights beyond what would be possible by restricting 

my view to my field research context. I focus primarily on post-agricultural regrowth, 

because this is the context of my study, and then provide an overview of urban related 

regrowth. 

 

3.6.2   The post-agricultural context 

 

The trend of reduction or cessation of agriculture throughout the world is commonly 

referred to as “land abandonment”, “abandonment of agricultural land”, or the 

“abandonment of marginal or traditional lands” (see, for example, Cramer, Hobbs, & 

Standish, 2007; Hobbs, Higgs, & Harris, 2009). Although “abandonment” infers people 

leaving the land, Beilin et al. (2011) noted that “abandonment” is linked to a reduction 

in agriculture, although not necessarily to a loss of ownership. Indeed, in some regions, 

agricultural decline is coupled with in-migration of newcomers from urban centres (see, 

for example, Benjamin et al., 2007). A common consequence of this changing land use 

is reforestation through processes of vegetation succession (Beilin et al., 2011; Hobbs & 

Cramer, 2007a). In Europe, Fyhria et al. (2009, p. 202) described this “re-growth, 

reforestation and overgrowth” as “one of the most significant alterations” to European 

cultural landscapes in recent decades.  

 

In their worldwide review of  the drivers and environmental, landscape, and social 

consequences of “land abandonment”, Rey Benayas et al. (2007) concluded that it is a 

global phenomenon mostly caused by rural–urban migration related to new economic 

opportunities for rural people in urban centres. Secondary factors are also influential. 

These include ecological (e.g., low soil fertility that constrains agriculture) and 

mismanagement factors (e.g., unsustainable agricultural practices). Put simply, the trend 

of “land abandonment” is caused by “a complex mixture of economic, social and 

ecological factors” (Cramer, Hobbs, & Standish, 2007, p. 110).  

 



 
 

 
64 

 

Rey Benayas et al. (2007, p. 1) identified several problems and benefits associated 

with land abandonment, with the relevance of each dependent upon the specific context. 

They listed key problems as “biodiversity loss, increase of fire frequency and intensity, 

soil erosion and desertification, reduction of cultural and/or aesthetic values, reduction 

of landscape diversity, and reduction of water provision”. They also noted benefits of 

land abandonment, including “passive revegetation and active reforestation, water 

regulation, soil recovery, nutrient cycling and increased biodiversity and wilderness”. 

Rey Benayas et al. (2007, p. 9) concluded that “at the global scale, land abandonment is 

good for humans mostly because it triggers the recovery of natural vegetation, of which 

40% has already been lost”. Cramer, Hobbs, and Standish (2007) concurred, claiming  

that the trend of reduced or ceased management of agricultural land is likely to mean 

that old fields (i.e., former agricultural land) will become increasingly important in land 

restoration and biodiversity conservation.  

  

In a global review of the implications of reforestation following land abandonment 

on biodiversity in rural mountain and hill landscapes, Sitzia et al. (2010) found most 

studies were located in Europe. There, trends of reduced or ceased agriculture on 

relatively infertile soils are coupled with intensified agriculture on relatively fertile 

lands, aided by technological advances and the commercialisation of agriculture 

(Marcel Hunziker & Kienast, 1999; MacDonald et al., 2000; Strijker, 2005). Centuries 

of low intensity farming (involving traditional cultivation approaches and livestock 

rearing), are typically associated with a range of species-rich “semi-natural” habitats or 

“environmental assets” (Macdonald et al., 2000, p. 48). Beilin, Lindborg, and Queiroz 

(2011) noted that in Europe, biodiversity is generally associated positively with 

agricultural practices.  Therefore, many of these areas with “high nature values” are 

thought to need continued low intensity agriculture to sustain their ecological values 

(Strijker, 2005, p. 100).  

 

3.6.2.1   Responses to spontaneous regrowth in post-agricultural contexts  

 

There have been relatively few studies exploring the social, rather than the ecological, 

responses to places shaped by human intention becoming “wild” (Bauer, 2005, p. 49). 

Social studies of post-agricultural regrowth landscapes are mainly in Europe, where 

large scale spontaneous reforestation has occurred extensively on former agricultural 
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land over recent decades in particular. Regrowth landscapes have been a topic of 

discussion and debate (see, for example, Bauer, 2005, in the Swiss context). In 

Australia, I located one recent social study focused on regrowth in an agricultural 

context (i.e., Sharp et al., 2012) , and two other recent studies, while not focused on 

regrowth, did include regrowth in a broader revegetation or native vegetation context 

(i.e., Minato et al., 2010; Race et al., 2010). Study approaches typically include photo 

visualisations depicting scenarios of different stages and extents of reforestation, 

interviews and surveys, or a mixture of these. Agricultural decline and associated 

reforestation tends to be viewed either as threatening agricultural ecosystems 

(particularly in Europe) or as an opportunity for restoring ecosystems pre-dating 

agricultural systems (Cramer & Hobbs, 2007). Benjamin et al. (2007) summarised the 

two responses in Europe as rejection, where the reforestation is viewed as unproductive, 

and acceptance involving romantic notions about the return of nature.  A summary of 

responses to regrowth landscapes in post-agricultural and agricultural contexts is 

provided in Table 3.2 (negative responses) and Table 3.3 (ambivalent and positive 

responses). 
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Table 3.2  

Negative Responses to Spontaneous Regrowth in Post-agricultural and Agricultural 
Contexts 
 

Basis of Response  Source 

Threat of fire and other natural 
hazards 

Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 2005; Race et al., 
2010; Soliva, 2007; Soliva et al., 2008 

Loss of attractiveness in the landscape Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 2005;  Soliva et al., 
2008; Vouligny & Gariepy, 2008  

Loss of control Race et al., 2010; Sharp et al., 2012 

Reduced access Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 2005; Soliva et al., 
2008 

An association with agricultural 
decline 

Palang et al., 2000 

Reduced land productivity, livelihood 
loss or economic problems 

Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 2005; Hunziker, 
2008; Lange Vik, Benjaminsen, & Draugstag, 
2010; Piussi & Pettenella, 2000; Soliva, 2007; 
Soliva et al., 2008; Vouligny & Gariepy, 2008 

An association with poor land 
management or neglected land 

Race et al., 2010; Sharp et al., 2012 

A threat to cultural landscapes Lange Vik, Benjaminsen, & Draugstag, 2010 

Threat to tourism assets Lange Vik, Benjaminsen, & Draugstag, 2010 

A sign of disrespect for the ancestors 
who previously created the farmland  

Soliva, 2007; Soliva et al., 2008 

Associated with feelings of shame in 
some stakeholders  

Benjamin, Bouchard, & Domon, 2007; Ruskule, 
2013 

Residents or local people tended to be 
more negative than outsiders  

Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 2005; Ruskule 2013  

Large homogenous areas of 
reforestation were perceived 
negatively in some cases  

Hunziker, 1995; Piussi & Pettenella, 2000 
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Table 3.3  

Ambivalent and Positive Responses to Spontaneous Regrowth in Post-agricultural and 
Agricultural Contexts 
	  

Response 
type 

Basis of Response  Source 

Ambivalent Feelings of ambivalence toward regrowth 
and its implications 

Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 
2005; Soliva, 2007; Soliva & 
Hunziker, 2009 

Positive Environmental benefits from spontaneous 
reforestation were perceived in areas 
becoming more “natural” or “wild” 

Bauer et al., 2009; Hunziker, et 
al., 2008; Piussi & Pettenella, 
2000; Soliva, 2007  

Positive Regenerating shrubs were seen to be a 
source of livestock fodder and wood 

Piussi & Pettenella, 2000 

Positive Regenerating shrubs were seen to be a 
source of income for firefighters due to 
the increased risk of fire  

Piussi & Pettenella, 2000 

Positive A “moderate” level of reforestation was 
perceived to be attractive in the landscape  

Gomez-Limon, & Fernandez, 
1999; Hunziker & Keinast, 1999, 
Hunziker, 1995; Tahvanainen, 
Tyrväinen, & Nousiainen, 1996 

Positive Regrowth was more socially acceptable if 
it was more diverse, rather than 
monocultural  

Sharp et al., 2012  

 

Positive Cost effective landscape repair Race et al., 2010 

 

	  

The Netherlands government is actively converting relatively large areas of 

agricultural land into two types of more natural environments: actively managed forests 

and forests allowed to grow with minimal intervention, and hence evolve into “new 

wilderness” (Van den Berg & Koole, 2006). In a study of perceptions of these two types 

of forests, different user groups preferred different landscapes, although generally, 

“wilderness” landscapes were preferred over managed nature sites (Van den Berg & 

Koole, 2006).  
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3.6.2.2   Framing regrowth in post-agricultural contexts 

 

Kowarik (2005) emphasised the importance of terminology in conveying perceptions 

and value judgements. For example, we can readily sense a difference between framing 

regrowth relatively neutrally as “ingrowth of forest into an agricultural landscape” 

(Hunziker, 1995, p. 399) compared with the strongly negative “woody weed invasion” 

(Geddes et al., 2011, p. 35) or “uncontrolled nature development” (Höchtl, Lehringer, & 

Konold, 2005, p. 85). Frames of regrowth tend to reflect the framer. For example, 

ecologists typically refer to regrowth relatively neutrally as “recruitment” or “old-field 

colonisation/succession” (see for example Geddes et al., 2011), while some landholders 

with production interests may refer to it as “weeds taking over”. The powerful influence 

of framing is clear when we consider a typical response to “woody weed invasion” is 

unlikely to be one aimed at nurturing or enhancing the “woody weeds”. We are more 

likely to react with anxiety, and envisage controlling responses, when weeds and 

invasions are evoked. 

 

In the literature, I noticed that at times unconscious or unreflective dominant frames 

were used that do not reflect the framer’s stated intentions, and hence may be 

counterproductive. This occurs, for example, when ecologists who are explicitly aiming 

to promote the ecological benefits of the regrowth use words such as “encroachment”, 

“abandonment”, and “passive regeneration”. Regrowth is often associated with “land 

abandonment” and “derelict land” in the literature (see, for example, Vouligny & 

Gariepy, 2008). As can be seen from Table 3.4, “abandonment” suggests that people 

have left the land, with negative connotations. This could implicate the regrowth by 

association. Further, while it may be true that people have left the land, sometimes other 

people have come onto the land, which this term fails to acknowledge.  A more neutral 

term that could be substituted is “land use change”, which could include farmers 

undertaking less intensive management and farmers subdividing and selling land to 

newcomers who manage the land differently, both of which have been associated with 

regrowth. Using the word “derelict” to describe land undergoing processes of regrowth 

also has negative connotations. A more neutral term could be substituted, such as 

“unmanaged” land, although this is not entirely value-free. In Table 3.5 I explore neutral 

terms and in Table 3.6 I look at positive terms for regrowth in post-agricultural and 

agricultural landscapes. 
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Table 3.4 
 
Exploration of Negativea Terms Used for Regrowth in Post-agricultural or Agricultural 
Contexts by Scientists 
 

Term 1. Definitions (from The Australian Concise 
Oxford Dictionary, 1992 in inverted commas) 

2.  Interpretation/connotationsb 

References 

“Encroachment” 
 
“Scrub” 

1. Encroach: “intrude upon, especially on 
another’s territory” 

 Scrub: “brushwood, covering an area 
(remaining) in its natural & inhospitable 
state” 

2 Inhospitable scrub intruding onto  territory 
beyond its own territory 

Lunt et al., 2010b, 
Eldridge et al., 2011 

“Land 
abandonment” 
or “land use 
abandonment” 

1. Abandon: “to forsake or desert” 
Abandoned land: “left empty and unused” 

2. People have left the land, stopped caring for 
and using it (all negative associations) 

Höchtl, Lehringer, & 
Konold, 2005; 
Hunziker et al., 2008; 
Soliva, 2007 

“Invasion” 
“noxious” 
“weed” 

1. Invade: ‘intrude upon’, ‘swarm into’ 
Noxious: ‘harmful’, ‘unwholesome’ 
Weed: ‘wild plant growing where it is not 
wanted’ 

2. Strongly negative associations, including 
use of military metaphors 

Geddes et al., 2011 
Lunt et al., 2010a 
Lunt et al., 2010b 

“Uncontrolled 
nature 
development” 

This description is about control—specifically 
about people giving up control over nature, with 
negative connotations, as control generally has 
positive implications. 

Höchtl, Lehringer, & 
Konold, 2005 

“Passive 
regeneration” 

1. Passive: “not active; inert; submissive; acted 
upon”. 

 Regenerate: “bring or come into renewed 
existence; generate again” 
2.  Passive has negative connotations in our 

culture, hence using this word likely 
undermines the strength of agency in nature. 
Regeneration is a word with positive 
connotations. 

Lunt et al., 2010a 

 
a My interpretation of these words and terms as negative is based on dictionary 
definitions. 
b  My more detailed interpretation, based on dictionary definitions. 
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Table 3.5 
 
Exploration of Neutrala Terms Used for Regrowth in Post-agricultural or Agricultural 
Contexts by Scientists 
 

Term 1. Definitionsb (from The Australian Concise Oxford 
Dictionary, 1992 in inverted commas) 

2.  Interpretation/connotationsc 

References 

“Land use change” 2. Introduction of different land uses – this is 
presented neutrally although could be interpreted 
positively or negatively by the listener. 

Geddes et al., 2011 

“Ingrowth of forest 
into an agricultural 
landscape” 

2. Growth of forest into agricultural land. This is 
presented neutrally although could be interpreted 
positively or negatively by the listener. 

Hunziker, 1995 

“Spontaneous 
afforestation” 

1. Spontaneous: “acting or done or occurring without 
external cause”; “growing naturally without 
cultivation” 

 Afforest: “convert into forest” 
2. Neutral presentation of regrowth 

Hunziker, 2005 

“Rewilding” 1.  “Process by which formerly cultivated landscapes 
develop without human influence” Bauer, Wallner 
& Hunziker, 2009 

2.  Presented neutrally but could be interpreted 
negatively or positively depending on the listener 

 

Bauer, Wallner & 
Hunziker, 2009;  
Höchtl, Lehringer & 
Konold, 2005 

“Regrowth” 1. Regrow: “To grow again, especially after an 
interval” 

2.  Neutral presentation of natural process 

Lunt et al., 2010a; 
Fyhria, 
Steen Jacobsen &  
Tømmervik, 2009 

“Proliferation” 1. Proliferate: “reproduce; to increase rapidly in 
numbers” 

2.  Neutral presentation 

Sharp et al., 2012 

“Old-field 
colonisation/ old 
field succession” 

 Neutral presentation of ecological succession on 
former cultivated or grazed land 

 

Lunt et al., 2010b 
Geddes et al., 2011 

“Thickening 
phenomenon/ 
densification” 

1. Thickening: “the process of becoming thick or 
thicker” 

2.  neutral presentations of ecological processes  

Lunt et al., 2010a 

“Wild spontaneous 
nature” 

1.  wild: “in its original natural state”; spontaneous: 
“acting or done without external cause”; nature: 
“an uncultivated or wild area” 

2.  This is a relatively neutral term, although its 
interpretation will lie “in the eye of the beholder” 

Nohl, 2001, p. 234 

“Reforestation” 1. “replant (former forest land) with trees” 
2.  Neutral presentation of natural process 

Fyrhi et al. (2009) 

 
a My interpretation of these words and terms as neutral is based on dictionary (or other 
cited) definitions. 
b  While most definitions are taken from The Australian Concise Oxford Dictionary 
(1992), some are taken from other sources which are cited in the table. 
c My more detailed interpretation based on dictionary (or other cited) definitions. 
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Table 3.6 
 
Exploration of Positivea Terms used for Regrowth in Post-agricultural or Agricultural 
Contexts by Scientists 
 

Term 1. Definitions (from The Australian Concise Oxford 
Dictionary, 1992 in inverted commas) 

2.  Interpretation/connotationsb 

References 

“Regeneration” 
or “natural 
regeneration” 

1. Regenerate: “bring or come into renewed existence; 
generate again” 
Natural: “existing in or caused by nature” 

2. Both words have positive connotations 

Lunt et al., 
2010a 

“Recruitment” 1. Recruit: “Replenish or reinvigorate (numbers, strength 
etc)” 

2.  Positive connotations 

Lunt et al., 
2010a 

 
a My interpretation of these words and terms as positive is based on dictionary 
definitions. 
b  My more detailed interpretation, based on dictionary definitions. 

 

“Passive regeneration” is a term used to label shrubby regrowth (see, for example, 

Lunt 2011b, 2012), and this description, too, has subtle meanings relating to the human-

nature relationship. The definition of “passive” as “1. suffering action, acted upon; 2. 

offering no opposition, subservience; 3. not active, inert” (Hughes, Michell & Ramson, 

1992, p. 826) suggests negative connotations. The dominant Western cultural paradigm 

values the “active”, associated with masculinity, over “passive”, associated with 

femininity (Scott & Watson, 2006). Therefore, describing the regeneration as passive 

may be undesirable.  

 

Table 3.7 comprises a selection of sentences used in the social and environmental 

science literature to describe the process of spontaneous reforestation in post-

agricultural landscapes. As previously mentioned, regrowth is commonly linked to 

“abandonment” of land and is suggestive of a contest between humans and nature, 

where the vegetation is framed as “taking over”, “encroaching”, or “claiming back”, 

although less value laden descriptions are also used, as can be seen in Table 3.7.  
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Table 3.7   

A Selection of Terminology Used to Describe the Process of Spontaneous Reforestation 
in Post-agricultural Sites by Scientists 
 

Terminology used to describe spontaneous reforestation on post-
agricultural sites 

References 

“With less grazing nature is claiming land back through natural 
succession” (p. 40) 
Causing “overgrowth of the cultural landscape” (p. 40) 

Lange Vik, Benjaminsen, 
& Draugstag, 2010 

“land has been abandoned and overgrown by trees and bushes” (p. 94) Gellrich et al., 2007 

“invasion of trees on abandoned land following de-population of rural 
areas” (p.151) 
“spontaneous recolonization of derelict pastures and degraded 
woodlands” (p. 156) 

“forest expansion” (p. 157) 

Piussi & Pettenella, 2000 

 

“shrub invasion on underused land” (p. 58) 
“aggressive species colonize…” (p. 59) 
“reversion to natural scrub or woodland” (p. 56) 
“loss of grassland areas to scrub and forest” (p. 56) 
“encroachment of scrub” (p. 57) 
“regeneration of scrub and re-growth”(p. 57) 
“successional processes…” (p. 59) 
“scrub and forest regeneration” (p. 58) 

Macdonald et al., 2000 

“overgrown with brushwood” (p. 90) 
“brushwood takes over”(p. 88) 
“fields are abandoned and become covered in brushwood and later 
forest” (p. 92) 
“brushwood marks the location of abandoned fields”, p. 88 

Palang et al., 2000 

“The closure of landscape by forest” (p. 50) 
“forest re-colonisation of marginal areas” (p. 50) 

Ruskule 2013 

“partial ingrowth of forest into an agricultural landscape” (p. 399) Hunziker, 1995 

“passive revegetation is secondary succession, and involves the 
colonisation of abandoned land…by whatever plants and animals can 
disperse from surrounding habitats…” (p. 7) 
“spontaneous plant colonization” (p. 6) 
“natural woodland regeneration” (p. 7) 

Rey Benayas et al., 2007  

“expansion of woody vegetation” (p. 252) Roura-Pascual et al., 2005 

“many areas used for crops or pastures have now become shrublands or 
forests” (p.165) 

Gomez-Limon & 
Fernandez, 1999 

“abandoning the fields – meaning no agriculture – results in woody 
shrub succession and meadow species are overtaken” (p. 243) 

Beilin, Lindborg & 
Queiroz, 2011 

“…sustainable landscapes will contain many areas and places where 
nature can develop freely and spontaneously” (p. 227) 

Nohl, 2001 

“abandonment with subsequent natural reforestation of marginal 
agricultural land” p. 202 

Fyrhi et al., 2009 
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In Europe, Nohl (2001, p. 234) categorised former agricultural land undergoing 

processes of regrowth as the “spontaneous landscape”. Contrasting with traditional 

agricultural land which is easily interpreted, and perceived as beautiful, the spontaneous 

landscape may be more difficult to interpret. To foster cultural sustainability, he 

suggested this landscape be perceived as the “new sublime”, symbolising nature’s 

agency and highlighting that “not everything on this earth depends on human will and 

human power” (Nohl, 2001, p. 231).  

 

3.6.3   The post urban-industrial and urban/peri-urban contexts 

 
What shapes the character of the new urban-industrial woodlands is… 
the sharp contrast between a cultural layer of rubble, ruins and rusted 
iron and a natural layer that grows untamed and often surprisingly 
quickly. (Kowarik, 2005, p. 3) 
 

Economic structural transformation in industrial countries, particularly in Europe and 

North America, has also resulted in spontaneous regrowth of vegetation on post-urban-

industrial sites and within “shrinking cities” (Kowarik, 2005, p. 24). “Shrinking cities” 

and “perforated cities” are terms describing the creation of new open spaces from the 

demolition of built structures (Dettmar, 2005). According to Rink (2009, p. 275) such is 

the extent of urban shrinkage, particularly in Europe, that “shrinkage has become a new 

normality for European cities and urban regions”.  The urban-industrial landscape is 

considered very important because “it is the everyday landscape of most people in 

crowded central Europe” (Nohl, 2001, p. 234). The shrinkage process is likely to 

continue in most European cities, and indeed in some countries according to population 

projections (Rink, 2009). In these contexts, the processes of spontaneous vegetation 

regrowth have given rise to “wild urban woodlands” and “new wildernesses”, typically 

comprising a mix of what are considered native and non-native species. These areas of 

spontaneous vegetation regrowth have also arisen in landscapes transitioning between 

land uses in the semi-urban and peri-urban contexts (Jorgensen & Tylecote, 2007, 

Shoard, 2000) and in urban settings (Del Tredici, 2010).  

 

Social responses toward these spontaneously regenerating landscapes are typically 

negative or ambivalent, although also sometimes positive. Increasingly, these 

landscapes are being valued by ecologists and social scientists for their social and 

ecological functions, and more positive responses in the public are being fostered. This 
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is considered necessary as these areas of spontaneous regrowth expand with the 

continuing processes of shrinkage. Indeed Rink (2009) called for a paradigm shift in 

urban planning that acknowledges and accommodates the process.  I draw upon ground-

breaking books encouraging such positive responses, including Wild Urban Woodlands, 

edited by Kowarik and Korner (2005), and Urban Wildscapes, edited by Jorgensen and 

Keenan (2012). In this section I provide a selection of examples of regrowth landscapes, 

explore human responses, and look at how such responses have been interpreted and 

explained. I include suggestions made by various authors to engender more positive 

social perceptions and valuing of spontaneous regrowth. 

 

Del Tredici (2010) maintained that most vegetated urban land falls into three general 

landscape categories comprising: “remnant native”, “managed horticultural” and 

“abandoned ruderal”. Like Hofmeister (2009), Del Tredici (2010) and Rink (2009) 

highlighted the inverse connection between declining economic prosperity and 

increasing regrowth. Del Tredici (2010, p. 300) defined abandoned ruderal landscapes 

as: 

 
marginal or degraded urban land that receives little or no maintenance 
and is dominated by spontaneous vegetation—a cosmopolitan mix of 
species that grows and reproduces without human care or intent. 
Ruderal landscapes are typically associated with the margins of 
transportation infrastructure, abandoned or vacant residential, 
commercial, and industrial property, and the interstitial spaces that 
separate one land use function from another. 

 

Rink (2005) recorded negative responses to spontaneous or ruderal vegetation in 

research on perceptions of nature in the urban context in Germany. He described 

spontaneous vegetation as “a special and contentious form of urban nature…as can be 

found in abandoned areas”(Rink, 2005, p. 74). In group discussions about forms of 

nature in the city, spontaneous vegetation was not mentioned without prompting. 

Responses included perceptions of weediness, dirt, mess, rubbish, danger, and the risk 

of injury. Spontaneous vegetation was seen as uncared for and to be lacking in 

usefulness. Rink (2005) found, however, that respondents accepted areas of 

“spontaneous nature” more readily if they believed them to be intentionally left to 

develop.  
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Aligned to this notion of valuing human intentionality, Dettmar (2005, p. 273) 

claimed that “wilderness in abandoned areas will only be accepted as long as it develops 

within a specified framework, as long as it fits in with a planned pattern”. Henne 

(2005), also, suggested that public acceptance of spontaneous vegetation requires 

human design and the provision of ecological information in the peri-urban context. He 

suggested using ideas from garden design to encourage the appreciation of “new 

wilderness”.  This is consistent with Nassauer’s (1995) argument that culturally 

preferred landscapes are those that show human intention and cues of care, and also 

with Gobster’s ecological aesthetic argument (Gobster, 1999).  

 

In the United Kingdom, Shoard (2000, p. 74) described these ruderal zones as “the 

expanding landscape of our age”, describing them with words such as: “unkempt”, 

“scruffy”, “unofficial”, “randomly assembled”, “unruly”, “chaotic”, and “intrinsically 

casual”. Shoard, (2000, p. 74) asserted that these landscapes are not consciously 

perceived by local people and are typically ignored in that “for most of us, most of the 

time, this mysterious no man’s land passes unnoticed: in our imaginations, as opposed 

to our actual lives, it barely exists”. She suggested that this is problematic because such 

disregard has resulted in a paucity of data on their biological qualities. Jorgensen & 

Tylecote (2007, p.443) referred to such landscapes, and particularly those where “the 

spontaneous growth of vegetation through natural succession suggests that nature is in 

control”, as “interstitial zones”, “hybrid” areas, “post-modern wilderness”, and 

“interstitial wilderness landscapes”. They suggested that the regrowth areas seem to 

threaten to rapidly grow over everything (Jorgensen & Tylecote, 2007). They also 

suggested that these areas are often viewed with ambivalence or interpreted in a 

negative light, views underpinned by the nature-culture dualistic thinking common in 

Western thought. They associated such negativity or ambivalence with the following: 

they are typically unmanaged, and hence can symbolise a breakdown in ordered society; 

it may be difficult to tell if humans are in control (if the natural and cultural are 

intertwined); they may be viewed as less worthy than “natural” vegetation because they 

are not considered “pristine”; and lastly, they do not fit typical notions of either a 

mature forest, or of a cultivated landscape.  

 

Kowarik (2005), Rink (2009), and Gandy (2013) discussed negativity toward 

spontaneous regrowth along similar lines to Shoard as well as to Jorgensen and 

Tylecote. A source of negativity associated with industrial ruins is the obvious decline 
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in former economic prosperity as human-made physical structures are “overwhelmed by 

elements of nature in a surprisingly short time”, acting as a reminder of difficult social 

changes (Kowarik, 2005, p. 3). Hence, they “exist in dynamic tension with human 

intentionality” (Gandy, 2013, p. 1312). These areas also tend to be viewed negatively 

because they do not fit into traditional biological categories but rather comprise both 

“natural” and “artificial” elements, expressing a “bipolarity” (Kowarik, 2005, p. 3) that 

challenges the nature-culture dualism in Western thinking.  

 

The idea that spontaneously growing vegetation does not fit into discrete human 

categories was explored by Schneekloth (2006) and Edensor (2005) in relation to 

industrial ruins, and by Gandy (2013) in the urban context. Schneekloth (2006) 

described how people prefer places to resonate with their ideas of how they think they 

should look. When places do not resonate in that way, people can feel ill at ease. 

Schneekloth (2006, p. 255) suggested that places can be seen to comprise three parts: 

“material, conceptual and imaginal [which] frame a recognizable place type such as an 

urban river, a factory or a park”. When these three aspects are coherent, “they uphold 

our expectations and ideologies through their physicality, our use of them and the 

meanings we assign to them” (Schneekloth, 2006, p. 256).  If there is a change among 

the elements, however, we can find the space unsettling and “loose”. Schneekloth 

(2006, p. 255) discussed “loose space” in the context of a post industrial zone in the 

United States of America which is now naturally regenerating, as an “unruly and robust 

space [where] there is an unsettling looseness of definition, of boundary and of 

meaning”. She described these “abandoned” places as “unruly and disordered [that] 

defy human intent and control” (Schneekloth, 2006, p. 259). They are places where “in 

much of the temperate world … pioneer and weedy species colonize the bare land” 

(Schneekloth, 2006, p. 261).  

 

While Schneekloth explored loose space, Sibley (1995) discussed looseness in terms 

of “liminality”. He described the human need to understand things by categorising them 

with clear boundaries. Problems can result when this categorisation is not possible. 

When there is a blurring of categories, such as where they intersect, this “creates liminal 

zones or spaces of ambiguity and discontinuity” (Sibley, 1995, p. 33), where some 

things do not belong. This can lead to anxiety for those who prefer clear categories. 

Sibley suggested human adolescence is an example of a liminal state, where there is an 

uncertain boundary between childhood and adulthood. Adolescence can be threatening 
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to adults because the child/adult boundary has been transgressed. However from the 

adolescents’ perspective, they can feel like they do not belong due to the arbitrary line 

drawn between childhood and adulthood (Sibley, 1995). 

 

Building on the work of Sibley, Head and Muir (2006) discussed liminality in the 

context of environmental dualisms that embody a separation of nature and culture. In 

liminal spaces they included “suburbs, backyards, some Aboriginal people, 

environmental weeds, some migrants, invasive aliens (human and non-human), and 

hunter-gatherers” (Head & Muir, 2006, p. 507). They contended that “their liminal 

status often derives from the fact that they transgress several dualisms” such as 

“sciences-humanities”, “country-city”, “wild-savage/tame-domestic”, “protected area-

unprotected area”, and “natural heritage-cultural heritage” (Head & Muir, 2006, p. 507). 

 

Increasingly, social scientists, ecologists, and environmentalists are calling for an 

appreciation of areas undergoing spontaneous regrowth in urban, peri-urban, and semi-

urban contexts (see, for example, Kowarik, 2011; Rink, 2009; Shoard, 2000, 2003). 

Various approaches are suggested, but typically incorporating design is recommended 

to foster social sustainability and lead to more positive perceptions of these landscapes. 

Nohl (2001, p. 233) suggested viewing the urban-industrial landscape from a “basic 

perceptual category” of “the interesting” which can represent “an exciting interplay” 

between human and natural elements, and lead to “a certain thrill and fascinating 

feelings for risk, uncertainty and controlled ‘catastrophe’”.  

 

Rink (2009) suggested adopting an “urban wilderness” approach that frames 

spontaneous vegetation as a positive symbol enabling a new beneficial human 

relationship to nature, with valued ecological and aesthetic properties. Del Tredici 

(2010) promoted a focus on how examples of spontaneous urban vegetation can best be 

managed to build their social, aesthetic, and ecological values. Kowarik (2005) 

suggested that reforestation of urban-industrial sites be recognised as a distinct process 

due to its substantial extent (involving thousands of hectares on post-industrial sites), its 

ecological make-up (tending to differ markedly from “original” forests due to the 

changed bio-physical conditions), and the location (typically in accessible areas close to 

public access). As part of this quest for increased recognition, the non-scientific “four 

natures” approach was developed by Kowarik in 1992. The approach emphasises the 

character of new urban woodlands in relation to other types of vegetation, particularly  
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processes of spontaneous succession. Using this approach, the urban-industrial is 

categorised as “nature of the fourth kind”, which “encompasses the natural development 

that occurs independently…without horticultural planning or design” (Kowarik, 2005, 

p. 22). It can be referred to as “new wilderness” as opposed to “old wilderness” 

comprising the “original” vegetation, although both wildernesses are shaped by natural 

processes such as succession (Kowarik, 2005). Cultural, as opposed to natural, 

processes are predominant in natures of the second and third kind, using the four natures 

approach. 

 

There are examples of changes in public perceptions of spontaneously regenerated 

post-industrial sites in Germany. Dettmar (1999) and Keil (2005) examined the once 

largest industrial region in the world, the German Ruhr district—now labelled as a 

derelict and abandoned industrial wasteland undergoing widespread regrowth and 

ruderal woodland growth through processes of “spontaneous colonization” (Dettmar, 

1999, p. 41). Such sites have been actively framed by developing the label “industrial 

nature”, where wildness manifested in the spontaneous vegetation “symbolises the 

possibility of a peaceful coexistence between nature and urban culture as nature 

‘recaptures’ the remnants of old industry”, and hence is recognised as a hybrid of nature 

and culture (Henne, 2005, p. 253). Initially regarded as indicating declining prosperity, 

the regrowth came to be seen as symbolising hope for the future in that “industrial 

nature…was discovered as an entity in itself, as an area of ecology and people began to 

realise that it had a beauty all of its own and as such, represented a chance for the 

future” (Dettmar, 1999, p. 34). Local residents valued the regrowth areas for a range of 

recreational activities and developed an aesthetic appreciation of it. The changes from 

generally negative to generally positive responses took several years, which enabled 

residents to adjust to the changes and “for a certain distance from the previous era to be 

gained … only then could the residents of the region open themselves to the new 

potentials of the area” (Keil, 2005, p. 128). 

 

Hofer and Vicenzotti (2013, p. 406) traced the transition in Germany from 

perceptions of “old industrial sites” to the more positive “post-industrial landscapes”. 

They suggested the transition has been fostered by three different strategies comprising 

the “idealisation of industry”, the discovery of the particular type of nature on old 

industrial sites, and the concept of “wild nature”. The idealisation of industry 

interpreted its physical remnants as a positive part of the landscape. The second strategy 
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involved discoveries of biological diversity, leading to categorising these sites as a 

“fourth nature”(Kowarik, 2005), which, according to Hofer and Vicenzotti (2013), 

enabled greater recognition of vegetation typically found in urban and industrial sites. 

The last strategy involved applying the concept of “wild nature” or “wilderness” to the 

spontaneous vegetation arising in old industrial sites, hence “expressing fascination for 

and acknowledgement of the uncommon aesthetics, the messiness or even the sublime 

qualities of the old industrial sites” (Hofer & Vicenzotti, 2013, p. 407). 

 

In the “urban wilderness” nature conservation approach to managing spontaneous 

vegetation in Germany, vegetation succession is “steered” in landscape planning to 

increase social acceptability (Rink, 2009). Urban wilderness is framed through language 

as a new kind of open space in urban areas, and seen as an opportunity for learning, 

conserving and improving the economy. Rink (2009) noted, however, that this 

restoration approach to spontaneous vegetation is used only by a minority in the urban 

planning field, with the mainstream viewing it with ambivalence, preferring the more 

structured and controlled approach. 

 

Another nature conservation approach to spontaneous vegetation in Germany 

involves allowing it to develop unhindered. “Leaving things alone” involves a 

“purposeful protection of a process … geared toward the long-term protection of this 

type of nature in the city” (Rink, 2009, p. 286). The co-existence of cultural and natural 

processes is valued and seen to contribute to a good quality of life in this approach 

(Rink, 2009). To Rink (2009), this more radical approach symbolises an acceptance of 

ongoing urban shrinkage. 

 

3.6.3.1   Framing regrowth in post urban-industrial and urban/peri-urban contexts 

 

Several authors, including Rink (2009) and Gandy (2013) have paid particular attention 

to the language used in framing spontaneous vegetation in both defining and shaping 

views of it.  Rink (2009, p. 280) noted that in the past (and in contemporary times to a 

lesser degree) spontaneous vegetation was strongly associated with “wastelands” and 

“derelict land”, and viewed as unattractive and problematic as a “wasteland nature”. 

Spontaneous vegetation was perceived with fear related to social decline.  More 

recently, new terms have intentionally been developed to facilitate more positive 
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associations, including “new wilderness”, “industrialised nature”, “second wilderness”, 

“secondary wilderness”, “post-industrial wilderness”, “temporary wilderness”, and, 

most recently, “urban wilderness”, the latter—a new approach to urban restructuring 

that incorporates spontaneously developed or developing vegetation (Rink, 2009, p. 

280). Gandy (2013) also highlighted the commonly made negative association between 

“wastelands” and “brownfields” and spontaneous urban vegetation that extends beyond 

the Anglo-American context to Germany, France, Korea, China, and Japan.  A theme of 

unproductiveness is conveyed in relation to spontaneous vegetation growth in areas 

previously used for agriculture, industry, or other uses through words such as 

“brownfield” and “wasteland”, implying “uselessness”, “emptiness”, and 

“contamination” (Gandy, 2013). This negative framing has been recognised by 

ecologists who have recently put forward an alternative habitat frame to foster a more 

positive view (Gandy, 2013). According to Gandy (2013), other frames that distance 

spontaneous vegetation on unmanaged sites from production-oriented frames include 

“edgelands” (Shoard, 2000, 2003) and “interstitial landscapes” (Jorgensen & Tylecote, 

2007). 

 

Attention to the terminology used around spontaneous urban vegetation provides 

insight into how this process is being valued by authors that I have quoted. In common 

with post-agricultural contexts of spontaneous reforestation, urban regrowth is often 

linked to “abandonment” of land (see Table 3.8).  The return of nature may be described 

in terms of “reclaiming”, facilitated by a relaxation of human control.  
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Table 3.8 

A Selection of Terminology Used to Describe the Process of Spontaneous Vegetation 
Growth in Urban Contexts 
 

Terminology used to describe spontaneous vegetation growth in urban 
sites 

References 

“large expanses of land in the centres of shrinking cities are no longer 
needed, and in principle, are available for the development of spontaneous 
nature” (p. v) 

Kowarik & 
Korner, 2004 

“nature returns to abandoned industrial land” (p. 143) Weiss et al., 2005 

“the abandonment of sites is a signal for the development of a new type of 
urban-industrial forest by natural colonization processes” (p. 11) 

Kowarik, 2005 

“secondary wilderness…develops when the controlling human 
interventions are discontinued and the land returns to wilderness” (p. 47) 

“…the opportunities which derelict land areas present as space for nature 
to develop free of human influence” (p. 48) 

Bauer, 2005 

“wildness” represents an autonomous development of nature in contrast to 
a totally controlled …environment” (p. 255) 

Henne, 2005 

“…reclaimed …or left to the devices of nature…this greening of derelict 
land” (p. 31) 

“if nature is allowed to take its course, dense stands of trees will develop 
sooner or later” (p. 38) 

“ruderal woodlands…the results of spontaneous colonisation” (p. 41) 

Dettmar, 1999 

“the naturalness of abandoned industrial land manifests itself in the 
spontaneous regeneration and undisturbed development of vegetation  
over the course of many successive stages up to woodland” (p. 125) 

Keil, 2005 

“…secondary wilderness…develops when the controlling human 
interventions are discontinued  and the land returns to wilderness” (p. 47) 

Bauer, 2005 

“…as long as these industrial abandoned lands are not subjected to use, 
they experience ecological succession” (p. 143) 

“…undirected natural succession continues and produces a mixture of 
different successional stages that are dominated by short-lived pioneer 
species…” (p. 143) 

Weiss et al., 2005 

“the “reclaiming” of industrial sites or commercial wastelands by nature is 
seen to be a positive sign of spontaneous vegetation in cities” (p. 287) 

Rink, 2009 

“…spontaneous vegetation is that which has naturally colonised derelict 
urban sites…” (p. 39) 

Millard, 2004 

“neglected lands such as wastelands and industrial sites with spontaneous 
vegetation and brownfields (highly disturbed and usually toxic waste sites 
or derelict land) with contaminated soils…as potentially valuable 
‘stepping stones’ in ecological networks” (p. 22) 

Ignatieva, Stewart 
& Meurk, (2011) 
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3.7   Implications of this literature for understanding regrowth in South Eastern 
Australia 

 

In this chapter I explored evolutionary and cultural explanations of landscape perception 

and found that human responses to and perceptions of environments are very complex. 

My review emphasised that while values inform and guide behaviour, there are many 

other influences, making predicting behaviour difficult. In particular, how things are 

framed has a profound influence on how humans perceive and act. Developing an 

awareness of frames is essential for the qualitative researcher in order to understand 

views, such as those in relation to shrubby regrowth. Frames, metaphors and narratives 

present pathways into my constructivist analysis. 

 

Because there is little socially focused empirical research regarding shrubby 

regrowth in Australia, I reviewed literature on regrowth landscapes in a range of 

contexts. It appears that regrowth is viewed in a particularly negative light if it threatens 

human land use or notions of landscape beauty and utility. There is a strong theme of 

linking regrowth to land abandonment and the lack of human control.  

 

It would seem that the Western mind in Australia is poorly primed to positively value 

shrubby regrowth. Studies consistently indicate preferences for park-like or savannah-

like environments, with landscapes such as dense low understorey least preferred. The 

natural process of shrub regrowth without human agency could also be interpreted as a 

lack of human management and care of the landscape, reflecting undesirable cultural 

traits. “Letting nature run wild” may also present an affront to the dominant 

anthropocentric ideal of human control over nature. Further, shrubby regrowth 

represents liminality because it is a transition from culture (agriculture) to nature. 

Typically these landscapes are either ignored or interpreted negatively.  
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Chapter 4   

 

Research approach 
 

4.1   Introduction 

 

The social research process involves four elements that inform one another: first the 

epistemology (the nature of knowledge, or how we know what we know); second, the 

theoretical perspective—known as the philosophical stance, informing the methodology 

and providing the context; third, the methodology (the research design linking the 

methods to the desired outcomes); and lastly, the methods, involving techniques 

harnessed for gathering and analysing the research data (Crotty, 1998). The ontology 

(what can be known, and what we understand knowledge and the nature of reality to be) 

also informs the theoretical perspective (Crotty, 1998). Epistemological and ontological 

beliefs determine how the researcher views the world and behaves, and this may be 

termed a paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The paradigm adopted profoundly effects 

how the research is undertaken, as “different ways of viewing the world shape different 

ways of researching the world” (Crotty, 1998, p. 66). 

 

In qualitative research, there are no defining categories of theoretical and 

philosophical perspectives (Patton, 2002). Rather, there are many categories used for the 

research process and researcher paradigms, making this a complex field. Boundaries 

between perspectives are “fuzzy”, and to make matters more complex, researchers 

actually disagree on essential points of those perspectives (Patton, 2002, p. 135). 

Sarantakos (2003) referred to three perspectives: positivism, constructivism, and critical 

theory—each discussed below.  

 

The positivist paradigm is empirical (Schwandt, 1997). Empiricism highly values 

“experience and gives primacy to facts” (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 33). The positivist 

ontology suggests that reality exists and can be understood, and the epistemology 

assumes that the researcher and researched are independent, with the researcher not 

influencing the researched. The methodology that logically flows from this paradigm is 

one of empirical testing to verify hypotheses (Sarantakos, 2005).  
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The constructivist paradigm is based on the ontological view that there are multiple 

realities, each constructed by the individual and capable of being shared and altered, and 

includes the epistemological stance that knowledge is created through the researcher 

and respondents interacting (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011). Sarantakos (2005, p. 38) 

exemplified the facet of multiple realities as “two people walked through a rose garden. 

One saw roses, the other the thorns”. The resulting methodology involves interpreting, 

comparing and contrasting constructions, with the researcher a subjective observer who 

“creates” data with the respondents.  

 

Critical theory is based on the ontological view that “the world is being divided and 

in constant tension, dominated by the powerful, who oppress people and use the state 

and its institutions as tools to achieve their purpose” (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 51). The 

epistemological stance is that the researcher and researched are linked through 

interacting, with the researcher influencing the inquiry. Both qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies are used by critical researchers (Sarantakos, 2005). 

 

There are two broad approaches to data collection/creation and analysis: qualitative 

and quantitative, in addition to mixed methods, which combine the two.  Quantitative 

methods are often used in the positivist paradigm. Qualitative methods are often used 

for data creation and analysis in the constructivist paradigm, for example, although 

mixed methods which combine qualitative and quantitative techniques are also adopted. 

The selection of paradigm is often determined by both the research aim and the 

researcher’s preference (Miller & Crabtree, 1999). In the following section I build on 

this theoretical introduction by explaining my research approach and methods. 

 

4.2   Research approach 

 

The research questions underpinning this study are shown in Box 4.1, and my research 

approach is depicted in Figure 4.1 in accordance with Crotty’s four elements (Crotty, 

1998). I adopted a constructivist epistemology because it recognises multiple realities 

constructed by individuals. It is therefore a natural fit for my research delving into the 

myriad of perceptions of, and behaviours toward, regrowth. Having selected my 

epistemology, I chose the theoretical perspective, methodology and methods that 

logically flowed from the epistemology, according to Crotty (1998). The interpretivist 
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theoretical perspective flowing from the constructivist epistemology aims to find out 

how stakeholders construct meaning in their own settings and to find out what is 

meaningful or relevant to them through interpretation. Again, this is a natural fit with 

my research questions aimed at finding out stakeholder perceptions of the regrowth. 

Ethnography is the methodology I chose because it is considered a very useful way of 

finding out and presenting the insider’s perspective, and according to Crotty (1998), 

flows naturally from the constructivist/interpretivist approach. I chose the form of 

interpretivism—symbolic interactionism because (following Crotty, 1998) it naturally 

aligns with the ethnographic method. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 4.1.  Research questions. 

 

Ethnography is the methodology I chose because it is considered a useful approach to 

discovering and presenting the insider’s perspective, and it fits well with the 

constructivist/interpretivist paradigm.  I used qualitative methods in my ethnography, 

including semi-structured interviews, observations, and document reviews. I chose 

qualitative methods because they offer the best opportunity to discover meaning from 

the perspective of the stakeholders—the heart of my research. Further, observation used 

in qualitative field research is particularly appropriate for use in research topics that 

“appear to defy simple quantification” (Babbie, 1992, p. 281), such as the complexities 

involved in the values of the study area stakeholders. Field research involving 

observation and interviewing is also appropriate where attitudes and behaviours are 

1. What are the dominant cultural ideologies influencing land 

management in Australia? 

2. How do different stakeholders view shrubby regrowth? 

  2a. How is the shrubby regrowth perceived and discussed? Are 

there conceptual framings and narratives relating to the 

perceptions of and discussions about the shrubby regrowth? 

3. How is the shrubby regrowth managed? 

3a. Are there conceptual framings and narratives that influence 

how shrubby regrowth is managed, and, if so, in what way?  

4.  What informed interventions can be made to promote shrubby 

regrowth? 

	  



 
 

 
86 

 

more fully understood in the research setting (Babbie, 1992), such as the regrowth 

country. By going out into the regrowth country myself, I was able to more fully 

develop my understanding of the insiders’ perspectives and reflect upon my own 

responses to the regrowth, thus enriching my research. 

 

 

Methods: Semi-structured interviews, observations, document reviews 

 

 

 

Methodology: Ethnography 

 

 

 

Theoretical perspective: Interpretivism 

 

 

 

Epistemology: Constructivism 

 

Figure 4.1.  My research approach.  

 

4.2.1   Epistemology:  Constructivism  

 

Constructivism is concerned with “the ways in which human beings individually and 

collectively interpret or construct the social and psychological world in specific 

linguistic, social, and historical contexts” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 19). Put simply, 

meanings are made or constructed by individuals in a range of contexts. Patton’s 

“foundational questions” are useful in explaining the essence of constructivism: “How 

have the people in this setting constructed reality? What are their reported perceptions, 

‘truths’, explanations, beliefs, and worldviews? What are the consequences of their 

constructions for their behaviours and for those with whom they interact?” (Patton, 

2002, p. 96). 
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The constructivist paradigm has a relativist ontology in that it acknowledges multiple 

realities (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). In the context of my research into how stakeholders 

perceive and manage regrowth, it is fundamental that this ontology underpins my 

approach, as I am seeking to understand the various truths that exist for stakeholders, 

rather than seeking a single “true” depiction of reality. People, whether identifying as 

farmers or planners, will have their own constructions of the regrowth, influenced by 

their personal context and history. Hence, in my research people’s “perceptions” are not 

just what they see, but how they make meaning and construct understanding relating to 

what they see. 

 

The constructivist epistemology is subjective in that research findings are created by 

the researcher and respondents (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This approach acknowledges 

that all information is developed and assessed through the researcher, who cannot be 

neutral (Spratt, 2000). It is through the combination of the knowledge and experience of 

both the researcher and respondents that findings are created. This involves “one’s 

personal history, biography, gender, social class, race and ethnicity and those of the 

people in the setting” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 5). As a researcher, this 

epistemology therefore required me to examine what I brought to my research. Rossman 

and Rallis (2003, p. 36) highlighted what they saw as a crucial need for researchers to 

“develop an acute sensitivity to who they are in their work” because of the powerful 

effect researchers have on their work. The qualitative researcher values their unique 

perspective as something to draw upon to deepen the study (I presented my personal 

biography in Section 1.8). 

 

Constructivism also uses naturalistic methodologies in that it is undertaken in actual 

everyday settings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This meant that in order to find out how 

people were viewing the regrowth, I needed to visit and stay in the regrowth country in 

order to observe activities and meetings in their natural contexts. I needed to go out to 

the respondents to seek their stories and opinions, to understand the regrowth 

phenomenon through the meanings stakeholders construct in the natural setting. 

4.2.2   Theoretical perspective:  Interpretivism 

 

Patton (2002) reiterated that there is no consensus about how to classify qualitative 

research, including interpretivism. Constructivism is often paired with interpretivism 
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(see Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), although others defined the two separately (see Crotty, 

1998). Rossman and Rallis (2003) pointed out that qualitative research requires the 

researcher to interact with participants in the field in a variety of ways, implying that 

knowledge constructed during this process is interpretive. Researchers interpret what 

they learn as they progress through their research. Neuman (1991, p. 80) described the 

interpretive approach as “the foundation of social research techniques that are sensitive 

to context, that use various methods to get inside the ways others see the world, and that 

are more concerned with achieving an empathic understanding than with testing laws of 

human behaviour”. The goal of interpretive social researchers is to find out how people 

make sense of things and what is meaningful to them in their own settings.  

 

Crotty (1998) recognised three types of interpretivism: symbolic interactionism, 

phenomenology, and hermeneutics. My approach adopts symbolic interactionism as a 

way of finding out how the regrowth is perceived. This perspective emphasises 

interaction (between individuals in society), language, and culture as constructing 

meaning and behaviour (Charmaz, 2011). To elaborate, Schwandt (1997, p. 148) laid 

out the foundation of symbolic interactionism as follows (after Blumer, 1969): 

 

1. Humans behave according to the personal meanings various people and objects 

hold for them, 

2. The meanings are determined by personal interactions and communication with 

other people, and 

3. Meanings are underpinned by the individual’s interpretations. 

 

In symbolic interactionism, one is required to put oneself in the place of another in 

order to achieve an empathic understanding and gain the “insider’s” perspective. This is 

where the interaction occurs, and it is symbolic because it occurs through language and 

other symbols. According to Crotty (1998, p. 75) “only through dialogue can one 

become aware of the perceptions, feelings and attitudes of others and interpret their 

meanings and intent”. The emphasis in symbolic interactionism on seeing things from 

the perspectives of others means that ethnography is the appropriate methodology for 

this type of interpretivism (Crotty, 1998). Denzin and Lincoln (2011) described the 

researcher in terms of bricolage in that the researcher may be viewed as a maker of 

quilts. An interpretive quilt-maker or bricoleur makes a bricolage—“a pieced together 

set of representations that are fitted to the specifics of a complex situation” (Denzin & 
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Lincoln, 2011, p. 4).  Hence, the term data “creation” is used rather than data 

“collection” to reflect the active role of the researcher in the research process. 

 

4.2.3   Methodology:  Ethnography 

 

I used the methodology ethnography with a sociological intent. Ethnography is 

distinguished from other types of research “by the fact that it is the process and the 

product of describing and interpreting cultural behaviour” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 44). The 

process emphasises firsthand fieldwork. Patton’s “foundational question” for 

ethnography is useful: “What is the culture of this group of people?” (Patton, 2002, p. 

81).  

 

“Ethnography”, “field work” and “participant observation” are often all used, but the 

centrality of culture is unique to ethnography (Patton, 2002). Rossman and Rallis (2003) 

acknowledged that although the concept of culture is ambiguous, it does emphasise 

shared and enduring beliefs in groups of people. Culture is portrayed by what people 

think or believe, through their behaviour (what they say and do) in specific contexts 

(Neuman, 1991). Ethnography is ideally suited to providing insights into different 

people’s cultures or ways of life from their own perspectives (Spradley, 1979), often 

called the native point of view (Neuman, 2003). Each culture or subculture determines 

to a large extent how people see the world. For example, some may see climate change 

as mere natural weather variability, and others as a human-induced threat to planetary 

survival. Ethnography involves “the disciplined study of what the world is like to 

people who have learned to see, hear, think and act” in ways that vary according to their 

culture (Spradley, 1979, p. 3). 

 

Ethnographic research in the form of symbolic interactionism “seeks to uncover 

meanings and perceptions on the part of people participating in the research, viewing 

these understandings against the backdrop of the people’s overall worldview or 

‘culture’” (Crotty, 1998). A fundamental assumption of ethnography is that, by 

interacting with people in their personal settings, ethnographers can come to a deep 

understanding of what motivates people, what people believe and how they behave 

(Tedlock, 2002). 
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Peace, Connor & Trigger (2012, p. 225) viewed ethnographic research as the most 

valuable for exploring controversial environmental issues, contending that “the drivers 

and implications of environmental contests can hardly be unpacked and absorbed by 

brief and casual observation, let alone remote questioning in such forms as short 

surveys”. Rather, they suggested that “intensive fieldwork facilitates comprehensive 

recording of the diversity of judgments, heterogeneity of opinions and complexity of 

social action which are generated over a wide variety of environmental conflict settings” 

(Peace, Connor, & Trigger, 2012, p. 225).  

 

As in any methodology, being aware of both the advantages and limitations from the 

outset enables one to guard against some of the pitfalls. From (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 210) 

it is possible to list the following advantages of ethnographic research: 

 

• Adopts a “holistic perspective” 

• Explanations are formulated using the socio-cultural context 

• Very flexible 

• Ability to discern “contradictions and inconsistencies” 

• The “researcher-participant relationship” is of “high quality” 

• Ability to get close to participants 

• Longitudinal studies possible 

• Highly sensitive to subtleties of “meaning and significance” 

• External validity is high 

 

The disadvantages of ethnography, comprising both barriers to applying ethnography 

and risks to researchers and participants, are listed in Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1 

Disadvantages of Ethnography  

Disadvantages References 
Accessing and maintaining access to the setting can be difficult, 
because people may be suspicious of the researcher. 

Bryman, 2008 

Tending to rely on key informants can be problematic. Bryman, 2008 
Very intense involvement with some participants or the social 
setting (called “going native”) can affect the research. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

Distortions can be caused by the “interviewer effect”, where 
answers are partially shaped by the presence of the researcher and 
by the nature of their questions. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

The level of involvement in the setting may not be a choice for the 
researcher, who may feel compelled to be involved more than 
intended. 

Bryman, 2008 

Recording field notes as soon as possible may be difficult, 
necessitating relying on memory—not ideal. 

Bryman, 2008 

Knowing the appropriate time to stop may be difficult. Bryman, 2008 
Stress resulting from absences from the researcher’s home, the 
marginal position of the researcher in the setting, and the necessity 
for the researcher to behave in a way they may not normally 
behave. 

Neuman, 2003 

Leaving the field may be difficult and needs to be handled 
carefully and ethically. 

Bryman, 2008 

There is often luck involved, for example being able to meet 
useful respondents. 

Bryman, 2008 

It can be demanding emotionally, and sometimes even dangerous. Neuman, 2003 
 

Although I tried to minimise personal stress by keeping field trips to one week in 

length and limiting the interviews to three per day, there were times that I felt taxed 

emotionally.  I always tried to behave in a sensitive manner to minimise respondents’ 

suspicions and try to put them at ease, and to manage the disengagement process 

carefully so as not to cause offence. 

 

4.2.4   Methods of data creation 

 

This section describes in detail the methods selected to answer my research questions 

(Box 4.1) and justifies my choices. In determining the most appropriate methods to use, 

I considered my research purpose, the intended use of my work, data collection 

techniques, my available time (Neuman, 2006), and the social science paradigm most 

suited to answer my research questions. The purpose was exploratory and its use basic 

in that it was about finding things out. While the findings may indeed prove useful, my 

motivation became one of bringing new understandings to how regrowth is viewed, 

understood, and managed.  The study’s timeframe required using a cross-sectional 



 
 

 
92 

 

approach, where I allocated a certain period of time (approximately 19 months) to the 

creation of data, with most of the fieldwork carried out over an eight month period.  

 

The three main methods I used were qualitative semi-structured interviewing, 

document reviews, and observations, with the interviews yielding the majority of my 

data. These I considered complementary and sufficient to gain a good understanding of 

how the regrowth is being viewed and managed. Table 4.2 details my research questions 

and how each of these was addressed. 

 

Table 4.2 

Research Questions and Data Creation Methods 

Research questions Data creation methods 
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1. What are the dominant cultural ideologies 
influencing land management in Australia? 

 
* 

 
* 

  

2.  How do different stakeholders view shrubby 
regrowth? 

a. How is the shrubby regrowth perceived and 
discussed? Are there conceptual framings 
and narratives relating to the perceptions of 
and discussions about the shrubby regrowth? 

3.How is shrubby regrowth managed? 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

* 
 

* 

 
 
 

* 
 

 
 
 

* 

   3a.  Are there conceptual framings and 
narratives that influence how shrubby regrowth 
is managed, and if so, in what way? 

 
* 

 
* 

  

4.  What informed interventions can be made to 
promote shrubby regrowth? 

 
* 

 
* 

 
* 

 
* 

 

4.2.4.1   Site selection 

 

I selected my study area because it contains the largest documented example of 

regrowth in South Eastern Australia (Geddes et al., 2011). Building on this ecological 

research by focusing on the social dimension would provide a more holistic 

understanding of this region. I presented details of my site in Section 1.4.2. 
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4.2.4.2   Data creation details 

 

Potential ways of learning the views of different stakeholders were brainstormed with 

my supervisors in order to formulate how best to create the data, as shown in Table 4.3. 

With certain stakeholders (such as agronomists) interviews were thought to be the only 

way (as there would be no related documents, or likely involvement in field days).  

 

 

Table 4.3  

Details of Data Creation Methods 

Stakeholdera 
(individual or 
organisation) 

Included in sample Interviews  Document 
reviews 

Stakeholder 
activity 

observations 
Primary 
producers 

Land for wildlife 
members, 

Landcare/ farm tree 
group members, 
Non-Landcare 

members, women 
and men 

 
 

* 
 
 

  
 
 

Goulburn 
Broken 

Catchment 
Management 

Network 
meeting 

 
Carbon 
Farming 

Initiative day 
 

Land for 
Wildlife day 

Blockies Women and men    
>2 years in district 

 
* 

Landcare 
newsletter 

Weekenders 
(absentee 
landholders) 

Women and men * Landcare 
newsletter 

Contractors / farm 
hands 

>5 years experience *  

Local government 
planners:  

Greater 
Bendigo, 
Strathbogie 

>2 years experience  
* 

Planning 
legislation, local 

government 
mission 

statements 
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Table 4.3 

Details of Data Creation Methods  (cont.) 

Stakeholder* 
(individual or 
organisation) 

Included in sample Interviews  Document 
reviews 

 

Stakeholder 
activity 

observations 

Local government 
environment 
officers: 

Greater                 
Bendigo, 
Campaspe, 
Greater 
Shepparton, 
Mitchell. 

>2 years experience 
in district 

Women and men 

 
 
 
 

* 

Ian Lunt 
blogsite, 
Landcare 

newsletters, 
planning 

legislation, local 
government 

mission 
statements 

Carbon farming 
Initiative day 

 
Land & 

Biodiversity 
Implementation 

Forum 

State government 
(North Central & 
Goulburn Broken 
regions): 

DSE 
biodiversity/ 
land 
management 
officers or 
planners 
CMA 
biodiversity 
planners/ 
project officers 
 
DPI officers 

 
>2 years experience 

in district 

 
* 
 
 

Biodiversity 
strategies and 

catchment 
management 

strategies 
 

Planning 
legislation 

 
Organisation 

mission 
statements 

 
Ian Lunt 
Blogsite 

 

 
Land & 

Biodiversity 
Implementation 

Forum 
 

Landcare 
coordinators: 

Nagambie 
GB CMN 

>2 years experience 
in district 

* Landcare 
newsletters, Ian 
Lunt Blogsite 

 

GBCMN 
meetings 

 

CFA:  
Rushworth & 

Heathcote 

Captain * Column in 
Waranga News 
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Table 4.3 

Details of Data Creation Methods  (cont.) 

Stakeholder* 
(individual or 
organisation) 

Included in sample Interviews  Document 
reviews 

 

Stakeholder 
activity 

observations 

CFA 
 

Vegetation 
management 

officers 

*   

Environmental 
science university 
teachers, NRM 
TAFE teachers 

 

experienced * Ian Lunt 
blogsite 
postings 

relevant to 
regrowth; 

academic papers 

 

Non-government, 
advisors: 
Trust for Nature, 
Goulburn Broken, 
& North Central 

>5 years experience 
in region 

 
* Ian Lunt 

blogsite 

 

Private advisors Agronomist with 
>5 years experience 

in region 

 
* 

Landcare 
newsletters 

 

Urban resident Active community 
member 

*   

Plant nursery 
people 

>15 years in district * Landcare 
newsletters 

 

Birdwatchers/ 
field naturalists 

 * Ian Lunt 
blogsite 

Goulburn Broken 
Catchment 

Management 
Network meetings 

Bush users/ 
shooters 

Membership in 
Field & Game 

* Landcare 
newsletters 

 

Apiarist Main income from 
beekeeping 

* Landcare 
newsletters 

 

Real estate agent  * Landcare 
newsletters 

 

 
a  Some stakeholders fell into several categories. For example, a state government 
planner might also be a blockie and landcare member. 
 

 

4.2.4.3   Interviewing 

 

Semi-structured qualitative ethnographic interviews were used rather than more 

structured approaches because they enable the discovery of meaning from the 

viewpoints of stakeholders, which is at the heart of my research. Patton (2002) grouped 

interviews into three types: informal conversational, the standardised open-ended 
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interview and the interview guide approach—of paramount importance to ethnography.  

Of these, I chose the interview guide approach to find out the respondents’ worldviews 

and perceptions of the regrowth, as they viewed it (rather than as I viewed it). This 

approach allowed me to decide how to make best use of my limited interview time by 

focusing on my topics of interest while allowing “individual perspectives and 

experiences to emerge” (Patton, 2002, p. 344).  Others, such as Bryman (2008) called 

the interview guide approach the semi-structured interview, involving the use of an 

interview guide—a set of questions that cover a list of topics (Bryman, 2008). I asked 

open and direct questions to encourage stories—central to the ethnographic approach, 

more of which is detailed below.  

 

The ethnographic interview, or field interview (Neuman, 2003), is similar to a 

friendly conversation. This type of interview is typically informal; occurs in the field; 

involves the interviewer asking questions, listening very carefully, expressing interest, 

and recording; can involve more than one participant (for example couples); can be 

continued at a later time; can include jokes and stories, and the interviewer adjusts to 

the participant’s language (Neuman, 2003).  

 

Spradley (1979, pp. 59-60) described three important elements for the ethnographic 

interviewer, entailing “explicit purpose”, “explanations”, and the questions, as follows: 

 

1. Explicit purpose (this must be made clear to the participant and the conversation 

guided so that “cultural knowledge” is revealed). 

2. Explanations, where the interviewer explains to the participant what to expect 

and what the project is about (in general terms), that they want the participant to 

use their own language, and the type of questions to expect. 

3. Questions, of which there are three main kinds: “descriptive”; “structural”, and 

“contrast”, which together make the participant’s language and cultural 

knowledge clear to the researcher. 

 

To elaborate on Spradley’s questions: descriptive questions enable the researcher to 

explore the context and find out about community members. They can be about time, 

space, examples, experiences, and hypothetical situations (Neuman, 2003). Structural 

questions involve the researcher checking with the respondent that their interpretations 

are correct, while contrast questions strengthen the analysis (Neuman, 2003). 
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As with any method, interviewing has both advantages and limitations. The former 

are itemised in Table 4.4 and the latter in Table 4.5 which comprises both barriers to 

interviewing and potential risks to researcher/participants. 

 

Table 4.4 

Advantages of Interviews 

Advantages References 

Much can be gained. Wengraf, 2001 
They can yield rich detail and powerful insights into how 
participants view the world. 

Marshall & Rossman, 
2006 

They are flexible—they can readily be made to suit the researcher 
and participant. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

They have a relatively high response rate. Sarantakos, 2005 
They also provide an opportunity for observation. Sarantakos, 1998 
The researcher can generally control the conditions under which the 
interview is undertaken. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

The researcher is able to prompt and probe around the questions 
and also clarify questions. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

The interview is generally completed and all questions attempted 
(within ethical boundaries) due to the presence of the interviewer. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

 

 

Table 4.5 

Limitations of Interviews 

Limitation Reference 
Participants may not feel comfortable giving information. Marshall & Rossman, 

2006 
There is a heavy reliance on the interviewer’s skills and their grasp 
of the local language (they may not properly understand participant 
responses, for example). 

Marshall & Rossman, 
2006 

Interview preparation, transcription, and analysis is time-
consuming. 

Wengraf, 2001 

There are many opportunities for things not to go as planned. Wengraf, 2001 
The bias of the interviewer may affect responses. Sarantakos, 2005 
Interviews may be inconvenient because the participant has to 
allocate a certain time for the interview (unlike a questionnaire, 
which can be done at their leisure). 

Sarantakos, 1998 

There may be an issue with privacy for the participant, for example 
if they are interviewed in their home.  

Sarantakos, 2005 

They are not appropriate for sensitive issues, which many people 
prefer to write about, rather than talk about. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

 

In this research I tried to minimise the negative aspects by behaving sensitively and 

diplomatically to put respondents at ease, by asking for clarification if needed, by 

keeping the interview to the minimum length necessary, and by developing a keen 

awareness of my own views and values. 
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4.2.4.4   Sampling and recruitment process 
 

Sampling involves the selection of participants and the units of study (Sarantakos, 

2005). Rather than focusing on a sample’s representativeness (often relevant in 

quantitative research), qualitative research is more concerned with how the sample of 

cases enables understanding (Neuman, 2003).  The key aim of qualitative sampling is to 

“collect specific cases, events or actions that can clarify and deepen understanding” of a 

specific context (Neuman, 2003, p. 211). Qualitative sampling tends to base selection 

on individuals’ relevance to the research topic. Such sampling is known as non-

probability sampling.  

 

There are several types of non-probability sampling methods, but all share the 

following features: the sample is selected both before and during the research, 

respondents are selected according to suitability rather than representativeness, the 

number in the sample may be adjusted during the study, and respondents are treated as 

people, rather than as units (Sarantakos, 2005).  

 

Of the various types of non probability sample, I chose purposive sampling, where I 

sampled cases that fitted particular criteria. Such sampling is suitable for exploratory 

research and qualitative analysis (Sarantakos, 2005), where particular types are 

identified for detailed research (Neuman, 2003). As it is the researcher’s opinion of who 

is relevant to the project that is applied, purposive sampling is also known as 

judgemental sampling (Sarantakos, 2005). Some approaches to stakeholder analysis 

refer to people directly or indirectly affected by a topic of interest, or people able to 

directly or indirectly affect the same (see, for example, the Marine Conservation 

Agreements website: http://mcatoolkit.org/rightholdersandstakeholders.html) My 

criteria for selection were: 

 

1. individuals who directly affect the regrowth, 

2. individuals who are directly affected by the regrowth, 

3. individuals who indirectly affect the regrowth, and 

4. individuals who are indirectly affected by the regrowth. 

 

These individuals can be considered to be “stakeholders” (Table 4.7) because they 

have a stake in the issue—either they are affected by or able to affect the regrowth.  In 
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order to ensure that all relevant stakeholders were considered, I used the typology of 

Harrington, Curtis, and Black (2008) of individuals or organisations that are “practice 

based” (e.g., farmers, NRM professionals), “place based” (e.g., urban dwellers, rural 

dwellers) and “interest based” (e.g., environmental group members).  

 

I also used snowball sampling—commonly used in ethnographic research (Bryman, 

2008). This entailed asking for names of potential participants (i.e., those who matched  

my stakeholder categories) from other well-informed participants (Sarantakos, 2005). 

This was initiated from Natural Resource Management staff and Landcare coordinators 

in the region. Contact details (such as names and email addresses/telephone numbers) 

were sourced from these people. I approached potential participants via email, or if an 

email address was unavailable, by telephone. I explained the project and gave an 

invitation to participate. I sent a follow-up email (or letter, if email was unavailable), 

attaching the interview information sheet and interview consent form for signing (see 

Appendices 1 and 2), which would signal willingness to participate. I recruited ten 

respondents additional to the initial list through snowball sampling. 

 

A sample needs to be “as large as necessary, and as small as possible” (Sarantakos, 

2005, p. 170). In qualitative research, the research paradigm guides the process of sizing 

the sample, although the size will also be determined by the data sought, which is 

difficult to predict (Sarantakos, 2005). Saturation (the point at which no new insights or 

information is generated) requires the study to cease—but it cannot be known when this 

point will be reached. Factors affecting sample size include research time and available 

resources, make-up of the target population (e.g., if relatively heterogeneous a larger 

sample may be required), nature of the data sought (qualitative data often requires a 

smaller sample than quantitative data), and study intensity (the more semi-structured the 

study, the smaller the sample size) (Sarantakos, 2005).  
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Table 4.6  

Stakeholder Analysis 

Stakeholdera Directly 
affected by 
regrowth 

Directly 
affect  

regrowth 

Indirectly 
affected by 
regrowth 

Indirectly 
affect 

regrowth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Practice based 

Land owners: 
primary producers (farmers, winemakers) 

blockies, weekenders 

CFA 
(planners) 

CFA (advisors, members) 

Local 
government 

planners 
(planning 

legislation) 

Government advisers and 
educators: 

local government 
state government 

federal government 
tertiary education 

Non government, not for profit 
advisors:  

e.g., Trust for Nature 
Private advisers: agronomists,  
native plant nursery growers 

Manual 
workers: 

contractors, 
farm hands 

State 
government 
(planning 

legislation) 

Manual workers: contractors, 
farm hands 

Real estate agents 

Apiarists 

Place  
based 

Land owners:  
primary producers,  

blockies,  
weekenders 

 

Neighbours to regrowth paddocks  
Urban residents  

Interest based Bird watchers/ field naturalists  
Landcare and farm tree groups 

Bush users/shooters groups  
VFF 

 
a  Some stakeholders fit into more than one category (practice/place/interest based). 
However, they are generally listed only once under what I considered to be the most 
pertinent category. They were not asked to self-identify. 

 

 

My study was sized according to the constraints of the three-year timeframe and 

associated resources of a doctoral thesis, and according to my qualitative framework, as 

shown in Table 4.7.  
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Table 4.7 

Sample Sizes for Each Data Creation Method 

Method Number undertaken 

Interviews 51* 

Activity observations 6 

Document reviews** 8 

* Although 51 interviews were conducted, two of the interviews involved couples, 
hence there were 53 interview respondents. 
** Refer to Box 4.6 for details of material for review. 

 

4.2.4.5   Interview preparation 

 

Gillham (2000) highlighted the need to thoroughly prepare when dealing with the 

participant before an interview. I consistently emailed a copy of the project information 

sheet (Appendix 1) a week or two before the interview to inform respondents why they 

had been asked, what the study was about (broadly), the likely time to be taken in the 

interview, and that I would like to record the interview. Additionally I confirmed details 

of the time and place of the interview, and sent a reminder a few days prior to the 

interview. I used a “facesheet” as recommended by Bryman (2008) to record basic 

information about the respondent, including specific details such as name, age, and 

gender, and also general facts such as years of residency in the district, role/s, and 

position/s, to provide context. The face sheet is shown in Box 4.2.  
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Box 4.2.  Respondent face sheet. 

 

In consultation with my supervisors, I developed an interview guide for landholders, 

shown in Box 4.3 overleaf, and a separate interview guide for NRM professionals, 

shown in Box 4.4 overleaf. 

Name: 

 

Age: 

 

Gender: 

 

Years of residency in district (if applicable): 

 

Primary occupation: 

 

Years in professional/interest role (if applicable): 

 

Location of primary residence: 

 

Property size (if applicable): 

 

Group membership: 
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Box 4.3.   Interview guide—landholders. 

	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Box 4.4.  Interview guide—NRM professionals. 

 

 

 
• Can you tell me a bit about yourself—how long have you lived here; 

what sort of things do you do with your property; what are your aims? 
• Can you tell me a bit about the vegetation on your place? What sorts 

of plants grow here? 
• How do you manage your vegetation? 
• Have you observed any changes to the vegetation? 
• If so, what do you think might have caused those changes? 
• What are your personal responses to these changes? How do you feel 

about them? 
• How do you think your views compare to the views of others around 

here? 
• How do you think your property compares to others in the district? For 

example regarding any changes to the vegetation? How do you feel 
about these changes? 

• Do you have any other thoughts on the vegetation? 
• Would you like to show me around your property? 

 
• Can you tell me a bit about yourself—what your role is, and how 

long you have been in this role? 
• Have you done any work in my study area (show map)? 
• How does your organisation manage the vegetation in the study 

area? For example, advice, roadside management plan, working with 
Landcare groups 

• Have you observed any changes to vegetation in the study area? 
• If so, what do you think might have caused these changes? 
• What are your personal responses to these changes? 
• How do you think the study area compares to other parts of your 

shire/catchment? 
• Follow on questions about the plants/vegetation; how the vegetation 

is managed; observed changes and potential causes; personal 
responses to any changes… 

• Any other comments or thoughts on the vegetation? 
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4.2.4.6   Interview piloting 

 

Piloting fine-tunes research tools and can highlight potential problems with interview 

questions (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Pilot studies in qualitative research can: trial 

the research; find out whether participants are accessible; establish if the study site is 

convenient; find out if the data collection techniques are effective in yielding 

information, and show if the plan is feasible and whether changes are needed 

(Sarantakos, 2005). Bryman (2008) recommended piloting to also give the researcher 

experience in interviewing.  

 

I conducted one pilot interview with an environmental project officer charged with 

managing regrowth country on public land. The piloting process confirmed that my 

questions were effective in yielding stories and opinions about the regrowth, and hence 

that there was no need to modify my interview guide. Although I was initially nervous 

about the pilot interview, the piloting process gave me the confidence to manage the 

whole interviewing process and to begin interviewing in earnest. I included the pilot 

interview data in my analysis. 

 

4.2.4.7   Interview process 

 

At the beginning of each interview I briefed the participant about the project, gave them 

an opportunity to ask questions about what I was doing, gained their written consent to 

participate, and reiterated assurance of full confidentiality and their right to withdraw 

participation.  

 

After completing questioning around native vegetation and regrowth as per my 

interview guide, I showed respondents the map of regrowth extent shown in Figure 4.2, 

its projected trajectory, the view of the authors of the map and study (that the shrubby 

regrowth could be viewed as an opportunity for broadscale landscape restoration), and 

lastly that the regrowth appeared to be valuable habitat for woodland birds (as per the 

early findings of fellow doctoral student, Lisa Smallbone). I then probed further around 

their responses to this additional information. 
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Figure 4.2. Study region showing current extent of shrubby regrowth (sourced from 

Geddes, et al., 2011). 

 

At the close of each interview I thanked the respondent and again reiterated 

confidentiality. Lastly I explained a little more about the project (if they expressed 

interest) and gave them an opportunity to ask further questions about the research. Upon 

returning to my office I sent emails thanking respondents (who had email addresses), to 

which I typically had a reply expressing goodwill for my research. 

 

4.2.4.8   Transcribing 

 

To maximise reliability of interviews, Silverman (2011, p. 365) recommended “tape 

recording all interactions, carefully transcribing these tapes according to the needs of 

reliable analysis (not handing the problem over to an audio-typist), and presenting long 

extracts of data in the research report—including, at the very least, the question that 

provoked any answer”. I digitally audio recorded 48 of the 51 interviews. Three of the 

respondents requested that no recording be made and instead I took comprehensive 

notes immediately following the interview in two cases, and took notes throughout in 

the other.  I later transcribed verbatim the 48 interviews so that I could work closely 

with the original data, rather than from my interpretation of the data. Box 4.5 shows my 

transcription protocol.  
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Italics  Used to indicate my questions. 

Standard font Used to indicate participants’ responses. 

??  Used to mark any sections of indecipherable 

verbalisations to indicate I could not transcribe these 

parts (e.g., due to background noise). 

…  Used to indicate pauses in conversation.  

(  )  If the respondent laughed or coughed I made note of 

this in parentheses. 

 

Box 4.5.  Transcription protocol 

 

4.2.4.9   Observation 

 

Observation used in qualitative field research is particularly appropriate for use in 

research topics that “appear to defy simple quantification” (Babbie, 1995, p. 281), such 

as the complexities involved in the values and opinions of a range of stakeholders in the 

study site. Field research involving observation is also highly appropriate “where 

attitudes and behaviours are better understood in the context of the natural setting” 

(Babbie, 1995, p. 281), such as in the regrowth study area. 

 

Observation is a fundamental tool of social research and can be approached both 

quantitatively and qualitatively (structured and unstructured respectively), although I 

chose to observe qualitatively, in line with my interpretive theoretical perspective. It 

involves using vision as the main source of data creation, and can be used to study many 

cultural phenomena, providing they can be accessed (Sarantakos, 2005).  According to 

Sarantakos (2005), qualitative participant observation takes place in a natural 

environment; it involves face to face interaction; it is unstructured and flexible, and it 

involves interpretation. It involves the “systematic noting and recording of events, 

behaviours and artifacts (objects) in the social setting chosen for the study” (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006, p. 98). The field journal is used to record these detailed field notes. 

 

Field researchers can adopt one of four roles from complete involvement to 

detachment. A complete participant is a covert observer who participates or is seen to 

participate (Babbie, 1995; Bryman, 2008). A participant-as-observer is where the 

researcher participates, although reveals their identity as a researcher (Babbie, 1995). 
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This requires “immersion in the setting” which allows the researcher “to hear, to see, 

and to begin to experience reality as the participants do” (Marshall & Rossman, 2006a, 

p. 100). An observer-as-participant is where the researcher reveals their role. The 

researcher is mainly an interviewer and observer rather than someone who participates 

(Babbie, 1995, Bryman, 2008). A complete observer is where the researcher does not 

interact with people, for example they may observe unobtrusively (Babbie, 1995, 

Bryman, 2008).  

 

Neuman (2003) listed several advantages of a more detached field researcher role, 

such as: reduced time needed for acceptance, less chance of over-involvement, 

protection of the researcher’s identity, and a reduced chance of “going native”.  

Disadvantages may include feeling marginal in the social setting, a lesser chance of 

learning the insider’s perspective, and an increased chance of misinterpretation 

(Neuman, 2003).  

 

The strengths of observation are detailed in Table 4.8 and the weaknesses in Table 

4.9, the latter comprising both barriers to observing and potential risks to the observer. 

 

Table 4.8  

Strengths of Observation 

Strength of observations References 
They can provide information where other methods are ineffective. Sarantakos, 2005 
They are particularly effective for researching attitudes, behaviours, 
and social processes. 

Babbie, 2012 

Enables thorough understanding. Babbie, 2012 
They are flexible in that the research design can be modified as the 
research progresses. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

They can provide information as events occur in the field. Chadwick, Bahr, & 
Albrecht, 1984 

They give first hand data. Sarantakos, 2005 
They give current data as it occurs. Chadwick, Bahr, & 

Albrecht, 1984 
They enable the collection of a wide range of information. Sarantakos, 2005 
They are relatively cost effective. Sarantakos, 2005 
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Table 4.9 

Weaknesses of Observation 

Weakness of observation Reference 
Selective perception of the researcher is common. For example, 
people tend to sense or notice some things more than others (due to 
the personal life experience and makeup of the observer). 

Chadwick, Bahr, & 
Albrecht, 1984 

Loss of objectivity in the complete participant or participant 
observer, who tends to become accustomed to the setting and hence 
may not observe adequately. 

Chadwick, Bahr, & 
Albrecht, 1984 

The influence of observing on the setting. For example, people may 
behave differently when they are observed. 

Chadwick, Bahr, & 
Albrecht, 1984 

It is not useful for studying large groups or extensive events. Sarantakos, 2005  
Some contexts can be dangerous for the observer. Marshall & Rossman, 

2006 
The researcher cannot directly study opinions, attitudes, or 
frequency of behaviour. 

Sarantakos, 2005  

May be labour intensive and time consuming. Sarantakos, 2005 
 

 

My observations were opportunistic—I ensured I was registered on network email 

lists in order to receive invitations to land management events in the region. I then 

attended where possible, as events arose in the field, as detailed in Table 5.2. Initially I 

intended to attend a greater number of events to observe. However, I was limited by the 

relatively small number of events that arose over the span of my fieldwork. I was unable 

to attend two events that appeared relevant for personal reasons. 

 

Table 4.10 

Stakeholder Activities Observed 

Month Event Location Researcher  
role taken 

June 2011 Shrubby regrowth presentation at the Land 
& Biodiversity Implementation Forum  

Euroa Observer as 
participant 

June 2012 Carbon Farming initiative —for advisors
  

Shepparton Complete 
observer 

June 2012 Carbon Farming initiative —for landholders
  

Shepparton Complete 
observer 

August  
2012 

Goulburn Broken Catchment Management 
Network meeting 

Rushworth Observer as 
participant 

November 
2012 

Land for Wildlife Field Day Graytown Observer as 
participant 

December 
2012 

Goulburn Broken Catchment Management 
Network meeting 

Murchison Observer as 
participant 
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When observing small meetings I took the following steps: 

1. I gave a brief explanation of my project and obtained consent to observe. I 

thanked attendees for allowing observation, and offered attendees a chance to 

ask questions about the project—publically at the time, or after the meeting in 

private. 

2. Observing and note-taking. 

3. I stayed at the meeting venue until all attendees had departed to allow them the 

opportunity to approach me and ask further questions about the project. 

4. Exit from the field. 

 

When observing larger public meetings and field days I acted as a complete observer 

(Babbie, 1995; Bryman, 2008) in that I did not interact with people, but observed 

unobtrusively.  I recorded observations in my field journal during and immediately 

following events and later I entered these into the qualitative software package NVivo. I 

recorded who attended, topics of conversation, and language used. 

 

4.2.4.10   Document collection for review 

 

For this research I sourced official documents derived from the state of Victoria, 

including government strategies, and official documents from private sources including 

those produced by organisations such as Landcare and the Country Fire Authority. I 

selected one blogsite for exploration, that of ecologist educator Ian Lunt’s Ecological 

Restoration Site (http://ianluntecology.com), as he has been instrumental in bringing 

shrubby regrowth to the attention of people with an environmental interest or 

profession. Documents collected for review are detailed in Box 4.6, with further 

information on documents from the field and the blog posts provided in Table 4.13 and 

Table 4.14. 

 

Criteria for selecting these documents were: 

 

1. strategies pertaining to catchment and/or vegetation management in my study 

area 
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2. documents from the field pertaining to land or vegetation management, 

circulating in my study area 

3. mission statements of government and non government organisations operating 

in my study area in relation to land/vegetation management, and 

4. contemporary (i.e., current strategies; newsletters/articles dating back to 2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 4.6.  Material collected for review. 
a This strategy was a consultation brief designed to update Victoria’s 1997 Biodiversity 
Strategy. Although it was not endorsed by the incoming Government, which had 
different political priorities, the strategy represents government agency thinking on 
native vegetation in the field work period of this thesis. 

Documents 

1. Victoria’s native vegetation management framework, 2002. 
2. Biodiversity is everybody’s business. Victoria’s biodiversity strategy 

2010-2015, consultation draft a 
3. Goulburn Broken Biodiversity Strategy 2010-2015. 
4. Draft North Central Catchment Management Authority Regional 

Catchment Strategy for consultation, 2012-2018. 
5. North Central Native Vegetation Plan, 2005. 
6. North Central Landcare newsletters (North Central Chat & Ground 

Cover). 
7. Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Network newsletters (The 

Box Ironbark Times). 
8. Country Fire Authority column, Waranga News. 
9. Planning legislation 

 

Blogs 

Selected from http://ianluntecology.com. 

 

Mission statements of: 

1. Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Authority 
2. North Central Catchment Management Authority 
3. Department of Sustainability & Environment 
4. Department of Primary Industries 
5. Trust for Nature 
6. Victorian Farmers Federation 
7. Landcare  
8. The Country Fire Authority 
9. The Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Network 
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The official documents are inter-related: statewide strategies and frameworks provide 

strategic direction for the regional biodiversity strategies and vegetation plans, which in 

turn inform the native vegetation/ biodiversity component of the regional catchment 

strategies (Figure 4.3). The regional catchment strategies in turn provide direction for 

planning by regional organisations, local government, and service delivery agencies. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.3. Relationships between official documents reviewed. 

 

Documents from the field are detailed in Table 4.11. 

 

Table 4.11  

Documents from the Field 

Document Number copies/ 
articles reviewed 

Time period 

North Central Chat/ Groundcover 
Landcare newsletters 

14 Feb, 2011 to 
April, 2013 

Box Ironbark Times  
GBCMN newsletters 

12 March 2010 to 
May, 2013 

CFA columns,  
Waranga News newspaper 

70 April, 2011 to 
April, 2013 
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I selected blogs that had direct relevance to my research question 2a “How is the 

shrubby regrowth viewed and discussed”. These blogs are detailed in Table 4.12. 

 

Table 4.12 

Blogs Reviewed from http://ianluntecology.com 

Blog title Blog date Cited as 
In the pipeline 23/2/11 Lunt, 2011a 
Regenerating naturally 11/3/11 Lunt, 2011b 
Precious regeneration or 
woody weeds? 

11/3/11  Lunt, 2011c 

That thickening 
phenomenon 

25/3/11 Lunt, 2011d 

Growing biolinks for 
climate change 

9/4/11 Lunt, 2011e 

Bush encroachment: a 
global view 

28/5/11 Lunt, 2011f 

Yea burgan! 11/6/12 Lunt, 2012 
Natural regeneration: 
connecting rural 
Australia 

13/6/13 Lunt, 2013 

 

4.2.5   General approach to analysis 

 

I drew upon grounded theory for my analysis to enable themes to emerge from the data. 

(Silverman, 2001). A grounded theory is inductively sourced. It is “discovered, 

developed, and provisionally verified through systematic data collection and analysis of 

data pertaining to that phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 23). Such an approach, 

importantly, aligns with ethnography which endeavours to learn the insider’s views 

(Spradley, 1979), rather than imposing views from outside. A fundamental part of the 

process is its iterative nature. During the fieldwork stage, I recorded and reflected on my 

initial impressions and responses to the interviews and observations, and how they 

compared with other interviews and observations. In later stages of analysis I referred to 

my research questions and the literature in an iterative way. 

 

I used the qualitative data analysis computer software package NVivo—versions 9 

and 10—for storage, manipulation, and interrogation of interview transcripts, 

documents, and observations. This package is designed specifically for working with 

very large volumes of rich text-based data and to support in-depth interpretive/ 

grounded analysis. Within NVivo I was able to classify, sort and arrange information, 
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explore patterns and relationships in the data, link and shape ideas, search, and model. 

In order to interrogate the data in this way, I categorised respondents as detailed in 

Table 4.13, in line with my stakeholder sampling categories. 

 

Table 4.13  

Respondent Categories 

Characteristic Categories 
Age range 20-29, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59, 60-69, 70-79 
Gender Male, female 
Resident of regrowth 
country 

Yes, no 

Years of residency <5, 6-10, 11-15, 16-20, 21+ 
Occupation DSE employee, CMA employee, DPI employee, local government 

planner/officer, non-government NRM advisor, agronomist, 
winemaker, apiarist, nurseryperson, educator, farmer, real estate agent, 
CFA captain/officer, retired, ex NRM employee 

Land usea Urban, blockie, weekender, farmer, nursery, viticulture 
Landcare or LFW 
group membership 

Yes/no 

 
a  Urban residents reside in urban centres. Blockies have relatively small landholdings 
(typically less than 30 hectares) and do not seek to earn their living from their 
properties. Weekenders are respondents who visit their properties for recreation for 
relatively short periods of time, either camping or staying in a dwelling on the property. 
Farmers are those who spend most of their time occupied in farming activities. Nursery 
people make their living from growing plants. Respondents using their land for 
viticulture make their living from their vineyards and/or winemaking. 

 

4.2.5.1  Language 

 

I applied discourse analysis to all of the data, paying particular attention to language 

used for naming and describing, including metaphorical language. According to 

Johnstone (2002), a universal definition of discourse analysis does not exist. Potter 

(2004, p. 607) explained why—discussing several forms of discourse analysis, each 

shaped according to the discipline from which they stem including “linguistics, 

sociology, psychology, social psychology, philosophy, communication, literary theory 

and cultural studies”. However, according to Johnstone, 2002 p. 238) generally 

discourse analysis is a “highly systematic, thorough approach to critical reading (and 

listening), and critical reading almost inevitably leads to questioning of the status quo”. 

It is a practical skill rather than a rigid approach or procedure, and rigorous “to the 



 
 

 
114 

 

extent that it is grounded in the closest possible attention to linguistic and contextual 

detail” (Johnstone, 2002, p. 238).  

 

The form of discourse analysis I adopted comes from the tradition of Foucault who 

focused on “how a discourse, or a ‘set of statements’, comes to constitute objects and 

subjects” (Potter, 2004, p. 608). According to Potter (2004, p. 608), an example of the 

Foucauldian approach is “the discourse of medicine [which] may produce objects such 

as ‘vapours’ or ‘HIV+’ as distinct and factual at the same time as producing the doctor 

as an individual with knowledge and authority”.  Potter (2004, p. 610) explained 

cognitive constructionisms as relating to “the way images of the world are mentally put 

together through processes of information processing,” such as the way frames colour 

what people see. Focusing on language is productive because it is influential in creating 

worldviews or frames, and hence studying language can yield highly valuable insights. 

 

In particular I focused on three aspects of discourse. First, I noted how actions, 

actors, and events were represented, for example, “who or what is presented as an 

agent? Who or what is acted upon?” (Johnstone, 2002, p. 46). Noting if the active or 

passive voice is used to describe regrowth, for example, is a way to determine how it is 

being portrayed. For example, “regrowth is colonising a lot of the countryside” clearly 

puts the regrowth in the agent position, as opposed to “a lot of the countryside is being 

colonised” where the passive voice is used to suggest the agents of an action 

(colonisation) are unknown (thus removing the focus from the regrowth). Second, I 

examined how knowledge was portrayed. Wording can be constructed to convey 

absolute certainty, such as in “is” and “clearly”, or uncertainty, for example, by 

“maybe” and “I think” (Johnstone, 2002). Such portrayals help indicate the certainty 

with which claims are made and the strength of opinions. Third, I examined wording 

and naming because words used reflect how things are being construed. Johnstone 

(2002, p. 49) provided the example of the US military labelling “deaths” as “casualties” 

to demonstrate the significance of wording in influencing constructions. She pointed out 

the significance of metaphors used to represent things because they “both reflect and 

create ways of imagining what is normal” (Johnstone, 2002, p. 49). 
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4.2.5.2   Coding 

 

Coding is a tool commonly used in qualitative analysis to begin the process of sorting 

through the data to make sense of it. It is “the key process in grounded theory, whereby 

data are broken down into component parts and given names” (Bryman, 2008, p. 542). I 

followed the coding approach of Strauss and Corbin (1990) using “open”, “axial”, and 

“selective” coding to analyse interview transcripts, documents, and observations.  

 

Open coding involved painstakingly reading each sentence of each transcript, 

highlighting each part, and coding it according to the words of the respondent. For 

example, “It’s frightening the way it burns; it’s a real fire hazard” would be coded as 

“frightened of fire” and also “fire hazard”. Continuing in this inductive thematic way 

ensured the codes came from the data, to yield theory grounded in the data rather than 

from my ideas and research questions. This first stage led to numerous codes as I broke 

the data down into many small parts. Bryman (2008, p. 543) stressed the importance of 

“being open-minded at this stage and to generate as many new ideas and hence codes as 

necessary to encapsulate the data”. I then considered this first round of coding in light 

of my literature review relating to language and framing, and it became evident that 

there were a number of narratives running through the data. 

 

Axial coding was then used to reveal these narratives more clearly, and to seek 

relationships among the narratives and the various features of the site. This involved 

making connections between the code categories. According to Bryman (2008, p. 543), 

“this is done by linking codes to contexts, to consequences, to patterns of interaction, 

and to causes”. This stage makes the data coherent by reassembling it and emphasising 

the more common codes and those seen to be most insightful, hence leading to the 

emergence of themes. Running queries in NVivo was effective at this stage in testing 

and consolidating ideas (see Box 4.7).  

 

Finally, I used selective coding to build my interpretation of the data. This involved 

systematically selecting main categories and relating them to other categories. I looked 

at the data at this stage with my research questions in mind and used an iterative process 

connecting the literature to my interpretation. In the sections that follow I will show 

how these methods were applied to the three different types of data created. 
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4.2.5.3   Analysis of interviews 

	  

During my fieldwork, after a block of interviews, I reflected on insights emerging from the 

interviews through writing in my field journal (as per Marshall & Rossman, 2006), which I 

imported as documents into NVivo. These insights helped to inform my questions and 

prompts in future interviews. Transcribing interviews verbatim during the fieldwork 

aided this reflective and iterative process, which informed my ongoing work and 

comprised the early stages of analysis. Transcribing necessitated immersion in the data, 

and marked the beginning of analysing in earnest.  

 

In Section 4.2.5.2, I described the coding process used in analysis. During the axial 

coding process I ran a series of queries in NVivo, as shown in Box 4.7. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 4.7.  Queries run in NVivo to interrogate my data. 

 

Land use by view 

Age range by view 

Gender by view 

Residency by view  

Years of residency by view 

Land use by view 

Residency by fire hazard concern 

Employment in NRM by view 

CMA/DSE/DPI employee by view 

Local government employee by view 

Regrowth sign of poor land management by occupation, residency and gender 

Perceived benefits of regrowth by occupation 

Occupation by concern for regrowth security 

Weekenders by view 
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In addition to creating codes inductively as described above, I created attribute codes 

for strength of views (shown in Figure 4.4) to work with.  To code data into ‘strength of 

views’ nodes, I developed and applied the criteria shown in Figure 4.4.  

 
Figure 4.4. Strength of views. 

 

4.2.5.4   Analysis of documents 

 

Documents can be analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively. Analysing documents 

may give insight into the context of a topic and stakeholder views and beliefs (Marshall, 

2006). I focused on the qualitative genre (although as previously mentioned I included a 

small foray into quantitative methods—word searches were useful for indicating where 

the broad emphasis lay in the documents). Qualitative analysis involves looking for 

underlying themes, and document quotations are often used to illustrate these (Bryman, 

2008). Qualitative content analysis demonstrates the general advantages and 

disadvantages listed below in Tables 4.14 and 4.15.  Both Sarantakos (2005) and 

Silverman (2006) pointed out that content analysis is vulnerable to coder bias (in a way 

similar to the quantitative genre). In light of this, Silverman (2006) cautioned the 

researcher to be very careful when categorising and coding the data. 
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Table 4.14 

Advantages of Document Review 

Advantages References 
It is low in cost as documents are generally easy to access. There are 
no ethical constraints. 

Chadwick, Bahr, & 
Albrecht, 1984 

Information may not be readily available elsewhere. Chadwick, Bahr, & 
Albrecht, 1984 

Documents last and hence give historical insight. Hodder, 1994 
Documents contain information without researchers needing to ask. Silverman, 2011 
It is useful for researching trends and for exploratory research. Chadwick, Bahr, & 

Albrecht, 1984 
Can segment and simplify large amounts of data. Silverman, 2006 
Organisations’ documents in particular are useful as many are 
available to the public and give insight into contemporary thinking. 

Bryman, 2008 

It is convenient; the researcher is able to research according to their 
own timeframes. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

It is a non-reactive method, because the method and the process of 
analysis do not affect the result. 

Marshall & 
Rossman, 2006 

 

Table 4.15 

Disadvantages of Document Review 

Disadvantages References 
How readers interpret documents is not clear (Hodder, 1994). The 
audience may be “passive”, interpreting the text how the writer 
intended, or “active” interpreting the text differently from the 
writer’s intention (Bryman, 2008). 

Hodder, 1994; 
Bryman, 2008. 

There is little representativeness; hence the researcher is unable to 
make generalisations. 

Sarantakos, 2005 

Documents may be difficult to access. Sarantakos, 2005 
It may be difficult to locate information relevant to the research 
question/s. 

Chadwick, Bahr, & 
Albrecht, 1984 

It is restricted to what has been documented. Bryman, 2008 
Causal relationships cannot be demonstrated. Chadwick, Bahr, & 

Albrecht, 1984 
Some documents are not complete, yielding incomplete data. Sarantakos, 2005 

 

 

Ethnography focuses on “the processes through which texts depict ‘reality’ than with 

whether such texts contain true or false statements” (Silverman, 2006, p. 168), as might 

be the case in the positivist paradigm. As such it acknowledges multiple realities. In 

order to search for underlying themes in the documents (and blogs) I drew upon the 

above ethnographic approach to develop my own set of questions to ask of each 

document, shown in Box 4.8. Throughout the analysis I looked at language used 

including metaphors, to deepen understanding. 
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Box 4.8.  Questions I asked of documents. 
 

NVivo assisted my use of quantitative methods, needed to assess the relative 

frequency of words and phrases within the published documents.  I consider word 

searches useful for indicating where the broad emphasis lies in the documents and how 

things are described. I searched for stemmed words with more than four letters, to avoid 

extracting words such as “I”, “me”, and “for”. Stemmed words are words relating to the 

key word. For example, stemmed words for “regenerate” are “regeneration” and 

“regenerating”. Bryman (2008) referred to the significance of the use of certain words 

over others. For example, the use of emotive words rather than less dramatic ones, with 

the frequent use of certain words suggesting certain discourses in the text. Word 

frequency searches also pick up metaphors such as “invasion” and “health” that also 

indicate deeper meanings in texts.  

 

Searches that I undertook related to the topics of nature, biodiversity, habitat, use, 

control, conservation, restoration, loss, flora, fauna, and threat (see Appendix 3). I also 

queried the five most frequently used words for flora and fauna in the strategies.  

 

Using the processes described above I identified major frames and narratives in the 

interviews and observations, and I explored these in relation to the public documents 

reviewed and the features of the stakeholders. In the following chapters I formulate a 

complex and in-depth account of responses to shrubby regrowth. 

 

  

1. How is native vegetation discussed?  
2. Is there a different emphasis placed on understorey compared with trees? 

If so, how do they compare? 
3. If regrowth is discussed, how is it discussed?  
4. In government strategies, what emphasis is placed upon regrowth 

compared with revegetation? 
5. How is the human role of land manager envisioned? 
6. How are land management and land health described?  
7. How are threats and risks portrayed in relation to fire, native vegetation, 

and catchment health? 
8. Is a vision of land/vegetation health evident from the document? If so, 

what is the nature of the vision?  
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4.3   Ethical considerations in social science research 

 

It is essential that ethical issues be considered and addressed, as they influence the 

integrity of research (Bryman, 2008). The ethical considerations for social research 

relate to how we should treat respondents in an appropriate way (Bryman, 2008). 

Chadwick et al. (1984, p. 16) summarised the ethical responsibility of the social 

researcher as follows: “The social scientist must be aware of and respect the dignity, 

privacy and worth of other human beings”.  Many organisations have established 

protocols to ensure that such awareness is developed and that ethical issues are 

addressed. 

 

Charles Sturt University requires all researchers to submit an Ethics Application to 

the Human Research Ethics Committee for consideration prior to fieldwork. This is 

based upon “The National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving 

Humans” (National Health and Medical Research Council, 1999). This statement 

details: the values and principles of ethical conduct; risk in the research, and the need 

for the consent of participants’, and helps the researcher identify ethical matters relating 

to their particular research. Regardless, however, of being aware of ethical issues, social 

researchers are inevitably faced with ethical dilemmas that may occur through 

interacting with respondents (Neuman, 1991).  One needs to behave responsibly toward 

one’s respondents (Fontana & Frey, 2000), to enable an approach involving ethical 

principles. 

 

Ethical principles in social research include potential harm to participants, informed 

consent, privacy, and deception (Bryman, 2008). Voluntary participation is also 

important—no one should be coerced to participate (Babbie, 1995). Neuman (1991) 

highlighted that in researching the views of the less powerful, researchers may be 

thought to be biased by articulating these views. And lastly, Neuman (1991) discussed 

the dilemmas involving two rights: privacy versus the right to know relating to 

publishing field research.   

 

The ethics of the semi-structured interview also need to be considered. Fontana and 

Frey (2000, p. 662) noted that some scholars view the process of semi-structured 

interviewing as intrinsically unethical and exploitative, because the techniques of 

interviewing “are really ways of manipulating the respondents, while treating them as 



 
 

 
121 

 

objects or numbers rather than individual human beings”. Interviewers are encouraged 

to be polite and friendly to put the respondent at ease so they are more likely to disclose 

useful information. While not revealing their own opinions, researchers are encouraged 

to develop rapport with the respondent and gain their trust—and this is seen as an 

ethical issue inherent in studying people for opportunistic reasons (Fontana & Frey, 

2000). To work through this dilemma, Fontana and Frey (2000, p. 668) suggested that 

“to learn about people we must treat them as people, and they will work with us to help 

us create accounts of their lives”. The ethnographic approach, which values people’s 

viewpoints and perspectives highly, appears to adequately address this ethical concern. 

 

4.3.1   Ethical considerations in this study 

 

I ensured informed consent through a consent form explaining the details of the project 

(see Appendix 1). I made this available in conjunction with an information sheet which 

was as accurate as possible in providing details of the project and the respondents’ 

potential involvement (see Appendix 2). I envisaged few burdens or risks in conducting 

this research project.  All participants took part voluntarily and had the option to 

withdraw at any stage. I took a sensitive approach in seeking participation, for example 

I did not force anyone to participate. I approached participants because they were living 

or working in the region, or had an interest in it. It seemed unlikely that such potential 

participants would consider it a burden to participate in an interview. Similarly, 

professionals did not appear to have an issue with being asked to participate in the study 

as they were commenting on management actions and personal experience, rather than 

on policy matters. 

 

In this research I relied on stakeholders agreeing to share their thoughts in interviews 

about largely impersonal topics.  While my research proposed little in the way of 

burdens (other than time) or risks to participants, informed consent to participate, and a 

guarantee of confidentiality and privacy, are important ethical considerations. I was 

committed to acting professionally and ethically at all times to ensure that I gained the 

trust of participants. I assured them that their participation in the project would not 

cause them any disadvantage. I fully briefed participants about the aims of the research, 

what I expected of them (including time), what I was exploring, and the way I would 

record and use the information. 
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I attempted to minimise the time burden by conducting interviews at a place and time 

that suited the interviewee and by keeping the interview to the minimum time required. 

Scheduling the interview fieldwork over a period of 19 months allowed time to plan and 

schedule interviews at the convenience of participants.  

 

Semi-structured interviews on vegetation seemed unlikely to cause embarrassment or 

discomfort to participants. I did recognise, however, that regrowth on private land may 

be associated with land abandonment or neglect—a sign of poor land management and 

even of being a bad neighbour. This association, if present, could have led to 

embarrassment or discomfort in some participants. I addressed this by exercising due 

sensitivity in the interviews. If such a situation had occurred, I planned to bring the 

interview to a halt and discontinue if the participant had wished. It seemed highly 

unlikely that any participant would become distressed to the point of needing 

counselling as the research involved exploring a topic that applies across a broad 

landscape (increasing the chances of participants not taking the topic personally). 

However, as a precaution I included a comment on the information sheet detailing 

counselling services in the district (see Appendix 2). I assured participants of full 

confidentiality at all times for their responses, reminding them of this at the beginning 

and close of each interview. I reviewed documents in the public domain, hence 

presenting no risks or invasion of privacy for people in the study site.  

 

4.4   Limitations of the research 

 

As with other research using non-probability sampling, generalisations cannot be made to the 

entire population (Bryman, 2008)—of Australia for example. However, the lessons from one 

qualitative study “can still be useful for other settings” (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 

Including substantial information about the study context, the theoretical and 

methodological approach and research process enables potential users of the research to 

decide if it will be of use in other contexts (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  

 



 
 

 
123 

 

Chapter 5 

 

Responses to shrubby regrowth 

 

5.1   Overview of Chapters 5 and 6 

 

In Chapters 5 and 6, as shown in Figure 5.1, I use my research questions as a 

framework to present, analyse and discuss my findings in relation to the literature. In 

Chapter 5 I focus on how the shrubby regrowth is viewed, while in Chapter 6 I look at 

how it is managed and suggest practical interventions to promote the regrowth. How the 

regrowth is viewed is highly complex, while regrowth management is relatively 

straightforward. The size of chapter 5 compared to that of chapter 6 reflects this 

difference in complexity. Data from the in-depth interviews, observations, and 

document reviews are fully integrated in this section, rather than presented separately; 

that is I discuss my results as they are presented, rather than in a separate chapter. In 

qualitative interpretive research, a discursive approach such as mine is desirable.  In 

Section 5.3 I focus on briefly explaining or interpreting and presenting key quotations, 

while in Section 5.4 I deepen my interpretation and analysis through exploring the 

regrowth narratives and frames in detail through focusing on language. 

 

As language is fundamentally important to acquiring insights in ethnography in 

general, and for the articulation of frames in particular, I pay particular attention to how 

shrubby regrowth is described by respondents and in the documents. I provide many 

dictionary definitions to highlight the current and generally accepted underlying 

meanings of the words that people are using, not as a definitive explanation of meaning, 

but as a starting point for further exploration. The dictionary definitions are taken from 

the Concise Oxford Australian Dictionary (1992). This is considered a credible source 

in Australia. 
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Figure 5.1. Layout of Chapters 5 and 6 

  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

Chapter 5   

 

Responses to shrubby regrowth 

 

Research questions 2 and 2a 

 

Views of & discussion around shrubby regrowth: 

Triggers for expansion 

Descriptions of regrowth 

Creation of social understandings 

Patterns of views 

Strength of views 

The regrowth frames and narratives 

 Control frame 

Accept frame 

Linkages between the narratives 

Ambivalent frame 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

Chapter 6 

 

Regrowth management, interventions, and future 

 

Research questions 3 and 3a 

Behaviours toward the shrubby regrowth 

Relationship between narratives and behaviours 

 

Research question 4 

Interventions to promote regrowth	  
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5.2   Introduction to Chapter 5 

 

In this chapter I present my results and interpretations from the interviews, documents, 

and observations relating to my research questions that focused on the case study: 

 

2.  How do different stakeholders view the shrubby regrowth? 

 

2a. How is the shrubby regrowth perceived and discussed? Are there 

conceptual framings and narratives relating to the perceptions of and 

discussions about the shrubby regrowth? 

 

5.3   Views of shrubby regrowth 

	  

5.3.1   Approach 

 

As described in Chapter 4, 51 in-depth interviews were conducted. Respondents’ 

quotations are included in this section to illustrate or exemplify the findings. 

Respondents are identified by a number (according to their position in the sequence of 

interviews) and a code relating to their occupation or residency (Table 5.1).  

 

Respondents participating in events observed are also quoted to illustrate or 

exemplify the findings. They are identified by a number according to their position in 

the sequence of comments made at each event (with a prefix “AM” standing for 

“audience member” and “P” for presenter). The events are coded according to Table 

5.2. 
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Table 5.1 

Respondent Numbers and Codes Used with Quotations from the Interviews 

Respondent type Code 
 

Number of 
people 

representing 
this type* 

Local government employee LG 6 
State NRM agency employee SG 17 

Non-government NRM employee NG 5 
Educator E 3 

Country fire authority 
employee/captain 

CFA 4 

Farmer F 7 
Blockie B 8 

Weekender W 4 
Real estate agent RE 1 

Apiarist BK 1 
Winemaker WM 1 

Urban resident UR 1 
Plant nurseryperson PN 2 

VFF member** - 1 

CFA member** - 4 

Landcare/LFW member** - 12 

* Numbers in this column total more than 53 because respondents often represented 
more than one category, for example farmers may also be Landcare, LFW, VFF 
and CFA members.  

** These respondents were not categorised according to memberships, but according 
to the categories above. 



 
 

 
127 

 

Table 5.2  

Event Codes Used with Quotations from the Observations 

Event Code 
 

Shrubby regrowth presentation at the Land & Biodiversity 
Implementation forum 

1 

Carbon farming initiative—for advisors 2 
Carbon farming initiative—for landholders 3 

Goulburn Broken Catchment Management network 
meeting 4 

Land for Wildlife field day 5 
Goulburn Broken Catchment Management network 
meeting 6 

 

5.3.2   Perceptions of triggers for shrubby regrowth expansion 

 

Shrubby regrowth was strongly associated by interview respondents with land use 

change on formerly cleared land, relating either to reduced activity by farmers or to 

subdivision with an associated reduction in farming, destocking, and an influx of 

newcomers, known locally as “blockies” (because they purchase blocks of land).   

 

Regrowth was also linked to land use change, and particularly agricultural decline 

and the transition from agricultural to amenity land uses, in http://ianluntecology.com:  

 

 Across eastern Australia, populations and land uses are changing 
greatly as traditional agriculture is being replaced by newer land uses, 
especially by “rural amenity” land use. The social researcher, Dr Neil 
Barr, has shown how this demographic change affects regional 
economies, land use and industries. It’s highly likely that it will also 
affect vegetation patterns, as native plants regenerate after agriculture 
declines. (Lunt, 2011e) 

 

This suggestion is consistent with Geddes et al. (2011) who maintained that the 

shrubby regrowth is responding to land use change caused by larger socio-economic 

forces (which is understandable, as Lunt co-authored the Geddes paper). 

 

Many respondents linked this land use change to changed management. Areas 

undergoing regrowth expansion were thought of as “marginal” country and often 
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comparative comments were made, with regrowth seen as a better land use than farming 

on this country. 

 

 There’s a lot more rural living around the fringe areas—around the 
forest…a huge difference in the last 20 or 30 years…so there’s a lot of 
that marginal country that was used for grazing is now…generally not 
grazed…there’d be a lot more native vegetation there now than what 
there was 30 years ago. Without a doubt, ‘cos there’s all those fringe 
areas that people put a house on and then often don’t do much with. So 
it goes back to…well I wouldn’t say it’s the most attractive forest but 
it’s certainly environmentally better off than grazing country.  (F 27) 

  

Others emphasised that land use change was driven by the economic non-viability of 

farming and ageing landholders. New landholders moving into the area were also 

regarded as lacking resources and hence unable to manage the land in a way that would 

preclude regrowth.  

 

The non-viable landowners who were pursuing agricultural pursuits… 
either changed hands or come to a point where they’re just retracting 
their resources and they’re not intensely managing it. So I would see it 
as a default, not as a deliberate thing—the transformation is by default, 
driven by economic circumstances or ageing landowners and then 
there’s a lot of subdivision…smaller blocks, so people come 
in…weekenders and put their shacks in or they might even build a 
house. But it’s cheap land so…people who live in those areas tend to be 
of low economic status and don’t have the resources to farm that area 
intensely and as a result you’re seeing that transformation of native 
veg[etation] taking over.  (B 19) 

 

Some respondents accepted the nature of changing land ownership in the region. 

They took a long-term perspective on land changing hands, heralding a change in 

intentions, in turn affecting a change in the vegetation cover. There was a sense that 

there were relatively frequent changes in land ownership. 

 

At the same time though there’ll be some other bugger who’ll leave a 
block and it’ll grow up and some other character in here will clear an 
area to run a few horses and then the Chinese scrub’ll be everywhere 
over his block…then his daughter’ll grow up and she’ll go back to 
Melbourne. He won’t want the block anymore and he’ll sell it to 
someone else and they won’t have horses and then the thing’ll be 
covered in Chinese scrub (laughs) that’s the way it all goes.  (NG 46) 
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The few respondents who directly associated the regrowth with poor management or 

neglect were farmers, people with farming connections, or respondents who spoke of 

farmers making this association (as shown in the quotations below). This is consistent 

with previous studies of regrowth in Australia (Race et al., 2010, Sharp et al., 2012) 

where regrowth was associated with poor management or neglect, and internationally, 

where regrowth was associated negatively with abandonment (Höchtl et al., 2005), and 

associated agricultural decline, loss of rural viability, and cultural heritage (Soliva et al., 

2008). 

 

 It’s…probably due to lack of maintenance…people not looking after 
the place.  (UR 7) 

 

 There’s a bloke opposite my house—50 acres and the previous owner 
made a bit of a mess of things—he was going to stock it and got lazy 
and never did and the block just got taken over by Chinese scrub. (F 41) 

 

Respondents who worked closely with farmers also reported this perception by 

farmers. 

 

The farmers see it as a problem, they see it as bad management if 
you’ve got Cassinia on the block, and that’s why they’re keen to let us 
know that something needs to happen…if you let the Cassinia keep 
spreading it’s a symbol of poor management and it would be a waste to 
see it spread like that and I think partly from a fire perspective, and 
partly from a productive perspective.  (SG 1) 

 

 

5.3.3   Descriptions of regrowth 

 

Metaphorical language and colourful descriptions of the shrubby regrowth suggest it is 

viewed as something with an enormous ability to grow and spread prolifically. That this 

is beyond the prevailing idea of what is considered within the realms of “normal” and 

within human control, is evidenced by the following quotations (I have highlighted 

pertinent words in bold). 

But it’s a really good colonising plant and I’ve found it’s—it’s going 
nuts everywhere.  (SG 50) 
 
Whereas you give it an area where it can move into—a clearing and it 
just goes crazy. (B 42) 
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Descriptions often also relate to the way it becomes relatively thick and dense, as 

evidenced in the following (with descriptive words highlighted in bold).  

 It’s really tight knit too. (CFA 51) 
 
 There’s patches of it—maybe every metre or so there would be a plant 

—you know it’s quite a dense thicket, but it’s in thickets and then 
they’ll be quite scattered. (E 17) 

 
 There’s some areas that are really thick with Cassinia.  (NG 18) 

 

Descriptions also often relate to its abundance in the landscape, either through direct 

descriptions, or through metaphors suggesting vast expanses of regrowth.  

 

 But out in the adjoining paddocks where they’ve tried to clear it and the 
Cassinias just…huge swathes of it.  (NG 12) 

 
 
 You can weave your way through it but…there would be thousands of 

acres of it.  (SG 1) 
 
 A sea of Cassinia.  (SG 3) 

 

5.3.4   Community perceptions of shrubby regrowth 

 

Overwhelmingly respondents had the impression that shrubby regrowth is not liked by 

the majority of people in the community, for a variety of reasons, which are detailed in 

Figure 5.2. Responses observed at environmental management events also illustrate this 

perception: 

 

Most people want to get rid of it.  (5 P 1) 
 
 Cassinia gets a lot of bad press. (1 AM 10)  
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Monoculture 

Not “balanced” 

Messy…ugly…untidy 

Feral harbour 

Fire risk 

Weed/pest plants 

“Takes over” “invasive” 

Not native 

Sign of poor land management 

Competes with intended land uses 

Not rare…”just scrub” 

Not useful (not productive) 

Not a good ground cover 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      A lot of people around here don’t like it…I think it’s because it is so invasive and grows everywhere and…it is a big fire danger so…once it starts it just gets everywhere. (CFA 51) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2.  Reasons provided by interview respondents for negative community views 

of shrubby regrowth.  

 

The following quotations illustrate the three main reasons cited by interview 

respondents for the dislike in the community. These comprised perceptions of the 

regrowth “taking over”, as a weed, and as a fire risk. 

 
I think people feel…that sense of being “taken over”…so it’s a fear 
of invasion and being taken over. (NG 44) 
 

Most people don’t like it on their blocks as Chinese scrub is seen as 
a weed or a fire risk.  (SG 4) 
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Other reasons cited range from the regrowth wasting land, to it being seen as a sign 

of poor land management. Some of these sentiments are illustrated in the following. 

 

Most people see Cassinia—because it grows so quickly and ‘cos it grows 
out into paddocks…so I guess most people see it as an invasive…you 
know that it needs to be removed…it’s a fire hazard…you know it wastes 
the land…there’s so much of it and the sheep don’t feed on it and the 
cows don’t feed on it and so it’s just taking up precious space. (B 23) 

 

The level of negative perception in the community was variously described as 

“dismissive”, “derogatory”, “dislike”, “hatred”, and “worry”, with “hatred” and 

“dislike” being the two most commonly expressed attitudes, as evidenced by the 

following. 

 

Everyone thinks it’s a problem…because it’s too much of a 
monoculture. So…people think, well it’s a stepping stone. No one says 
“I love this paddock of Cassinia” (both laugh). Even large clumps of 
Cassinia—people still go “yeh the birds love it but…it would be better 
if there was something in it as well”…you know some people really 
really hate it.  (NG 12) 

 

 I just know a lot of people around here don’t like it.  (CFA 51) 

 

A few respondents mentioned that there are people who value the shrubby regrowth. 

People mentioned were those interested in flora or fauna, and people employed in NRM. 

 

But there’s definitely people out there who I talk to that love it, anyone 
whose got a natural plant background or bird-watching background—
they just think it’s great. And anyone in the government who I’ve met, 
or in catchment management roles, it’s pretty clear that it’s a natural 
process and it doesn’t require too much intervention at this point.   
(SG 1)  

 
From an ecological point of view I just think it’s wonderful, and I’ve 
spoken to lots of people about this and they say “oh it’s so cool”. 
(laughs)  (LG 14) 

 
 

However, there was some comment about people in government departments 

involved in environmental management not recognising the value of shrubby regrowth. 

These respondents were appreciative of the shrubby regrowth, and implied that 

government employees should have shared this sentiment.  
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Most people who grew up in this area regard it as next to the Devil in 
evilness. A lot of people don’t even realise it’s an indigenous 
plant…even people in government, like DSE. And the State Forest 
people from DSE years ago were positive it was from China or 
California or Russia or somewhere…that’s how ignorant people 
are…they just have no bloody idea. So everyone’s worried about it and 
the way it “takes over”. (SG 45) 

 

 I guess when we were discussing houses and what we’d need to do and 
you know “you can pull this stuff out—it’ll be back in no time” —it’s 
not important—it plays no role—it just grows there—it’s just a weed 
basically. Even some of the DSE – they kind of just dismiss it as you 
know—it’s just an early succession plant that grows quickly—it’s not 
rare…it doesn’t flower particularly brilliantly, so I guess people aren’t 
particularly attracted to it. (B 23) 

 

This perception about government was also expressed by an audience member 

observed at a Land for Wildlife field day. 

 

 I wanted to seed an area with Cassinia, but the Department [DSE] 
insisted on sowing a whole lot of other indigenous stuff that didn’t 
grow. At least the Cassinia would’ve grown.  (5 AM 1) 

 

5.3.5   Influences on perceptions of shrubby regrowth 

 

The influence of the opinions of others about shrubby regrowth was evident in the 

interviews. Sources of influential opinions mentioned were “the locals”, neighbours, 

farmers, and the CFA. Many respondents (particularly newcomers) mentioned they had 

been influenced by the opinions of other local landholders, and that generally the 

prevailing opinions were that shrubby regrowth was undesirable and needed to be 

controlled.  

 

As seen in the following quotations respondents reacted to the opinions or advice in 

several ways. Some respondents adopted the advice to view and treat the shrubby 

regrowth as a weed problem. Others did so before modifying their opinions due to 

alternative positive views that later came to their attention. Others again were more 

circumspect about the prevailing negative views of the regrowth. 

 

The previous owner said to us “make sure you slash that, you know 
otherwise you’ll get a big problem” and so we have…so that’s an issue 
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for us and I think it’s whenever one species dominates the landscape 
it’s not good.  (F 16) 

 

I was told at the start that anything like that that you see, you must pull 
it out, so we did. But now we don’t—we leave it there because it 
doesn’t do anything and I learn now that it is a native so—I know about 
it. (B 21)  

 
A lot of the people around here are the traditional farmers…they’ll tell 
you a things a weed because the sheep don’t eat it, or they tell you not 
to worry about it because the sheep do eat it…even though I think it’s a 
weed. I ummd and ahhhd about it because…when I retire I’m going to 
create more woodland and get understorey… but I don’t think I want it 
to be Chinese scrub (laughs) …I mean you’re sort of conditioned as to 
how you think.  (B 22) 

 

Many respondents felt that the opinions of long-term landholders influenced the 

views of newcomers. Such opinions embodied the emotional weight of frustration borne 

of ongoing attempts at control. The CFA was also mentioned as a source of influence, 

relating to the perceived fire risk posed by the regrowth. 

 
They often get passed on an attitude by their neighbours—when they 
move into an area, who’ve been there a long time…farmers who’ve 
struggled against what they see as this invasion, pass on their anger and 
frustration with it. (NG 44) 

 
And some landholders have been told they’re weeds (by the local 
neighbours normally)….they actually think they’re getting rid of weeds. 
We’ve got a lot more lifestylers out there and clearing of undergrowth 
because they’ve been told by CFA people to clear the undergrowth to 
reduce those fire risks.  (SG 4) 

 

One farmer implicitly acknowledged his influence in that he is often consulted about 

controlling the shrubby regrowth by newcomers.  

 

But they all ask me, because they say “oh you’re a farmer—how do you 
get rid of this scrubby stuff?” And I say (laughs) “if we knew, we’d 
make a fortune!” (F 41) 

 

Prevailing negative views in the community are suggestive of a social norm at play, 

evidenced by this normative statement:  

 

 Well I would say 90% of people hate it…very strong opinions...yes yes 
“you should get them out…you should slash it…if you don’t slash it, 
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there’s something wrong with you” and even if you’ve got one there: 
“don’t let it grow or it’ll take over everything”. (B 21) 

 

One respondent labelled the ill feeling in the community toward the regrowth as a 

norm. 

It’s a cultural sort of norm that takes over—people think it has spread 
and …everyone hates Cassinia.  (NG 44) 
 

It is not surprising that social norms are invoked when discussing the regrowth. 

Many scholars have discussed the importance of social norms in influencing 

behaviours, for example in the context of neat, well-maintained landscapes (Nassauer, 

1995), gardens (Kurz & Baudains, 2010), and management of native vegetation 

(Minato, Curtis, & Allan, 2010, 2012). There were, however, divergent normative 

narratives in relation to managing the regrowth. For example, other respondents spoke 

about the influence of advisors from the Trust for Nature, and also academic papers 

promoting the benefits of regrowth from a bird habitat and land restoration perspective.  

 

We have been told to keep it because it’s good …it’s not uncommon—
it’s just that it’s such a good habitat and the birds are using it so well—
it’s something that’s very valuable to keep the non-treed areas—not to 
try to tree it all…keep the Cassinia…keep the grasses and the bare bits 
even, because they’re useful for the white crowned babblers.  (W 25) 

 
From reading I believe it’s a good thing just in the phases of… restoring 
a landscape from having been cleared previously…[the Cassinia] and 
the acacia provide a sort of a stepping stone through to developing the 
ground to a point where the eucalypts are able to regenerate, and other 
species. (E 17) 

 
 

 
5.3.6   Patterns in views of shrubby regrowth  

 

Patterns linking personal context to views of the regrowth are evident in relation to: 

land use, land management, occupation, respondent age, residency, Landcare/LFW  

group membership, and Country Fire Authority (employment or captaincy). These 

patterns are summarised in Table 5.3 at the end of this section.  I use the terms “more 

likely” or “less likely” to show that some responses were more frequent than others. I do not 

want to be any more precise than this, to avoid unjustified quasi-quantification—I do not want 

to give the impression of false precision. Rejecting false precision is consistent with my 

ethnographic approach and constructivist analysis, as outlined in my methods. 
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5.3.6.1   Land use and land management  

 

Respondents in regrowth country aiming to use the land for production typically viewed 

the shrubby regrowth as a weed and a fire hazard, and its growth conflicted with their 

land uses. Far more negative views were expressed by respondents such as farmers and 

blockies whose property would likely be affected by abundant shrubby regrowth 

without their preventative measures. Indeed, farmers spent a lot more time expressing 

negative than positive views about the regrowth. Blockies also expressed more negative 

than positive views, and this is also linked to their efforts of controlling the regrowth. 

The following gives a sense of this. 

 
Most of the property itself outside the actual garden area we keep 
completely natural…apart from my pet hate, which I pull out—the 
Cassinia. (B 42) 

 

The regrowth represents a direct threat to their intentions for their property. This 

conflict between human land use and regrowth is evident in the following comments 

about other people and regrowth. The first respondent values the regrowth as bird 

habitat, while the second is vehemently opposed to the regrowth. Note the dramatic 

language which I highlight in bold. 

 

I know the neighbour across the road who retired there in order to have 
an interest—and he runs some goats there—he curses the Cassinia and 
tries to keep his place clear of it…so he has a different attitude towards 
it and doesn’t see it with the same loving eyes that we do.  (W 25) 

 
 

Around here I would think that anybody that’s got property that they 
would like to have any stock on…I don’t think you’d find a single 
person that would have a good word to say about it…most people 
would say “no”, even those with bush blocks clean it out because of 
the fact that it competes with anything that they want to do.  (B 42) 

 

Respondents in regrowth country aiming to use the land for recreation (such as 

birdwatching and camping) and conservation accepted the regrowth. Far more positive 

views were expressed, for example, by respondents who had specifically purchased 

properties in the regrowth country for conservation and recreation. 

 

… positive as far as I can see. It’s a native. It binds the soil. And then 
other things can get established. It’s a bit of a wound healer. (W 25) 
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5.3.6.2   Occupation (employment in NRM) 

 

Respondents employed in the NRM or environmental management field, particularly 

respondents in the CMAs and DEPI, were more likely to express positive views about 

the regrowth. For the category as a whole, views were largely in the range of “slightly 

negative” through to “moderately positive”. 

 

The following quotation conveys some of the passion felt about the regrowth from 

government employees (or ex-government employees). 

 

 I see it as a stroke of luck—that it’s there! (B 19) 
 

The expression of more positive than negative views is not surprising given that this 

field would tend to attract employees with environmentally minded views. Findings are 

consistent with those of Sharp (2006) who found that a participant’s vocational field 

such as those with natural sciences or natural resources training, was likely to influence 

their views of derived vegetation, demonstrating an ecological aesthetic. 

 

 
5.3.6.3   Age  

 

Across all respondent types, the older the respondent the greater the chances of negative 

views expressed. Previous studies (including Hamilton, Dettman & Curtis, 1999 and 

Williams & Cary, 2002) have shown a relationship between age and values in Australia 

relating to native vegetation. Internationally, age was found to be important in relation 

to agrarian landscape preferences (see, for example, Strumse, 1994), forest values (see, 

for example, McFarlane & Boxall, 2000), and views of forest growth on ex-agricultural 

land (see, for example, Ruskule, 2013).  

Age has also been found to be a strong predictor of environmentalism (Dietz, Stern, 

& Guagnano, 1998), with younger people generally more sympathetic to biocentric 

values about the natural environment (Tarrant & Cordell, 2002). This can be explained 

by differences in information passed on during socialisation (Stern, 1993), with 

utilitarian anthropocentric views of the environment more prevalent in the past giving 

way to more biocentric views in more recent times in developed countries. 

 



 
 

 
138 

 

In contrast, recent Australian statistics relating to environmental concern in general 

showed that concern increased steadily with age, reaching a peak in the age bracket 55-

64 years before declining among Australians 65 years and over (ABS, 2012). People 

over 75 years expressed similar levels of concern to those in the 18 to 24 years age 

bracket. Interestingly this pattern was found in relation to water shortages, but the 

reverse was found in relation to climate change, with younger people expressing 

concern more than older people (ABS, 2012). 

 

5.3.6.4   Residency 

 

A pattern linking increasing length of time in the district to a tendency to spend more 

time expressing more negative views about regrowth is evident. I attribute this to the 

adoption of prevailing negative social norms around regrowth, as discussed in section 

5.3.5. The social norms at play fall into the category of ‘existing injunctive’ norm from 

the typology of Minato, Curtis and Allan (2010, p. 398), where there are perceptions 

that ‘weeds’ ‘ought’ to be controlled, as discussed in section 3.4.  

 

For those respondents where no management was needed to prevent regrowth 

coming onto their property (i.e., they were not directly affected by the regrowth), 

positive views were much more likely to be expressed. Such respondents included urban 

residents or people residing outside of regrowth country. Typically, these respondents 

were relatively accepting of the regrowth.  

 

One respondent acknowledged that her positive view was from that of someone on 

the “outside”, implying that perhaps she would have a different view if she was directly 

affected by it. 

 

Personally I think it’s a great thing, but that’s…looking at it from 
outside as well…most of that isn’t my shire. (LG 14) 

 
 

It appeared that being directly affected raised the concerns of regrowth country 

residents about regrowth as a fire hazard. Personal experience has been shown to affect 

values and beliefs expressed by individuals about their environment (Brandenburg & 

Carroll, 1995).  This is consistent with the findings of Bauer, Wallner, and Hunziker 

(2009) in their Swiss study, where respondents more likely to be affected by landscape 



 
 

 
139 

 

changes such as rewilding were more likely to have negative attitudes toward it. A study 

by Hunziker et al. (2008) also found differences in attitudes between those living 

outside areas of spontaneous reforestation in Switzerland and those inhabitants directly 

affected by it, who feared losing cultural heritage and income. Further, a meta-study on 

attitudes to wolves and their re-introduction found that people with a greater potential 

for direct experience with wolves (such as farmers and rural-dwellers) tended to have 

more negative attitudes than did those unlikely to have direct experiences (Williams, 

2002). Other studies such as those relating to protected areas (see, for example Wallner, 

Bauer, & Hunziker, 2007) also suggest that a key influence on a person’s attitude is the 

level to which they are affected. 

 

5.3.6.5   Landcare/LFW membership 

 

Respondents not belonging to Landcare or LFW were far more likely to express 

negative than positive views. While Landcare or LFW group members also expressed 

negative views, they were also more likely to express positive views. I attribute this to: 

the influence of information expressed in the extension material of these organisations; 

people with positive views about the regrowth may be more likely to be members of 

Landcare or LFW groups; and the development of an ecological aesthetic (Gobster, 

1999). 

 

5.3.6.6   Country Fire Authority captains or employees 

 

Respondents with a Country Fire Authority background were largely negative about the 

shrubby regrowth, although only insofar as the regrowth presented a risk to human life 

and property, largely in the context of population centres. While tending to view the 

regrowth in a negative light, they could also see the benefits of the regrowth in terms of 

habitat and land restoration. As the perceived risk of fire has surfaced as one of the 

major concerns expressed about the regrowth, I include Vignette 5.1, comprising 

lengthy quotations from two CFA employees, to illustrate this perspective. 

 

The CFA’s charter to prioritise human life and property (see the CFA website: 

www.cfa.vic.gov.au) demands that human concerns outweigh environmental ones, and 

this helps to explain the more anthropocentric views that were expressed. However, this 
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cohort demonstrated a measured and pragmatic approach. They were able to see beyond 

human concerns to the ecological qualities of the regrowth.  

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vignette 5.1.  CFA perspectives. 

I suppose my professional work response would be…if there is an increase in species 

such as Cassinia it may be an issue in relation to fire risk…future fire risk…so those 

areas we would obviously have a look at—probably case by case or based around—in 

that area so like I mentioned earlier around the townships—some of these near urban 

areas—some of these (points to map) hobby farmers if you like and if they start to 

impact on how a fire would spread through the landscape then that’s how we will look at 

it. So we’ll look at it from the point of view of “OK has this increased the fire risk to this 

community?” if the answers yes, what can we do to try to minimise that and it’s a matter 

of looking at triggers. Sometimes you might say “Ok the risk has increased but it’s not 

really going to impact, whereas for example if  a shrub layer is there at the moment , and 

it’s right next to an area of bush that has a bit of a shrub layer to it as well, and then right 

next to that bush is the town, well then it’s a problem for us so we’d have to look at it 

from that landscape scale and say “Ok what do we need to do to make sure that that fire 

coming from that area does not hit the bush because of the new shrub layer or the shrub 

layer that now has the fine fuels to carry fire …does not hit that bush at a certain 

intensity that will then promote the bush to spot an ember into the town. So we’ll look at 

mitigation strategies as to how we can sort of minimise that so…at other times…it 

doesn’t matter—if it’s there and its growing healthily and it’s in a part of the landscape 

that’s not so much of a concern for us from a fire risk and hazard point of view it doesn’t 

really concern us. It kind of depends on what the private landholder thinks of things like 

that as well and how they want to manage it.  A lot of landholders have got land for 

wildlife properties and covenants on their properties and they promote a lot of that sort 

of stuff anyway so you know— it could be a good thing as well.  (CFA 28) 

 

And there are very important environmental outcomes that can come from that [the 

regrowth] being there and if it’s not risking a community or the passage of firefighters or 

the access/egress of people then we don’t have an issue with it—from a fire 

management point of view.  (CFA 31) 
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Table 5.3 

Summary of Patterns in Respondent Views 

Category Respondent 
Context 

Respondent 
examples 

Typical pattern of 
views 

Typical reasons 
behind views 

Land use Property 
likely to be 
affected by 
regrowth 
without 
preventative 
action 

Farmers, 
blockies 

More likely to 
express negative 
views.   

Regrowth 
threatens 
preferred use of 
land.  
Seen as a weed 
and fire hazard.  
Hard to control. 

Land use Purchased 
property for 
recreational 
and 
conservation 
uses 

Weekenders More likely to 
express positive 
views.  

Bird watching, 
conservation 

 

Land 
management 

No 
management 
needed to 
prevent 
spread of 
regrowth 
onto property 

Urban 
residents, 
residents 
outside of 
regrowth 
country 

More likely to 
express positive 
views. 

Various 
environmental 
benefits 

Occupation Employment 
in NRM field 

Local 
government, 
state 
government, 
and non-
government 
employees 

More likely to 
express positive 
views. May also 
express ambivalence. 

Various 
environmental 
benefits 

Occupation  Current or 
previous 
employment 
in NRM field 

Local 
government, 
state 
government, 
and non-
government 
employees 

All respondents 
expressing concern 
for the future 
wellbeing of the 
regrowth are in this 
category. 

Negative 
community views 
could lead to 
clearing.  
Legislation is 
inadequate to 
prevent this 
happening. 

Occupation Farms Farmers Farmers more likely 
to view regrowth as a 
sign of poor land 
management. 

Neglect 
Unattractive 
Taking over 

Age Respondents 
under 50 
years of age 

All types The younger the 
respondent, the 
greater the chances 
of positive views 
being expressed. 

Various 
environmental 
benefits 
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Table 5.3 

Summary of Patterns in Respondent Views   (cont.) 

Category Respondent 
Context 

Respondent 
examples 

Typical pattern of 
views 

Typical reasons 
behind views 

Age Respondents 
over 50 years 
of age 

All types The older the 
respondent, the greater 
the chances of 
negative views being 
expressed. 

Various 
problems 
associated with 
regrowth such 
as weed & fire 
hazard. 

Residency Residents in 
regrowth 
country 

All types More likely than non-
residents to view 
regrowth as a fire 
hazard. 

Fire hazard. 

Length of 
residency 

Residents in 
regrowth 
country 

All types Shorter term residents 
were more likely to 
express positive views.  
Longer term residents 
were more likely to 
express negative 
views. 

Fire hazard. 
Taking over. 
Unattractive. 

Landcare or 
LFW 
members 

  Non-members more 
likely to express 
negative views than 
were members. 

Fire hazard. 
Taking over. 
Unattractive. 

 

 

5.3.7   Strength of views 

 

The types of views presented above were delivered with various levels of conviction 

and passion. Views expressed ranged from what I have labelled strongly negative 

(evidenced by use of words such as “hate”), moderately to slightly negative (expressed 

as “dislike”), slightly to moderately positive (often expressed through comparative 

comments along the lines of “the regrowth is better than nothing” or expressed through 

words/phrases such as “like”), to strongly positive (expressed using words/phrases such 

as “really like” and “love”). Evidence of these variations in strengths of views is 

presented in more detail below. 
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5.3.7.1   Strongly negative views    

 

Very few respondents expressed strongly negative views, although those who did used 

very strong language such as “hate” and “enemy”. Military metaphors such as “enemy”, 

“invasion”, and “takes over” were also used in some cases to express negative views.  

 

  But probably our biggest enemy is Coffee Bush or Chinese Scrub.  
  (F 41) 

 

5.3.7.2   Moderately to slightly negative views    

 

Respondents expressing moderately to slightly negative views about the regrowth were 

generally not personally affected by it in the sense of preventing or minimising its 

spread. Commonly words or phrases such as “weed”, “pest”, “invasive”, and “takes 

over” were used and it was viewed as not “belonging.”  

 

The Chinese scrub is viewed as a bit of a pest because it’s so invasive 
like some of the other shrubs….Chinese scrub’ll take over and blanket 
out the land so that nothing else grows apart from Chinese scrub…so it 
doesn’t really fit into the scheme of things particularly well. Chinese 
scrub hasn’t really…I don’t even know if it is a native…but it hasn’t 
really got a place…you wouldn’t encourage it anyway—you’d get rid 
of it. (F 20) 

 

The idea of not belonging is often raised in relation to the regrowth being perceived 

as exotic, or not native. A common misconception, perhaps stemming from its name 

“Chinese Scrub”, is that the main shrubby regrowth species originated in China.  

 

It is an exotic plant because it was brought out by the Chinamen when 
they came out in the goldrush era, and of course it’s got a natural spread 
on it—it’s like the European carp…once it’s got a foothold, it’ll take 
over. And it does create a problem with vermin…a very big problem 
with them. (BK 32) 

 

In addition to the strong theme of “invasiveness” and “taking over”, dislike of the 

shrubby regrowth related to its lack of utility. 

 

 I don’t like it…it’s too invasive…nothing eats it…nothing nests in it. 
(B 33) 
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5.3.7.3   Slightly to moderately positive views 

 

Many respondents viewing the regrowth as filling a land restoration role expressed only 

slightly positive views about it, comparing it to a relatively low benchmark such as 

“unviable” farming land, or simply land that would otherwise be growing very little. 

Such comparative comments imply that the regrowth is not necessarily of great benefit 

in itself, but merely better than other rather mediocre forms of vegetation. 

 
It’s better than nothing, being there. In a lot of instances in the box 
ironbark country in particular, you’ve got nothing, and having some 
small shrubs is a good thing.  (SG 50) 

 
I think it’s better compared to what would be there otherwise…which 
would be sparse rocky ground with little bits of…wallaby grass, which 
would probably be the only grass that was there.  (NG 12) 

 
So I don’t have a value judgement on whether it’s good or bad—if I had 
to go one way or the other, I’d say it’s good…invariably it was never 
going to be viable farming…in terms of  the traditional mixed farming 
operation, the land was a basket case anyway. So I’d prefer to see the 
better areas developed more intensively and the marginal areas left to 
go their own way rather than you know try and prop up inefficient 
practices—farming on land that shouldn’t be farmed. (SG 13) 

 

 Comments in this category often relate to several qualities perceived in the regrowth, 

perhaps while acknowledging some shortcomings (such as a perceived lack of utility). 

 

So it’s important to our ecosystem—it’d be nice to find some use for it, 
so we could harvest it, sheep don’t really like it…but it is important in 
terms of holding the soil together and preventing erosion and you know 
it’s low maintenance—it just grows to a certain height and stays there. 
(RE 40) 

 

5.3.74   Strongly positive views 

 

Respondents expressing the most enthusiasm about the regrowth talked about its role in 

restoring land and in particular its role as habitat for birds. Among such respondents 

were birdwatchers with “weekender” blocks of land. 

 

 Good for the birds—the birds love it! The yellow tufted honeyeaters are 
nesting in it all the time…it’s good stuff.  (W 25) 
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Other respondents expressing strongly positive opinions about the regrowth were 

ecologists, educators, and people employed in the NRM or environmental management 

field. 

 

I find it really exciting (laughs)…here there’s, thousands of hectares 
that’ve been regenerated...from the public purse has been without any 
single cost… from a declining woodland bird perspective it’s probably 
way more beneficial than arguably any other conservation activity in 
eastern Australia. (E 48) 

 
 I see it and I think “great”! (SG 45) 

 
It looks great…I feel very happy when I see it…I think “wow this is fantastic!” 
(LG 14) 

 

5.3.8   Testing the views of shrubby regrowth 

 

Responses to ecological information provided toward the close of each interview were 

generally positive, even from respondents who had previously had quite negative views 

of the regrowth. For example one respondent initially had a very poor opinion of the 

regrowth. 

 

 I reckon it’s a terrible bloody thing! (CFA 51) 
 

This respondent reflected on how he viewed the regrowth before the interview. 

 

As I said—I looked at it as a noxious weed…uncontrollable…like 
rabbits.   (CFA 51) 

 

He spoke further, showing that he grasped the role of regrowth as a process in the 

development of other native vegetation, implying he could see it in more of a positive 

light. 

 

I don’t think a lot of people have an understanding of it…I didn’t 
understand. What you told me today—I had no idea. I thought it was 
just basically a shrub, like a weed. So I didn’t understand over the 
process of time, over a hundred years it might result in the regrowth of 
the forest…putting nutrients back into the ground I suppose, preparing 
the soil…I had no idea about that.  (CFA 51) 
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Another respondent who had initially expressed negative views about the regrowth 

later enthused about it, with hand dramatically held on her heart. 

It would be an honour to have rare birds breeding on our property…what 
an honour that would be! (B 6b) 

 

Many respondents made comparative comments, where the regrowth was seen to be 

a better land use than agriculture. 

 

It’s unproductive land that realistically should never have been cleared 
anyway, other than ‘cos someone wanted the trees.  (NG 46) 

 
To me some of the land coming back with regen[eration] is good 
because it wasn’t suited to the clearing and to the agriculture that it was 
being used for…that’s a better land use.  (LG 5) 

 

The concept of shrubby regrowth as a process was generally readily accepted, and 

this was seen to be a positive attribute of the shrubby regrowth. Most respondents were 

familiar with the concept of succession, expressed through metaphors of “pioneer” 

plants and “nurse crops”. 

 

I’m glad that some absentee landowner is letting it go back, because… 
its sort of just nice you know, I mean the only purpose I can see in that 
Chinese scrub is…if it does have some pioneering ability.  (NG 46) 

 
  Like a nursery species if you like to…future growth.   (CFA 28) 

 

Some respondents expressed surprise at the documented extent of the regrowth, as 

evidenced by the following quotations from government NRM employees. 

  
 I’ve been surprised by the figure you’ve given me”. (SG 49) 

 
 Yeh wow…big numbers! (SG 50) 
 

Several respondents commented that the predicted trajectory would depend on the 

actions of the landholders, which many thought would likely be to constrain the 

regrowth. 

 

Well that’s just assuming no human intervention and…we’ve had some 
serious clearing out our way recently—in the big trees, and lots of them 
over a long extent in an unused road reserve—the landholder probably 
got a contractor in and took the wood—like it was a commercial 
operation—honestly you can’t be ignorant—the law says you can’t do 
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this so you know that’s quite fresh in my mind—so bowling over a few 
Cassinia—you know, that’s nothing.  (SG 3) 

 
OK.  But will it be protected? This is my…concern… is it going to be 
sustained and maintained you know—that status—that’s what concerns 
me—the long-termness of it all.  (SG 8) 

 
It depends how actively…people are going to go in there and clear it 
doesn’t it. (NG 18) 

 
So what’s going to happen there—it’s going to become a free for 
all…at one point there will be a flipping point and you will see massive 
land clearing going on to “bring it back” to its “prime agricultural 
condition” as perceived by the local community. So I think that there’s 
a high risk.  (B 19) 

 

One common immediate response to information about spread related to fire, with 

the scale of the regrowth associated with fire risk. One respondent considered this to be 

a source of potential conflict. 

 

 I hadn’t really thought about the scale of the increase… but overall I do 
understand there’s a lot of…regenerating landscapes. I can see that it’s 
going to create conflicts, especially perhaps fire perceptions and… 
maybe agricultural issues…it’s the sort of thing that could create a big 
scare campaign.  (NG 44) 

 

Other respondents expressed concern for residents of regrowth country around 

increased fire risk: 

 

Wow. Ok…you know fire risks are pretty high there for people that 
are…look I don’t know much about this area out here but I know 
around Graytown there are some small properties with houses in them”. 
(LG 14) 

 

CFA employees expressed concern at the predicted trajectory due to their perception 

of increased fire risk. 

 

 I suppose my professional work response would be…if there is an 
increase in species such as Cassinia, it may be an issue in relation to fire 
risk…future fire risk. (CFA 28) 

 
 Interesting.  From a fire perspective I would have concerns if it is going 

to continue along those lines because it certainly has fire potential. 
(CFA 31) 
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One of the responses to the view that the regrowth may be seen to present an 

opportunity for broadscale land restoration was surprise and circumspection by some 

respondents in the NRM or environmental management field, as can be seen in the 

following exchange in an interview. Inherent in the comments is the thinking about 

loosening control and “letting” it grow. This provides a clue to the Euro-Australian 

relationship to nature and the discourse about active land management, as I shall discuss at 

length in section 5.4.3.6. 

 
So some landscape ecologists think that it’s an opportunity for 
broadscale landscape restoration at minimal cost. (interviewer) 
 
What…just letting it grow?  Well my concern is…is that restoration? 
You know…have they gone to the next step of what happens after the 
Cassinia…does the Cassinia just keep reproducing so you just keep on 
having Cassinia or does the succession actually occur?   (NG 12) 

 

Another exchange illustrates this same puzzlement implying that landscape 

restoration is perhaps seen to involve more human agency than merely allowing the 

regrowth to grow. 

 
So some landscape ecologists think it’s an opportunity for broadscale low 
cost land restoration, on a scale we could not achieve intentionally.  
(interviewer) 

 
 What... naturally just letting the Cassinia grow…? (SG 50) 
 
Only respondents most vehemently opposed to the regrowth held steadfastly to their 

original opinions. The following quotation demonstrates the strength of one strongly 
held opinion in the face of ecological information. 

 

  
I just fail to see any good points. And as I say, the fact that it kills off so 
much other stuff to me is just…I mean you can’t…your native 
grasses…your native orchids…I used to go out there and see them all 
the time, now you can’t because the Cassinia’s too thick and they need 
moisture, they need goodness and so we’re losing a lot of our fragile 
plants I feel. You know the Cassinia just takes over…yeh it kills 
everything…not because it strangles them, like bridal creeper or any of 
those things, but simply because I think it just takes out any moisture… 
I’ve observed it!  (B 42) 

 

Previous research has shown that strongly held attitudes (such as vehemently 

opposing the regrowth) tend to be relatively stable, and not readily open to change 
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(Manfredo, 2008). This is because strongly held attitudes influence how people think 

about information—which is usually done so in a way that is aligned to their attitudes.  

	  

5.4   Regrowth narratives and frames from the data 

5.4.1   Introduction 

 

I inductively derived eight narratives in the thematic data in the first stage of open 

coding. The narratives became evident as I considered the data in relation to my 

literature review about language and framing, using an iterative process. These 

narratives were then revealed with greater depth through axial coding. Finally, I used 

selective coding to interpret the data, where I drew the narratives together into three 

dominant organizational devices of Control, Accept, and Ambivalent, which I labelled 

“frames” in line with Goffman’s ‘primary frameworks’. For example, like the clichéd 

rose-tinted glasses, looking at the regrowth through the Accept frame provided the 

regrowth with meanings of beneficial habitat and landscape healing. And looking at the 

regrowth through the Control frame imbued the regrowth with meanings that challenged 

notions of human agency. While this frame concerns a state of mind, it may (or may 

not) lead to controlling actions toward the regrowth. Goffman (1974, p.26) suggested 

that “a multitude of frameworks may be involved” and this is the case with the 

Ambivalent frame, which is a fusion of the Control and Accept frames. Each frame 

comprises associated narratives (referred to with an upper case first letter). 

 

The process of inductively deriving the narratives from the data is captured in Figure 

5.3 below, where the themes contributing to the frames and narratives are illustrated. 

For simplicity the Ambivalent frame was not included in this figure. In this section I 

first explore the narratives that comprise the Control frame, and then detail the Control 

frame further.  I then explore the narratives comprising the Accept frame, and then 

detail the Accept frame further. Finally, I explore the Ambivalent frame comprising 

narratives from both the Control and the Accept frames.  

 

5.4.2   The narratives—an overview 

 

The eight narratives may have differing facets to them, with some having components 

in each frame, reflecting contrasting views. For example the Nature narrative embodies 
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various ideas about what “nature” and “natural” are, and comprises value judgements 

such as “beneficial” and “problematic”.  The narratives are detailed in Table 5.4. Note 

that the Ambivalent frame comprises a mixture of narratives from the Control and 

Accept frames, and for simplicity is not included in Table 5.4. 

 

Table 5.4 

Frames, Narratives, and Narrative Components Derived from the Data 

 

Frames Narratives Components 

Control Weed Threat 
Control Nature Natural but problematic 

Not natural 
Control Anxiety Anxiety about regrowth (“taking 

over” and as a fire risk) 
Control Use Useless 

Control Restoration Natural but problematic 
Control Aesthetic Unattractive 

Accept Nature Natural and beneficial 
Accept Conservation Natural and beneficial 

Accept Bird Natural and beneficial 
Accept Anxiety Concern for regrowth 

Accept Use Useful 
Accept Aesthetic Attractive 

Accept Restoration Natural and beneficial 
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Figure 5.3. Narratives and frames derived inductively from the data 
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5.4.3   Narratives that comprise the Control frame 

 

The Control frame narratives are summarised in Table 5.5 below. 

 

Table 5.5 

Summary of Narratives in the Control Frame 

Narrative Narrative details 

Weed Weed control is an important part of responsible land management. Chinese 
scrub is a threatening invasive weed and out of control. We need to do battle 
with it. Eternal vigilance! 

Use It is very important for things to have a use. Chinese scrub is useless and 
hence problematic. 

Anxiety Humans need to be both safe and in control. Chinese scrub is taking over 
and totally out of control. It is also posing a serious fire risk. We need to act 
now to control it before it’s too late. 

Nature Native plants and the natural environment are good. Chinese scrub is a 
native but it is not natural because it is out of balance and just a 
monoculture.  
Native plants and the natural environment are good. Chinese scrub isn’t a 
native, and it is harming the natural environment by competing with native 
plants, which is a problem. 

Aesthetic 
 

Beautiful country is important and looks park-like, with scattered grand old 
trees and lots of grass.  It is also orderly with everything looking neat and 
tidy and cared for. Chinese scrub does not fit into this picture because it 
looks messy, and signs of human care and control are not evident. Therefore 
it is problematic. 

Restoration It is important for us to restore the land and undo some of the damage 
caused by humans. Cassinia is providing some useful restoration functions, 
and is providing useful habitat, but it needs human intervention to achieve 
the diversity we are looking for. 

 

5.4.3.1   Weed narrative 

 

The Weed narrative treats the regrowth as undesirable and problematic. It is evident 

where the regrowth is viewed as threatening, “invasive”, “taking over”, dominating, 

and, importantly, growing “out of control”. This is illustrated by the following 

comment, where the respondent who works with farmers talked about how farmers tend 

to view the regrowth.  

 

  They describe it as a weed really. It’s the same terminology…some of 
the ones who aren’t heavily involved in native vegetation do actually 
think it’s a weed whereas a lot of the people who are more switched on 
to native vegetation know that it’s a native but just see it as a plant that 
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is spreading and is out of control. I can’t remember any specific words, 
but it would be “out of control…it’s going to ruin the land” type of 
thing, “you’ve got to do something about it”…that type of approach.  
(SG 1) 

 

Other problems expressed in this narrative included the regrowth being hard to 

control, preventing access, posing a fire risk, harbouring pests, and symbolising poor 

land management. Each of these sentiments can be found in public conversations about 

Australian weeds such as Blackberry (Rubus fruticosus). 

 

The word “dominate” was often used to describe the way the regrowth tends to grow 

across much of the land. When used to describe regrowth, it suggests a loss of human 

control. This “dominance” was regarded as a problem, particularly the perceived 

monocultural nature of the regrowth, as encapsulated in the following. 

 

At the lower level we’ve got the Chinese tea scrub that is predominant 
through that area …so that’s an issue for us and I think it’s whenever 
one species dominates the landscape it’s not good. (F 16) 

 
Respondents not only spoke of the reasons for control, but also noted that control 

was difficult. The Control frame was evident in comments made by many respondents 

about the difficulty of controlling regrowth. Many respondents expressed the view that 

the shrubby regrowth is hard to control, either from direct experience, or from observing 

the efforts of others, and this was viewed as another issue with the regrowth. 

 
Most small landholders would agree with me, because of the fact that 
it’s virtually impossible to control.  (B 42) 

 
I’d say that most of the regrowth is on those lifestyle blocks—people 
just literally can’t prevent it…because a 50 acre block…is too much for 
a couple of retired people to look after…and once you get those sheep 
out, things will come back with a bang! (NP 37a) 

 

Many respondents suggested that the shrubby regrowth impedes access. Respondents 

spoke from a land management perspective (for example fencing), a recreational 

perspective (such as horse riding) or from a fire perspective (such as the regrowth 

presenting a fire hazard). Several respondents commented that “you can hardly walk 

through” the shrubby regrowth without further elaboration, implying that this was 

obviously an issue in itself. 
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Because it is so invasive…you can hardly walk through it…nothing 
else grows…it seems to shade the soil to the point where nothing else’ll 
grow there.  (F 20) 

 
 And all of a sudden you come to a paddock and it’s…6 foot high in 

Chinese scrub, over 50 acres…and you can’t walk through it…you 
would need a bulldozer to put a track in.  (F 41) 

 

The concern about reduced access typified by refrains of “you can’t even walk 

through it” is consistent with other studies of regrowth in post-agricultural landscapes 

(see for example Gomez-Limon & Fernandez, 1999; Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 

2005; Soliva et al., 2008). Negative expressions about the look of the regrowth and to 

how it impedes access may be explained by the evolutionary theories of landscape 

perception (detailed in Section 3.2.2).  These suggest that humans prefer landscapes that 

are “legible”, where they can function well through being able to perceive danger and 

move about readily (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989), offering good prospect  and refuge 

(Appleton, 1975)—relatively open “savannah-like” landscapes. Such landscapes also 

offer good opportunities for hunting and gathering (Orians, 1986). 

 

In an evolutionary sense, closed in or blocked landscapes such as shrubby regrowth, 

can impede movement and hide predators, hence reducing the ability of humans to 

function well. In a contemporary sense, while predators dangerous to humans are highly 

unlikely to be hiding in the shrubby regrowth, it nonetheless impedes access and views, 

consciously objected to on practical grounds by some in this study. Evolutionary 

theories of landscape perception suggest that perhaps there is also an underlying 

subconscious sense of unease, contributing to this conscious negative evaluation of the 

regrowth. 

 

Some respondents linked the shrubby regrowth with neglect of land and failing to 

care for it appropriately (refer to Section 5.2.2). The following exchange shows an 

implicit link being made between regrowth and poor management. 

 
 Can you think of any vineyard owners who might have this shrubby 

regrowth on their properties or on the adjacent property? (interviewer) 
 
 Off the top of my head no. Because most of the vineyards are managed 

well.  (WM 38) 
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A few respondents associated shrubby regrowth with pest animals such as foxes and 

cats, although this was not a view widely expressed. 

 

It does create a problem with vermin…a very big problem with 
them….as far as vermin like cats and foxes well they’ve got a lot more 
places to hide and breed and that is detrimental to the native life.  (BK 
32) 

 

As well as being about the physical nature of the regrowth plants, the Weed narrative 

captures the notion that the regrowth is viewed as a threat to human order and control. 

In defining a weed, Pollan (1991, p. 105) distilled official definitions from botany books 

and field guides into two groups: weeds as a social construct summed up as “any plant 

growing in the wrong place”; and weeds that exhibit certain inherent traits, summed up 

by “a weed is an especially aggressive plant that competes successfully against 

cultivated plants”. Weeds as social constructs have been discussed by others (see, for 

example, Colautti and MacIsaac (2004)). These weed constructions are always negative. 

 

In addition to the threat to human control posed by “weeds”, the human preference 

for viewing landscapes bearing signs of human intent (Nassauer, 1995) may also 

account for negative views of paddocks of shrubby regrowth. Such scenes tend to give 

the impression that nature rather than human elements are at the forefront. With few or 

no signs of human tending, these landscapes do not portray culturally valued human 

care and stewardship.  

 

Referring to the regrowth as weedy can be seen to necessitate control actions because 

if a plant is a weed, something needs to be done to control it. This view is culturally 

reinforced through the Euro-Australian stewardship ethic, with Landcare and related 

groups endorsing weed control as part of responsible management (Minato et al., 2012).  

 

5.4.3.2   Nature narrative 
 

The views of many framing their understanding through “control” were expressed in the 

Nature narrative, where regrowth was discussed as either natural but problematic, or not 

natural. This notion was expressed particularly by respondents in the NRM or 

environmental management field, with main concerns expressed around the regrowth 

lacking diversity or forming monocultures, suppressing other plants, not allowing the 
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progression to a more diverse array of native species, or taking too long to do so (as its 

timescale is seen to be incompatible with human timescales). Some suggested that the 

regrowth could be manipulated to increase diversity, to increase its environmental value 

(explored in the Restoration narrative later in this section). 

 

Some respondents implied the shrubby regrowth was monocultural by their wording 

or use of metaphors, for example, describing it as “a mass”, in “pure stands”, as a 

“crop”, and a “sea”, that comes up “like a wall”. Many respondents referred explicitly to 

the shrubby regrowth as a monoculture, and perceived this as an issue due to its 

unattractiveness or its lack of diversity.  

 
It’s an ugly monoculture.  (F 27) 

 
’Cos it still probably doesn’t have enough biodiversity—it’s really still 
just a monoculture.  (NG 12) 

 

There was a sentiment that the abundance of the perceived monocultural regrowth in 

the landscape is problematic because it is not “balanced” or “in proportion”. The word 

“balance” was used by respondents to imply positive qualities, aligning with the official 

dictionary definitions of balance: as “harmony of design and proportion” (Hughes, 

Michell & Ramson, 1992, p. 78). Vignette 5.2 illustrates the notion of balance in 

relation to the regrowth. 

 

I know the different levels of the understorey are important…it’s when it takes 

over the landscape…that it becomes an issue and I think that’s with any species…I 

mean that’d be the same whether we had Phalaris going through the 

species…whether it’s an indigenous species or a non-indigenous species. If it’s one 

predominant species that’s dominating the landscape, it becomes an issue. Through 

our creekline we’ve got quite a few—quite a diverse range of species through there 

and it seems to be in balance with those species…it’s in the areas that we’ve 

locked up that…the mallee wattles created quite an issue—partly because it’s just 

gone crazy…to the point where it’s actually smothered all the native grasses and 

sedges. So you know I don’t mind those species, if in balance, but if it’s—if any 

species is dominating it becomes an issue.  (F 16) 

Vignette 5.2.  The idea of balance. 
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Audience members in the environmental management field observed at a 

presentation on shrubby regrowth also expressed concern that the shrubby regrowth was 

typically perceived to be monocultural—a source of negativity in the community. The 

following quotations relate to responding to this perception by promoting the diversity 

within the shrubby regrowth and looking at how it becomes more diverse over time, 

with structural changes. 

 

You need to promote the diversity you’ve seen in those patches.  
(1 AM 9) 
 
Cassinia tends to get a lot of bad press. Are you going to look at how the 
structure changes? (1 AM 10) 

 

The preference for biodiversity or diversity needs to be viewed in the context of the 

official documents that guide strategic planning for native vegetation management and 

hence influence thinking around native vegetation. The fact that Victoria and each of its 

regions has a biodiversity strategy or native vegetation plan suggests biodiversity is 

valued, at least by government. And within each of the official documents reviewed, 

biodiversity was both highly valued and emphasised. For example, Victoria’s 

Biodiversity Strategy presents biodiversity as profoundly underpinning all life and as 

fundamentally important to human wellbeing, with its conservation of prime 

importance. This sentiment is mirrored in the Goulburn Broken CMA’s Biodiversity 

Strategy, in that biodiversity is seen as underpinning “the processes that make all life 

possible” (Miles et al., 2010, p. 37). The North Central Native Vegetation Plan states 

that biodiversity conservation underpins material wealth, and a similar emphasis was 

found in the North Central and Goulburn Broken regional catchment strategies. Further, 

the preference for diversity as opposed to monocultures is evident in the Goulburn 

Broken Biodiversity Strategy in the context of revegetation: 

 

Seize opportunities for climate change mitigation and adaptation by 
encouraging biodiverse carbon farming into the catchment, while taking 
an active risk management approach to address carbon capture schemes 
that promote monocultures instead of biodiverse revegetation (including 
natural regeneration).  Miles et al. (2010, p. 32) 

 

The concern expressed by some respondents that regrowth was not sufficiently 

diverse or indeed monocultural, typically led to a negative interpretation. Similar 

concerns are evident in several previous studies in Australia (see for example Race et 
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al., 2010; Sharp et al., 2012) and Europe (see for example Bauer, 2005; Hunziker, 1999, 

1995; Soliva et al., 2008), where diversity both within vegetated areas and/or across 

broader landscapes was preferred. For example, species diversity in composition and 

structure was “an important indicator to most participants’ perceptions of healthy and 

well-managed derived vegetation” in an Australian study of regrowth in agricultural 

land (Sharp et al., 2012). In other studies, high diversity was preferred (Bauer, 2005, 

Hunziker, 1995; Soliva et al., 2008; Strumse, 1994), and associated with both beauty 

(Bauer, 2005) and “balance” (Strumse, 1994, p. 291) in the landscape, while monotony 

and homogeneity in vegetation was least preferred, and associated with a loss of 

diversity (Bauer, 2005; Soliva, 2008). 

 

While ecologically speaking, low diversity landscapes can be biologically complex 

and high diversity landscapes may not be visibly complex (pers. comm. Dave Kendal 

30/06/14), we can attribute the negative views associated with perceived lack of 

diversity to the look of the shrubby regrowth, which forms a very basic visual pattern of 

low complexity—as it generally appears to consist of a single species. Previous studies 

have shown a lack of preferences for such patterns. For example Kaplan and Kaplan 

(1989) found that neither highly complex nor basic patterns are generally preferred, 

while Ulrich (1986) identified negative responses to featureless scenes or those of low 

complexity. Once again the theories of evolutionary landscape preferences can help to 

explain such preferences. Coherency (where one can make sense of an environment and 

understand it) and legibility (where one can orientate oneself and avoid getting lost) 

may be reduced in environments of low complexity with few landmarks (Kaplan & 

Kaplan, 1989) such as the shrubby regrowth.  

 

The negative views associated with perceived lack of diversity can also be explained 

in relation to the Australian discourse around biodiversity, where vegetation thought to 

be diverse may be considered to be more valuable than vegetation lacking in diversity. 

The strong emphasis and value placed on biodiversity in the official documents would 

tend to foster this view of valuing greater over lesser diversity. 

 

Aside from diversity, a concern expressed by some respondents was that the shrubby 

regrowth precluded or suppressed other plants—both “productive” plants and native 

plants. Some respondents used quite strong metaphors to describe this effect, including 

“strangled”, “smothered”, and “blanketed out the sun”, implying they viewed the 
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regrowth as a potent threat. Words such as “dominate” were also commonly used to 

convey this negative perception, as mentioned previously.  

 

The timescale was another factor mentioned. Some respondents expressing positive 

views about the shrubby regrowth also demonstrated ambivalence about what they 

perceived as the drawn-out nature of this succession process, and, indeed, some 

questioned whether it did actually lead to the development of diverse bushland: 

 
 You know  is this just “locked up” and will be Cassinia for forever and a 

day, or is Cassinia a colonising species that creates enough cover to make 
sure there’s not too many trees coming up all at once, so you don’t get 
that obvious thing—like a wheat crop of eucalypts coming up (SG 13) 

 

Vignette 5.3 contains the musings of an ecologist who viewed the regrowth as a 

lengthy process, which eventually leads to more diverse bushland. He gives the sense 

that the relatively long periods of time involved is a source of frustration for many, 

including environmentalists. He expressed these notions through a metaphor of “the 

bottlenecks of monocultural lockups”, evoking a powerful vision. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Vignette 5.3.  The bottlenecks of monocultural lockups. 
 

The notion that the regrowth process is too lengthy aligns with the findings of an 

Australian study about regrowth by Sharp et al. (2012, p.8) where some respondents 

viewed the regrowth timescale as incompatible with human time scales. Further, 

Sharp’s study found that landholder respondents associated positive values with 

 
…there are winners and losers but…if people want to see instantaneous 

results…they’re going to be disappointed and I think Ian’s work has shown 

that…50-60 years since the 1940s air photos—a lot of that 

regeneration…is now still monocultural stands of Burgan and Cassinia. It’s 

not “oh it’s come back as Cassinia so we’ll come back in three years time 

and there should be some grey box out there…also ironbarks might be 

happening…it would be good to see some buloke out there” and I think 

that frustrates a lot of people—a lot of environmentalists included… they 

want to see bush coming back in naturally diverse situations and [are] not 

prepared to go through the bottlenecks of monocultural lock ups.  (SG 13)	  
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vegetation they perceived to be more “natural”, such as scattered old remnant trees with 

a grassy understory, and responded less favourably to vegetation considered highly 

modified, such as vegetation viewed as regrowth (Sharp et al., 2012, p. 9). 

 

The “natural but problematic” component of the Nature narrative is exemplified by 

one respondent who, while highly valuing native plants, expressed a particularly 

negative view of the regrowth. 

 
Whereas you give it an area where it can move into—a clearing and it 
just goes crazy. So I detest the stuff. As I say I don’t disturb it in certain 
areas because it is a native…it is natural to a point, but I clear it in areas 
I want to use myself for paddocks, ‘cos as I say, stock won’t eat it so if 
you do want you know sheep or anything you’ve got to clear it out, 
otherwise there’s no food for the stock.  (B 42) 

 
The “point” at which the respondent quoted above thinks that the regrowth is natural, 

appears to be where it “goes crazy”. The idea of what is natural appeared to be 

correlated with the idea of balance, meaning species more or less in proportion to one 

another. Inherent in this view is that “natural” equates with “balanced” and that native 

plants generally ought to be left alone. The quotation above also illustrates a tension 

around the regrowth competing with human uses such as grazing sheep, and threatening 

human control when it “goes crazy”.  

  

To reiterate, often respondents used the words “Nature”, “natural”, and “native” 

when talking about vegetation, and value judgements were inherent in the concepts 

behind the words. For example, in the context of native vegetation, positive qualities 

were generally associated with “natural” and “native”, and negative with “exotic” or 

“non-native”. 

 

While some respondents thought that the main regrowth species (Cassinia arcuata) 

was foreign or “exotic”, most respondents knew that it was a native species. However 

most expressed the view that the majority of people in the community were under the 

misapprehension that Cassinia arcuata is exotic, due to its common name of Chinese 

Scrub. Respondents who thought that Cassinia arcuata was an exotic species thought 

that it existed to the detriment of native plants. Other respondents were unsure of its 

origin. Often respondents made a link between the large numbers of Chinese in 

Australia during the goldrush era, and the accelerated spread of the regrowth. Implied in 
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the comments, or stated explicitly, was that the regrowth lacked a role because it was 

not native. Put another way, there was the notion that species that are native inherently 

belong and have a role to play. 

 

The Chinese scrub isn’t native—it’s from South Africa…it really got 
going when the Chinese came…it hasn’t really got any role…it 
competes with the native plants in the bush.  (F 30) 

 
 

The regrowth needs to be viewed in light of this history, particularly because the 

name Chinese scrub has persisted to the current day. Historically, racial tensions fuelled 

by resentment of the Euro-Australian miners toward the industrious Chinese miners 

flared up in the 1850s. The tension culminated in violence on goldfields in Victoria and 

New South Wales, resulting in the governments of these two colonies introducing 

legislation restricting Chinese immigration (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). This 

laid the foundation for the “White Australia” policy, which favoured applicants from 

certain countries, enacted from Federation in 1901 until 1973, when the policy was fully 

dismantled (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). During the “White Australia” era in 

the Second World War, Australian citizens were encouraged to fear the “invasion” of 

the Asian “yellow peril” who were thought capable of overrunning the country. 

 

We can see from this policy evidence of racism against Chinese people in Australia’s 

past, but what of contemporary Australia? A recent report found strong levels of support 

for multiculturalism in Australia, although also a growing polarisation on views about 

foreigners seeking asylum (Markus, 2013). Immigrants from Asian countries, including 

China, reported a high level of racial discrimination (Markus, 2013). It is possible that 

current racism in Australia, coupled with the history of the gold mining days with its 

racial tensions, is colouring how the shrubby regrowth is being viewed, with the name 

“Chinese scrub” a contemporary reminder of this past. 

 
5.4.3.3   Anxiety Narrative 

 

The Anxiety narrative comprises two components relating to the Control frame: anxiety 

about the regrowth from a fire hazard perspective and also from the perspective of loss 

of control (as in the regrowth “taking over” and becoming “out of control”). This 
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narrative overlaps with the “weed” narrative insofar as weeds are linked to fear, 

discussed in this section. 

 

Shrubby regrowth as a fire hazard was among the most frequently cited problems 

perceived, including among respondents who largely viewed the regrowth positively. 

Those respondents living in regrowth country used evocative and at times emotionally 

laden words or metaphors (which I have highlighted in bold), to vividly convey their 

fear of fire associated with the shrubby regrowth. 

 

 Without the Cassinia it wouldn’t be as bad, because it would be a little 
slower…but the Cassinia would…the fact that you don’t need to actually 
start a fire with kindling…you just go out there and off it goes. And when 
it’s dry, it’s even worse. If you let it dry out and put it on the fire, it just 
goes whoosh…it literally explodes! So it’s a very dangerous plant…I 
just hate the stuff.  (B 42) 

 
 Anything that burns ferociously with a naked flame…it produces radiant 

heat—especially if it’s close to the house or building and also the flames 
high enough so it’ll get into the canopy of the trees with high intensity… 
you can have a firewall develop in the canopy of your trees and then 
you’ve got a big bushfire. It’s not a low grass fire…it’s a high fire 
hazard.  (B 11) 

 

Many respondents not living in regrowth country expressed concern about the 

regrowth as a fire hazard, although without the sense of anxiety evident in those likely 

to be directly affected. One farmer mused about the high risk of fire for people living on 

relatively small blocks surrounded by abundant regrowth. The large extent of the 

regrowth is evident as he paints a vivid picture of the fire hazard posed by the regrowth 

on days of extreme fire danger. 

 

Towards Melbourne, there’s one of the first big subdivisions that one of 
the guys sold out…15 to 1800 acres, and the whole lot was virtually 
subdivided and…there’s houses out there now—they’ve got a clearing 
about 50 metres square and the rest of the 40 acre block is just 6 feet high 
in Chinese scrub, so if you get a day like Black Saturday…they’re not 
going to have a hope in hell…it’ll just go through them like nothing!  (F 
41) 

 

Concerns expressed in the findings about regrowth country posing a fire risk are 

consistent with findings of  previous studies of native vegetation, including regrowth in 
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Australia (Race et al., 2010), and spontaneous reforestation in Italy (Höchtl, Lehringer 

& Konold, 2005) and France (Soliva et al., 2008).  

 

These concerns may be considered in the context of the CFA column in the local 

newspaper. The CFA has a strong presence in the weekly local newspaper The Waranga 

News, based at Rushworth in the regrowth country. Articles written by a local CFA 

volunteer are issued regularly, which align with the CFA’s vision—“to work together 

with communities to keep Victorians safe from fire and other emergencies”, and also its 

mission—“to protect lives and property” (CFA, 2013).  

 

Of the 70 CFA articles reviewed from the newspaper, grass fires received the most 

coverage, and grass was mentioned as a fire hazard in five articles. Scrub fires and scrub 

as a fire hazard was mentioned in two articles, as shown in Table 5.6 (overleaf). 

Although scrub fires and scrub as a fire hazard were not emphasised to the same extent 

as grass fires and grasses as a fire hazard, themes of danger, threat, safety, and 

protection come through strongly in the newspaper columns (see Appendix 5). Words 

and phrases such as “risk” and “threat/s”, “threatening”, “danger/dangerous”, “safety”, 

“protection”, “responsibility” “vigilance”,  “taking extreme care”, and “being careful” 

occur frequently. In the columns, the CFA encouraged readers to undertake various 

activities such as keeping areas clear of vegetation and debris in the vicinity of houses, 

often couching these in terms of “urging” and “warning”, with certain actions being 

“vital”, “critically important” , “critical”, and “crucial”, implying an acute sense of 

threat and danger.   
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Table 5.6 

Number of Articles Mentioning Types of Fires and Fire Hazards in Relation to 
Vegetation 

 

Article topic Number of articles (total = 70) 

Type of fire  
Grass fires 6 
Scrub fires 2 

Fire hazards  
Grass 5 

Crop stubble 2 
Scrub 2 

 

 

The feeling of anxiety about fire could be reinforced by the expressions of danger, 

threat, safety, and protection as identified in the local approach of the CFA. Language 

used implied an acute sense of threat and danger, and actions to reduce the risk of fire 

were continually urged. Such warnings resonate in Australia with devastating losses of 

human life and property resulting from catastrophic fires in both distant and recent 

history in South Eastern Australia. Further, fearing fire can be viewed as “common 

sense” in the highly fire prone Australian context. Fire season preparation behaviours 

can be viewed as expressing both an existing injunctive norm and an internalised or 

personal norm (Minato, Curtis, & Allan, 2010), where residents feel they ought to take 

measures to reduce fire hazards as part of their social responsibility.   

 

Another frequently cited problem associated with shrubby regrowth aside from fire 

risk was that it “takes over” due to its “invasiveness”. The phrase “takes over” was 

often used to describe the regrowth, both by respondents who were negative about the 

regrowth and those who could see its benefits.  

 

 In my opinion it completely takes over…and we sort of feel that there’s 
so many other plants that are good to bind the soil and good plants that 
don’t take over—they’re a better option than actually encouraging 
something that is so invasive, otherwise…to me it’s an invasive species 
because it does take over so much.  (B 42) 

 



 
 

 
165 

 

Both the phrase “takes over” and the metaphor “invasive” strongly suggest a 

potential loss of human control. The dictionary defines “take over” as to “take control” 

(Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992, p. 1183) and invade as “1. enter (a country etc.) 

under arms to control or subdue it. 2. swarm into. 3. (of a disease) attack (a body etc.). 

4. encroach upon (a person’s rights, esp. privacy)” (Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992, 

p. 594). “Encroach” was a word often used in the academic literature in relation to 

regrowth on post-agricultural land. The dictionary defines encroach as “1. to intrude, 

esp. on another’s territory or rights” or “2. advance gradually beyond due limits” 

(Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992, p. 369). 

 

The perception of regrowth “taking over” was a source of underlying anxiety about 

the threat of the loss of control, often expressed through metaphorical language such as 

“it’s crept up on us”, “it’s creeping in”, “people are just watching it slowly advance”, “it 

is moving—it is appearing out there”, and “it’s starting to creep out onto private land 

more and more”. Other language implying regrowth is viewed as a formidable threat 

include metaphors such as “dominate” and “smothered”. I have highlighted other 

metaphors in bold in the following quotations. 

 
And the shrub species have come back with a vengeance…especially 
the likes of the Cassinias and some of the wattles.  (CFA 28) 

  
  
 And then the Cassinia came in and strangled things out.  (B 42) 
 

Concerns about the regrowth “taking over” are consistent with findings of previous 

studies in Australia (see, for example, Race et al., 2010; Sharp et al., 2012). These 

concerns can be seen in the context of human control, specifically the loss of control.  

People can feel threatened where animals or plants are “perceived to be out of control, 

whether by virtue of a messy appearance or by real losses—of homes to fire or of 

desired plants to weeds or hungry wildlife—nature is not wanted” (Nassauer, 1997, p. 

7). This feeling of being threatened can be understood in the context of human-

centredness or strong anthropocentricism where control is deeply embedded and 

culturally valued, and “dominant groups associate themselves with the overcoming, or 

mastery of nature” (Plumwood, 2003, p. 55). Plumwood (2003) contended that a 

“hyper-separation” of nature from culture in the anthropocentric West has classified 

nature as “the other”, for separate and inferior treatment, allowing humans to dominate 

nature. 
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Negative constructions of plants thought to be weeds are both reflected and fortified 

through fear, evidenced in the case data by the emotive language or military metaphors 

such as “enemy”, “hatred”, and “invasion”, which have sub-conscious associations 

(Colautti & MacIsaac, 2004). This is where the Anxiety narrative overlaps with the 

Weed narrative (where fear is discussed in relation to being “taken over”).  Dwyer 

(2011, p. 82) suggested that human objection to weeds is due to a profound fear,  

stemming from the threat they pose to human order and control: “…we are, deep down, 

frightened of weeds and the threat they pose to our need for order and control, not to 

mention the harm they can do. Fear is a key emotion in our response to weeds, and has 

been for a long time”. Dwyer (2011) cited John Wyndam’s allegory of carnivorous 

plants in The Day of the Triffids as playing upon these fears. Words and metaphors used 

by respondents around the spread of the regrowth were also strongly reminiscent of 

John Wyndam’s novel, which often occurred to me during the analysis. 

 

Dwyer (2010, p. 83) also referred to weeds as associated with a lack of human 

control, and hence an affront to the human notion of order and control in that “our need 

for order is also reflected in the unease, fear even, that we feel about the absence of 

control. “Out of control” plants often attract the label weed”. The importance of being in 

control in this narrative is consistent with findings in another Australian study of 

perceptions of regrowth on farmland, particularly by farmers expressing concern about 

the regrowth “taking over” (Sharp et al., 2012, p. 8). Similarly, many plants colonising 

post-industrial landscapes have been labelled weeds, due to “a prevalent desire for a 

controlled urban nature” (Edensor, 2005, p. 45). 

 

The sense that Cassinia is a “difficult” species was expressed in relation to it 

preventing other land uses due to its ability to spread. While many respondents 

recognised the restorative role of regrowth, they also had reservations about its tendency 

to “dominate”. There is a tension in that regrowth “belongs” as part of the natural 

environment, yet behaves in a way beyond the realm of human control. I have 

highlighted in bold key words in the following quotations. 

 

It makes a lot of sense that you take away all these sheep here 
…something is going to take over, and as an example, if you went across 
to Bendigo…you’ll see in the bush that its infested with blackberry and 
gorse—it’s almost unmanageable. So that could quite have easily been 
that sort of plant so people would see gorse as a weed, so they see that 
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the Cassinia takes over—it’s a weed as well. So in some definitions as 
they say it is a weed, but it’s actually part of our ecosystem—it’s the hard 
part.   (LG 35) 

 
I think it’s also a bit of a colonising species as well. It’s just that it’s a 
difficult species—that if you do want to do something—it has got that 
protective role and I don’t think people realise that either…so it’s another 
education thing.  (F 16) 

 
Drooping Cassinia—and a lot of the local landholders see that as a pest. I 
know it’s a great—it’s a local native species, but it does tend to 
dominate where there’s been cleared ground.   (E 17) 

 

Concern about regrowth “taking over” also relates to perceptions of landscape 

“balance” (see Vignette 5.2) and attractiveness. This is consistent with Sharp’s 

Australian study, where some species of regrowth were viewed as diminishing the 

balance of vegetation in the landscape (Sharp et al., 2012) and international studies 

showing preferences for landscapes that are only partially rather than fully reforested 

(see for example Gomez-Limon & Fernandez, 1999; Hunziker, 1995; Tahvanainen, 

Tyrväinen, & Nousiainen, 1996).   

 

5.4.3.4   Use narrative 

 

The Use narrative expresses the notion that things must have a discernible use to be of 

value and hence adopts a broad definition of ‘use’ as commonly understood by 

laypeople.  In the Control frame, the component “useless” refers to the perception of the 

lack of any useful points of the regrowth, either environmentally or for human use, with 

the belief that humans are of central importance strongly evident. 

 

Many respondents with a negative view of the shrubby regrowth could not discern 

any good points and implied or stated outright that it was “useless”. 

 

And the people who are farming don’t want it—they get rid of it 
because it’s useless, and I don’t want it because of the fire hazard.  
(B 6b) 

 
The Chinese scrub is no good to anyone and it’s certainly a fire hazard.   
(F 30) 
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Other respondents saw beyond human utility, commenting about the environmental 

value (which they saw as poor). 

 

I don’t like it…it’s too invasive…nothing eats it…nothing nests in it  
(B 33). 

 

As can be seen from the above, for respondents using the Control frame, shrubby 

regrowth was seen to have little value because it had no discernible use. Strongly 

utilitarian values such as these were also expressed both implicitly and explicitly in the 

official documents reviewed. Utilitarian values were identified in other studies of 

regrowth in Australia, where some landholders regarded regrowth as “useless” (Race et 

al., 2010; Sharp et al., 2012) and internationally, where regrowth was regarded by some 

as lacking in usefulness (Bauer, 2005; Benjamin, Bouchard, & Domon, 2007) and 

preventing productive use of land (Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 2005; Lange Vik, 

Benjaminsen, & Daugstag, 2010; Soliva et al., 2008).  

 

Utilitarian values have been identified in other Australian studies of land 

management, biodiversity, or native vegetation (Crosthwaite et al., 2004; Dettmann, 

Hamilton & Curtis, 2000; Duncan, 2010; Gill, Klepeis, & Chisholm, 2010; Moore & 

Renton, 2002; Sherren et al., 2011; Williams & Cary, 2001). Utilitarian values in the 

case data can be explained in the context of broader Australian cultural values 

introduced in Chapter 2. Views of the Australian environment as a resource from the 

early days of British occupation to the current day, is a common theme in the literature 

(Adams & Mulligan, 2003; Frawley, 1987; Heathcote, 1972; Plumwood, 2003). 

Furthermore, in contemporary Australia the official documents reviewed for this study 

indicate the government is viewing the environment from a utilitarian perspective, with 

frequent references to native flora and fauna as “natural resources” and “natural assets” 

(see Tables 2 and 3 in Appendix 3).  To Plumwood (2003, p. 58), viewing environments 

as “natural resources” or “raw materials for human projects” epitomises anthropocentric 

values toward the environment. A strongly anthropocentric approach is underpinned by 

the notion that humans come first in decisions, with nature valued for its material 

benefits (Corbett, 2006). 
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5.4.3.5   Restoration narrative 

 

The Restoration narrative sits in the Control frame where the regrowth is seen as 

“natural but problematic”. Some respondents employed in the NRM or environmental 

management field held this view and suggested that it would be desirable to increase 

diversity in the regrowth in some situations to improve its environmental value. This 

could be achieved by planting trees in the regrowth, for example, to address the 

“monoculture” issue. I have highlighted descriptive words in bold: 

 

I think it would be a good opportunity if it was manipulated slightly 
because I still don’t think just Cassinia everywhere…still might tip the 
balance to something else…a bit more positive management or 
…intervention…’cos it’s a good…opportunity, but you may waste it 
by just leaving the Cassinia.  (NG 12) 

 
Overall I think it’s…not a bad species. In the areas where it’s a 
monoculture…you definitely want to see some increased species 
diversity. I don’t know how you do it without active management.   

 (SG 50) 

 

While the comments above indicate respondents’ view that regrowth could be 

improved through human intervention, there is more to the notion of human 

involvement in land restoration. There appears to be a tension between allowing natural 

processes to proceed and wanting active involvement in land restoration works, as 

evidenced below. The first quotation involves a story told by one respondent about 

people buying land through the Trust for Nature because they wanted to contribute to 

nature conservation, yet selling it because it did not provide the scope for the degree of 

active involvement they sought. 

 

I’ve had people who’ve bought properties because they want to be 
involved in conservation and I think they might have even sold it 
because they can’t put a plant in the ground”. (NG 44) 

 

The next illustration of the tension between human agency and agency in nature 

involves an interchange between environmental management practitioners at a 

presentation on shrubby regrowth. The shrubby regrowth was being discussed following 

a prompt by the presenter asking people for their visions of the shrubby regrowth 

country. It seemed that stepping back and allowing the shrubby regrowth to evolve 
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without human intervention was not regarded as a vision, with the implication that a 

vision requires human action and involvement. 

 

What is your vision…what do you want the landscape to look like? (P) 
 

To evolve at its own rate and see what happens. (1 AM 1) 
 

That’s not a vision! (1 AM 2) 
 

It is a vision! (1 AM 1) 
 

At the same event, the audience members asked the presenter questions around 

relaxing control to allow agency in nature. 

 

 And are we to wait until things happen naturally? (1 AM 4) 
 

Is Landcare’s message: it’s OK to let it grow back? (1 AM 5) 
 

Corbett (2006, p. 40) suggested that for those with anthropocentric orientations, 

thinking about the world “unfolding autonomously” (exemplified by the regrowth) 

would be challenging because humans would not be essential to the functioning of the 

natural world. She saw this as a position of relative humility. Perhaps, however, it is 

more about environmental practitioners, such as some of those quoted above, being so 

ensconced in the mindset of action, that they are disinclined to consider “waiting to see 

what happens”. Being so actively engaged may make it difficult to step back and allow 

natural rather than human processes to accomplish the task of restoration. This action 

orientation sits well within the Euro-Australian culture where the active is valued over 

the passive (Scott &Watson, 2006). Further, activity is counted and rewarded, while 

doing nothing (allowing nature to regenerate) is not, hence blinding policy makers to 

the potential of allowing regrowth to occur, resulting in a lost opportunity. 

 

The action orientation observed in environmental practitioners is also evident in the 

stated role and purpose of the Victorian Department of Environment and Primary 

Industries. There is a strong emphasis on active environmental management, as can be 

seen from its responsibilities outlined on its website as follows.	   	  
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• managing land and water on public and private land 

• improving service delivery to regional areas  

• focus on jobs and investment 

• delivering better regulation  
 
• building and maintaining healthy, natural environments  

 
• managing our natural resources  

 
• responding to fire, flood and biosecurity emergencies.  

(DEPI, 2013). 
 

A similar emphasis on active involvement in environmental management is evident 

in the CMAs in the study area. Words such as “improve” and “enhance” are used to 

describe the human role in the environment. For example, the purpose of the GBCMA 

is stated as:  

 

Through its leadership and partnerships the Goulburn Broken CMA will 
improve the resilience of the Catchment’s people, land, biodiversity and 
water resources in a rapidly changing environment. (Goulburn Broken 
Catchment Management Authority, 2014)  

 

Further, the GBCMA developed the following mission statement for biodiversity in 

1999: 

The community will work in partnership with Federal and State 
Governments and other agencies to protect and enhance ecological 
processes and genetic diversity to secure the future of native species of 
plants, animals and other organisms within the Catchment. (GBCMA, 
2013) 
 

A similar action orientation exists in Landcare groups. The following quotation 

involves an interview respondent talking about her local Landcare group. The group 

was unable to undertake group tree planting because there simply is not a need for this 

in the Box Ironbark country, because it tends to naturally regenerate relatively easily. It 

seems that although tree planting is one of the favoured Landcare activities, there is 

little opportunity for this in the regrowth country, due to the agency of nature. 

 
But it’s a funny area because it’s—again this probably goes back to the 
Landcare group, because there’s not a lot of area where we can go, “Oh 
we can do a tree plant” because in the Box Ironbark area you just lock it 
up and it all comes back (laughs) so you know! I mean you might add 
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to the biodiversity there…you might decide to put in a couple 
more…but generally it’s…lock it up and it’ll start to come back 
(laughs). (F 16) 

 

Human action around restoring the environment is a very strong theme in the 

documents reviewed and events observed. Where ecological restoration or 

environmental works were discussed, revegetation was emphasised much more than 

natural regeneration in all events observed, with the exception of the presentation on 

shrubby regrowth. In all of the official documents, active management (sometimes 

labelled stewardship) of remnant vegetation, and in restoring biodiversity, is explicitly 

emphasised (as demonstrated in the examples below). Frequent use of words relating to 

management and action/active also signal this emphasis (see Tables 2 and 3 in 

Appendix 3). 

 

In Victoria’s Native Vegetation Management Framework, active management of 

native vegetation is seen as fundamental, both explicitly (first quotation) and implicitly 

as a guiding principle (second quotation). 

   
 Retention and management of remnant native vegetation is the primary 

way to conserve the natural biodiversity across the landscape. (DNRE, 
2002, p. 13) 

 
Public resources are to be directed to increasing the extent of native 
vegetation or to enhancing the quality of native vegetation through 
appropriate management. (DNRE, 2002, p. 13) 

 

In the “vision” of Victoria’s Biodiversity Strategy, active management of the 

environment is strongly implied: “Victorians acting together to ensure that our land, 

water and biodiversity are healthy, resilient and productive” (DSE, 2010, p. 10). 

Further, restoration is envisaged in terms of human action, implicitly downplaying the 

creative force of the agency in nature. The documents glossary defines restoration, 

coupled with rehabilitation, as: 

 

The active intervention and management of degraded communities and 
landscapes usually caused by clearing, fire damage, forest road works 
and mining in order to restore biological character, ecological and 
physical processes and their cultural and visual qualities. (DSE, 2010, 
p. 87) 

 



 
 

 
173 

 

In the Goulburn Broken Biodiversity Strategy, the need for active management is 

emphasised—there is perceived to be “an ongoing need for targeted, active management 

of habitats to help build resilience” (Miles et al., p.1). There is a strong emphasis on 

stewardship because “natural systems need active stewards” (Miles et al., 2010, p. 37). 

Indeed, one of the main indicators of success for one of the strategic directions is where: 

 
Government investment in biodiversity management through the 
Goulburn Broken CMA is clearly framed around supporting land 
managers to be active stewards of the environment. (Miles et al., 2010, p. 
37) 

 

The North Central approach of active management of native vegetation mirrors that 

of the GBCMA. The active management emphasised in the official documents is 

supported by photographic images. Human agency in revegetating landscapes was 

highlighted by images of people tree planting or of planted areas with tree guards. 

However there was not one image of natural regeneration in any of the documents (refer 

to Appendix 4 which details the type and frequency of images in the documents). For 

example, in Victoria’s Biodiversity Strategy there were five images of people planting 

trees or scenes showing active planting or scenes showing associated fencing, but no 

images of spontaneous regrowth or natural regeneration. I interpret both images of 

agricultural scenes and of people fencing and tree planting as depicting a stewardship 

ethic through signs of human care and attention. Further, the latter photographic images 

portray people as central to land restoration, as promoted by the Ecological Restoration 

Society (SER, 2004) as shown in the following two quotations. 

 

Ecological restoration is an intentional activity that initiates or 
accelerates the recovery of an ecosystem with respect to its health, 
integrity and sustainability. (SER, 2004, p. 1) 

 
Ecological restoration is the practice of restoring ecosystems as 
performed by practitioners at specific project sites.  (SER, 2004, p. 11)   

 

 

5.4.3.6   Exploring views of nature as problematic 

 

Views of nature as problematic have been discussed in the Nature narrative in terms of 

evolutionary landscape preferences, the cultural conservation ethic, cultural biases 

toward trees, and dualistic thinking that downgrades nature “tainted” by human 
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“disturbance”, as discussed by Cronon (1996). In this section such views will be 

discussed in terms of notions of human control of nature.  

Plumwood (2006) suggested that Westerners have systematically overestimated 

human agency while underestimating agency in nature. This has led to both an 

“exaggeration of the potential for human control of natural systems and processes, and a 

failure to observe and value Nature’s creativity and services” (Plumwood, 2006, p. 

138). As such, Westerners have not only denied the need for “negotiating with nature”, 

but have also reinforced “settler traditions of forcing the land to adapt to us rather than 

vice versa” (Plumwood, 2006, p. 138). An example of this undermining of the agency 

of nature is calling regrowth “passive regeneration” because “passive” is defined in the 

dictionary as “1. suffering action; acted upon; 2. offering no opposition; subservience; 

3. not active; inert” (Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992). Aside from underestimating 

nature’s agency, controlling nature is another aspect of the Western approach. 

 

Adams (2003b, p. 235) suggested that the Western history of conservation comprises 

two contrasting streams: “conservation as control”, where rationalism underpins 

controlling and managing nature, to achieve predictability; and “conservation of 

wildness” where the aesthetic of wildness and the unpredictability of nature is 

appreciated and celebrated. Conservation as a form of control can be identified in the 

practice of ecological restoration and ecosystem rehabilitation (officially defined in 

terms of human action, rather than through the agency of natural processes alone), 

evidenced in the official documents I reviewed and the official definition of ecological 

restoration as previously detailed. Victoria’s Biodiversity Strategy defines restoration, 

coupled with rehabilitation, in a similar way, as quoted earlier. Aside from the best of 

intentions around nature conservation, this definition, with its paradigm of control, 

leaves little room for the notion of allowing agency in nature, and helps explain the 

half-hearted or ambivalent responses to shrubby regrowth by many respondents, 

particularly environmental practitioners. The following interchange between 

environmental management practitioners at a presentation on shrubby regrowth 

demonstrates this preference for human agency in the regrowth. 

 

You can’t just lock something up and let it go back to bush, because it 
might just go back to weeds. (1 AM 3) 

 
But you can in the Box Ironbark. (1 AM 4) 
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But we still want to promote active management. (1 AM 3) 
 

Rather than the notion of conservation as control, “stewardship” is becoming a more 

culturally acceptable concept (Fry, Tveit, Ode, & Velarde, 2009), representing the 

active management of native vegetation. Indeed, active management is typically seen as 

the primary way of restoring and conserving nature, as evidenced in the document 

review. Nassauer (1997, p. 8) described such stewardship as “watching over a landscape 

and intervening in change rather than asserting absolute control, because…landscapes 

require tending, not making”. To Carr (2002, p. 15) stewardship implies “a relationship 

with the earth that is based on respect for nature, and a current and ongoing 

commitment to “active earthkeeping” akin to a custodial or guardianship role”. This 

active role is also promoted by Higgs (2003, p. 4) who passionately argued for a human-

centred ecological restoration, which he labelled “focal restoration” involving human 

activity. He saw this as a way to forge strong connections with nature as “people 

connect more deeply with natural processes when they get their hands dirty, literally, 

and the lessons learned hold fast” (Higgs, 2003, p. 4). 

 

The active involvement described above is aligned to Carver’s (2013) explanations 

of “rewilding”. Carver (2013, p. 386) discussed landscape restoration in terms of 

“rewilding” or “wilding”, referring to the intentional broadscale approach of “moving 

on to a new state of wild nature”. He described two approaches: “letting go” and “wild 

by design”, the latter involving active human design of wild landscapes, such as 

purposively limiting grazing to enable vegetation to grow, and assisted regeneration. 

Regardless of the approach used, “the intention is usually to create landscapes that are 

self-willed, that are masters of their own destinies and subject only to the ecological 

rules governing succession and interruption, competition, symbiosis and biocensis” 

(Carver, 2013, p. 388). Carver (2013, p. 384) described this rewilding as creating a 

“fourth nature” based around the “(re)creation of wildness through the process of 

ecological restoration or (re)wilding”. He located this fourth nature in the context of 

nature–culture relations, where first nature is defined as “wilderness” (seen as 

unmodified by humans), second nature as farmland (making the land “fruitful and 

productive”), and third nature as gardens, with fourth nature leading back into the 

creation of first nature.   
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Elaborating on ‘first nature’ or wilderness further, in his influential work, Cronon 

(1996) argued that the Western concept of wilderness is both unhelpful and beneficial. 

For example “wilderness is a way of looking at nature that encourages us to believe we 

are separate from nature” and hence reinforces “environmentally irresponsible 

behaviour” (Cronon, 1996, p. 22). On the other hand though, “wilderness teaches us to 

ask whether the Other must always bend to our will, and, if not, under what 

circumstances it should be allowed to flourish without our intervention” as in the case 

of Carver’s “letting go” approach. Cronon recognised agency in nature, arguing for 

example that “the autonomy of non-human nature [is an] indispensible correction to 

human arrogance” (Cronon, 1996, p. 22). 

 

Perhaps this approach of “wild by design” can be likened to the type of stewardship 

Head (2000) discussed in relation to Indigenous Australians. Head (2000) drew parallels 

between the Indigenous Australian stewardship ethic and the relationship many Euro-

Australians have with their backyards (as opposed to a national park, for example). The 

concept of land devoid of human stewards, she argued, is foreign to them; rather, they 

incorporate the land into their human world and domesticate it “by myths, narratives, 

songs and art” (Head, 2000, p. 215). Walsh, Dobson, and Douglas (2013) also 

highlighted the integration of people, country, and the spiritual in many Indigenous 

Australian worldviews.  

 

5.4.3.7   Aesthetic narrative 

 

The Aesthetic narrative contributes to the Control frame where the regrowth is viewed 

as unattractive. Respondents of this opinion used words such as “awful”, “horrible”, 

“messy”, “eyesore”, and “ugly” to describe the look of the shrubby regrowth. Use of the 

word “mess” to describe a perceived ugliness warrants further exploration as this was 

the most commonly used negative word. The dictionary defines mess as “1. a dirty or 

untidy state of things (the room is a mess). 2. state of confusion, embarrassment, or 

trouble” (Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992, p.708). The use of the word “mess” 

implies that its opposite, “tidy”—suggestive of control—is the preferred option. Tidy is 

defined in the dictionary as “neat, orderly; methodically arranged” (Hughes, Michell, & 

Ramson, 1992, p. 1214).  “Mess” in turn can be viewed as indicative of being “out of 

control”.  

 



 
 

 
177 

 

The following quotations give a sense of the perceived unattractiveness of the 

regrowth (I have highlighted pertinent words in bold). 

 
It’s…an awful looking thing…it doesn’t really have any 
character…it’s not like a lush fern—it doesn’t have any richness, it’s 
not attractive in as much as, like flowers and you bring them in and 
put them on the table in your home…you’re not going to do that with 
them.  (RE 40)  

  
 But it just looks messy. (B 22) 

  
 

Probably to us as farmers, it’s like when you go on the road and it really 
annoys me–you see somebody throwing a rubbish bag out on the road 
and then a fox or something pulls it apart and you just see all this 
rubbish strewn everywhere and it’s just a mess…well that’s the way I 
look at some of these blocks.  (F 41) 

 
I don’t think there’d be too many Australians who’d look out on the 
Cassinia scrub and think “mmm…beautiful!”  (SG 3) 

 

Negative responses to the appearance of the shrubby regrowth are consistent with the 

findings of other studies of regrowth in agricultural landscapes (Benjamin et al., 2007; 

Sharp et al., 2012), post-agricultural landscapes (Hochtl, Lehringer & Konold, 2005, 

Soliva et al., 2008), peri-urban landscapes (Bauer, 2005), and urban landscapes (Rink, 

2005), where words including “untidy”, “messy”, and “scruffy” were used to describe 

various forms of regrowth. Similar negative responses were recorded in other studies of 

vegetation perceived to be “messy” (Head & Muir, 2006, Williams & Cary, 2001). 

There is also anecdotal evidence suggesting that areas of spontaneous reforestation are 

seen as inferior or as detracting from landscape beauty (Lisberg Jensen & Ouis, 2008; 

Vouligny & Gariepy, 2008). 

 

Further, in Australian studies of perceptions of native vegetation, aesthetics has been 

identified as important (see for example Dettman, Hamilton, & Curtis, 2000; Moore & 

Renton, 2002). Negative responses relating to aesthetics recorded in my study are also 

consistent with the findings of vegetation preference studies (Lamb & Purcell, 1990; 

Ulrich, 1986), where low preferences were recorded for shrubby understoreys that 

blocked views.  

 

A culturally based interpretation can be applied to the negative views around the look 

of the regrowth. A preference for signs of human influence has been attributed to 



 
 

 
178 

 

learned or cultural landscape responses (Gobster, 1995; Nassauer, 1995, 1997; Thayer, 

1989). Maintenance of landscapes is culturally valued and symbolises celebrated 

cultural traits (Nassauer, 1995). Nassauer (1997, p. 74) discussed people using an 

aesthetic of care who can cope with change in the landscape as long as it exhibits “the 

signs that well-intentioned people are watching over that change”, with landscapes 

lacking in such signs of care potentially perceived as abandoned and messy. Negative 

responses from farmers in particular about the “messy” nature of the regrowth, and 

associating it with poor land management are consistent with other studies showing that 

farmers can have very strong preferences for well-maintained settings (Coeterier, 1996; 

Egoz, Bowring, & Perkins, 2001; Natori & Chenoweth, 2008; Rogge, Nevens, & 

Gulinck, 2007; Ruskule, 2013; Sharp et al., 2012; Van den Berg, Vlek, & Coeterier, 

1998). In Nassauer’s words, “we try to keep well-tended landscapes from “getting out 

of hand”. We chafe against weeds taking over the field or shrubs growing over the 

windows” (Nassauer, 1997, p. 74). 

 

In the Australian context, referring to plants as “messy” or “untidy” may suggest that 

nature needs to be controlled (Seddon, 1997). Indeed, in the context of gardening, 

Seddon labelled this passion for neatness as a “mania for tidiness”. He saw it as part of 

the Australian environmental discourse. In the garden, for example, we have “real 

power” to reject the untidiness of the Australian bush, which we have “fought to control 

or exclude” (Seddon, 1997, p. 161). Head and Muir (2006b) on the other hand, did not 

view the concern for order and tidiness in Australian plants as a general desire to 

dominate nature in Australia. Rather, they suggested that tidiness is culturally valued 

and the quest for tidiness merely reflects a need to “put order into human lives” (Head 

& Muir, 2006, p. 521). 

 

Photographic images in the official documents I reviewed (i.e., the publically 

available strategies and plans) can be interpreted in the context of cultural preferences 

for what is considered aesthetically pleasing and desirable. Images can reveal as much 

by what is present as by what is not represented (Bryman, 2008). Of note is the total 

lack of photographic images of shrubby regrowth, indeed any regrowth. Photographic 

images in the documents are chosen as hooks for particular ideas, and the shrubby 

regrowth does not appear to fit with official ideas/framings. This could be interpreted in 

three ways. First, it is not thought to be aesthetically pleasing, and government 

publications need to look good; second, it is not thought to be aesthetically pleasing and 
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therefore including photographic images of regeneration might actually be thought to 

undermine efforts to promote regrowth; and third, it portrays agency in nature rather 

than the culturally valued ethic of human care and stewardship (which the official 

documents are endeavouring to promote). Evolutionary and cultural theories of 

landscape preferences support each interpretation (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989, Nassauer, 

1995), as discussed previously.  

 

While the above section illustrated the perception of messiness and ugliness, other 

respondents implied that the shrubby regrowth was less than a “proper” forest. Indeed, 

the word “scrub” has negative connotations suggestive of just that, with the dictionary 

definition of scrub as: “1A. vegetation consisting mainly of brushwood or stunted forest 

growth. B. an area of land covered with this. C. (with the) country remaining in its 

natural and inhospitable state” (Hughes, Michell & Ramson, 1992, p. 1034). These 

sentiments of stuntedness and inhospitality were evident in the following quotation. 

 

I don’t think people would look on Chinese scrub very favourably… 
they’d say it’s just some shitty bit of scrub growing there…but if you 
look at it over 100 or 150 years, my guess is that it won’t compete with a 
proper timbered forest. (NG 46) 

 

This perceived inadequacy can be explained by the “either/or” thinking inherent in 

the dualistic nature/culture mindset. As Pollan (1991, p.188) pointed out over twenty 

years ago, landholders in America were experienced in fencing off certain sacred areas 

and allocating the rest to “culture”, and once a landscape is no longer considered 

“natural” in a pristine sense, it is not generally valued for its natural qualities. He 

described this as an “absolutist ethic” that offers two choices: humans or nature. The 

interpretation of shrubby regrowth as lacking in legitimacy can also be attributed to this 

dualistic thinking. 

 

The notion that the shrubby regrowth is not a “proper forest” can also be explained 

by its lack of trees, which are typically associated with forests. Word frequency 

searches in the official documents and two Landcare type newsletters showed that trees 

were typically mentioned far more than all other types of vegetation such as shrubs, 

understorey, and grasses (refer to Appendices 3 and 4 for details). Further, trees were 

specifically singled out in the North Central Vegetation Plan for their aesthetic 
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significance in the landscape. I include the full quotation below, as it aptly illustrates the 

cultural admiration of trees. 

 

In the North Central region, scattered trees frame the way in which we 
see the landscape. These trees help to define our image of the region 
and give the community a sense of place. They add beauty to an area, 
whether a single tree in a vast grassy pasture, or an ancient red gum 
tree towering over a waterway. Such trees have often featured in 
historical accounts, stories and paintings of the North Central 
landscape…even where trees are sparsely distributed, landscapes 
within the North Central region would present a very different and less 
aesthetically pleasing picture without their remaining scattered trees. 
(NCCMA, 2005, p.14) 

 

Emphasis on trees over shrubs, as identified in the case data, can be interpreted as a 

kind of “arbor-philia” where trees are culturally interpreted as good (Williams and Cary, 

2001) and seen to be charismatic (Trigger & Mulcock, 2005). Indeed, “trees could be 

said to be charismatic in a way that many other plant species are not” (Trigger & 

Mulcock, 2005, p. 308). In Australia “native trees have also long held special 

significance…partly valued as an economic resource, but also as sources of inspiration 

and intellectual reflection, symbols of place and metaphors for life” (Trigger & 

Mulcock, 2005, p. 308). Cloke and Jones (2004, p. 221) also referred to this “palpability 

of presence” found in large trees. A consequence of this cultural bias toward trees is that 

a lack of trees (as found in many areas of shrubby regrowth) can be interpreted as a sign 

of inadequacy or incompleteness, and not a “proper forest”.   

 

The Australian discourse around trees appears to be well formed, with fewer, or 

perhaps less well-formed, discourses around non-tree vegetation. The increasingly 

common cultural practice of planting native vegetation is typically referred to as “tree 

planting”, reflecting an inherent bias that privileges trees over other plants such as 

shrubs and grasses. 

 

5.4.3.8   Exploring the Control frame further 

 

As words around management and control were frequently used (refer to Appendix 3), I 

provide definitions from The Concise Australian Oxford Dictionary in Box 5.1 to aid 

understanding and set the scene for the exploration that follows. 
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Box 5.1.  Definitions around control. 

 

The Control frame reflects the concept of control, “a deeply entrenched aspect of 

contemporary human societies” (Holling & Meffe, 1996, p. 329) and a positive value in 

our culture. In Rolston’s words: 

 

We control ourselves and our children; we police the streets and guard 
property boundaries. Life gone wild is life gone amok. In that context, 
wild can mean “not civil” and we, who are civilised, do not want to be 
uncivil, uncontrolled. (Rolston, 1994, p. 102) 
 

Spirn (1998, p. 31) described the impulse to “use, manage and control” the 

landscape as a “human compulsion”, and Smiley (1997) noted that we have 

assumed and asserted our mastery over nature through agriculture. The idea of 

human dominion is underpinned by dualistic thinking that positions humans as 

separate from, and above, nature (Plumwood, 1993). When this hierarchical 

positioning is overturned by nature, for example by the shrubby regrowth 

expanding onto “private” land, it is seen as a transgression by those who 

generally view the world through the Control frame.  

 

Control: “1. the power of directing, command (under the control  of). 2. 

the power of restraining, esp. self restraint. 3. a means of restraint; a 

check” (Hughes, Michell & Ramson, 1992, p. 240); 

Controlled: “1. have control or command of; dominate. 2. exert control  

over; regulate. 3. Hold in check, restrain.” (Hughes, Michell & Ramson, 

1992, p. 240); 

Out of control: “no longer subject to containment, restraint, or guidance.” 

(Hughes, Michell & Ramson, 1992, p. 240); 

Under control: “being led; in order” (Hughes, Michell & Ramson, 1992, 

p. 240); 

Manage: “1 organise; regulate; be in charge of. 4 gain influence with or 

maintain control over” (Hughes, Michell & Ramson, 1992, p. 685); 

Manageable: “able to be easily managed, led or accomplished etc.” 

(Hughes, Michell & Ramson, 1992, p. 685). 
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When nature behaves in this way of transgressing human boundaries, the “command 

and control” approach is often used (Holling & Meffe, 1996). While this problem-

solving approach, borrowed from engineering, is applied to problems in the “natural” 

world, often this application is inappropriate in natural settings. This is because 

“command and control” involves developing and implementing solutions to perceived 

problems based on assuming that the problems are straightforward (and this is often not 

the case when dealing with nature).  

 

The concept of control is implicit in some of the language used to describe regrowth 

throughout the world. Box 5.2 (overleaf) contains examples of language used to 

describe regrowth in post-industrial and post-agricultural contexts in sociological and 

ecological literature reviewed. It has been described as “unhindered” (Höchtl, 

Lehringer, & Konold, 2005), “undirected natural succession” (Weiss et al., 2005), “not 

directed” (Hofmeister, 2009), “unfettered” (Henne, 2005), “developing freely”, (Grosse-

Bachle, 2005), “uncontrolled” (Höchtl, Lehringer, & Konold, 2005), “out of control “ 

(Sharp et al., 2012), “unassisted” (Geddes et al., 2011), developing “when human 

interventions are stopped” (Bauer, Wallner, & Hunziker, 2009), causing “the 

overgrowth of abandoned agricultural land” (Lange Vik et al., 2010), and “without 

horticultural planning or design” (Kowarik, 2005).  

 

Exploring this notion of control further, regrowth develops when people relax control 

and “back off and let nature take its course” (Rolston, 1994, p. 92). The notion of letting 

nature take its course is often cited, implicitly calling for a relaxation of human control. 

Areas where plants have colonised expanses of land can be regarded as indicating the 

scale of ongoing human control in more “orderly” landscapes. To Shields (1991), these 

spaces become “signifiers” of everything repressed elsewhere.  Just as “wild species do 

not respect normative patterns of urban order established to keep wildness at bay” 

(Edensor, 2005, p. 47), neither do they do so in other settings, such as the regrowth 

country. Lastly, regrowth around the world has commonly been associated with 

“abandoned” land with the implicit acknowledgement of the cessation of human control 

(see, for example, Cramer, Hobbs, & Standish, 2008, and Navarro & Pereira, 2012).   
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Box 5.2.  Labels used for regrowth and descriptions relating to human control. 

 

Control is often manifested through constructing boundaries. This was exemplified 

by one respondent as follows. 

 

I tried to control it—slash it… but then I thought "why?" Its nature—
I’ll put a fence up and it can stay on this side of the fence. I’ll keep it 
clear on the other. (B 11) 
 

Boundaries inherently involve power and control and can often be contested, with 

conflicts over boundaries being “wider contests about the control of space by different 

actors: a conflict about differing spatial discourses” (Fall, 2005, p. 89). Although Fall 

(2005) discussed boundaries in the context of “protected areas”, the concept appears 

relevant to the regrowth context. Where regrowth transgresses private land boundaries, 

it would seem a shift in boundaries is being imposed by “nature”.  For landholders 

Labels for regrowth 

Rewilding  
new wilderness  

secondary or second wilderness  
nature of the fourth kind 

derived vegetation  
natural regeneration  passive regeneration  

regrowth 
spontaneous afforestation  

old field colonisation  
old field succession  

thickening phenomenon densification 

Descriptions relating to human control  

Unhindered  developing freely  unfettered 
undirected natural succession not directed  unassisted  

uncontrolled Nature development 
developing when human interventions are stopped 

causing the overgrowth of agricultural land 
without horticultural planning or design 

out of control   
encroachment   bush encroachment  

letting nature take over   letting the land run wild 
letting Nature take its course 

woody weed invasion 
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operating through the Control frame, tension and conflict may arise, potentially 

unfolding into an epic struggle against the regrowth.  

 

Some respondents who designated clearly defined areas for “nature” (such as 

regrowth) and “production” can be interpreted as an example of the culture/nature 

dualistic thinking described above. This rigid division can be explained in Australia by 

the way that conventional broadscale agriculture (and, by extension, Euro-Australian 

human activity) has been positioned in contrast to nature. Therefore nature is protected 

and conserved in spite of agriculture, rather than as part of it (Saltzman, Head & 

Stenseke, 2011). This notion may involve fencing areas off from “productive” activity 

for nature conservation to protect it, in line with nature/culture dualistic thinking 

(Saltzman, Head, & Stenseke, 2011). Head and Muir (2006, p. 506) labelled this a 

“separationist paradigm of environmental management”, which involves the “ideal of 

fencing off nature from human presence and influence”. Other scholars such as Fall 

(2005) and Pollan (1991) have also pointed to the idea and practice of protected areas as 

exemplifying the division of nature and culture.  

 

This division of nature and culture can also be seen in Victoria’s Biodiversity 

Strategy, where there are many photographic images of “natural” scenes, totally lacking 

in signs of human presence (refer to Appendix 4), such as bushland scenes. This can be 

interpreted as representing the human/nature dualistic thinking described above, 

separating humans from nature and promoting the idea of a “pristine” nature devoid of a 

“disturbing” human influence (Plumwood, 2003). It can also be seen to represent 

Australian ideas of landscape beauty, and accentuates ideals of landscape beauty in our 

culture (Lothian, 1999).  

 

While controlling behaviours are often explicit and indeed applauded in rural land 

management, such as in “weed control” or “pest control”, control is also implicit in the 

more benign-sounding area of “environmental management”.  Nonetheless, 

management implies “the imposition of human values on living nature” (O’Rourke, 

2005, p. 80). In Plumwood’s words, in a human-centred culture (such as Euro-

Australia) this strong paradigm of control involves reducing the land “to a passive and 

neutral surface for the inscription of human projects” (Plumwood, 2003, p. 69). 
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The Control frame was evident across the case data, from interviews to documents 

and observations.  Control was generally associated with beneficence aligned to the 

strong cultural stewardship ethic in Australia. The official (government) documents, in 

particular, strongly promoted “active stewardship” of the environment. I discuss this in 

detail in a later section on landscape restoration. Respondents using the Control frame 

exemplify cultural anthropocentrism, where nature is valued for its utilitarian qualities 

(Corbett, 2006). When nature is viewed as constraining human activities, it is “treated 

as available for use without restriction…and reduced to raw materials for human 

projects” (Plumwood, 2003, pp. 58-59). In my study area in the regrowth country, the 

Control frame typically leads to attempts to overcome the shrubby regrowth. 

 

 

5.4.4   Narratives that comprise the Accept frame 

 

When viewed through the Accept frame, the shrubby regrowth is seen to be natural and 

therefore beneficial, useful, and attractive. There is a sense of concern about the future 

wellbeing of the regrowth. The seven narratives that comprise the Accept frame are 

summarised in Table 5.7 and then detailed in this section. 
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Table 5.7 

Summary of Narratives in the Accept Frame 

Narrative Narrative details 

Use It is important for things to have a use. Cassinia is useful because it is 
repairing the land and providing good habitat. It is the best land use for the 
regrowth country. 

Anxiety Cassinia is a valuable part of the natural environment but most people in the 
community do not share this sentiment and are just as likely to clear it. Its 
future is therefore uncertain and insecure, and this is a cause of concern. 

Nature Native plants and the natural environment are good. Cassinia is a part of the 
natural system. Because it belongs, it is a good part of the system and so we 
do not need to worry about it–the system will sort itself out. 

Aesthetic Landscape beauty is important. Because I understand the ecological benefits 
that Cassinia brings to the landscape, I do not see it as unattractive. I see it 
as a good and healthy sign. 

Restoration It is important for us to restore the land and undo some of the damage 
caused by humans. Cassinia is restoring the land without any human 
intervention, and this is a good thing because it will meet a lot of our nature 
conservation goals without any effort from us. Let’s acknowledge and 
celebrate this process. It will likely lead to the forest without any help from 
us, apart from being patient and letting it do its own thing.  

Conservation It is important for us to conserve our valuable natural environment. Cassinia 
is a natural part of the environment and therefore should also be conserved. 

Bird Nature conservation is very important. Because shrubby regrowth is 
providing habitat for declining woodland birds, it is a highly valuable part 
of the natural environment. It should be left alone. 

 

 

5.4.4.1   Nature narrative 

 

I begin by noting that nature was discussed in several ways, consistent with the 

literature that has described the concept of nature involving multiple meanings 

(Davison, 2008; Urban & Rhoads, 2003). In the data, for example, nature was described 

as “thing”, such as “the environment”; the “regrowth” and “ecosystems”, as “process”, 

as in the regrowth as a natural process; and as essence, as in “natural” and “native”. This 

is consistent with a study of urban Australian environmentalists, where “nature-as-

thing”, “nature-as-process”, and “nature-as-essence” (Davison, 2008, p. 1288) were 

described as “co-lateral concepts” for nature (Davison, 2008, p. 1289, after Castree, 

2005). 
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The Nature narrative views shrubby regrowth as natural and therefore beneficial, and 

“belonging” implying that shrubby regrowth has a role. This narrative views native 

species and “natural” elements as inherently good.  

 

But…Cassinia is a native plant, full stop kind of thing.  (SG 1) 
 
But now…we leave it there because it doesn’t do anything and I learn 
now that it is a native.  (B 21) 

 

There was also a sense that the shrubby regrowth is part of an inherently positive 

natural system. Natural systems and their parts are seen to “belong”, to “take care of 

themselves”, and as something that by implication “should be there”. 

 

It’s effective…the plants are growing where they want to grow…the 
natural systems I think eventually take care of themselves. (LG 14) 

 
I think of it as a coloniser…the first thing you might see in this 
succession that gets it back to its natural state.  (SG 49) 

 
I know that it’s just an understorey plant. It belongs in the box ironbark 
landscape.  (PN 37a) 

 
Chinese scrub—my understanding is that it is native. I don’t know if 
it’s indigenous to this forest type. I know that just because I know that 
... so I don’t see it as feral…something that shouldn’t be there.  (F 39) 

 

The emphasis on native plants and the idea of “natural is best” was also evident in 

the official documents, both in the text (see Tables 2 and 3 in Appendix 3) and in the 

photographic images (see Appendix 4). Word frequency counts in all the official 

documents indicate a strong emphasis on nature, native, natural, and native biodiversity 

(see Tables 2 and 3 in Appendix 3). The guiding principles of Victoria’s Native 

Vegetation Management Framework (DSE, 2010) recognise the value of native 

biodiversity and the value of all native vegetation, both endangered and non-threatened. 

Native biodiversity is presented in Victoria’s Biodiversity Strategy as profoundly 

underpinning all life and as a strong force in human wellbeing, with its conservation 

regarded as highly important.  

 

The vision of the Goulburn Broken Biodiversity Strategy is “healthy ecosystems 

supporting viable populations of flora and fauna” (Miles et al., 2010, p. 1). Biodiversity 

is strongly emphasised and seen as fundamentally important in underpinning “the 
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processes that make all life possible” (Miles et al., 2010, p. 37). “Biodiversity” is the 

most frequently used word relating to flora/fauna (see Tables 1, 2 and 3 in Appendix 3). 

In the North Central Native Vegetation Plan, biodiversity, “nature”, and remnant 

vegetation are highly valued. There is a strong emphasis on biodiversity, evident in the 

perspective of biodiversity conservation adopted in the plan. There is also an emphasis 

on “natural is best”. Indeed, the plan is built around “protecting”, “enhancing”, and 

“restoring” remnant native vegetation, as evidenced in its principles (NCCMA, 2005, p. 

63).  

 

The North Central Regional Catchment Strategy also strongly emphasises 

biodiversity. Its biodiversity vision is “a reversal across the region of the long-term 

decline in the quality and extent of native vegetation, ecological processes are 

maintained and enhanced and the present diversity of species and ecological 

communities and their viability is maintained or improved across each bioregion” 

(NCCMA, 2012, p. 23).  Additionally, frequent use of the word “biodiversity” suggests 

this emphasis (see Tables 1 to 3 in Appendix 3). The emphasis on “nature” is implied in 

the document’s biodiversity vision.  

 

Lastly, the Goulburn Broken Regional Catchment Strategy strongly emphasises  

biodiversity, which comprises one of four areas covered (along with land, water, and 

people). The emphasis on nature is evident in the “resilience” approach adopted in this 

strategy, which “focuses on the connections between people and nature, how these 

connections change, and what can be done to achieve desired, balanced goals for 

resilience” (GBCMA, 2013, p. 13). Native vegetation as habitat is emphasised in one of 

the three objectives of the Goulburn Broken Biodiversity strategy:  

 

Maintain extent and quality of all native habitat at 2005 levels in 
keeping with the goal of ‘net gain’ listed in Victoria’s Biodiversity 
Strategy 1997. (GBCMA, 2013, p. 17) 

 

It is clear that nature has positive associations in the Nature narrative, consistent with 

links made in contemporary environmentalism. In this view “the word natural sets up a 

clear moral contrast between good and bad” (Mayerfeld Bell, 2009, p. 189) and is 

therefore value-laden. This can be attributed to a biological tendency of a human 

affinity with nature and biodiversity which is culturally shaped (Kellert, 1997). It is 

evident in landscape studies that show preferences for settings considered more natural 
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compared with those that are largely contrived by humans (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; 

Strumse, 1994; Ulrich, 1986). 

 

Part of the conservation discourse identified in the Nature narrative is a preference 

for nativeness (expressed as native flora and fauna, and “natural” environments). A 

preference for native flora ran through the Accept frame.  Trigger et al. (2008, p. 1277) 

referred to the Australian discourse of ecological restoration as “emphasizing the need 

to re-nature/re-naturalize landscapes by re-introducing or revitalizing populations of 

local native species”. This discourse was evident in the case data dealing with the notion 

of “natural is best” where a very strong preference for native species was obvious.  

 

Further exploration of the idea of “natural–native” vegetation is warranted. What is 

generally considered “natural” in Australia appears to be the flora and fauna present in 

Australia at the time of European colonisation, a view supported by government and 

NGO environmental discourse over recent years. The vegetation remaining from pre-

European times is referred to as “remnant vegetation” and is the focus of significant 

official and private efforts in restoration and conservation. Head and Muir (2006a, p. 

522) saw the view that “real Australian nature is native, defined by those organisms that 

were here before 1788” as indicating the culture/nature dualism inherent in the 

dominant cultural paradigm. Urban and Rhoads (2003) made a similar observation 

about the separation of culture from nature inherent in this dualistic approach. The 

dualism is evident where current versus pre-European native vegetation extent is 

mapped. In this context, losses and ongoing threats are highlighted and restoration goals 

are set to reverse some of these losses. Targets invariably involve revegetating or 

regenerating the native species, of which the locally native or “indigenous” are 

preferred. This preference extends to sourcing seed from local remnant populations of 

plants. 

 

This preference for native species can be discerned in the biased language used in 

some scientific literature, where non-native species are referred to not simply as “non-

native” but as “alien” and associated with “invasions” and “polluting” native 

environments. Scholars such as Davis et al. (2011) and Shackelford et al. (2013) have 

labelled this the “native-alien dichotomy” or the “native/non–native debate” and have 

called for a more “measured” approach. 
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In the case data, the preference for what is considered “natural” and “native” was 

expressed in the Nature narrative where the regrowth was viewed as “belonging” and 

with a role to play because it comprised native species seen to be inherently good. This 

notion seemed so engrained that it was often taken as a given, requiring no justification 

or explanation. The presence of a preference for “nativeness” associated with 

“belonging” aligns with the findings of other Australian studies (see, for example, 

Trigger, 2008; Trigger & Head, 2010). This preference for native plants has been 

labelled the “privileging of nativity”, explained by “the fact that people are looking at 

the plant through the subjective lens of a cultural value judgement” (Del Tredici, 2010, 

p. 309).  

 

The preference for native plants can be very meaningful in societies with relatively 

recent settler histories such as Australia where “belonging” (or not) can be a source of 

anxiety as settler people’s are yet to truly feel that they belong (Head & Muir, 2004, 

Head & Muir, 2006, Saltzman, Head, & Stenseke, 2011, Smith, 2011). In such contexts, 

the concept of belonging can be associated with native plants which become culturally 

symbolic (Trigger et al., 2008). For many Australians, valuing native plants, controlling 

feral animals, and revegetating with native plants is “a way of making the country and 

themselves more Australian” (Smith, 2011, p. 7). Indeed, Smith (2011, p. 7) maintained 

that “nature, native and nation” are a “triadic association” at the heart of Australian 

environmentalism. 

 

Aside from preferring native plants as a way to belonging, associating nature/natural 

with good/valuable can be viewed as indicating a biocentric approach. Corbett (2006) 

emphasised how this approach recognises intrinsic values in nature aside from 

instrumental values of benefit to humans.  

 

Confounding the simple “remnant native vegetation is good” narrative line, many 

respondents believed there was a general misconception in the community that the 

regrowth comprised exotic species, largely due to the name Chinese scrub. For 

stakeholders who prefer native plants (whether as a way to ‘belonging’ or as an 

expression of biocentrism), a belief that the regrowth is not native may lead to a 

negative view.  
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5.4.4.2   Restoration narrative 

 

The Restoration narrative in the Accept stance also includes the view that regrowth is 

natural and therefore beneficial. The metaphorical language of healing was often used 

by interview respondents in the context of restoration. The “pioneering” role in 

particular is emphasised in this narrative, which views the regrowth as part of a process 

or “stepping stone” to more diverse native vegetation, rather than an end point in itself. 

The regrowth was also viewed as providing an opportunity for low-cost land restoration. 

These themes are evident in the official documents as well, explored throughout this 

section. 

 

Respondents often used healing metaphors and words with very positive 

connotations to describe the restorative role of the regrowth (which I have highlighted 

in bold): 

 

 And I see the transformation as the healing of the landscape. (B 19) 
 

 I’d describe it as being in recovery mode. (SG 13) 
 

 What we’re seeing is the natural healing of the landscape. (NG 10) 
 

When words such as “restore” and “recovery” are used, images of the preferred 

“original” or “normal” state come to mind. Respondents using this narrative referred to 

regrowth as a phase in returning the land “back to” what it was before: a “natural state”, 

“woodland”, or “forest”.  

 

Referring to dictionary definitions of some of the words used in this narrative 

underlines their very positive nature (see Box 5.3).  
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Heal: “1. (of a wound or injury) become sound or healthy again. 2. 

cause (a wound, disease or person) to heal or be healed. 3. put right 

(differences etc). 4. alleviate (sorrow etc)” (Hughes, Michelle, & 

Ramson, 1992, p. 519). 

Nurse: “4. Forestry: a tree planted as a shelter to others” (Hughes, 

Michelle, & Ramson, 1992, p. 774). 

Recover: “1. regain possession or use or control of, reclaim. 2. return 

to health or consciousness or to a normal state or position” (Hughes, 

Michelle, & Ramson, 1992, p. 954). 

Rejuvenate: “make young or as young again” (Hughes, Michelle, & 

Ramson, 1992, p. 963). 

Restore: “1. bring back or attempt to bring back to the original state by 

rebuilding, repairing, repainting. 2. bring back to health 

 

Box 5.3.  Definitions of words related to restoring. 

 

Many respondents using the Restoration narrative pointed out the “pioneering” role 

of the regrowth. Metaphors (highlighted in bold) were used to convey this. 

 

And also I’ve observed on one property near Heathcote. There was a 
canopy of Cassinia over most of it, but there was a really intact and 
regenerating herbaceous and low woody vegetation underneath and I’ve 
seen it in a few other places too, where it’s really clear the Cassinia is 
functioning as a nurse crop. (NG 44) 

 
Well, the first thing is that that’s the earliest stage of succession of the 
system moving back to a woodland or a forest so you see that type of 
system—that Cassinia persist for 5 to 10 years and then the Cassinia 
would start to thin out pretty dramatically and you start to get eucalypts  
forcing their way through.  (NG 10) 

 
It’s the cycle of life this stuff, you know it’s a pioneering species, or a 
primary species or something that … comes back into denuded cleared 
areas …fills in the gaps.  (NG 46) 

 

In the context of a specific site, the theme of shrubby regrowth as part of a 

successional process was also highlighted by an ecologist presenting at a Land for 

Wildlife field day. 
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It was a sheep paddock grazed to within an inch of its life on an A 
horizon. They took the sheep off and then had a huge paddock of 
Cassinia. They slashed it but it kept coming up...then eucy regen 
[Eucalypt regeneration] came, so they left the Cassinia there, and within 
15 years it was a forest of eucys [eucalypts]…so over a century there’s 
going to be a progressive wave of eucy [eucalypt] regen [eration]. (5 P) 

 

Several respondents, particularly those who were accustomed to thinking on a broad 

landscape–scale (such as those involved in NRM or environmental management), 

commented that the shrubby regrowth presents a relatively easy, low cost, and effective 

land restoration opportunity. All that would be required was removal of livestock and a 

preparedness to wait for the regenerative processes to occur: 

 

If we’re trying to achieve net gain, there’s your starting places with the 
least cost opportunity to do that, ‘cos you don’t have to then go out to 
spray the bloody phalaris away. All it needs is the livestock taken off it 
and often it’ll come back …with nothing but waiting a bit. (SG 45) 

 
You think if it can happen naturally—it’s a lot easier way than trying to 
drum up funding and getting the help to do it.  (SG 15) 

 

One respondent emphasised how the large scale of the regrowth dwarfs intentional 

conservation works. 

 

Here there’s thousands of hectares that’ve been regenerated … and that 
… from the public purse has been without any single cost … from a 
declining woodland bird perspective it’s probably way more beneficial 
than arguably any other conservation activity in eastern Australia.  (E 
48) 

 

In the text of the official documents reviewed, regeneration was portrayed as a 

valuable opportunity for large scale landscape restoration and therefore as a process that 

should be promoted more and used strategically. Because of the reach and influence of 

the official documents in environmental management, I provide a thorough coverage in 

this section.  

 

In the North Central Regional Catchment Strategy, regeneration was valued as an 

“ecosystem service”, as evidenced by the following: 

 

The regeneration of habitat is an ecosystem service maintaining the 
natural asset that supports biodiversity. (NCCMA, 2012, p. 23) 
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Further, as an ecological process, regeneration is implicitly recognised in the 

biodiversity vision of this document, whereby “ecological processes are maintained and 

enhanced” (NCCMA, 2012, p. 23). 

 

There is recognition in Victoria’s Biodiversity Strategy that the desired large 

landscape scale gains are beyond the scope of traditional revegetation practices. 

Landscape gains are nevertheless possible in some parts of Victoria through natural 

regeneration, which offers an economic advantage. 

 

Recent research has found that natural regeneration has the potential to 
make considerable contributions to future native vegetation cover in 
some Victorian landscapes. Taking advantage of this natural 
regeneration capacity now could produce significant economic savings 
for restoration efforts. (DSE, 2010, p. 55) 

 

In the North Central Native Vegetation Plan regeneration is seen as a low cost 

opportunity for broadscale native vegetation expansion, and sites with high regenerative 

potential are highly valued.   

 

Because of North Central Victoria’s need for large scale revegetation, 
these areas with high regeneration potential are valuable assets. This is 
because regeneration is cheaper and more effective than replanting, 
species that cannot be artificially propagated may regenerate and 
species not even apparent in the area can regenerate. Such areas have 
far more potential to become viable, self sustaining habitat patches 
than revegetation works on more degraded land. Woody vegetation is 
also necessary in most landscapes to reduce the salinity problem. These 
less-natural areas of native vegetation can be re-treed at far lower cost 
than exotic/weed dominated areas. Often “natural” regeneration is a 
possibility. (NCCMA, 2005, p. 16) 

 

Regeneration is presented as a high priority in revegetation efforts needed at a large 

scale in the North Central Vegetation Plan.  

 

The priorities for revegetation are: Promoting regeneration, using 
indigenous species, to increase the size and quality of existing 
remnants; Establishing vegetation links between existing remnants; 
Revegetating high recharge areas and waterways...and developing and 
integrating productive tree (and other perennial vegetation) systems. 
(NCCMA, 2005, p. vii) 
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The ability of areas to regenerate is seen as indicating resilience in the Goulburn 

Broken Biodiversity Strategy (2010-2015). Indeed one of the actions proposed is to 

“develop [a] map of “resilience for the catchment (e.g. based on key indicators such as 

regeneration potential/success)” (Miles et al., 2010, p. 36). 

 

The need to promote regeneration and direct seeding is explicit in the biodiversity 

strategies of both Victoria and the Goulburn Broken region. In Victoria’s Biodiversity 

Strategy, the emphasis on harnessing natural regeneration is explicit in one of the goals 

in the section “Standards–enhance & restore–logic model” which suggests increasing 

the “efficiency and effectiveness of ecological restoration…by developing new and 

improved techniques and maximising the strategic use of natural regeneration” (DSE, 

2010, p. 57). Also suggested as an action relating to natural regeneration is exploring 

and promoting its potential:  

 

Analysis of the capacity for natural regeneration in priority areas and 
large demonstration projects established.  (DSE, 2010, p. 57) 

   

The idea of promoting regeneration is clear in the Goulburn Broken Biodiversity 

Strategy: 

 

Develop clear processes for biodiversity prioritisation at various 
scales, particularly the landscape scale…and review revegetation 
techniques and species selection in line with adaptation strategies (e.g. 
greater promotion of natural regeneration and direct seeding). (Miles 
et al., 2010, p. 34) 

 

Further, lack of regeneration was perceived in the Goulburn Broken Biodiversity 

Strategy to be a serious threat to the environment, and an extreme risk to “native 

vegetation, wetlands, rivers and streams, flora/fauna and threatened species” (Miles et 

al., 2010, p. 56). 

 

Aside from the typically very positive portrayal of regeneration discussed above, 

however, revegetation was mentioned more than regeneration in all the official 

documents reviewed (see Tables 2 and 3 in Appendix 3). Also, in official documents 

with photographic images, although there were images of revegetation, there were no 

images of regeneration whatsoever, as previously mentioned (see Appendix 4). In the 

two Landcare type newsletters reviewed, a similar emphasis was noted—revegetation 
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was mentioned far more than was regeneration (see Table 1 in Appendix 3). This can be 

explained by the nature of the official documents. They are all strategies laying out 

actions, and the landcare type newsletters are also based around human action and 

activity. In this light, it is understandable that an approach of leaving the environment 

alone and “letting nature take its course” is not featured more. This can also help 

explain the ambivalence expressed by many environmental management practitioners in 

relation to the regrowth. As one practitioner wryly observed at a presentation on 

shrubby regrowth, “It’s happening without us anyway”. 

 

The idea of allowing natural processes to proceed, unassisted, is present in the 

Restoration narrative, evidenced by the quotations below. The phrases and wording 

(highlighted in bold) suggests that there has to be a relaxation or shift in human control 

to allow this agency in nature to occur. The first quotation involves a respondent 

speaking about an environmentalist whom they admire. 

 

He thinks we’re putting too much emphasis on…revegetation and we 
should be just…looking after the natural regeneration, if it’s coming, 
and promoting its values. He thinks…there’s too much money poured 
into revegetation and not enough into allowing things to happen—
letting nature happen really.  (NG 44) 

 
Well don’t disturb it—just fence it off and let it…let it do its job, 

and outside the fence the sheep will control the Cassinia that 
arrives…that’s the best way to go about it.  (LG 35) 

 
Over the last 30 years its created a scale of revegetation and mixtures 

of trees and shrubs that is way bigger than we’ve ever achieved…and 
its actually achieved lots of that already …and its achieved that without 
any assistance. So in a sense…the positives we can already see are 
being created simply by the patterns of that natural regeneration. (E 48) 

 

This idea of allowing agency in nature was also expressed at a presentation on 

shrubby regrowth observed at a Land and Biodiversity Implementation forum. The 

presenter mused on the agency of humans in the regrowth to encourage diversity, before 

suggesting that perhaps the agency of nature will lead to diversity without human 

intervention. 

There’s a whole heap of different species like Cassinia and Burgan. 
How do we encourage it to die in patches to promote diversity? Maybe 
it creates its own patches. (1 P) 
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Others, too, have recognised agency in nature. For example, Gragson (2008, p. 274), 

described nature as “a resilient and vigorously creative force”, with nature “part of a 

transformation, creating new and novel ecosystems”. Gragson (2008) urged that the 

form of this agency in nature be researched in order to inform possible conservation 

initiatives in transforming landscapes. This approach of respecting the regenerative 

capacity of nature can also be seen in the context of the “letting go” approach to 

rewilding as explained by Carver: 

 
It is maintained that if a landscape is left unmanaged for a long enough 
period, nature will fill the gap left by removal of human management, 
take over and produce its own entirely natural landscape. While this 
may not necessarily be the same landscape that existed before human 
modification, it will be natural because it will have been shaped entirely 
by natural processes. (Carver, 2013, p. 387) 

 
 

To summarise, my findings on the official view of regrowth expressed in the 

documents showed that while the rhetoric was that regeneration is considered beneficial, 

this is not supported by images of regrowth of any sort. Further, there was an emphasis 

on active revegetation over regeneration, and trees over understorey. It seems that at 

present regeneration is not at the forefront of the official restoration discourse.   

 

5.4.4.3   Conservation narrative 

 

The Conservation narrative views the regrowth as natural and beneficial and hence 

worthy of valuing and protecting or conserving. It hence adopts a broad definition of 

conservation as commonly understood by laypeople. It emphasises the values of the 

regrowth in relation to biodiversity, soil stabilisation and habitat. Regrowth is viewed as 

representing a more appropriate use of land than agriculture on relatively infertile soils. 

 

Some respondents emphasised that shrubby regrowth patches can be diverse in the 

array of other plant species present. This diversity in turn leads to diversity in the fauna. 

 

 And underneath the Cassinia you get a heath flower and you get 
hibbertias, urn heath, and you get lichens and orchids growing under 
there as well. So you’ve got two layers happening over time, so after 
the Cassinias been there for a while you get this lovely other layer and 
the birds just have food in the heath and shelter in the Cassinia—they 
love it. So you’ve got Gilberts Whistlers nesting in there and a lot of the 
honeyeaters nest in the Cassinia—it’s really nice. (W 25) 
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Biodiversity benefits of regrowth were also highlighted in the blogsite 

http//:ianluntecology.com. 

 

Potential biodiversity values are likely to occur at the patch scale 
(through habitat provision) and the landscape scale (by enhancing 
cover and connectivity among other remnants). (Lunt, 2011b) 

 

In a presentation on the shrubby regrowth at a Land and Biodiversity Implementation 

forum, the presenter stressed that shrubby regrowth is not necessarily lacking in 

diversity. 

 

A really bad assumption is to assume a patch of Cassinia is species–
poor.  (1 P) 

 

Interview respondents valued shrubby regrowth for its role in “binding” the soil and 

preventing soil erosion, and hence stabilising the soil. 

 

 And it does a great job at erosion control…so I actually think it’d be 
good for the soil if there was more regeneration of the Cassinia…good 
for soil retention. (W 25) 

 
There’s a lot of different opinions out there, but if it wasn’t for it 
there’d be no Bendigo Goldfields…it’d all be washed away.  (SG 50) 

 

Many respondents expressing the conservation narrative mentioned habitat, 

invariably for birds. 

  
 But then the Cassinia shrublands are good habitat for Gilberts Whistler 

and you know they’re really hanging…that’s one of its main habitat 
types…is the Cassinia areas”. (SG 13) 

 
 The fact that little birds love it too—you see so much in the 

undergrowth and in the hedge wattle and in the golden wattle and 
Cassinia…all those little woodland birds that don’t cope with the 
exposed areas—they’re in amongst the undergrowth. It just adds that 
extra layer that you don’t see if you’ve just got trees and grass. (B 23) 

 

Respondents often made comparative comments, seeing the regrowth as a preferred 

land use over farming on low fertility soils. One can sense a half-heartedness in the 

comments below. The regrowth is valued as worthy in the context of a low benchmark. 
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 Well, I wouldn’t say it’s the most attractive forest but it’s certainly 
environmentally better off than grazing country. (F 27) 

 
 I guess my view overall is that you only see it on the poorer soils. It’s 

probably been flogged out anyway, so it’s good to have some cover on 
them (laughs) (F 39). 

 

The Conservation narrative can be constructively viewed in the context of the official 

documents, in which I found a very strong conservation theme. Victoria’s Biodiversity 

Strategy, for example, lists conservation as one of the core guiding principles of the 

strategy. Further, biodiversity conservation is said to be “a central pillar of ecologically 

sustainable development” (DSE, 2010, p. 9). This emphasis is evident in one of the six 

key outcomes for biodiversity conservation. 

 

Victoria’s native biodiversity is retained by protecting core areas over 
time to maintain ecosystem services, and by preventing permanent 
losses of key populations and habitats. (DSE, 2010, p.10) 

 

Conservation is defined in the Victorian Biodiversity Strategy’s glossary as “the 

management of the environment in order to protect and preserve its natural assets” 

(DSE, 2010, p. 84). Conservation is implicit in the vision and also evident in the 

frequent use of the words protection and preservation in association with conservation, 

(see Appendix 3). The theme of conservation is mirrored in the other official 

documents. For example, it is explicit in the North Central Native Vegetation plan’s 

vision, which aims “to protect, enhance and rebuild the native vegetation assets of the 

North Central region” (NCCMA, 2005, p. 1). In the Goulburn Broken Biodiversity 

Strategy  the emphasis on conservation is evident in the objectives.  

 

Maintain extent and quality of all native habitat at 2005 levels in 
keeping with the goal of “net gain” listed in Victoria’s Biodiversity 
Strategy 1997. (GBCMA, 2013, p. 17) 

 
 
5.4.4.4   Bird narrative 

 

Respondents who mentioned the shrubby regrowth providing good habitat 

overwhelmingly referred to birds, both common and rare, as the beneficiaries. Of 

references to fauna in the interview transcripts, birds were mentioned the most (see 

Table 5.8), and this pattern was evident in two Landcare type newsletters reviewed (see 
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Table 1 in Appendix 3). An emphasis on birds was also found in the photographic 

images in four of the five official documents that contained photographic images (see 

Appendix 4). This may suggest a cultural bias toward appreciating birds.  

 

Head and Muir (2006b) in their study of views in the context of Australian backyard 

gardens found a similar emphasis on birds among respondents, who enjoyed birds as 

part of their daily lives. Birds provided an incentive for planting more habitat in the 

form of native plants for many participants, including non-native gardeners.  

 

Table 5.8 

Frequency of References Relating to Fauna in the Interview Transcripts 

References relating to native fauna Word frequency 

Bird, birds 240 

Kangaroo, kangaroos 115 

Habitat, habitatsa 77 

Nest, nests, nesting a 57 

Wildlife 48 

Wallaby 38 

Hollows a 28 

 
a  Mostly relating to birds. 

 

The emphasis on birds in the data can be explained by previous studies that have 

shown human preferences for fauna that is “likeable” and “attractive” (Marešová & 

Frynta, 2008), although this does not explain why birds are emphasised over other 

seemingly likeable and attractive species such as “cute and cuddly” mammals.  Perhaps 

the emphasis on birds is because they are a form of wildlife that tend to be more easily 

sighted than other species such as possums. Further, environmental practitioners have 

actively promoted the insectivorous role of birds in rural landscapes for many years, 

likely raising awareness of birds generally. 

 

The bird narrative is illustrated by the following quotations. 
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The block has basically got Chinese scrub on it—which is great bird 
habitat—it’s very thick…and it’s been well documented—it’s very 
good for small birds.  (W 25) 
 
If you had patches of Cassinia you would find there’s a lot of small 
birds using those areas—particularly thornbills…wrens…and they use 
those areas to nest in where they might not be able to get suitable 
habitat in the more mature forest which may not have Cassinia 
anymore. (NG 10) 

 

Respondents who were bird watchers expressed very positive views about the 

shrubby regrowth (as per the quotations above) because they related to it as bird habitat. 

In a review of how humans interact with “early successional landscapes” in the eastern 

USA, Gobster (2001, p. 778) found that “wildlife oriented recreation is often 

synonymous with wildlife habitat”, with these relationships learned through experience 

and passed on in cultural interactions.  

 

The benefits of the shrubby regrowth to birds was highlighted in a presentation on 

shrubby regrowth at the Land and Biodiversity Implementation Forum. 

 

 The patchiness makes it more diverse and heterogeneous for birds. 
 (1 P) 

 

Two articles on shrubby regrowth were found with relevance to the Bird narrative in 

one of the Landcare–type newsletters, The Box Ironbark Times, written by a fellow 

doctoral candidate Lisa Smallbone. The portrayal of shrubby regrowth in the two 

articles was positive, with neutral language (e.g., “regrowth”) or positive language (e.g., 

“naturally regenerating”) used to describe the regrowth, and the habitat value of the 

regrowth was highlighted in the context of vulnerable birds (which the author described 

as “most heartening”). 

 

Regrowth vegetation on private land is providing complimentary [sic] 
habitat to the forest, supporting bird diversity in the region. The value 
of this regrowth should not be overlooked because it is certainly 
providing habitat for vulnerable birds. (Smallbone, 2011, p. 2) 
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5.4.4.5   Exploring the “natural and beneficial” component further 

 

Common to the narratives of Nature, Conservation, Restoration, and Bird is the view 

that the shrubby regrowth is natural and therefore beneficial. In this section I begin by 

comparing the data with previous studies, then I discuss the cultural notion of nature 

and its related concepts. I also explore cultural conservation, stewardship, and utilitarian 

ethics. 

 

Views expressed in the Conservation and Restoration narratives are aligned with 

those found by Keil (2005) in his study of views toward the “spontaneous development 

of nature” in post-industrial landscapes in Germany. His respondents explained that 

“they were especially impressed by the power of nature and the frailness of human 

production and that this…gave them hope for the future” (Keil, 2005, p. 127). Dettmar 

(1999, p. 34) reported a similar positive response in the post-industrial regrowth 

landscapes in Germany, where the regrowth represented a “chance for the future”. 

Similarly, some landholders in Quebec, Canada, accepted spontaneous regrowth on 

farmland, viewing it positively as the “return to the natural environment” (Benjamin et 

al., 2008, p. 617).  

 

The idea of allowing agency in nature that is present in these narratives is also 

consistent with an Australian study, where some respondents thought the best approach 

to regrowth was to “let nature take its course” (Sharp et al., 2012, p. 8). The case data is 

consistent with findings in another Australian study of owners’ perceptions of their 

backyard gardens, where the “agency of nature”, expressed in plants growing 

independently of human activity, were accepted by some respondents “who enjoyed the 

idea of nature ‘doing its own thing’” (Head & Muir, 2004, p. 210). 

 

Several scholars have urged respecting the agency of nature, rather than viewing 

nature as merely a backdrop for humanity (see, for example, Cloke and Jones (2004) 

and Plumwood (2006)). Plumwood (2006) urged recognising the agency in nature more 

along the lines of indigenous cultures, where the land is imbued with vibrancy such that 

it can even “sing” to its people. Respondents viewing regrowth through the Accept 

frame appear to appreciate this agency in nature.  
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Many respondents appreciating the agency in nature expressed this through healing 

metaphors. Healing metaphors such as “wound healer”, “natural healer”, and “nurse 

crop” in these narratives was common. Further, the regrowth was associated with 

“recovery”, “rejuvenation”, and “restoring” the country. These sentiments are consistent 

with the “recovery” value category developed by Satterfield (2001, p. 342) involving 

“valuing the ability of an ecosystem to heal itself, to recover from natural or 

anthropogenic devastation”. We can speculate that perhaps there is a sense of guilt 

underlying the welcoming of nature as healer of human–wrought environmental 

degradation. 

 

Healing metaphors are not new to ecological restoration. Ecological restoration has 

been likened to healing a broken bone, where the healer sets the bone and natural 

processes complete the healing (Rolston III, 1994). Sentiments in the data of “letting 

Nature take its course and do its job” are consistent with the ideas of Throop (2012), 

who called for ecological restoration based on virtues underpinned by a moral healing 

metaphor. He suggested that such a metaphor is associated with the virtues of 

“humility”, “self-restraint”, “sensitivity”, and “respect for the Other”, and that in this 

approach, “Nature does much of the restoration work, and humans are just helping 

create the circumstances where Nature can heal” (Throop, 2012, p. 54).  

 

Shoard (2003, p. 125) also called for relaxing human control in “edgeland” 

landscapes in that “we need to see the planner not as a shaper of an entire environment, 

but as a handmaiden, who helps along a universe he or she does not seek to control”. In 

the case of the regrowth this could entail doing nothing other than allowing natural 

processes to unfold—a type of “benign neglect” (Gill, Klepeis, & Chisholm, 2010). 

While this may appear to demonstrate a lack of stewardship, regrowth appears to benefit 

from the absence of human intervention in that it continues to expand.  According to 

Fry et al. (2009) biodiversity may eventually benefit from this approach, regardless of 

how it is perceived. 
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5.4.4.6   Anxiety narrative 

 

The Anxiety narrative in the Accept frame expresses concern for the regrowth. Several 

respondents who valued the regrowth expressed concern about its future security. They 

were concerned about the negative attitudes in the community and the threat of clearing 

the regrowth. There was a strong perception that the regrowth is vulnerable to the whim 

of the current landholder. Lastly, there was not confidence in the native vegetation 

legislation providing adequate protection for the regrowth in the context of private land. 

Words of note expressing this sense of concern are highlighted in bold in the following 

quotation, and also in Vignette 5.4 which comprises two more quotations that further 

illustrate this narrative. 

 

I know it’s insecure—so it’s vulnerable…to the whim of the current 
landowner. I see that the values of the community that I live in…don’t 
value it…see it as messy—untidy, a fire risk, and it’s got no place. So I 
look at and enjoy it but I know it’s very vulnerable. I see that there’s 
inherent political issues and some land management issues that I don’t 
have confidence in the processes for it being able to deal with a good 
biodiversity outcome. So what’s going to happen there—it’s going to 
become a free for all…at one point there will be a flipping point and 
you will see massive land clearing going on to “bring it back” to its 
“prime agricultural condition” as perceived by the local community. So 
I think that there’s a high risk.  (B 19) 
 

I also observed anxiety expressed about the future security of the shrubby regrowth 

at two events, relating to the attitudes of land managers. 

 
It’s a risk socially—more people move here and it becomes a big fire 
hazard and then everyone clears it…people fear what they don’t know, 
for example snakes...and a “weed from China”.   (1 P 3) 

 

Davison (2008) recorded similar concerns around the theme of “human 

pestilence” in an Australian study of urban environmentalists regarding 

perceptions of human damage to the environment. Humans were viewed as a 

destructive force, and this was associated with mild concern, moderate 

disapproval, and unrestrained disapproval where humans were compared to a 

cancer on the environment. Robbins & Moore (2013, p. 4) identified this view of 

humans as a destructive force as a “condition [of] ecological anxiety disorder 
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[involving] a fearful response to: 1) the negative normative influence of humans 

on the earth (anthrophobia) or 2) the inherent influence of normative human 

values within one’s own science (autophobia)”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vignette 5.4.  Concern about the future of the regrowth. 

 

 

The anxiety is best explained in terms of contemporary cultural ideologies relating to 

the environment in Australia. Concerns were raised by respondents expressing views 

consistent with biocentrism. As such, they valued the regrowth for reasons other than 

instrumental, such as scientific and ecological. These respondents expressed mistrust of 

the intentions of landholders with more instrumental approaches to the regrowth. Given 

that utilitarianism underpinned by Enlightenment values comprise the dominant 

Australian approach to the environment (Adams, 2003a), and this is coupled with 

respondents commonly saying that most landholders in the regrowth country view the 

regrowth in a negative light, this seems a very reasonable concern. 

 

 
 OK.  But will it be protected? This is my…concern is that that’s great, but is 

it going to be sustained and maintained you know—that status—that’s what 
concerns me—the long-term-ness of it all…someone’s going to buy the 
property after someone else moves off and go “well that’s where my dirt bike 
track’s going to go” and they’ll bring in a bulldozer and get rid of it all… and 
that Cassinia…’cos it’s Cassinia…“just scrub”…“scrub” and the fire 
thing…“it’s going to burn my house down” and so it worries me – the tenure 
of it or the security of it – worries me…for me the concern is the protection 
of this stuff .  (SG 8) 

 
 
 I mean someone could just…to me there’s very little security – what secures 

vegetation—it depends on who is the landholder at the time…someone can 
do a lot of damage with some heavy equipment overnight… where’s the 
security? The security is in human attitude, and their approach to things, so if 
I believe if this is a sign of a change and we’re going from these paddocks 
and first it’s the shrub layer and they’re going to leave it alone, and you’re 
going to start to see trees emerging I would be more excited but I guess – in 
the back of my mind, you know I don’t believe its trajectory – it might be for 
a time but you only need some…ignoramus… to come and knock it over so 
that’s why I can’t get too excited about it because to me it doesn’t necessarily 
mean that this is the way things are going to be.  (SG 3) 
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Not only did respondents using the Anxiety narrative worry about landholders’ 

intentions, they were concerned that government regulations were not sufficient to 

prevent clearing of the shrubby regrowth. This too, seems a reasonable concern because 

there are several exemptions in Clause 52.17 of all Victorian Planning Schemes for 

clearing non-treed areas (such as shrubby regrowth), including:  

 

If it is under ten years old; if an area of regrowth up to one hectare is 
harbouring pest animal burrows; within 95 metres of a dwelling for fire 
protection; up to one hectare for the construction of a building or works 
for agricultural production; or 300 square metres for the construction 
of a new dwelling. (State of Victoria, 1989)  
 
 

In sum, there are a lot of exemptions that allow legal clearing of vegetation such as 

shrubby regrowth. Concern for the regrowth needs to be viewed in the context of the 

official documents which provide strategic direction for biodiversity management, and 

hence influence how stakeholders think about native vegetation. Threats to the 

environment generally are a strong theme in the official documents reviewed: threats to 

flora and fauna are emphasised, and losses typically highlighted. For example, in 

Victoria’s Biodiversity Strategy, biodiversity is portrayed as profoundly threatened (I 

have highlighted pertinent words in bold): 

 

 Whilst much progress in protecting biodiversity has been made over the 
last decade, Victoria’s biodiversity is still in decline. This decline will 
continue unless we improve the way we protect and manage 
biodiversity and account for the far-reaching effects of climate change. 
At risk is the future wellbeing of our natural heritage and the 
wellbeing of all Victorians. (DSE, 2010, p 2) 

 

One of the six key outcomes for biodiversity conservation in the same document is 

framed around preventing further loss.  

 

Victoria’s native biodiversity is retained by protecting core areas over 
time to maintain ecosystem services, and by preventing permanent 
losses of key populations and habitats. (DSE, 2010, p. 9) 
 

This tone is mirrored in the regional biodiversity strategies, vegetation plans and 

catchment strategies, and word frequency counts around the themes of loss and threat 

align with this emphasis (see Tables 2 and 3 in Appendix 3). For example, in the 
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executive summary of the Goulburn Broken Biodiversity Strategy, extinction and 

threats are emphasised. 

 

Over 100 native vertebrate animals in the catchment are threatened 
with extinction [ … and] many species are at threshold levels of 
existence because of the legacy of past activities (especially large-
scale clearing of native vegetation). (Miles et al., 2010, p. 1) 

 

Further, loss is highlighted in many parts of the region with mapping comparing 

current biodiversity statistics, such as extent and quality, to pre-European figures. 

Conservation status is categorised around “presumed extinct”, “endangered”, 

“vulnerable”, “depleted”, “rare”, and of “least concern” (GBCMA, 2010, p. 49). 

Similarly, loss is strongly highlighted in the North Central Native Vegetation Plan. 

Indeed, it is explicitly stated in the executive summary that:  

 

Virtually all remnant vegetation in North Central region is substantially 
degraded. (NCCMA, 2005, p. vii) 

 

The North Central Regional Catchment Strategy emphasises loss and threats along 

similar lines. For example, the emphasis on loss is explicit in the biodiversity vision of 

the document. 

 

A reversal across the region of the long-term decline in the quality and 
extent of native vegetation, ecological processes are maintained and 
enhanced and the present diversity of species and ecological 
communities and their viability is maintained or improved across each 
bioregion. (NCCMA, 2012, p. 23)  

 

Lastly, loss is evident in the Goulburn Catchment Strategy in the comparisons of the 

condition of today’s environment to the pre-European environment. Threats are 

emphasised throughout the document. For example, threats are highlighted for 

biodiversity, land, and water systems.   

 

Concerns about the future of natural areas in contemporary Australia can also be 

viewed in the context of a strong environmental history, as documented in chapter 2. 

Indeed environmental concerns expressed in a social climate of varying degrees of 

environmental exploitation have been a theme in Euro-Australian history. For example, 

concerns have driven what some might call epic social struggles to protect areas from 
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development, such as Victoria’s Little Desert and Tasmania’s Lake Pedder in the late 

1960s/early 1970s (Garden, 2005), and the Franklin River in the early 1980s (Frawley, 

1994). 

 

5.4.4.7   Use narrative 

 

The Use narrative in the Accept frame, like the Use narrative in the Control frame, 

adopts a broad definition of use. It views the regrowth as useful in terms of stabilising 

soil, preventing erosion, “pioneering” degraded land, and providing habitat. The 

regrowth is viewed as a good use of land in the context of relatively infertile soils 

deemed unsuited to agriculture. Words such as “useful”, “role”, “purpose”, and 

“function” are used to describe the regrowth in this narrative. When speaking of the 

benefits of the regrowth, many respondents pointed out its “roles” and “uses”, with the 

regrowth portrayed as “having a job to do”.  

 

The value of regrowth is highlighted through imagining the probable greater extent 

of soil erosion in its absence in the following quotations. 

 

 All of the dams are really full and water just rushes through the bush. 
So without the scrub you could expect there’d be a lot more 
erosion…the scrub sort of binds it together. (RE 40) 
 
Imagine how bad things would have been after the goldrush, even more 
of the landscape would have just washed away. We’d be even more 
severely eroded…as hard as that is to imagine in some places. So…I 
see it actually as a really useful soil coloniser and stabiliser. (SG 45) 

 

Recognition of the regrowth as a successional process was strongly associated with 

the Accept frame, particularly among NRM or environmental management practitioners 

or educators. The “pioneering” role was highlighted through the use of metaphors which 

I have highlighted in bold in the following quotations. I have also highlighted words and 

phrases relating to the Use narrative.  

 

 It has got that protective role. (F 16) 
 
 That and the acacia provide a sort of a stepping stone through to 

developing the ground to a point where the eucalypts are able to 
regenerate and other species. (E 17) 
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 We know if it’s left to grow and other vegetation comes up with it 
there’s other vegetation and eventually…it will go out and it will 
disappear, because the other vegetation will take over and it’s done its 
job. (LG 35) 

 

One of the uses of the regrowth frequently highlighted was its provision of habitat. 

 

  I know it’s habitat as well for your smaller birds. (SG 50) 

 

The habitat value of the shrubby regrowth was also highlighted in a presentation of 

the shrubby regrowth at a Land and Biodiversity Implementation Forum. 

 

Theoretically we can expect this to be pretty good for wildlife. (1 P) 
 
Regrowth is really valuable for birds. (1 P) 

 
It is instructive to look at the view of regrowth as habitat in the context of the 

official documents. An emphasis on native vegetation as habitat was found, with 

native vegetation described as “native habitat” and “habitats” with relatively 

frequent use of the word “habitat” (see Tables 2 and 3 in Appendix 3). 

 

Utilitarian values (aside from habitat as previously mentioned) were clearly evident 

in the official documents reviewed. Explicit in some strategies, such as Victoria’s 

Biodiversity Strategy and the North Central Catchment Strategy, was the “asset-based” 

approach. This approach assigns values to environmental “resources”, for example 

describing certain benefits flowing from ecosystems as “ecosystem services”. The 

“asset-based” approach suggests viewing the environment through the lens of 

usefulness, with the utilitarian view inherent in the definition of “ecosystem services”. 

 

The goods and services provided by natural ecosystems that are valued 
because of the role they play in creating a healthy environment for 
human beings. This includes the provision of clean water; the 
maintenance of liveable climates; the pollination of crops and native 
vegetation; and the fulfilment of people’s cultural, spiritual and 
intellectual needs. (GBCMA, 2013, p. 74) 

 
Frequent references to native flora and fauna as “natural resources”, “biodiversity 

assets”, and “natural assets”, and references to “natural resource management” to 

describe human interactions with the environment, indicate the utilitarian approach 



 
 

 
210 

 

adopted by official government bodies. This is underlined by dictionary definitions of 

asset as “a useful or valuable quality” (Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992, p. 62) and 

resource as “2a. the means available to achieve an end, fulfil a function, etc. 2b. a stock 

or supply that can be drawn on” (Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992, p. 974). 

 

Another example, taken from the North Central Native Vegetation Plan, indicates the 

utilitarian view of the environment.  

 

The North Central Native Vegetation Plan represents a key 
development in the sustainable use of natural resources in the region. It 
recognises the vital contribution that native vegetation plays in 
maintaining the health of our catchments. (NCCMA, 2005, p. iv) 

 
In the official case documents reviewed, natural regeneration was portrayed as a 

useful “ecosystem service” and presented as providing an opportunity for low-cost 

broad scale native vegetation gains. Aside from the fact that there are no photographic 

images of regrowth in any of the documents, the positive view of regeneration in the 

documents  provides an interesting contrast to ambivalent views of the regrowth 

expressed by some environmental management practitioners (many of them government 

employees). While the abstract concept of natural regeneration might be broadly agreed 

as a positive “ecosystem service”, the vast expanses of shrubby regrowth in the 

regrowth country were viewed with somewhat less enthusiasm, as previously discussed.  

 
 

Another use of regrowth is its potential to store carbon. Questions from landholders 

relating to the use of regrowth and regeneration to claim “carbon credits” were observed 

at a seminar on carbon farming. While the questions did not pertain to the shrubby 

regrowth in particular, they did refer to spontaneous reforestation. Two of the fifteen 

questions from the floor related to this. 

 

I have a regrowth block covered by a conservation covenant—can I 
claim carbon credits? (3 AM 3) 

 
Post 2007 if you cleared and then got a whole lot of regeneration, is that 
eligible or not? I would imagine there’s a fair bit of land across Victoria 
in this state. (3 AM 4) 

 

Utilitarian values expressed in the Use narrative can be viewed in the context of the 

dominant utilitarian values underpinned by Enlightenment thinking in contemporary 
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Australia (Adams, 2003a). The positive “use” values of regrowth were highlighted 

throughout the case data, and the conservation-minded respondents were typically quick 

to point out the useful qualities of the regrowth. This may reflect an instrumental or 

utilitarian view of nature. It may also reflect a way of promoting regrowth that aligns 

with more anthropocentric social values, perhaps reflecting an intuitive understanding 

that such an approach would resonate with dominant societal values.  

 

Utilitarian views expressed in the Use narrative are consistent with findings of 

studies of remnant vegetation in Australia (Dettman, Hamilton, & Curtis, 2000) and 

studies of regrowth known as “secondary wilderness” internationally (Bauer, 2005). 

The Australian study on perceptions of Box Ironbark vegetation (Dettman, Hamilton, & 

Curtis, 2000) showed that most landholders attributed strong utilitarian values to Box 

Ironbark remnants while also valuing its habitat/wildlife, aesthetic and recreational 

qualities. The Box Ironbark study is particularly relevant to my study because it also 

focuses on the Box Ironbark country. Bauer (2005), in her study of views of “secondary 

wilderness” developing on ex-agricultural land in Switzerland, found that usefulness 

from an economic and leisure-oriented perspective was viewed as important. 

 

Utilitarian views went beyond the regrowth to the land itself. Several respondents 

made comparative comments about the regrowth being a “better land use” than 

agriculture on relatively infertile soils. The notion that land has a “use” came through 

strongly. Respondents often expressed the view that the regrowth country was not suited 

to agricultural pursuits due to its low fertility soils, and was comparatively better suited 

to regrowth as a “land use”. It was felt that the regrowth country should not have been 

cleared for agriculture to begin with, and would be better off environmentally with the 

regrowth rather than as remaining under “productive” use. As such, the regrowth is 

being seen as an obvious case of failed human agency.  

 

 Due to its soil type…it’s not suited to intensive agriculture, so I see that 
as a much better land use—having it as native vegetation. And I guess 
to look at the shire as a whole, it’s over 90% cleared of its native 
vegetation, so, where there’s areas where it can be returned—that’s 
fantastic! (LG 5) 

 
This is consistent with findings in a study looking at views of agriculture and nature 

in Australia, which found that farming is generally understood to have damaged the 

natural environment rather than enhanced it (Saltzman, Head & Stenseke, 2011).  
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This is in contrast, however, to views expressed in several other European studies, 

where spontaneous reforestation was associated with cultural loss. For example, a multi-

country study in Europe found that “most stakeholders in all the study areas associated 

landscape visualisations showing spontaneous reforestation with agricultural decline 

and implied wider negative consequences on the communities, and hence rated them 

negatively” (Soliva et al., 2008, p. 67). In Norway and Greece “land abandonment and 

spontaneous reforestation was viewed as disrespectful to the labours of their ancestors” 

(Soliva et al., 2008, p. 62). A study in the Swiss Alps found more negative views 

expressed around spontaneous reforestation by residents than by non-residents because 

of fears of losing “cultural heritage and … income opportunities” (Marcel Hunziker et 

al., 2008, p. 145). Concerns along similar lines were expressed about “bush 

encroachment” onto farmland in Norway (Lange Vik et al., 2010). 

 

5.4.4.8   Aesthetics narrative 

 

The Aesthetics narrative in the Accept frame views the regrowth as attractive. Some 

respondents commented that they liked the look or the aroma of the shrubby regrowth, 

often while acknowledging that generally other people do not find it attractive.  

 

Some respondents acknowledged that because they could understand the restorative 

role of shrubby regrowth in the environment they looked at it appreciatively and could 

see the beauty in it. 

 

 Some people don’t find it attractive aesthetically…so there’s aesthetic 
perceptions but…I don’t have that trouble…I think I’ve got an 
ecologists eye that actually appreciates—I can understand the apparent 
mess as a place, and it looks actually healthy to me.  (NG 44) 

 

As illustrated by the above quotation, respondents with a positive outlook of the 

shrubby regrowth tended not to object to its appearance. This is consistent with Gobster 

et al. (2007, p. 264), who suggested that “knowledge and cognitive processes can 

change perceptions” due to the complexity involved in human perceptual responses. 

They provided the example of a landscape giving one pleasure if one is able to discern 

its ecological values. Mayerfeld Bell (2009) also referred to the interrelatedness 

between what we see and what we understand. This was evident in the views of some 

respondents who were able to appreciate beauty in the regrowth country because they 
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were aware of the ecological merits of the regrowth. Of interest here is that people are 

enabled to come to an appreciation of the regrowth through discourse that builds frames 

of view. 

 

Evolutionary and cultural landscape preference theories may help explain why 

nobody enthused about the appearance of the regrowth, and why there were no 

photographic images of regrowth in the documents. Blocked views, impeded access, 

low complexity, lack of focal points, and few signs of human intent have all been shown 

to lead to lower preferences in previous studies, as discussed earlier. 

 

5.4.5   Linkages between the narratives  

 

There are numerous conceptual linkages between the narratives and their components, 

both within the Control and Accept frames. These linkages pair certain narratives, for 

example for respondents viewing the regrowth as weedy, often they expressed anxiety 

about it “taking over”, hence linking the Weed and Anxiety narratives. In Table 5.9 the 

linkages are made briefly, and quotations are provided to illustrate each link. Extended 

versions of some of the quotations have appeared previously. While the linkages capture 

congruent expressions of narratives within the same frames, the Ambivalent frame 

captures incongruous expressions, which straddle both the Control and Accept frames, 

as detailed in 5.4.6. 

  

Nature	  

narrative	  Anxiety	  

narrative	  
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Table 5.9   

Linkages Between the Narratives 
 
Narratives 
linked 

Detail (example may be included) 

Weed and 
Aesthetic  
narratives 

Where regrowth was viewed as a weed, sometimes comments were 
made about unattractiveness, linking these two narratives. 

and that particular area I was talking about the Chinese 
scrub, I really don’t know how you would ever bring it back 
to what I call … looking good again. To me—I suppose 
it’s—some people might think it’s OK—they might like it 
but I’ve just grown up hating it (F 41). 

Weed and  
Use  
narratives 

If land use conflicted with regrowth a strong Weed narrative was often 
evident. 

I clear it in areas I want to use myself for paddocks, ‘cos 
stock won’t eat it, so if you do want…sheep or anything, 
you’ve got to clear it out.  (B 42). 

Weed and 
Anxiety 
narratives 

The Weed narrative is linked to the Anxiety narrative where regrowth is 
viewed as “out of control” and “taking over”. Language used is 
suggestive of an underlying anxiety about loss of control, such as: “it’s 
crept up on us” and it is “creeping in”. 

Weed and 
Nature 
narratives 

These two narratives are linked when respondents viewed the regrowth 
as “not natural” or “natural but problematic”.  

Well it is an exotic plant … like the European carp…once 
it’s got a foothold, it’ll take over.  (BK 32).  

Anxiety and 
Nature 
narratives, and 
Anxiety and 
Conservation 
narratives 

Some respondents expressing the Nature and Conservation narratives 
also expressed the Anxiety narrative regarding the environment in 
general, and regrowth in particular. Concern for the future wellbeing of 
the regrowth was expressed by those viewing the regrowth as natural 
and therefore beneficial. 

I know it’s unsecure—so it’s vulnerable… so I look at and 
enjoy it but I know it’s very vulnerable (B 19). 

Bird and 
Nature 
narratives, and 
Bird and 
Conservation 
narratives 

Respondents viewing the regrowth as natural and therefore beneficial 
often expressed the Bird, Nature and Conservation narratives. 

but then the Cassinia shrublands are good habitat for Gilberts 
Whistler and you know that’s really hanging… (SG 13) 

Restoration 
and 
Conservation 
narratives 

These two narratives are linked in that respondents who viewed 
the regrowth as natural and therefore beneficial, were often 
interested in both nature conservation and nature restoration. 

 

Bird	  

narrative	  

Conservati

on	  narrative	  
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Table 5.9 

Linkages Between the Narratives (cont.) 
 
Narratives 
linked 

Detail (example may be included) 

Restoration 
and Use 
narratives 

 

These two are linked where respondents expressing the Restoration 
narrative viewed the regrowth as useful in fulfilling a land repair 
function, including soil stabilisation and the role in succession. 

…it’s really clear the Cassinia is functioning as a nurse crop.   
(NG 44) 

Restoration 
and Nature 
narratives 

 

Among respondents expressing the Restoration narrative there was a 
strong emphasis on the merits of biodiversity, sometimes resulting in the 
view of regrowth as natural but problematic because it was viewed to be 
insufficiently diverse, or indeed monocultural. 

…it needs to be beefed up a bit to get it to do something better you 
know…cos it is a good opportunity, cos its better than bare ground, 
but you know it’d be good if there was some plan or some scheme 
of saying you know Cassinia…you got your Cassinia then the next 
things to do after that…so you say OK… 20 hectares of 
Cassinia…at eucalypts at this spacing or something and then some 
process then to speed up succession … because people … like to 
see something happening. Just to see Cassinia I don’t think would 
be what you’d want.  (NG 12) 

Others expressing the Restoration narrative viewed the regrowth as 
natural and therefore beneficial: 

I think of it as a coloniser. …so … the first thing you might see in 
this succession that gets it back to its natural state.  (SG 49) 

Conservation 
and Use 
narratives 

 

These two narratives are linked because respondents expressing the 
Conservation narrative often pointed out the utilitarian values of the 
regrowth. 

It [the Cassinia]  provides more biomass …as leaves fall off it and 
fall onto the ground you’ve got more material to slow water 
down…you’ve got more root systems in there, you’ve got them 
aerating the soil… (SG 1) 

Conservation 
and Aesthetic 
narratives, and 
Restoration 
and Aesthetic 
narratives 

 

These narratives are linked in that often respondents who valued the 
regrowth from a conservation or restoration perspective also thought 
that the regrowth was attractive, or at least did not object to its 
appearance. The following quotation has been used before, but I use it 
again, as it best illustrates the connection between these two narratives. 

…some people don’t find it attractive aesthetically … so there’s 
aesthetic perceptions but … I don’t have that trouble…I think I’ve 
got an ecologists eye that actually appreciates—I can understand 
the apparent mess as a place, and it looks actually healthy to me… 
(NG 44) 
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5.4.6   The Ambivalent frame 

 

While I have alluded to ambivalent and ambiguous responses in earlier sections, in this 

section I explore them in detail. Ambivalence as defined in the dictionary is “the 

coexistence in one person’s mind of opposing feelings, esp. love and hate, in a single 

context” (Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992, p. 32). Strongly ambivalent responses 

comprise both positive and negative evaluations of the regrowth. In this section I 

summarise the narratives (Table 5.10) and then look at initial responses to questioning 

about regrowth and provide evidence of ambivalent responses. The ambivalence 

typically related to the regrowth’s perceived threat to human control through its 

abundance, ability to spread (often labelled “invasiveness”), monocultural make-up, and 

flammability. 

 

Often shrubby regrowth remained unmentioned by respondents after quite exhaustive 

questioning about the local vegetation, even among those living in regrowth country and 

surrounded by thousands of hectares of regrowth. One would think the shrubby 

regrowth would be difficult not to mention as it visually dominates many parts of the 

regrowth country. After no spontaneous discussion of the regrowth, I was compelled to 

ask about the regrowth directly, and often there would be an intriguing immediate 

response to my questioning such as a laugh or extended pause. I often got the sense of 

puzzlement in people about why I would be interested in shrubby regrowth, as 

illustrated by the following: 

 

So... you’re very interested in that sort of stuff—is there a reason why? 
(CFA 51) 

 
 Well…why are people so interested in it? (laughs) (SG 3) 
 

The lack of spontaneous mention is referred to by Head and Muir (2004), who found 

a similar pattern among respondents in the context of their backyard gardens in 

Australia in relation to plants that were self-seeded. They suggested the backyard 

owners may not have perceived the self-sown plants to be an important part of their 

backyards.  
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Table 5.10  

Summary of Narratives in the Ambivalent Frame 

Narrative Narrative details 

Restoration-

Anxiety 

Nature conservation is very important. Because shrubby regrowth is 

providing land restoration functions it is a valuable part of the natural 

environment. On the other hand, Chinese scrub is taking over and it is also 

posing a serious fire risk. 

Restoration-

Nature 

It is important for us to restore the land and undo some of the damage 

caused by humans. Cassinia is restoring the land. However, it does seem to 

be a monoculture and seems to be taking too long to lead to the biodiversity 

we need. It requires human intervention to achieve the diversity we are 

looking for. 

Restoration-

Aesthetic 

It is important for us to restore the land and undo some of the damage 

caused by humans. Cassinia is providing some useful restoration functions 

and is providing useful habitat. However, it is not attractive and is just too 

invasive. It’s not a proper forest. 

Nature-

anxiety 

Native plants and the natural environment are good. Cassinia is a part of the 

natural system. Because it belongs, it is a good part of the system. On the 

other hand it is dominating the landscape and anything that dominates is not 

good because we need diversity where everything is in balance. The 

regrowth does seem to be taking over. 

 
 

I recall a friend (working in the NRM field) expressing hilarity that I was 

undertaking a doctorate on shrubby regrowth, suggesting it is a topic not considered of 

sufficient substance to warrant such a study. What is it about the shrubby regrowth? A 

clue can be found in this comment: 

 
There’s … thousands of hectares that’ve been regenerated … essentially 
unseen by whoever happens to own that property … the scale of it was 
essentially unseen until we did this study.  (E 48) 

 

In the blogs reviewed, Lunt (2011e, 2013) commented about the lack of attention to 

regrowth in rural Australia. Shoard (2000, 2003) made similar comments about 

“brownfield” sites in the UK undergoing regeneration. Shoard (2000, p. 74) described 

responses to the “inbetween” landscape at the urban/rural interface, which typically 
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contains a mix of “unloved land use functions … unkempt wasteland[s] frequently 

swathed in riotous growths of colourful plants, both native and exotic”. She called this 

both an unacknowledged, “ignored landscape” and a “reviled” one, maintaining such 

landscapes are typically ignored both by the public and planners, and that, “for most of 

us, most of the time, this mysterious no man’s land passes unnoticed: in our 

imaginations, as opposed to our actual lives, it barely exists” (Shoard, 2000, p. 74).  

 

5.4.6.1  Complexity and half-heartedness 

 

Interview respondents’ views were often complex in that a respondent typically had 

more than one view of the regrowth (and sometimes held opposing views).  Further, 

while many respondents recognised the restorative role of shrubby regrowth in the 

landscape, they did not embrace it wholeheartedly. Rather, there was a sense of half-

heartedness and ambivalence in many responses, often expressed through metaphorical 

language. It seemed that the abundance, the perceived monocultural nature of the 

regrowth, and its dominance in the landscape was unsettling or disturbing from the 

perspective of human control.  

 

A similar half-hearted response was observed at a presentation on the shrubby 

regrowth to a gathering of environmental management practitioners. The context that 

most of these practitioners work in is one of varying degrees of environmental 

degradation and widescale biodiversity decline, typical of many rural landscapes in 

Australia. A well-respected ecologist introduced the regrowth extent and biophysical 

properties, acknowledged its disadvantages, and highlighted its environmental benefits. 

He broadly presented the shrubby regrowth in a very positive light as reversing the 

trend in biodiversity decline in the Box Ironbark study area and offering many 

environmental benefits. One might expect that the regrowth would hence be embraced 

as an opportunity by those working in the environmental field. However, while some 

audience members expressed enthusiasm about the regrowth, the general audience 

response could be described as half-hearted. Reservations were difficult to pinpoint, 

perhaps due to what was not said in the way of positive comments, as much as what was 

voiced. Implied were perceptions of regrowth as monocultures, and a subtle tension 

between human agency and agency in nature. For example, the question posed to the 
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presenter “and is it just passive?” (1 AM 4) implies that the regrowth is somehow 

lacking because it occurs without human involvement.  

 

Half-heartedness aside, expressing multiple views is consistent with other social 

environmental studies. For example, according to Hunziker (1995), respondents’ views 

of spontaneous reforestation in ex-agricultural land in Switzerland usually comprised 

more than one dimension, appearing to result in ambivalent responses. In a social study 

of environmental quality by Hull et al. (2003), individuals typically expressed multiple 

values. This expression of multiple views can be explained by the complexities inherent 

in cultural interactions with the environment generally. In the words of Ann Spirn:  

 

 Landscape meaning is complex, layered, ambiguous, never simple or 
linear. A river flows, provides, creates, destroys, simultaneously a path 
and a boundary, even a gateway. Fire consumes, transforms, and renews. 
(Spirn, 1998, p. 33) 

 

There was also a sense of threat to human control implicit in ambivalent responses, 

with a juxtaposed simultaneous recognition of positive qualities in the regrowth. While 

many respondents viewed the shrubby regrowth as fulfilling a role, its abundance was 

seen to make it a difficult phenomenon. Some described it as “the hard part”, “a difficult 

species”, and “natural to a point”.  

 

Responses were ambiguous when respondents spoke of the benefits of regrowth but 

used language suggesting a negative view, as previously mentioned. For example, 

sometimes respondents expressing positive views used military metaphors with negative 

connotations relating to the loss of control, such as “invasive” and “takes over”. Other 

words with negative connotations, such as “encroachment” were also used to describe 

what respondents saw as a positive expansion of shrubby regrowth. To illustrate, the 

following quotations come from interview respondents who spoke of the benefits of 

regrowth (with negative words highlighted in bold). 

 

A lot of landowners think it’s a weed and…they’re entitled to that 
opinion…it is quite invasive but you’ve actually got to look at it being 
invasive for a reason. (SG 29) 
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There’s been quite significant…de-stocking and encroachment of the 
native vegetation on previously cleared or semi-cleared farmland… 
you’re seeing that transformation of native veg[etation] taking over.  (B 
19) 

 
As it is a colonising plant it’ll take over and it spreads like wildfire when 
it gets going.  (SG 50) 
 
It’s just an understorey plant—it belongs in the box ironbark landscape. 
And …it’ll take over good land just as quickly as it’ll take over bad 
land if that land is over-cleared or left bare…or if its suddenly de-
stocked, well then it might just be the weed that happens to get first 
purchase.  (PN 37a) 

 

Further, a presentation by a direct seeding practitioner was observed at a Catchment 

Management meeting in the regrowth country, where the practitioner described a 

conflict between intentional direct seeding of native species, and the spread of the 

regrowth. He described the regrowth as “taking over”, and there was no comment that 

perhaps the direct seeding site may have been better carried out elsewhere where natural 

processes of regeneration were not as effective. 

 

Such language can be interpreted as an expression of ambiguity or perhaps as 

implying ambivalence about the regrowth. The language can also be interpreted simply 

as a lack of linguistic awareness, with people engaging the commonly used terms 

without reflective thought. It seemed that while respondents were typically using the 

phrases “invasive” and “taking over” in the same way to mean nature “taking control”, 

as defined in the dictionary (Hughes, Michell, & Ramson, 1992), the regrowth was a 

concern to those with a negative viewpoint, and not concerning for those with a positive 

view of the regrowth. The use of the phrases “taking over” and “invasive” may be 

considered counterproductive for those aiming to promote the value of shrubby 

regrowth because they could be inadvertently facilitating a negative view by evoking a 

sense of fear.  

 

In Chapter 3 I demonstrated the profound subconscious influence that frames have 

on shaping human understanding and guiding interpretation. I have also shown that 

language is fundamentally important in the construction of frames that subconsciously 

influence viewpoints. Several authors, including Larson (2011) and Colautti and 

MacIsaac (2004), cautioned against using terms with subconscious associations, 

particularly emotive ones such as “taking over” and “invasive”. They argued that 
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emotive language can influence views and emotions, and increase anxiety. Larson 

(2011) provided the example of the term “invasional meltdown” coined by a biologist, 

evoking threatening imagery that can incite fear. 

 

Some respondents associated their relatively positive view of the regrowth with the 

acquisition of knowledge. However, there was a sense that perhaps it was difficult for 

them to overcome reservations about the regrowth and that viewing the regrowth in a 

positive light was not straightforward. The following comparative quotation illustrates 

the complex and contradictory emotions experienced in relation to regrowth: 

 

It doesn’t worry me—I wouldn’t go there and cut it…I learned to like it. I 
didn’t like it but I changed my opinion—I learned to like it because it’s 
doing something to the land…at least the land is not eroding away.  (B 
21) 

 

The same lack of enthusiasm is apparent in the following comment. 

 

 I’ve been kind of trained not to despise it as much as other people, 
because [of] coming from the botanical and nursery side of things I 
suppose.  (PN 37a) 

 

Ambivalence about the shrubby regrowth seemed in large part to be related to its 

abundance in the landscape, and its perceived monocultural nature, clashing with 

concepts of human control and notions of balance and diversity, as illustrated by the 

following: 

 

If it’s one predominant species that’s dominating the landscape, it 
becomes an issue. (F 16) 

 

Metaphors were often used to give a sense of monocultures and abundance, as 

discussed earlier.  The perception of the regrowth as flammable and hence a fire hazard 

was another source of ambivalence among some respondents who expressed enthusiasm 

for the regrowth’s capacity to restore land. Although somewhat understated, this 

concern is apparent in the following two quotations and is discussed further in a later 

section: 
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 The Cassinia—I know it’s a natural native pioneer—and that’s what it 
does but it is a bit of a worry that it’s a flammable one and so flammable.  
(E 26) 

 
It’s great—I’d hate to see it all removed—even if it is a bit of a fire 
hazard. (laughs) (B 23) 

 

Another source of ambivalence was about suspicious activity in the regrowth. An 

association was made by some respondents between inhabitants of regrowth country 

and illicit or suspicious activity such as would be seen on the margins of society. 

References to cheap land were made, with an implication that it was affordable for 

people of low socio-economic means—people who were perhaps unsavoury or involved 

in illegal activities such as growing drugs. People were referred to as hiding in the 

regrowth and using it to screen their activities.  There are both subtle and overt 

expressions of these notions. 

 
The land is affordable around Heathcote…people hide away in the bush 
and never come out! (laughs)…they want the isolation…people talk 
about the hermits…people from Melbourne.  (LG 5) 

 
I was told when I started this job that there are (chuckles) some people 
you don’t want to meet or mix with, because you know…cheaper land… 
and people sort of retreat for all sorts of reasons, and live in shipping 
containers and all this sort of thing. (SG 8) 

 
The guy grew hydroponic drugs in all the sheds and they were seized—
his property was seized, because of receiving proceeds of illegal…so it 
was sold on to some nicer people. Yeh so they both went to goal. (B 42) 

 
People were on the run sort of thing (laughs), or were hiding out (laughs). 
I can’t say that I had any direct contact with them…it doesn’t seem hard 
to imagine when you go up there though.  (NG 18) 

 
I think some of the people who live in there want to be hard to find 
too…I’m not too sure what activities actually go on in there (laughs)… 
they can be very standoffish. There’ll be signs saying “keep out, private 
property”, with chains on gates and things like that and structures set well 
back off the road.  (CFA 31) 

 

Perceptions of unsavoury and disorderly, or even dangerous behaviour have been 

found in urban areas undergoing processes of regrowth in research internationally. 

These have been attributed to a lack of visual signs of human control and order 

(Edensor, 2005; Morgan, 2001/02; Schneekloth, 2006; Tonnelat, 2008).  
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5.4.6.2   Interpreting the ambivalence 

 

Ambivalent responses surrounding the regrowth can be explained in terms of loose 

space and liminality, in terms of the affront it represents to human control and ideas of 

order, and lastly in terms of landscape preferences—all of which are discussed in this 

section. 

 

Regrowth can be seen to confuse human categories that provide us with a sense of 

order and reduce ambiguity. Humans prefer clear concepts and boundaries that help us 

understand the world, but in this ordering some things do not belong and are labelled as 

“dirt” or “out of place” (Douglas, 1966; Sibley, 1995). When such boundaries become 

blurred and the categories unclear, a looseness results (Edensor, 2005; Schneekloth, 

2006) and a sense of “liminality” (Sibley, 1995, Head & Muir, 2006), the ambiguity of 

which can challenge our categories. This can be unsettling.  

 

Regrowth can be seen to occupy a liminal zone. Such zones have been described as 

“not belonging” because they do not fit into clearly defined categories, hence creating a 

sense of ambiguity, discontinuity, and potential anxiety (Sibley, 1995). Liminal states 

often result from the transgression of dualisms such as nature/culture and 

wild/domesticated (Head & Muir, 2006). According to French philosopher Foucault, 

transgression is “an action that involves the limit, that narrow zone of a line where it 

displays the flash of its passage, but perhaps also its entire trajectory, even its origin; it 

is likely that transgression has its entire space in the line it crosses” (Foucault, 2003 

[1963], p. 445).  Foucault has poetically emphasised the essence of transgression for 

us—as the seemingly innocuous yet profound crossing of a line or boundary. The act of 

transgression in the regrowth country involves the regrowth growing over the line—a 

human imposed boundary, whether it be dividing public and private land or a paddock 

allocated for conservation rather than production purposes.  In transgressing these 

boundaries between public and private land (between “nature” and “culture”), shrubby 

regrowth has effectively blurred the demarcation between the agency of nature and the 

agency of humans.  

 

This transgression of the nature/culture divide is evident in that, to some, it is neither 

a “proper forest” nor a “proper farm” or indeed “hobby farm” exemplifying human 

intent and control. Although exemplifying agency in nature, to many it cannot be seen 
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as wholly “natural” because it is not “pristine”. Rather, it has spread in response to 

human activity and because it is not considered a “proper forest”. Neither is it seen as 

cultural. It has materialised in spite of human intention and not because of it. Dove 

(1992, p. 241) described  the stage of vegetative succession known as the “jangala” in 

Pakistan in a similar way, as “poised half way between nature and culture…as the 

product of progressive natural forces and retrogressive human forces, it is a product of 

both society and nature”. 

 

“Loose space”, also pertains to spaces that are not clearly defined—their meanings 

are not straightforward (Schneekloth, 2006). Loose space can also be applied to shrubby 

regrowth. Such spaces are often places undergoing processes of regrowth and where 

human control is generally absent (Schneekloth, 2006). How is the regrowth country an 

example of loose space? Regrowth is unsettling to some because it is not clear what it 

is. In living memory the country was farmland, and now it is neither farmland nor 

forest, neither remnant vegetation nor planted vegetation…neither culture nor nature, 

rather, something “betwixt and between” (Zukin, 1991). Findings relating to 

government (from my observations, document reviews, and interviews involving 

government) suggest that the shrubby regrowth is not quite fitting comfortably into 

typical official categories of remnant vegetation, regeneration, or revegetation. 

Ambivalence expressed relate to this confusion of what “place type” the shrubby 

regrowth is. It hence appears to be occupying a liminal zone, and likely has for some 

time considering that shrubby regrowth has been recorded in the regrowth country for 

several decades (Geddes et al., 2011), yet only acknowledged and researched quite 

recently by ecologists. 

 

Parallels can also be drawn between regrowth country and “interstitial zones” in the 

context of industrial ruins (see Figure 5.4) which are “assumed to be socially useless 

along lines of economic value and utilitarian notions of order” (Edensor, 2005, p. 17). 

Like ruins, regrowth transgresses boundaries “between human and natural spaces”, 

hence confusing the dualism between “urban-human and rural-natural” (Edensor, 2005, 

p. 51). Both Edensor (2005) and Schneekloth (2006) referred to the resulting 

“looseness” of space.  
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Figure 5.4. Ambivalence in terms of liminality, loose space, transgression, and human 

notions of order and control. 
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Industrial ruins (like shrubby regrowth in some instances) are typically categorised as 

wasteland and hence “devoid of positive social, material, aesthetic qualities … 

identified by the assumed absence of activity or function” (Edensor, 2005, p. 9). 

Previously productive places are no longer useful, or have been used up, and become 

“rubbish”. With the processes of nature coming to the fore they can represent former 

prosperity and a contrasting uncertain future. According to Woodward (2012, p. 17), “a 

ruin represents a contest between people and nature. We watch a battle between the 

ambitions of the builder and the processes of nature—with nature expressed, above all, 

by spontaneous vegetation”. Interviewees involved in controlling regrowth certainly 

related to the notion of a contest, with their will pitted against that of nature. 

 

Both Edensor (2005) and Hetherington (1997) used Foucault’s (1986) concept of 

“heterotopias” to characterise these loose spaces, as detailed by Jorgensen and Tylecote 

(2007). Hetherington (1997) called these “in-between spaces” or “space-betweens” as 

“places of Otherness”, which comprise an alternative arrangement of elements. 

Otherness, he maintained, can mean “something without, something excessive or 

something incongruous” (Hetherington, 1997, p. 8). My findings showed the regrowth 

is regarded as representing all three, in that it is something without (lacking in both 

human control, and commonly, trees), something excessive (vast acreages of shrubby 

regrowth “dominating” the country), and something incongruous (out of place in 

controlled and ordered private land). 

 

Hetherington (1997) and Schneekloth (2006), among others, maintained that these 

loose spaces can occur where socio-ecological circumstances allow. Jorgensen and 

Tylecote (2007) took these ideas a step further in the urban context, building on Zukin’s 

model of landscapes, where, regardless of the type (i.e., ordered “power landscapes” or 

more expressive “vernacular landscapes”), most of these landscapes are strongly 

influenced by continuous human intent (Zukin, 1991). Jorgensen and Tylecote (1997, p. 

453) suggested a contrasting category of “representational space”, one “in which human 

agency does not appear to be a formative or “reflected” process” as follows:  

 

These interstitial spaces exist in the gaps between both power and 
vernacular landscapes (of all types found in the urban context) and 
include woodland, unused allotments, river corridors, derelict or 
brownfield sites and especially areas in which the spontaneous growth of 
vegetation through natural succession suggests that natural rather than 
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human agencies are in control of shaping the land. (Jorgensen & 
Tylecote, 1997, p. 453) 

 

In the book titled Urban Wildscapes, Anna Jorgensen has since defined these areas 

more broadly as “wildscapes”: a “wildscape can be seen as an idea, a way of thinking 

about urban space, rather than a closed category that can be spatially located” 

(Jorgensen, 2012, p. 2). Key features, however, remain as urban spaces where typical 

human control is absent, hence enabling natural processes to shape the land, particularly 

through spontaneous natural succession. I explore this further in the next section.  

 

5.4.6.3  Regrowth country as an “interstitial zone” and “the edgelands” 

 

Parallels can be drawn between regrowth country and the North West European 

“interstitial wilderness landscapes” as described by Jorgensen and Tylecote (2007), both 

in its character and in human responses to it. Interstitial landscapes are gaps in urban 

landscapes where human agency appears to be secondary, particularly where “the 

spontaneous growth of vegetation through natural succession suggests that nature is in 

control rather than humans” (Jorgensen & Tylecote, 2007, p. 443).  Similar to the 

regrowth in my case study, the seeming absence of human agency in interstitial 

landscapes contrasts with the typical urban landscapes formed by human activity. 

Drawing on the literature, Jorgensen and Tylecote (2007) largely attributed the 

ambivalence or negative regard with which these landscapes are typically held to the 

notion that they represent a very powerful nature that threatens to take over. Jorgensen 

and Tylecote (2007) pointed out that these landscapes do not conform to socially 

approved ideas of mature forest nor of ordered human landscapes, they are unmanaged 

(problematic for people using an aesthetic of care), it is difficult to discern if humans 

are in control (especially problematic for those with anthropocentric values), and 

because they are not regarded as “pristine” due to past human influences. Further, the 

return of nature to former humanised landscapes can be associated with a waste of 

previous human endeavour and a view that such places are wasted and devoid of useful 

function (Jorgensen & Tylecote, 2007).  

 

Regrowth country also exhibits parallels to Shoard’s (2000, 2003) “edgeland” 

landscapes in the United Kingdom, so-called “brownfield” sites at the rural/urban 

interface, with “untamed” their essential feature. Typically such sites are unmanaged, 
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untidy, abundant in wildlife and both native and exotic vegetation (Shoard, 2000). 

According to Shoard, they tend to be either ignored or despised (both responses evident 

in my case data). She suggested that typically ambivalent responses to these landscapes 

stem from a perceived unruliness that defies human order and a perceived lack of 

usefulness, both perceptions recorded in my study. Shoard (2003) urged that these 

landscapes be recognised in their own right for their environmental qualities such as 

wildlife habitat, and as a record of human land use history that may yield insights 

potentially useful for the future. Her plea was echoed by Qviström and Saltzman (2008) 

and Qviström (2007) in Sweden, who described the urban fringe as an “ambiguous” 

place, lacking recognition as a legitimate landscape because it has transgressed the 

rural/urban dichotomy. The “hybrid” nature of these fringe areas was viewed as “out of 

order”, and hence typically attracted ordering activities by planners keen to categorise 

places according to the nature/culture dichotomy. Aligning themselves with Shoard 

(2000), they endorsed reinterpreting these fringe places from “edgelands of problems” 

to “edgelands of promise” (Qviström and Saltzman, 2008, p. 143). 

 

To recap on this exploration of ambivalent responses to regrowth, a key feature of 

the regrowth is that it has transgressed conceptual human boundaries, both those 

physically manifested (such as fencelines separating private from public land) and more 

abstract ones (such as the nature/culture divide). It can be interpreted as occupying a 

liminal zone and exemplifying loose space, typically a source of unease. The 

transgression of human boundaries now takes us into the territory of power relations.  

 

5.4.6.4   Regrowth and power 

 

The regrowth can be considered in relation to Foucault’s ideas of power. I take a lead 

from a study by Palmer (2003), who adapted and applied Foucault’s concept of the 

power dynamics between humans and animals in the context of urbanisation. Palmer 

suggested that in the face of ongoing colonisation by humans, animals resisted human 

power in a variety of ways. Could the “colonising” regrowth be viewed as resisting 

human domination of the country? Conversely could the regrowth be viewed as 

dominating humans, with humans resisting? Language used by many respondents 

describing the regrowth as “taking over” and “invading” certainly imply the latter view. 

However, the regrowth phenomenon could be legitimately viewed from both angles. 
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To Foucault, power is ubiquitous, and hence one can never escape from it (Foucault, 

1978). Further, Foucault (1978, p. 95) maintained that “where there is power, there is 

resistance”. Indeed, Foucault suggested that a starting point to explore power was to 

look at the resistance to it, for example the opposition to the power of men over women 

by feminists (Foucault, 1994). He saw resistance as inevitable where the ability of 

humans to act autonomously was threatened, due to the importance of autonomy to a 

sense of human wellbeing and agency (Patton, 1994). Amid human concerns that the 

regrowth is taking over, threatening to dominate, and curtailing human agency, attempts 

to control the regrowth can be viewed as a form of human resistance.  

 

Foucault (2003 [1982], p. 142) discussed relations of strategy involved in power 

relations, with “every power relationship [implying] … a strategy of struggle” (italics 

mine) between adversaries (see Figure 5.5). The dualistic thinking inherent in Western 

and Euro-Australian culture has enabled just such an adversarial approach to nature, 

particularly by those exercising a strongly anthropocentric mindset. In the regrowth 

country, nature is expressed forcefully through shrubby regrowth. Human resistance 

against this regrowth was seen to take on an epic struggle, vitally conveyed in 

interviews by the use of passionate and emotive language. Suggestions by my 

interviewees that the shrubby regrowth drove people away from the regrowth country in 

apparent defeat can also be viewed as a form of resistance (Palmer, 2003), rather than as 

a lost struggle. Figure 5.5 illustrates Foucault’s notions of power in the context of the 

regrowth. 

 

Occasionally, the exercise of power leads to domination, where the possibility of 

resistance no longer exists (Foucault, 1994), hence allowing “more or less predictable 

control of the actions of others” (Patton, 1994, p. 64). In the regrowth country there are 

many examples of resistance in the case data, and while the nature of the regrowth 

makes resistance very difficult, the possibility of resistance remains. On the other hand, 

it was clear that while some respondents were aiming to dominate the regrowth (i.e., 

removing the possibility of its re-growth or resistance), they were frustrated in their 

efforts by the sheer fecundity of the regrowth. The effort required to “keep it at bay” 

was a source of intense antagonism, strongly suggestive of a power struggle.  

 

Palmer used the metaphor of colonisation to describe the dispossession of animals in 

the face of urbanisation, where colonisation is understood to be an “ongoing process of 
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dispossession, bargaining, change and resistance” (Palmer, 2003, p. 47). Regrowth 

shrubs are often referred to as colonisers and the metaphor of colonisation is commonly 

used as shown in the case data above. In relation to Foucault’s notions of power 

struggles, we can view the regrowth as not only colonizing the land, but as colonizing 

humans. Using this metaphor as understood by Palmer, resistance is an inherent part of 

this process (see Figure 5.5).  

 

 
Figure 5.5.  The regrowth and power. 

 

5.4.6.5  Landscape preferences 

 

Ambivalence can also be explained in part by landscape preferences. I have not found 

one study showing positive preferences for landscapes lacking signs of human intent or 

with a closed composition that tends to block views and access, such as the shrubby 

regrowth. Regardless of the nature of landscape preferences, whether innate or learned, 

or a combination of the two, there is substantial evidence from many years of research, 

that humans prefer savannah type environments that are quite smooth and open (Kaplan, 

Kaplan, & Brown, 1989), such as park-like landscapes (Gobster, 1995). Cues of care in 

the form of human activity in the landscape are also preferred (Nassauer, 1995; Thayer, 

1989). Shrubby regrowth country clearly lacks the features described above, and hence 
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ambivalent responses can be attributed at least in part to its inability to match these 

preferred features, whether people are conscious of this or not. 

 

5.5   Conclusion 

 

To conclude, key findings from my case study are integrated and summarised in relation 

to my research questions as follows: 

 

1. What are the dominant cultural ideologies influencing land management in 

Australia? 

 

In both the literature and my case data I identified three dominant cultural discourses 

influencing land management in Australia comprising utilitarianism (commonly 

expressed as “wise use”), stewardship, and conservation (as shown in Figure 5.6 ). 

Underlying all these discourses is an assumption of dualism, that humans are separate 

from nature and that the rightful order of things is for humans to be “in control” of 

nature. As discussed in Chapter 2, this assumption is the strong legacy of the 

Enlightenment in Europe. I have discussed my findings throughout this chapter in 

relation to these influential ideologies and discourses, and the Enlightenment thinking 

underpinning these. 

 

 
Figure 5.6.   Dominant Euro-Australian discourses around nature and land management. 
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My next research questions are detailed below. 

 

2. How do different stakeholders view shrubby regrowth? 

 2a. How is the shrubby regrowth perceived and discussed? Are there 

conceptual framings and narratives relating to the perceptions of and 

discussions about the shrubby regrowth? 

 

Regrowth was perceived and discussed in many ways.  There are three major frames 

of Control, Accept, and Ambivalent through which the shrubby regrowth is viewed. 

These relate to the dominant Euro-Australian cultural ideologies and discourses, and are 

expressed in the form of several narratives identified in this case study. The narratives 

are Use, Nature, Anxiety, Aesthetic, Weed, Conservation, Restoration, and Bird. 

 

The Control frame relates to land management entailing human control and to the 

relationship between humans and nature. This frame involves both a state of mind, such 

as feeling “taken over” by the regrowth (which is “out of control”), and actions such as 

actually taking steps to physically control the regrowth. This frame manifests 

particularly through discussion of a threat, with an often-hidden assumption that a threat 

must be controlled.  

 

The Accept frame also concerns the relationship between humans and nature. This 

frame comprises perceptions of the regrowth as beneficial, useful, and attractive. There 

is a sense of concern about the future wellbeing of the regrowth. Allowing agency in 

nature for natural processes to proceed, unassisted and unimpeded, underpins the 

Accept frame. Phrases used to describe this process, including “letting nature happen”, 

“letting Nature take its course”, “letting it do its job” along the lines of “leaving it to its 

own devices”, suggest that there is a relaxation of human control in this frame. People 

are consciously deciding to allow or permit natural processes.  

 

The Ambivalent frame comprises narratives from the Control frame on the one hand, 

and narratives from the Accept frame on the other. For example a respondent might 

view the regrowth as beneficial habitat for woodland birds and useful in land 

restoration, but express concern about the appearance of the regrowth, and its extent or 

its ability to “take over”. I interpreted the Ambivalent frame in relation to the shrubby 

regrowth’s liminality (a sense of not belonging in typical categories), its transgression 
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of human boundaries, of innate and cultural landscape preferences, and the 

anthropocentric cultural mindset of human dominion over nature. 

 

Respondents expressing the strongest negative views were those whose land use was 

regarded as directly threatened by the regrowth. Residents of regrowth country 

(particularly longer term residents), respondents who weren’t members of Landcare 

type groups, and CFA captains or employees were more likely to express negative 

views. Respondents employed in NRM, non-residents of regrowth country, and 

Landcare type group members were more likely to express positive views. I found that 

the views of many respondents moderated in light of ecological information provided at 

the close of the interviews, suggesting potential for an ecological aesthetic to be adopted 

by many people.  
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Chapter 6 

 

Regrowth management and interventions 

 

6.1   Introduction 

 

In this chapter I discuss data to answer my remaining research questions and to inform 

speculation about the future of the regrowth, as illustrated in Box 6.1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Box 6.1.  Layout of Chapter 6. 

 

I begin with research question 3, which asked how regrowth is being managed. 

Landholder respondents (e.g., farmers and blockies) described how they were dealing 

with shrubby regrowth, while respondents in general described how others in the area 

dealt with the regrowth. On-ground approaches comprised mostly controlling 

behaviours (i.e., regrowth removal or prevention of spread) or intentions, that I 

categorised as: ongoing attempts at control, unsuccessful attempts at control, retracted 

attempts at control, ceased attempts at control, and intentionally leaving the regrowth 

alone. 

 

 

Research question 3 

Regrowth management 

 

Research question 3a 

Relationship of frames and narratives to regrowth management 

 

Research question 4 

Interventions to promote shrubby regrowth 

 

The future of the regrowth 
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After presenting these findings I discuss the implications of the frames and narratives 

for management of the regrowth, addressing research question 3a, which asked if there 

are conceptual framings and narratives that influence how shrubby regrowth is 

managed, and asked about the nature of this influence should it exist.  

 

My findings are then considered in relation to research question 4, which asked what 

informed interventions can be made to promote shrubby regrowth. I suggest 

interventions involving re-framing the shrubby regrowth to highlight its ecological 

values in a manner aligned to cultural values and landscape preferences.  

 

6.2   Management of shrubby regrowth 

 

The most common way of dealing with the shrubby regrowth in the community is to try 

to control it. 

 

 But the normal thing for around here is for people to slash it because 
they say it’s a fire danger.  (B 21) 

 
While some respondents were involved in ongoing attempts at control, others had 

made unsuccessful attempts, or retracted or ceased their attempts at controlling the 

regrowth.  See Figure 6.1. 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 
 
Figure 6.1.  Attempts at controlling regrowth  
 
 

6.2.1   Ongoing attempts of control:  Respondents’ stories 
 
Respondents intent on controlling the regrowth reported using various methods of 

clearing including slashing, pulling plants by hand, bulldozing, burning, hand chipping, 

Ongoing 

Unsuccessful 

Retracted 

Ceased 

	  

Attempts 

at 

control 
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poisoning, and using sheep to graze it. It was broadly acknowledged that control was 

very difficult, requiring determination and persistence. 

 

 People spend a lot of time trying to kill it…get rid of it… 
plough…rolling it…bulldozing it…bob-catting it…pulling it out by 
hand…slashing it. (SG 45) 

 
 People spend an enormous amount of energy trying to dig it out…burn 

it…cut it out…people hate it with a passion.  (PN 37b) 
 

It was clear that some expend a lot of time and effort in their endeavours to constrain 

the shrubby regrowth and develop expertise and knowledge through their actions. Some 

respondents attempt to keep substantial areas clear of the regrowth, while others focus 

their efforts on areas closer to buildings or fences to reduce perceived fire risk. There 

was a strong sense that controlling shrubby regrowth involves struggle, as illustrated in 

Vignette 6.1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Vignette 6.1.  Controlling shrubby regrowth 

 

Farmer respondents use grazing as a control method, or reported doing so in the past. 

They had a well-defined idea of what was needed to successfully control the regrowth. 

 And as soon as it’s cultivated, because of the scrub growing on the 
sides of the road or whatever, the seeds blow and so…you have to stock 
it fairly quickly after you grow crops to be able to manage the Chinese 
scrub.  (F 41) 

I cleared the back paddock and the front paddock last year and I pulled 
up over a thousand plants. Then I burn them off ‘cos you’ve got to burn 
the seeds off, otherwise if you leave them in a pile they’ll just blow away.  
But I pulled up a thousand plants and I go out there all the time every year, 
but I hadn’t done it for two years—it was only two years growth—so two 
springs and I had a thousand plants! Some of them were only small and 
some of them had grown—some of them I needed a 4 wheel drive to pull 
them out…you have to do it when the soil is wet—you have to get out 
there in winter or early spring or whatever…I was doing it and actually 
got the 4 wheel drive bogged (laughs) and it was like “OK I won’t do any 
more!” (laughs). You know when you bog the 4 wheel drive…but the 
bigger ones I’ve actually had to tie ropes onto and pull them out…big 
ropes. So it took me—I think it took me several…a couple of weeks…sort 
of every day, doing what I could. But yes it was just, two years growth. 
And the more I think about it – it was only in the area from the fence—so 
only a few acres really.  (B 42) 
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6.2.2   Ongoing attempts of control: Actions in the community 

 

It was generally acknowledged that the shrubby regrowth is very persistent and has an 

enormous ability to keep regenerating in spite of the landholders’ intentions. There were 

many reports of repeated attempts at control, yielding no satisfactory result. 

 

The guy uses a bulldozer every year to try and clear the Chinese scrub 
and it just keeps coming back, and he still ploughs it and grades it and 
bulldozes it ‘til it looks like the moon … and then goes back to 
Melbourne for six months before coming back to the Chinese scrub!  (SG 
13) 

 
I’ve spoken to a lot of people who’ve got it on their property—they just 
find it really hard to manage…to keep it at bay…it just grows and grows.  
(CFA 51) 

 

6.2.3   Unsuccessful attempts at control 

 

Respondents reported that many landholders are unsuccessful at controlling the shrubby 

regrowth despite endeavouring to do so. 

 

 So people look at them and say, “Oh you know if I can clear that then 
maybe I can put some topsoil and grow some grass”. But the evidence 
is …even though they might come with that intention…if they’re there 
over a ten year period, very few of them would actually clear their 
scrub. And as I say if they went overseas for five months they’d come 
back and it’s there anyway. It just keeps coming back!  (RE 40) 
 

 

6.2.4   Retracted control 

 

Some respondents recounted how they retracted their efforts at control from extensive 

areas to smaller areas closer to their infrastructure for fire protection purposes due to 

their inability to maintain ongoing efforts at the larger scale. An example includes one 

respondent who had a substantial area of Cassinia regrowth bulldozed, only to have it 

all regrow. Now he merely keeps a much smaller zone around the house and sheds 

slashed to reduce the fire risk. 
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The intent of allocating certain zones to “nature” with a clear boundary between that 

and the area for human activities was clear in some descriptions of how landholders 

approach the regrowth. The following comment shows a retraction in control of the 

regrowth, but control is exercised nonetheless on the landholder’s newly set terms. 

 

 I tried to control it—slash it…but then I thought, "Why?" It’s nature.  
I’ll put a fence up and it can stay on this side of the fence. I’ll keep it 
clear on the other.   (B 11) 

 

The idea of a boundary between human activities and nature is also expressed in the 

following comment, where a farmer was asked how she would view the regrowth if it 

was to appear on her farm. Her sense of control was clear in that she would allow 

regrowth on her terms, in certain areas designated for revegetation. 

  

 I’d be OK with that—if it was part of the fenced out reveg [etation]. If 
it’s not—I probably wouldn’t be as keen on it.  (F 39) 

 

6.2.5   Ceased attempts at control 

 

Some respondents reported that a lot of people cease their attempts to control the 

shrubby regrowth after repeated unsuccessful attempts. Some leave the district, while 

others learn to live with the shrubby regrowth. 

 

 A bloke I know cut it and cut it and cut it, and then after eight years 
gave up and went back to Melbourne.  (UR 7) 

 
I know some weekenders are up and they pull ‘em out all the time, 
when they see them they start pulling them out…I know a lot of 
farmers… they just pull it out…get rid of it…it’s no good to them. But I 
know that… if you get new people coming in, they…they clear out this 
Chinese scrub. They put a lot of effort into it and find that they just 
can’t keep up with it and they just end up letting it grow back anyway. 
So… you find that a lot.  (CFA 51) 

 

Many of the stories detailed so far by those viewing regrowth through the Control 

frame are typical of a broader rural Australian weed discourse. In this discourse, locally 

abundant “noxious” weeds such as Blackberry (Rubus fruticosus) and St John’s Wort 

(Hypericum perforatum) are viewed with antagonism. Government regulations and 

social norms compel controlling actions as part of “responsible” land management. 
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Viewing the regrowth through the Accept frame, where regrowth is typically left alone, 

is a radical departure from the well-entrenched weed narrative.  

 

6.2.6   Exploring controlling behaviours 

 

Controlling behaviours can be viewed in the context of liminality described earlier. A 

reaction to things that are considered as not belonging or out of place is to eliminate 

them in a constructive effort to organise the environment (Douglas, 1966). Such 

behaviours were evident in a study of gardening in Australia by Head & Muir (2006), 

who described respondents as involved in “purifying” both spaces and species. This 

took the form of making boundaries, in some cases with very clearly defined 

separations between different zones and species (Head & Muir, 2006).  

 

The cultural environment appeared conducive to controlling regrowth through social 

norms. Indeed, from interview responses it seemed that most people “out there” were 

either controlling the regrowth, endeavouring to do so, or at least wishing that they 

could. The political environment appeared to offer little legal restriction on this practice, 

evident in the many exemptions for clearing non-treed areas. Further, zoning in the local 

government planning schemes prioritises human uses over environmental benefits on 

private land in typical regrowth country (LG 24). 

 

Behaviours around constraining the regrowth can be viewed in relation to the theory 

of planned behaviour (TPB). This theory suggests that the more control people think 

they have over a behaviour (i.e., the more empowered they feel), the stronger those 

people’s intention is to engage in that behaviour (Corbett, 2006). According to the TPB, 

if people believe that their actions of clearing the regrowth will result in less regrowth, 

if they perceive substantial social pressure (i.e., types of social norms) to undertake 

regrowth removal, and if they believe that they can accomplish the task of clearing, they 

will be more likely to undertake clearing of regrowth. Types of social norms may 

include existing injunctive or “oughtness” norms where this action is seen to be morally 

imperative and compelled by social sanctions around approval (Minato, Curtis, & Allan, 

2010). Clearing regrowth may also involve a personal or “internalised” norm with guilt 

acting as an internal sanction that motivates actions aimed at constraining the regrowth 

(Minato, Curtis, & Allan, 2010). 
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As mentioned earlier, controlling regrowth requires substantial effort and resources 

such that even if people perceived social pressure to clear they may not feel capable of 

clearing, particularly on the ongoing basis required for successful control. Personal 

factors such as resources, time, knowledge, and skills appeared to be important in 

controlling the regrowth. When these were limited or could not be maintained, attempts 

at control were unsuccessful and were either scaled back or ceased.  

 

Of note was that those with the strongest negative viewpoints tended to be either 

previously or currently active in controlling the regrowth. Conversely, the strongest 

positive viewpoints tended to be associated with behaviours enabling the regrowth. This 

is consistent with a meta-analysis of the attitudes-behaviour relationship that indicated 

that behaviour can be predicted better when attitudes are held with confidence, are 

decisive (rather than ambivalent), are based on direct (rather than indirect) experience, 

are easily recalled from memory, and are stable over time (Glasman & Albarracin, 

2006). Such characteristics match the behaviours around the regrowth exhibited by 

those with strongly held views, which could be described as confident and decisive. 

 

6.2.7   Leaving the regrowth alone 

 

Some landholders had no intention of controlling the shrubby regrowth because they 

viewed it as beneficial for their land, for example in preventing soil erosion and 

providing bird habitat. Indeed, some respondents had enlisted the aid of Trust for Nature 

and purposely purchased land largely covered in shrubby regrowth due to its habitat 

qualities. Their aim was to contribute to conservation, with bird-watching their main 

source of enjoyment. 

 

The intentional “hands off” approach used by those viewing regrowth through the 

Accept frame narratives aligns with a broader Euro-Australian discourse of nature and 

conservation, previously discussed. Part of this conservation discourse (identified in the 

Nature narrative) is a preference for native flora and fauna, and “natural” environments. 

This cultural discourse is particularly strong in parts of Australia, as is often the case in 

settler societies where developing an appreciation of the natural environment is seen as 

a pathway to belonging, as previously discussed. 
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6.3   Implications of the framings and narratives for management 

 

In this section I explore the regrowth in relation to question 3a which asked “Are there 

conceptual framings and narratives that influence how shrubby regrowth is managed, 

and, if so, in what way?”  

 

The data showed that on-ground approaches to regrowth management comprised 

mostly controlling behaviours or intentions, although some landholders were 

purposively “letting nature take its course”. From experiences and stories expressed in 

the interviews, views of the regrowth are not necessarily linked to behaviours toward it. 

This can be seen in Table 6.1. Of note was that not all respondents viewing regrowth 

through the Control frame were actually trying to constrain the regrowth. Rather, often 

they were tolerating it due to the extreme difficulty in keeping it under control, or, 

where control measures were carried out, they were not necessarily effective in actually 

constraining the regrowth because of its fecundity. Behaviours enabling the regrowth 

typically involved a “hands off” approach that allowed natural processes to proceed. 

Such an approach was seen in those using both the Control and the Accept frames, 

albeit the former begrudgingly and the latter willingly (Table 6.1).   

 

The regrowth frames and narratives do not necessarily predict land manager behaviour 

toward the regrowth. Indeed, such is the fecundity of the regrowth that constraining 

behaviours may or may not be effective in limiting the regrowth (leading to retracted or 

ceased efforts at control). Hence, what is likely to transpire on the ground cannot be 

confidently predicted by people’s narratives, their frames, or their behaviours toward 

the regrowth. This can be understood in the context of the myriad of factors that 

influence behaviours. These go beyond attitudes, opinions, values, and beliefs to include 

obstacles and the likes of personal resources, knowledge, experience and skills, and 

social (i.e., cultural and political) factors (Corbett, 2006). Personal factors in particular 

are magnified in the regrowth country due to the extreme difficulty and ongoing nature 

of the effort required to effectively control the regrowth.
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Table 6.1  

 
Enabling or Constraining Behaviours around Regrowth in Relation to the Frames, 
Narratives, and Narrative Components 

 
   Behavioural possibilities  

   Enabling regrowth  Constraining 
regrowth 

Frames Narratives Narrative 
components 

Leave 
alone 

Fence & 
leave alone 

 Attempts at 
control 

Control Use Useless yes   yes 

Weed Threat yes   yes 

Nature Natural but 
problematic 

yes yes  yes 

Not natural yes   yes 

Anxiety Anxiety about 
regrowth 

yes yes  yes 

Restoration Natural but 
problematic 

yes yes  yes 

Aesthetic Unattractive yes   yes 

Accept Use Useful yes yes   

Anxiety Concern for 
future of 
regrowth 

yes yes   

Nature Natural and 
therefore 
beneficial 

yes yes   

Restoration Natural & 
beneficial 

yes yes   

Conservation Natural & 
beneficial 

yes yes   

Bird Natural & 
beneficial 

yes yes   

Aesthetic Attractive yes yes   

 
Note. An inclination to control regrowth may occur in the Accept frame, although only 
in a very minimal way such as to minimise fire risk around a residence.  
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However, there are patterns associated with the narratives. For example, an 

inclination to control regrowth arises from the Control frame and its various narratives, 

and an inclination to enable regrowth is based on the Accept frame and its various 

narratives (Table 6.1). Inclinations aside, behaviours that actually enable the regrowth 

include leaving it alone and protecting it from damage from livestock such as sheep (by 

fencing). A further enabling behaviour, which some respondents speculated about, was 

actively increasing the diversity and accelerating succession by interplanting trees 

within the regrowth. While there was speculation, I found no evidence of anyone 

actually interplanting. Behaviours that constrain the regrowth involve controlling 

actions as discussed earlier. Table 6.1 details possible behaviours that constrain or 

enable the regrowth in relation to the frames and narratives, as derived from the 

interview data. The disconnect between views and behaviours is evident where enabling 

behaviours (such as leaving the regrowth alone) are evident in spite of using the Control 

frame (see Table 6.1).  

 

While the narratives are not indicative of likely behaviours toward the regrowth, they 

can provide an understanding of how to engage stakeholders in reframing the regrowth 

to recognise its positive environmental qualities, as discussed in the following section. 

 

6.4   Interventions to promote shrubby regrowth 

 

6.4.1   Strategies for change 

 

In this section I discuss findings relating to research question 4 which asked what 

interventions can be used to promote shrubby regrowth. Ecologists are currently 

considering if shrubby regrowth should be actively restored to resemble the intact Box 

Ironbark forest nearby, or whether they should be maintained as shrublands to enhance 

the diversity of habitat types in the region, particularly for declining woodland birds 

(Geddes et al., 2011). There is an ecological question around how the regrowth can be 

manipulated to enhance its values for conservation and ecosystem services (Geddes et 

al., 2011), but such ecological ponderings are beyond the scope of this research. 

However, because ecologists are promoting the potential of the regrowth in land 

restoration and conservation (see, for example, Geddes et al., 2011; Lunt et al., 2010a) it 
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would seem environmentally beneficial for the regrowth to be left alone, rather than 

removed.  

 

Facilitating an approach of leaving the regrowth alone will require working against 

the strongly entrenched Weed and Anxiety narratives in the Control frame and the 

regulations and social norms that maintain these narratives. Information on the 

environmental functions of the regrowth needs to be readily available, potentially 

leading to its recognition as a legitimate and valuable environmental phenomenon. At 

the very least landholders could then be making more informed decisions about 

managing shrubby regrowth. The regrowth appears to have been ignored until recently, 

at least in the scientific environmental field (Lunt, 2011e, 2013). For those owning 

property in regrowth country, this study has shown that regrowth appears to have been 

typically viewed in a negative light through the Control frame, with constraining 

behaviours the norm.  

 

I propose several interventions to promote biodiversity outcomes from the shrubby 

regrowth (as shown in Figure 2) including: engaging certain stakeholders and 

stakeholder organisations; establishing new social norms of regrowth stewardship; 

appealing to landscape preferences, the bird narrative, the cultural preference for native 

plants, and cultural concepts of stewardship, conservation, and utilitarianism; and lastly, 

re-framing the shrubby regrowth. I discuss each of these below. 

 

New social norms naturally develop over time as social contexts and specific 

practices change (Minato, Curtis, & Allan, 2012). Norms can change in response to new 

information such as the habitat value of shrubby regrowth for vulnerable woodland 

birds. This could act as a catalyst for the establishment of new norms. Nassauer (1997, 

p. 72) recommended that ecological strategies “should use the persuasive power of 

cultural expectations [as] the way people think their neighbours think the landscape 

should look is as important as their individual, more idiosyncratic tastes and 

knowledge”.  
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Figure 6.2. Interventions to promote biodiversity outcomes from the shrubby regrowth. 

 

 

Minato, Curtis, and Allan (2012) highlighted the value of disseminating such 

information via groups and “key players” in communities, both of which have the 

ability to influence others. Visibility of behaviour is important. Imagine that a new 

social norm of valuing the shrubby regrowth as vulnerable woodland bird habitat has 

been established. In this context the highly visible act of clearing shrubby regrowth may 

warrant social disapproval, and hence curtail this activity. A simple way to establish 

new norms of stewardship of the regrowth would be to make more visible activities 

such as planting trees into the shrubby regrowth and using it as a nurse crop. This would 

provide an obvious indication of caring for, and valuing, the regrowth.  

 

The importance of design to human landscape preferences has been amply 

demonstrated (see, for example, Nassauer, 1995). With this in mind, a site of shrubby 

regrowth on public land could be designed with paths and signage to encourage 



 
 

 
246 

 

exploration and ecological understanding (Cary & Williams, 2000; Gobster, 2001). 

Such a development could “help create meaning in an otherwise confusing place” (Cary 

& Williams, 2000, p. 48) and yield a better appreciation of the ecological values of 

shrubby regrowth among stakeholders. Gobster (2001) suggested encouraging on-

ground experience and involvement including personal tours, recreation focusing on 

nature (such as bird watching), and directed activities such as tree planting to encourage 

an appreciation of early successional landscapes. 

 

The appearance of landscapes is seen to be influential in how people appreciate 

certain places (Gobster, 2001; Nassauer, 1995). Cultural preferences for the appearance 

of human intent in the landscape could be addressed by increasing diversity (Sharp et 

al., 2012), planting trees in the regrowth, and creating tracks that show human intent 

and care while improving access (Nassauer, 1995).  This would provide signs of human 

care in the regrowth country, appealing to both the Australian stewardship ethic and to 

the Control frame by encouraging interventions. Nassauer (1995) emphasised the 

importance of aesthetically pleasing conservation actions to communicate good 

stewardship to encourage local community support and ensure “cultural sustainability”. 

Gobster et al. (2007) also stressed that landscapes that are viewed as beautiful or scenic 

are more likely to be valued and conserved than those that are not viewed that way, 

regardless of their ecological merits. Such interventions indicating human design could 

also be a way of developing a new cultural concept about the regrowth in Australia, 

discussed in section 6.4.2. 

 

In urban communities, Cary and Williams (2000) found a perceived association 

between biodiverse landscapes and habitat for wildlife. They suggested highlighting the 

interdependencies of flora and fauna in education programs in urban communities. This 

is relevant to the regrowth country with its many ex-urban inhabitants. Addressing the 

perception of the shrubby regrowth as monocultural would be important, as would 

highlighting its value to declining woodland birds. 

 

Most interviewees in this study modified their views, becoming more positive about 

the shrubby regrowth, after I provided basic information on its habitat values for 

vulnerable birds. This is consistent with previous studies where views modified in light 

of new information about the level of threat for different species (Wilson & Tisdell, 

2005). Knowledge about how endangered species are has been found to influence 



 
 

 
247 

 

willingness to pay for conservation activities (Tisdell, 2006; Wilson & Tisdell, 2005). 

Providing information about the conservation status of vulnerable and endangered 

species using the shrubby regrowth as habitat would therefore likely be beneficial for 

encouraging more positive views of the regrowth. Likeability and attractiveness has also 

been found to be an important factor in public views of wildlife (Marešová & Frynta, 

2008). Highlighting the attractiveness of the endangered bird species using the shrubby 

regrowth as habitat, through use of colour photographs for instance, should promote 

positive views of the regrowth as habitat. 

 

Hill & Daniel (2007, p. 46) also emphasised the merits of providing ecological 

information, although cautioning that “even that approach will face substantial 

challenges”. Based on their study of the effect of ecological information on perceptions 

of landscape beauty, they suggested a useful strategy for “garnering support for 

ecological restoration programs” would be to “appeal more directly for acceptance of 

restoration outcomes (however ugly) on ecological grounds” rather than trying to alter 

the public’s landscape aesthetic preferences (Hill & Daniel, 2007, p. 46). 

 

It will be important for interventions to align with other existing cultural discourses 

(in addition to the control and stewardship discourses discussed earlier) such as those 

around utilitarianism, nature (i.e., the preference for native flora), and restoration. 

Aligned to these discourses are the Use, Restoration and Nature narratives identified in 

this study. These are particularly important because they span the three frames of 

Control, Ambivalent, and Accept. The usefulness of regrowth in land restoration and its 

native status could therefore be productively emphasised. 

 

6.4.2   Re-framing the regrowth 

 

At times such as in the case of the shrubby regrowth, conservation or restoration may 

require “the re-conceptualisation of some species whose status is ambiguous” (Trigger 

et al., 2008, p. 1279). This would go beyond “re-imagining” or “re-valuing” to comprise 

the “conscious re-assignation of the fundamental identity of a species—and thus its 

moral rights to belong to particular places” (Trigger et al., 2008, p. 1279). There is also 

a need for education programs to target “less preferred ecosystems and species” (Cary 

& Williams, 2000, p. 47). Further, Gobster (2001, p. 480) recommended making people 

aware of the benefits of early successional landscapes for wildlife in order to cultivate a 
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“more ecologically oriented appreciation for landscapes”. One interviewee referred to 

the identity of the regrowth country as defined by the regrowth. This person saw it as 

“the stamp of that country” (SG 47). This study has shown that in the minds of many, 

however, it is deemed a negative stamp. There are ways that this stamp could be re-

conceptualised or re-framed as a positive one through the careful use of language to 

appeal to Euro-Australian cultural notions of utilitariansim, conservation, nativeness, 

and belonging. Gobster et al. (2007) emphasised the important role of communication in 

encouraging a more ecologically minded appreciation of landscapes. I suggest that the 

regrowth be re-framed through the careful use of language, including metaphorical 

language, as outlined in Figure 6.3 and detailed below. 

 

The ability of framing to provide meaning, and influence views in society underpins 

the emphasis by some scholars on the importance of carefully framing messages for 

environmentally beneficial outcomes (see for example Corbett, 2006; Lakoff, 2010; 

Larson, 2011; Miller, 2000). Indeed, Lakoff (2004, p. xv) maintained that “re-framing is 

social change” (italics in original). Lakoff (2010, p. 80) suggested that coherent framing 

in the environmental movement should convey the underlying ideas that are “simple 

and straightforward”. For example, “Environmentalism: the natural world is being 

destroyed and it is a moral imperative to preserve and reconstitute as much of it as 

possible as soon as possible”. A coherent Accept frame for the shrubby regrowth could 

use positive metaphors such as shrubby regrowth provides “a beacon of hope” for 

reversing the trend of large scale biodiversity loss and species decline in agricultural 

landscapes. By placing the regrowth story in the context of broadscale environmental 

decline, such a frame could engender a feeling of good fortune and a more nurturing 

approach to the regrowth. Another coherent Accept frame could emphasise the regrowth 

as habitat for vulnerable bird species along the lines of “shrubby regrowth is providing a 

lifeline habitat for declining woodland birds”. 

 

Framing messages so that they resonate with societal values is important in 

encouraging pro-environmental behaviours (Curtis & Mendham, 2011; Gosling & 

Williams, 2010; Larson, 2011; Schultz & Zelezny, 2003). Larson (2011, p. 16) saw this 

as a challenge to science communication that needs to “be true to the science but to 

appeal simultaneously to people’s values”. Lakoff (2004, p. 109) also stressed the 

importance of framing facts “as effectively and honestly as we can”. These frames need 

to align with values: “Always start with values…pick a frame where your position 
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exemplifies a value everyone holds—like fairness” (Lakoff, 2004, p. 116). Lakoff 

(2004, p. 115) maintained that once a frame is accepted into the public discourse, 

everything said which is aligned to it is typically viewed as common sense, defined as 

“reasoning within a common place, accepted frame”.  

 

For shrubby regrowth in Australia, frames true to the science and likely to resonate 

with societal values include those around utility, stewardship, conservation, and control. 

Introducing an element of control in harnessing and manipulating regrowth for restoring 

land will align with the Australian stewardship ethic. To appeal to utilitarian values the 

regrowth could be promoted as a useful process in land restoration, as providing 

protective buffering for adjacent forest areas and habitat for declining birds, and as 

important in conservation. Highlighting the usefulness of the regrowth is consistent with 

the position taken by Cary and Williams (2000), who suggested that emphasising the 

utilitarian values of remnant vegetation would strike a chord with dominant landholder 

values, potentially yielding environmentally beneficial outcomes. 

 

Relevant to this re-framing is the work of Jorgensen and others in Europe (reviewed 

in 3.6.3.1), who used terms such as “urban wildscapes” to refer to urban spaces where 

an absence of human control has enabled natural processes to shape the land, 

particularly through the spontaneous growth of vegetation (Jorgensen, 2012). Jorgensen 

saw these wildscapes as an idea—a way of thinking about urban spaces undergoing 

regrowth. While Jorgensen (2012) located this type of wildscape space in the urban 

context, I consider it a very useful concept to borrow and adapt for the regrowth country 

in South Eastern Australia (and likely beyond, in other post-agricultural landscapes). By 

removing the word “urban” (and the constraining concept) from the term urban 

wildscape, it can be adopted and applied to the regrowth country.  
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Figure 6.3.  Reframing the shrubby regrowth through careful use of language. 

 

 

The term wildscape can enable us to think about the regrowth phenomenon as part of 

a much bigger picture of transforming landscapes across Australia. While I do not 

necessarily urge the adoption of the particular term wildscape, a term that encompasses 

recognition of the powerful regenerative capacity, and potentially beneficial agency in 

nature, is needed. However, incorporating the word wildscape into a wording with 

relevance to post-agricultural landscapes, such as “post agricultural wildscape”, 

“amenity wildscape”, or “rural wildscape” would be beneficial in aligning with its urban 

counterpart and building on the ideas within the urban wildscape concept in the rural 

context.  

 

Would the term rural wildscape resonate culturally in Australia? I believe it would as 

it would connect with the contemporary Australian discourse around nature and 

conservation, where native flora and fauna and native bushland is typically framed as 
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natural, beneficial, and attractive. Images in the popular media (such as tourism 

advertising) and in the official documents reviewed portray this discourse in the form of 

attractive natural landscapes free of signs of human control. Perhaps labelling the 

regrowth as “native wildscape” would assure its connection to this broader nature and 

conservation discourse. 

 

Current terms used to describe the regrowth such as “shrubby regrowth”, “bush 

encroachment”, and “old field colonisation” (extensively reviewed in 3.6.2.2) seem 

unlikely to engage the imagination in evoking positive possibilities of regrowth for land 

restoration. Giving the regrowth phenomenon a familiar name with positive 

connotations could be important in encouraging positive responses. 

 

Related to this re-framing in the peri-urban context is the work of Henne (2005), who 

discussed how landscapes transitioning from agricultural to peri-urban uses no longer 

relate to the notion of traditional farmland. Henne (2005, p. 255) suggested that there is 

the potential to develop a new aesthetic perception that incorporates a “contemporary 

idea of spontaneous nature” to enable the transforming of “peri-urban landscapes into 

contemporary hybrids of culture and new wilderness”. The rural wildscape idea could 

accomplish just this. The transitional nature of the regrowth as a successional process 

leading to the establishment of greater diversity, including trees, could be emphasised as 

part of the “wildscape” idea. This would appeal to cultural preferences for more open, 

parkland landscapes, and for trees over other plant species such as shrubs. 

 

Who would use the new familiar name and positive framing of the shrubby 

regrowth? It would be available for adoption by a range of stakeholders and people in 

organisations affected by or able to affect the regrowth. I suggest engaging stakeholders 

such as real estate agents (as they are the first point of community contact for many 

newcomers), people in certain organisations such as the CFA (as fire was one of the 

main concerns expressed), and local government to help with this task. As government 

nearest to the community, there is significant potential in encouraging councils to take 

into account the conservation value of native vegetation (Cripps, Binning, & Young, 

1999) and, in particular, the value of the regrowth for declining woodland birds in local 

government areas. Local government is particularly relevant due to its environmental 

roles, including land use planning, public awareness raising, education, and partnerships 

such as with CMNs and CMAs.  
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Many scholars have highlighted the vital importance of language to both how we 

perceive the environment and how we behave toward it (Dillon, 2010; Jacobs, Goatly, 

& Ming, 1995; Scott & Watson, 2006; Seddon, 1997). While scientific literature is 

generally thought to be “objective”, subjective language is frequently used in the 

published literature. For example, species with the potential to become abundant are 

often described using military metaphors such as “alien invasives” (Davis et al., 2011). 

Such language is value-laden (Dwyer, 2011; Larson, 2011).  

 

Seddon (1997) stressed the importance of linguistic awareness for self-awareness. By 

becoming more aware of the language they use, those in the environmental field can 

modify their communication to comprise neutral or positive language to encourage 

more environmentally minded views around the regrowth. While Dillon (2010) 

suggested the use of neutral language for clarity, Jacobs et al. (1995), Larson (2011) and 

Scott & Watson (2006) suggested using positive language, including metaphors, to 

facilitate positive environmental outcomes and to engage society.  

 

If nothing else, neutral language could be used when referring to the regrowth. For 

example instead of describing regrowth country as “dominated by shrubs” it could be 

described it as “comprising mainly shrubs”. Instead of describing it as “encroaching”, 

“invading”, and “taking over”, all of which bring to mind the loss of human control, it 

could be described as “proliferating”, “regrowing” or as “abundant”. And rather than 

calling it “passive regeneration”, it could simply be referred to as something with 

neutral associations such as “regrowth” or as something with positive associations such 

as “natural regeneration”.  

 

Previous studies have suggested that particular names may prompt certain negative 

or positive views of species by engendering feelings of patriotism, sympathy, or fear 

(see, for example, Karaffa (2012)). Karaffa (2012) suggested that re-naming a species 

could be an inexpensive way of improving conservation support, particularly in local 

communities. Instead of referring to the shrubby regrowth as “Chinese scrub” it could 

consciously be called the more value-neutral “Cassinia”, or it could be re-named 

“healing bush” with very positive associations. 

 

To engender positive thinking about the regrowth, “regenerative” language could be 

used (Scott & Watson, 2006) in addition to the more thoughtful use of grammar and 
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positive metaphors (Jacobs et al., 1995). Scott & Watson (2006) suggested replacing 

language that facilitates exploitative attitudes to the land with “regenerative” words that 

enable a more environmentally minded approach. The regrowth could be metaphorically 

described in extension material as “nurturing” the growth of the Box Ironbark forest or 

as a “stepping stone” to the return of the forest and as “building the resilience” of the 

country.  

 

Jacobs et al. (1995, p. 57) suggested using explicit metaphors to inspire 

environmentally beneficial thought and action, such as “tropical rainforests are the 

lungs of the earth”. The regrowth could be described as the “nurse crop” of the future 

Box Ironbark forest, a “lifeline” for rare birds and “healing” the land. Further, Jacobs et 

al. (1995, p. 60) suggested putting nature in the “agent position” in active sentences, 

which “helps us to conceive it as an equal partner, not as an object to dominate” To 

promote the regrowth for example, we might say that “processes of natural regeneration 

lead to benefits, including x, y, and z”.  

 

6.5   Summary 
 

Behaviours ranged from attempting to constrain the regrowth, particularly by those 

using the Control frame, to a “hands off” approach, particularly by those using the 

Accept frame.  There was a disconnect between management behaviours and views of 

the regrowth, for example respondents antagonistic toward the regrowth may have 

effectively enabled the regrowth by a “hands off” approach. This can be explained by 

the many personal and societal factors involved around behaviour compounded by the 

fecundity of the regrowth, which significantly challenges attempts to constrain it.  

 

I propose several strategies for change—interventions to promote biodiversity 

outcomes from the shrubby regrowth such as: engaging particular stakeholders and 

organisations; establishing new social norms around regrowth stewardship; appealing to 

landscape preferences, the Bird narrative, the cultural preference for native plants, and 

cultural concepts of stewardship, conservation, and utilitarianism. To maximise 

effectiveness of interventions, I suggested re-framing the regrowth in line with both the 

narratives found in this study, and the contemporary cultural values identified in this 

study and in the literature. These interventions could provide an opportunity for people 

to view the regrowth in an ecological light, and at least enable stakeholders to make 
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more informed decisions about the regrowth. Shoard (2003) urged that the “edgelands” 

be recognised in their own right with their environmental functions valued. Current 

ecological work revealing the bird habitat functions of the shrubby regrowth can 

provide a foundation for such recognition in the regrowth country and potentially lead 

to a fundamental re-framing of the regrowth, aided by the insights on framing and 

language from this study.  
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Chapter 7 
	  

Conclusion 

 

7.1   Introduction 

 

In this final chapter I reiterate my key findings and look beyond these to respond to the 

underlying purposes of this research which were detailed in chapter 1 as follows: 

 

1. To provide a foundation for developing policies around biodiversity protection 

in the case study site, and  

 

2. To add to an understanding of Euro-Australian human-nature relationships. 

 

I conclude by reflecting on my personal experiences in this research. 

 

7.2   Key findings 

 

In this research I explored how shrubby regrowth is viewed and managed in a rural 

landscape undergoing large-scale regrowth on private land in central Victoria, South 

Eastern Australia.  I was guided by four research questions that were addressed in 

chapters 2, 5, and 6.  My findings can be summarised, following the question order, as: 

 

• The key cultural ideologies underpinning land management in Australia are wise 

use utilitarianism and stewardship (both of which tend toward anthropocentric 

ideologies) and conservation (which tends toward biocentric ideologies).  

• There are three key frames of Control, Accept, and Ambivalent through which 

shrubby regrowth is viewed. The Control frame is associated with negative 

views toward shrubby regrowth, the Accept frame is associated with positive 

views, and the Ambivalent frame is associated with a combination of negative 

and positive views. The Control frame appears to be the accepted social norm in 

the study area.  
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• There are eight major social narratives associated with the shrubby regrowth that 

relate to the frames through which it is perceived. The narratives are: Aesthetic, 

Anxiety, Bird, Conservation, Nature, Restoration, Use, and Weed.  

• The frames and narratives have been shaped by broad cultural ideologies, 

cultural discourses, landscape preferences, liminality and personal attributes. 

• Respondents expressing the strongest negative views were those whose land use 

was regarded as directly threatened by the regrowth. Residents of regrowth 

country (particularly longer term residents), respondents who were not members 

of Landcare type groups, and CFA captains and employees were also more 

likely to express negative views.  

• Respondents employed in NRM, non-residents of regrowth country, and 

Landcare type group members were more likely to express positive views. 

• Ambivalence toward the regrowth may be attributed to liminality, innate and 

cultural landscape preferences, and the anthropocentric cultural mindset of 

human mastery of nature. 

• Behaviours ranged from attempting to constrain the regrowth, particularly by 

those operating within the Control frame, to an intentional “hands off” approach, 

particularly by those operating with the Accept frame.   

• There was a disconnect between management behaviours and views. For 

example, respondents with antagonistic views toward the regrowth may have 

effectively enabled the regrowth by a “hands off” approach. I attribute this to the 

many personal and societal factors involved around behaviour, compounded by 

the fecundity of the regrowth, which significantly challenges attempts to 

constrain it.  

• Informed interventions to promote regrowth include re-conceptualising the 

regrowth to emphasise its positive qualities in line with cultural values and 

discourses and with regrowth frames and narratives. Appealing to innate and 

cultural landscape preferences, engaging influential community members, and 

exploring how best to establish social norms around nurturing the regrowth will 

all be important. An ecological aesthetic could be cultivated by providing 

educational material on the habitat qualities of the regrowth for declining 
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woodland birds and for land restoration. Ecological recommendations can be 

developed for planting trees into the regrowth to cater for stakeholders with an 

action-oriented approach or those wishing to demonstrate an aesthetic of care. 

 

As anticipated, these findings not only add to the broader discipline area of human/ 

nature relations, but also provide a foundation for developing policies for biodiversity 

protection in the case study site.  My two related contributions are further explored 

below. 

 

7.3   Exploring the research contributions 

 

My research has adopted several concepts in a novel way, for example to my knowledge 

none of the following concepts have been explored and applied in relation to regrowth 

on post-agricultural land, or to land in Australia: firstly, Foucault’s ideas around power 

and transgression; secondly, loose space, heterotopias and liminality; and thirdly 

interstitial wilderness and ‘edgelands’. Further, to my knowledge, the metaphor of 

colonisation has not been used to encapsulate the power relationship between humans 

and regrowth as I have described. The following section explores my novel approach in 

relation to human-nature relations in the regrowth country. 

 

7.3.1   Human-nature relations  

 

This research has shown that the ways in which regrowth is viewed is complex, and that 

people are active in constructing their understandings of the regrowth. These 

understandings are illustrated in Figure 7.1, which depicts the narratives that articulate 

and maintain the frames through which people view the regrowth. 

 

This research demonstrated the usefulness of viewing regrowth as a symbol of 

something much greater—in this case as a manifestation of the power of nature. 

Shrubby regrowth is not just scrub growing on private land, although a shallow 

understanding would support this perception. Rather, it represents natural forces and 

agency in nature, and that is why an understanding of the human-nature relationship is 

so important. Indeed, the relationship between people and nature is at the heart of this  
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research. This understanding that the human-nature relationship underpins how humans 

experience and behave in the world can be carried well beyond the regrowth country 

and applied in a range of other contexts.   

 

Other contexts aside, in the study site the regrowth functioned as a magnifier that 

revealed this human-nature nexus in high definition, as a highly potent manifestation of 

nature with the capacity to overwhelm human agency. The dominant perceptual frame 

in the community is one of Control, which links to the dominant anthropocentric Euro-

Australian mindset. This Control frame is so deeply entrenched and accepted that it is 

rarely even raised in discussions. 

 

The prevailing anthropocentric approach underpinning Euro-Australian culture tends 

to limit the choice of frame through which to perceive (that is view and understand), the 

regrowth to Control. The Control frame was brought into sharp relief by the regrowth 

phenomenon. In a social world where anthropocentric notions favour human agency 

over agency in nature, regrowth is viewed as a major transgression, giving rise to an 

adversarial approach to the regrowth. There is a tension inherent in the regrowth country 

arising from this transgression and adversarial responses. Resistance is inevitable to this 

display of power in nature, expressed in antagonistic narratives and actions in the 

regrowth country. The dominant Control frame Weed narrative appears to have been co-

opted into the broader weed discourse in rural Australia. People are “seeing” only the 

weed aspect of the regrowth, which is blinding them to seeing the benefits offered by 

regrowth. This is very unhelpful in the context of trying to reverse large-scale 

biodiversity decline. 

 
The tension inherent in the regrowth country is productively viewed using the 

metaphor of colonisation. Historically, Euro-Australians colonised the regrowth 

country, but nature is resisting this power in human agency through its own colonisation 

processes in the form of the regrowth. The metaphor of colonisation further highlights 

the sources of tension and ambivalence as the human colonisers struggle to retain their 

agency and maintain control. 
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Figure 7.1. Narratives that articulate and maintain the shrubby regrowth frames. 
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The Ambivalent frame is an intriguing frame, and perhaps the most interesting one as 

it appears to capture frame maintenance in action. I consider the Ambivalent frame to be 

a frame in its own right, although it could be viewed as a transition between the two 

more fixed frames. It embodies and amplifies the tension inherent in the Control frame 

because while the regrowth is on one hand viewed as a restorative force in an ailing 

landscape, on the other it is viewed as in need of curbing. I attribute the Ambivalent 

frame to three factors: the liminal and loose status of the regrowth, innate and learned 

landscape preferences, and the prevailing Euro-Australian anthropocentric mindset of 

human mastery of nature.  

 

Human responses to liminal or loose states are typically negative or ambivalent 

because people tend to achieve understanding by assigning things into clear categories. 

However, the regrowth can be confusing, unsettling, and disturbing because it 

transgresses a range of commonly applied, and typically dualistic, categories. It fits 

neither clear notions of nature (“bushland” or “forest”) nor culture (“farmland”). It is 

not “revegetation” (as this suggests human intent) but neither does it fit into the 

category of “remnant native vegetation”. Regrowth also straddles common categories of 

public land and private land. The regrowth has unsettled the boundary between locally 

native plants and weeds, and between the past (forest and then farmland) and the present 

(where it is unclear what is happening). 

 

I also attribute negativity and ambivalence around shrubby regrowth to both innate 

and learned landscape perceptions. These inherited and culturally learned tendencies 

may make it difficult for people to see the ecological benefits of the regrowth because 

they tend to mainly notice features of the regrowth such as its density, its monotony, its 

ability to block views, and its lack of signs of human intent.  Social norms (such as 

actively managing the land and controlling “weeds”), and personal characteristics (such 

as being engaged in primary production) also encourage negative views of the regrowth. 

Regrowth potently challenges active land management and impedes human engagement 

in primary production.  

 

I attribute the third major influence on ambivalent views to prevailing culturally 

entrenched and enduring Euro-Australian anthropocentrism. Of particular importance is 

the dualism inherent in Western thinking that underpins an adversarial approach to 

nature, as detailed extensively by Plumwood (2003). In the regrowth country this can 
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manifest with a mindset of “win or lose” where the regrowth is understood to transgress 

human boundaries (see Figure 7.1). This perceived transgression can lead to a power 

struggle between adversaries where nature is powerful, and humans resist. The 

resistance takes the form of controlling behaviours or leaving the regrowth country. It is 

also expressed in some of the regrowth narratives. Even for those typically viewing 

nature through the Accept frame, the ability of the regrowth to utterly overwhelm 

human agency can lead to them viewing the regrowth through the Ambivalent frame. 

 

Exploring human agency further, regrowth may threaten a sense of human wellbeing 

associated with the ability to exercise agency and control, or associated with perceptions 

of landscape aesthetics. Many landholders find rewards in enacting their particular 

visions for their properties. These visions include improving land productivity for 

agricultural pursuits and creating areas for nature conservation or landscape 

beautification. Regrowth can impede, and even prevent, their realisation. Whether 

people typically view nature through the Control or the Accept frame, this can lead to 

viewing regrowth through the Ambivalent frame.  

 

The Ambivalent frame appears to represent a paradox from a landscape restoration 

perspective. While the regrowth is on one hand understood as a restorative 

phenomenon, on the other it is viewed as in need of curtailing. It seems it is just a little 

too potent. Nature is restoring the land, but not in a way that sits entirely comfortably 

with human goals and ideals for landscape restoration. Is this unreasonable? 

Unreasonable or not, even in the broad context of declining biodiversity in rural 

landscapes in South Eastern Australia, it is understandable that landscapes undergoing 

unaided processes of regeneration with the potency manifested in the regrowth country 

may be viewed with ambivalence, even by people involved in NRM. It is 

understandable because entrenched cultural traditions (such as anthropocentrism) shape 

society and its members, and innate and learned landscape perceptions may impact 

profoundly on human interpretations and understandings. The dimension of liminality 

may add further to the complexities of how the regrowth is viewed.  

 

Contrasting with the Ambivalent and Control frames, and less commonly used, the 

Accept frame casts the regrowth solely as a zone of promise—to borrow from Shoard’s  

notion of “edgelands of promise” (Shoard, 2000). In the Accept frame regrowth is 

perceived as a benevolent force bringing new life to the landscape. In a social world 
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where biocentric notions place similar value on human agency and agency in nature, 

there is not the feeling of transgression and accompanying tension apparent in the 

Control and Ambivalent frames. Rather, the regrowth is understood as an opportunity 

for landscape restoration on a scale not possible through human activity alone. The 

Accept frame gives rise to a nurturing approach to the regrowth congruent with a 

broader Australian discourse around nature conservation and landscape restoration. 

While this is very helpful in the context of trying to reverse large-scale biodiversity 

decline, it tends to downplay the threats to human agency in the form of fire risk and 

constraints on human activity in the regrowth country.  

 

7.4   Developing policies for management 
 

While current management of the shrubby regrowth ranges from attempting to constrain 

it to a “hands off” approach, there is a social norm around constraining it. Personal 

factors in particular are magnified in the regrowth country due to the extreme difficulty 

and ongoing nature of the effort required to effectively constrain the regrowth. Applying 

the theory of planned behaviour, and Foucault’s reflections on power to the regrowth 

phenomenon was useful in deepening understanding.  According to the theory of 

planned behavior, if people believe that their attempts to clear the regrowth will result in 

less regrowth, if they sense significant social pressure to remove the regrowth, and if 

they believe that they can accomplish the task of removal, they will be more likely to 

attempt to clear the regrowth. However, as discussed in Section 7.2, controlling 

regrowth requires substantial effort and resources such that even if people perceived 

social pressure to remove regrowth they may not feel capable of clearing, particularly 

on the ongoing basis required. They may cease attempting to control regrowth. 

 

Applying Foucault’s understandings to the regrowth country was very fruitful in 

yielding further insights into the struggles against the regrowth, and the associated 

narratives. Where anthropocentrism privileges human agency over agency in nature, the 

regrowth may be viewed as a major transgression of human agency, leading to an 

adversarial approach to the regrowth. Tension results because resistance is inevitable to 

this display of power in nature. This can be expressed in antagonistic narratives and 

actions in the regrowth country.  
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Although there are strong and entrenched reasons to dislike, fear, and attempt to 

remove regrowth, this research showed that people are active in constructing their 

understandings of the regrowth. The Ambivalent frame suggested that the research 

captured the active social construction of meaning about the regrowth as it was 

occurring and that there appears to be an opportunity to actively influence or shape the 

dominant frames used by people to view the regrowth.  

 

One way of influencing the frames concerns the ecological aesthetic. This research 

builds on Gobster’s (1999) ecological aesthetic approach which suggests that ecological 

knowledge of an environment leads to its preferencing. Understandings of the regrowth 

were fluid. Responses in interviews to ecological information demonstrated the 

potential for an ecologic aesthetic. In particular, the ecological process of succession 

was a concept readily grasped in relation to the regrowth. It seemed that the regrowth 

was a more palatable phenomenon when viewed as a process rather than as an end state. 

Interviewees also typically responded positively to the ecological knowledge about the 

regrowth as habitat for declining woodland birds. The ecological aesthetic suggests that 

providing ecological knowledge could enable people to change their thinking and hence 

improve their experience of living in the regrowth country. For example, a change in 

thinking may involve a switch from perceptions of residing in “useless scrub” country 

to perceptions of residing in “rare bird habitat country”. The ecological aesthetic also 

suggests that negativity associated with liminality can be reduced through an 

explanation of the successional nature of the regrowth and that the forest will likely 

develop from it eventually. This is also important in terms of landscape preferences. If 

people are made aware that the regrowth is a process that likely leads to a forest, they 

may view the regrowth more favourably. 

 

The Control frame so strongly evident in this study sits alongside Euro-Australian 

discourses relating to stewardship, nature, and landscape restoration, where there is a 

preference for native flora and recognition of the need to reverse biodiversity decline 

and restore degraded rural landscapes. As discourses (and narratives) both shape, and 

are shaped by the human world (and human ideologies), I suggest the robust narratives 

related to regrowth be viewed as a pathway to actively shifting the Control frame so that 

regrowth can be engaged with more positively. A shift in the Control frame would still 

enable the exercise of control, but in a more constructive way that removes the 

antagonism from the relationship. As with Nassauer’s (1995) aesthetics of care 
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approach that suggests a preference for human intent in the landscape, the regrowth in 

central Victoria could be harnessed and directed to achieve human goals for landscape 

restoration and gain social acceptability through this intentionality. Regrowth could be 

approached positively with human goals in mind, and its tenacious fecundity could be 

seen as an opportunity. 

 

This research has affirmed contemporary Euro-Australian ideologies of wise use 

utilitarianism, stewardship and conservation around land management as expressed 

through societal discourses. The narratives identified in the case study resonate with 

these broader societal discourses mentioned above. Recognising the influence of 

discourses, O’Riordan & Stoll-Kleeman (2002, p. 253) suggested that “if science wants 

to promote a certain view of biodiversity, it needs to link that view to a narrative that all 

the stakeholders can understand”.  While all the narratives identified in this research are 

potentially useful for engaging stakeholders, there are some that are likely to be 

understood by the majority of stakeholders because they are shared by the Accept, 

Control and Ambivalent frames. I single out the Use narrative (where usefulness is 

valued) and the Nature narrative (where nature is broadly understood to be beneficial) 

because they relate to each of the three main Euro-Australian cultural ideologies and 

also span the three frames identified in this study.  

 

I suggest that these narratives provide an opportunity for re-framing the regrowth 

that acknowledges the significant scope for land restoration offered by the regrowth, 

while also accommodating concerns around threats to human agency such as fire risk. 

There is clearly an opportunity to re-frame the understanding of regrowth through: the 

existing narratives; careful naming, and new metaphors that engender a more positive 

relationship of mutual benefit between humans and nature, rather than an adversarial  

relationship. Figure 7.2 details strategic interventions that could be made to encourage 

more nurturing approaches to the regrowth. 
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Figure 7.2. Strategic interventions to influence the frames used to view the regrowth.  
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But is the active re-framing of an issue an ethical undertaking? I believe an ethical 

approach to regrowth on private land begins with acknowledging the many stakeholder 

narratives identified in this study. I suggest that stakeholders in the regrowth country be 

informed about the ecological merits of the regrowth, its environmental role as a 

successional process, and its predicted trajectory of expansion. Other aspects of the 

regrowth such as its potential as a fire hazard should also be actively discussed. I 

suggest a practical approach in the field involving collaboration of landholders 

experienced with regrowth, expert ecologists, NRM employees, and CFA employees. 

This will empower stakeholders to make informed decisions about how to manage the 

regrowth.  

 

7.5   The value of this research in contributing to environmental sociology 

 
The challenges ahead for biodiversity conservation will require a better 
understanding of one species: our own. (Saunders et al., 2006, p. 702) 

 

In the context of planning and sustainably managing future landscapes in Europe, 

Antrop (2005, p. 21) emphasised the value of knowledge of “the manifold relations 

people have toward the perceivable environment and the symbolic meaning it 

generates”. My study has yielded this sort of knowledge and understanding in the 

regrowth country of South Eastern Australia. In particular, my research has contributed 

to, and demonstrated, the value of focusing on discourse and language to understand 

human constructions, and to influence human constructions through re-framing; the 

importance of cultural and innate landscape preferences for how people perceive 

shrubby regrowth, and liminality as one factor that may contribute to negativity or 

ambivalence. All of these findings provide a springboard for both extending learning 

and for devising interventions aimed at engendering more nurturing views toward 

regrowth.  

 

7.5.1   Language and framing 

 

This research has shown the usefulness of focusing on discourse as a way to yield 

understanding of framing—both existing frames, and potential new frames that could 

help shape a new understanding of the regrowth. An understanding of the profound 

influence of language is essential to underpin linguistic awareness and the modification 
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of the language we use in order for it to resonate with our goals. This research has 

shown that while this linguistic awareness could bring about a more nurturing approach 

to the regrowth, it could be applied much more widely to any situation where new 

frames are sought, including pressing global issues such as climate change. The 

approach taken in this study of using language as a pathway into deep understandings of 

the regrowth phenomenon could also be applied more widely, as demonstrated by its 

usefulness in understanding perceptions of the regrowth. 

 

My sensitivity to language in the academic literature and in my fieldwork has yielded 

other useful insights. I add to a growing body of literature by maintaining that often 

scientists and NRM practitioners (perhaps unconsciously) use language in ways that 

may be counterproductive to their objectives. I suggest replacing words that have been 

used around spontaneous reforestation such as “passive”, “encroachment”, “invasive”, 

and “abandonment” with more neutral terms such as “land use change” and 

“spontaneous reforestation of post-agricultural land”. 

 

By pointing out the need for linguistic awareness and providing guidance for 

tailoring environmental messages, environmental sociologists can collaborate with 

ecologists to enable more nurturing relationships between humans and nature. In my 

view, this collaboration between social scientists and ecologists is not just a quaint idea. 

It is essential for achieving environmental sustainability. This partnership can bring 

localised understandings of the nexus between humans and nature and lead to improved 

framing of environmental messages based on sound ecological science.  

 

7.5.2   Liminality 

 

By considering the implications of liminality on human perceptions of regrowth this 

research has also demonstrated the value of applying existing theoretical frameworks 

from apparently unrelated cases.  Aside from its application to successional regrowth 

landscapes, an understanding of liminality can be applied much more widely to any 

“inbetween” state. Recognising that liminal states may be viewed negatively, strategies 

can be enacted that either physically reduce liminality or else provide education aimed 

at reducing negativity toward it through re-framing.  
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7.5.3   Landscape preferences 
 

The research demonstrated the usefulness of an understanding of evolutionary and 

cultural landscape perception theories and models in relation to the regrowth country. 

The research built upon the aesthetics of care and the ecological aesthetic approaches. 

While clearly relevant to the regrowth context, applying these approaches to a range of 

other situations such as to landscape restoration more broadly would be useful. These 

approaches could be used to underpin the design of broadscale landscape restoration 

endeavours in order to engender what Nassauer (1997) termed cultural sustainability. 

This involves social acceptability reinforced by social structures such as norms that are 

expressed and maintained through social narratives.  Gobster’s (1999) ecological 

aesthetic, which highlights the value of ecological education to encourage social 

appreciation, could also be applied with positive results, as demonstrated in this 

research. 

 

In addition to demonstrating the usefulness of understanding landscape perception 

theory, the research affirmed the importance of an understanding of the human-nature 

relationship. This understanding, that the human-nature relationship influences how 

humans experience and behave in the world, can be carried well beyond the regrowth 

country, and can be applied in a range of other contexts. It is important for both yielding 

an understanding of human viewpoints and devising culturally appropriate interventions 

to engender environmental sustainability. 

 

7.6   Reflections from the field—an ethical approach 

 

In chapter 1 I reflected on what I brought personally to this study. I detailed my initial 

positive response to the ecologists’ perspectives, and then my ambivalent response upon 

first setting eyes on the shrubby regrowth. My perspective changed over the course of 

the fieldwork due to my reflections over this time. At the outset I regarded the regrowth 

in an overwhelmingly positive light. This was an outlook that fuelled my resolve to 

contribute through my research to its future security. However, in coming to understand 

the perspectives of people affected by the regrowth, and also feeling humbled by the 

generosity of respondents entrusting me with their views and insights, my perspective 

altered. The regrowth was no longer a simple matter to me; rather, I felt that the 

complexities unearthed by my investigation called for a more sophisticated perspective 
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that could accommodate all of its socio-ecological facets.  In the following section I 

reflect on my responses around the ethics of observing and interviewing stakeholders in 

the regrowth country. Lastly I reflect on my entire journey as I bring this research to a 

close. 

 

To begin my reflections, I found observation to be a useful part of my fieldwork. 

Being a participant observer (where I participated in the events and revealed my identity 

as a researcher) was much more challenging than being a complete observer (where I 

remained anonymous and detached). For example at one meeting (with a nature 

conservation focus) I felt ill at ease because, although I was yet to interview two of the 

people attending the meeting, I was asked to comment publically about how my 

research might contribute to the nurturing of the regrowth. The overt assumption from 

some of the vocal attendees was that the regrowth was highly beneficial and our task 

was to do everything we could to nurture it. I felt giving a full answer might colour how 

the two respondents would interact with me in their coming interviews, hence 

responding publicly was difficult. To ensure my research credibility and to gain the 

insiders’ perspective, I needed to approach them as an impartial observer rather than as 

an advocate for the regrowth. I addressed this public incident by providing a short and 

generalised response.  Challenges of observing aside, the benefits of including forms of 

observation were that I was as far from influencing the data as I could be. 

 

While observing was an interesting part of my fieldwork, it was my interview 

encounters with respondents that provided the richest source of learning. I found it was 

one thing to read about the challenges of field research from the luxury of a well-

appointed, distant office, or indeed listen to valuable advice from experienced 

supervisors. It was quite another to go through the process of semi-structured 

interviewing in the “real world”. Indeed, after completing thirty interviews, I was 

starting to feel uncomfortable on a number of fronts.  

 

I retreated to the literature in response to this sense of discomfort, looking for reports 

of ethical dilemmas in the field to try to make sense of my growing feeling of unease. I 

found what I was looking for in Punch (1994, p. 85), who described fieldwork as a 

“demanding craft that involves both coping with multiple negotiations and continually 

dealing with ethical dilemmas”. I empathised with his descriptions of misdemeanours in 
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the field sometimes confessed to by researchers, and his discussions of predicaments in 

the field. On reflection I, too, had experienced the stresses of feeling like an outsider. I 

pondered how honest I should be with my research purpose, and speculated about my 

motives as a researcher and how these related to the interviewees.  

 

An example of an ethical dilemma involved some interviewees who were of the 

opinion that the main regrowth species (Cassinia arcuata) is exotic, when it is actually 

an Australian native species. I acknowledge that scientists are now debating the cultural 

categories of native and exotic in response to the spread of ‘weeds’ and climate change, 

(see, for example, Davis et al., 2011). However, I felt increasingly uncomfortable not 

pointing out to them that it is a native species because I felt that it would be dishonest 

not to do so. To resolve this internal tension I decided to point this out when next I 

encountered this assumption. However, when I first tried this the respondent reacted 

very defensively, which had a detrimental effect on the remainder of the interview. And 

why would someone not be defensive? I was seeking their opinions and ideas, and then 

telling them these were incorrect! In subsequent interviews I provided information at 

the end of the interview. In that way I could resolve my own inner conflict without 

affecting the course of the interview or esteem of the respondent (although I was still 

pointing out that they were wrong). 

 

Learning and development aside, perhaps what affected me most deeply about the 

interview process was the openness and honesty of the respondents and the trust they 

placed in me. These things prompted much personal soul-searching in relation to my 

intentions. At the beginning of this research I had completely adopted the perspective 

that the regrowth is a very positive opportunity for broadscale landscape restoration 

with the power to heal ailing landscapes. I was keen to undertake the study in order to 

contribute to good biodiversity outcomes, as I am very concerned about ailing 

Australian landscapes. Finding out the range of views on the regrowth could provide a 

stepping stone to enable governments to better tailor extension programs to achieve this 

aim, perhaps even at the expense of people living and working in the regrowth country. 

Ethnography requires that researchers see things from the “natives’ point of view” and 

as I immersed myself in the process of discovering these views I felt increasingly 

uncomfortable as I came to understand the different perspectives. Of most concern to 

me was the way that my respondents trusted me with their perspectives. I felt the need 
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to honour this trust, and to act in good faith. An entry from my field journal illustrates 

my inner sense of tension. 

 

I am feeling like I have an ulterior motive—and I do…I am in effect 
“someone from the government” and they have unwittingly allowed me 
into their homes and into their heads (so trustingly). I feel devious—
what I am doing is not ethical… I am not being honest with them, and 
this gives me a growing sense of unease. 

 

To resolve this tension, I discussed my sense of unease with my supervisors. I 

realised that I could think about my research not only in terms of how it could be used 

to frame regrowth in a more positive light, but also as giving voice to stakeholders in 

the study area, many of whom had heartfelt concerns about the regrowth, including 

what they considered “life and death” concerns around fire risk. 

 

7.6.1   Reflections on the entire journey 
 

My study has continued to intrigue me through the past three years, in part due to its 

deeply philosophical nature. I learnt a great deal about myself and my country through 

this opportunity to explore my cultural heritage. And I now understand the profound 

importance of culture, expressed mostly through language, in shaping human ways of 

being, seeing, thinking, and doing. My recent move to Alice Springs, where daily I see 

my Euro-Australian culture juxtaposed with the local Indigenous culture, has cemented 

and further personalised this understanding that different cultures may manifest 

profoundly contrasting epistemologies and ontologies. Given these differences, social 

research presents a significant challenge in finding out the views of others from their 

own perspectives. 

 

I also understand some of the complexities involved in social science, understandings 

developed through experiential learning. I believe I undertook this research in the true 

spirit of good social science, with ample reflection along the way. I concur with other 

social and environmental scientists who see the many merits of collaborative 

approaches to nature conservation. Equipped with knowledge and experience in social 

science gained through this study, I truly hope that I can contribute fruitfully in the field 

of environmental sociology in the future.  
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Appendix 1   Consent Form 
Researcher Fleur Stelling 

Student 
Tel. 02 6051 9250 
Email.  fstelling@csu.edu.au 

Supervisor Dr Catherine Allan 
Tel. 02 6051 9781 
Email. Callan@csu.edu.au 
 

Institution Charles Sturt University, Albury 
 

Project Name Exploring views and management of native vegetation in the 
central Victorian goldfields area. 

Research purpose 
& methodology 

This research aims to explore the views of a range of 
stakeholders in the Rushworth-Graytown-Heathcote districts 
regarding native vegetation and its management. Interviews 
will be carried out and stakeholder field days and meetings 
will be observed. Some focus groups may be run. 

1. I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation in the research at any time, 
and that if I do I will not be subjected to any penalty or discriminatory treatment. 

2.  the purpose of the research has been explained to me and I have read and 
understood the information sheet given to me. 

3. the purpose of the research has been explained to me, including the (potential) 
risks/discomforts associated with the research. 

4. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the research and received 
satisfactory answers. 

5. I understand that any information or personal details gathered in the course of this 
research about me are confidential and that neither my name nor any other 
identifying information will be used or published without my written permission. 

6. I understand that interviews/focus groups will be audio taped. 
7. Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this 

study. I understand that if I have any complaints or concerns about this research, I 
can contact:  

 
The Executive Officer 
Human Research Ethics Committee 
Office of Academic Governance 
Charles Sturt University 
Panorama Ave 
Bathurst, NSW 2795 
Tel. (02) 6338 4628. Fax. (02) 6338 4194 
 

Signed by: .......................................................... 

 

Date: ..........................................................
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Appendix 2   Project Information Sheet 

Project Exploring views on native vegetation and its management in the 
central Victorian goldfields area. 

Aim The aim of the project is to explore the views of various people in the 
region regarding native vegetation in the district. 

Researchers The principal investigator is PhD student Fleur Stelling, based at 
Charles Sturt University at Albury, NSW. 
The research will be supervised by social researchers Dr Catherine 
Allan and Dr Rik Thwaites, both based at Charles Sturt University, 
Albury, NSW. 

Timeline The field work component will take place during 2012, although the 
entire project spans a three year period from 2011 to 2014. 

Approach Information will be gathered through interviews, focus groups, 
observing meetings and field days and analysing documents such as 
newsletters and magazines. 
A range of people will be requested to participate in interviews, 
including landowners (farmers, small property owners and 
weekenders), indigenous people, contractors, real estate agents, 
educators, Landcare members, CFA members, VFF members, bird 
watchers, agronomists, government and non-government advisers and 
planners. 

Interviews Interviews will be held at the convenience of the participant and 
should take about 1 to 1.5 hours. They will be quite informal – rather 
like a friendly conversation. Interviewees will be asked for 
permission to tape record the interview (not compulsory). A Consent 
form will need to be signed which guarantees full confidentiality and 
privacy, and the right of the participant to withdraw at any time. 
Participant’s names will not be used in any reports and participant’s 
views shall remain private. 

Counselling I do not anticipate discussing this topic will cause you any distress. 
However, I have included some counselling details here in the 
unlikely event that it may: 
Heathcote Health: 03 5431 0900/  
Community Health – Stanhope: 03 5857 2400 

Your 
participation 

I am interested in interviewing you because I would like to find out 
about your views and experiences regarding vegetation in your 
district. I will value your input and would be grateful for your 
participation. If you would like to participate, please sign the 
attached Consent Form (I will ask you for it at the interview). I will 
contact you shortly to arrange a convenient time for an interview. 

Contact 
details 

Fleur Stelling 
Tel. 02 6051 9250 
Email: fstelling@csu.edu.au 
Postal: PO Box 789, Albury, NSW  2640 
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Appendix 3   Word Frequencies in the Documents 
Table A3.1  

Word frequencies in the Landcare-type newsletters 

	   	   Newsletter	  

 
Topic	  

	   North Central Chat /  
Ground Cover 

February 2011 to April 2013	  

Box Ironbark Times /  
Whroo Goldfields CMN 

March 2012 to May 2013	  

Nature Natural/nature, 104; native, 80; 
indigenous, 34; bush, 14; 
remnant/s, 13 

Natural/nature, 21; native, 4; 
indigenous, 4; bush, 4; remnant/s, 9 

Biodiversity Biodiversity, biodiverse, 61 Biodiversity, biodiverse, 9; diverse, 
4 

Habitat Habitat/ habitats, 31 Habitat/ habitats, 5 
Use Resources, 103; asset/s, 9 Resources, 20; asset/s, 0. 
Control Manager/manages/managed/ 

management, 266 
control, 77 

Manager/manages/managed/ 
management, 16 
control, 1 

Conservation Protect/s/protected/ 
protection/protecting, 63;  
conserving/conservation/  
conserve, 56. 

Protect/s/protected/ 
protection/protecting, 15;  
conserving/conservation/conserve, 
8. 

Restoration Planting/planted, 36; restoring, 
restore, 29 
revegetate/revegetation/ 
revegetating, 29 
enhance/enhancing/ 
enhancement/enhanced, 24 
regenerate/regenerating, 9 

Planting/planted, 25; restoring, 
restore, 2 
revegetate/revegetation/  
revegetating, 4 
enhance/enhancing/ 
enhancement/enhanced, 2 
regenerate/regenerating, 4 

Loss Degraded/degradation, 4 
endangered, 6 

Degraded/degradation, 3 
endangered, 1 

Flora Trees/tree 80; grass/grasses, 79;  
vegetation, 40; woodland, 33; 
habitat/s, 31; orchid/s, 29; 
ecosystem/s, 22; flora, 19; 
grassland/s, 17; bush, 14; 
remnant/s, 13; wildflower/s, 9; 
eucalypt/s, 8; understorey, 8; 
shrub/s, 8. 

Trees/tree 17; gum/s, 17; forest/s, 
15; grass/grasses, 5;  vegetation, 7; 
woodland, 8; habitat/s, 5; flora, 3; 
bush, 4; remnant/s, 9; eucalypt/s, 5; 
understorey, 2; shrub/s, 2. 

Fauna Animals, 67; bird/s, 36; frog/s, 29; 
wildlife, 26; parrot, 10; 
phascogale/s 9; kangaroo/s, 7; 
platypus, 7; dragonfly/ies, 6; 
insect/s, 6. 
Total bird-related=46 

Animals, 14; bird/s, 20; frog/s, 3; 
wildlife, 5; parrot, 2; phascogale/s 
10; marsupial, 7; insect/s, 3 birdlife, 
3; waterbird, 3; fauna, 3; reptile, 3; 
squawk, 2; spider, 2; possum, 2; 
lizard, 2. Total bird-related=27 

 
* Word frequency searches were carried out only on issues from March 2012 to May2013 for 
which electronic copies were available. 
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Table A3.2 

Word frequencies in the frameworks, biodiversity strategies and vegetation plans 

	   	   Frameworks / Biodiversity Strategies / Vegetation Plans	  

 

Themes 

	   Victoria’s 
Native 

Vegetation 
Framework, 

2002	  

Biodiversity is 
Everybody’s 

Business. 
Victoria’s 

Biodiversity 
Strategy, 2010-

2015	  

Goulburn 
Broken 

Biodiversity 
Strategy 2010-

2015	  

North Central Native 
Vegetation Plan, 2005	  

Use Resource/s, 
46 
Asset/s, 9 

Use, 75 
(mostly around 
land use); 
resources, 109;  
asset/s, 84.  

Use, 46 
(mainly 
around land & 
water use); 
resources, 41; 
asset/s, 54. 

Use, 98 (mainly around land 
and water use); resource/s, 
183; asset/s, 73. 

Threat Threat/s/ 
threatening/ 
threatened, 
42; risk, 5. 

Threatened/ 
threats/ 
threatening, 78; 
risk, 58.  

Threatened/ 
threat/s, 
threatening, 
137; risk, 54. 

Threatening/threats/threatened, 
228; risk, 24. 

Loss Loss/ losses, 
62; 
degraded/ 
degradation, 
27; deplete/ 
depleted, 20; 
decline/ 
declining, 
19; 
endangered, 
5; 
vulnerable, 
5. 

Loss/losses, 
46; decline/ 
declining, 14; 
degrade/ 
degradation, 
16; extinct/ 
extinctions, 15; 
fragmented, 
14; vulnerable, 
9; endangered, 
8. 

Fragmented, 
35; 
Loss/losses, 
34; 
endangered, 
25; extinction, 
24; 
vulnerable, 
23; decline/ 
declining, 18; 
degrade/ 
degradation, 
19; deplete/ 
depleted, 16; 
modified, 14; 
rare, 14. 

Loss/losses, 119; endangered, 
119; decline/declining, 79; 
vulnerable, 66; 
degrade/degradation, 54; 
deplete/depleted, 79; rare, 48; 
altered, 36. 

Nature Native, 287 
(2nd most 
frequent 
word); 
natural/ 
nature, 72;  

Nature/ natural, 
156; native, 
122. 

Native, 152; 
nature/ 
natural, 90; 
indigenous, 14 

Nature/natural, 242; native, 
659 (2nd most frequent word 
used) 
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Table A3.2 

Word frequencies in the frameworks, biodiversity strategies, and vegetation plans (cont.) 

 

Themes 

Victoria’s 
Native 

Vegetation 
Framework, 

2002 

Biodiversity is 
Everybody’s 

Business. 
Victoria’s 

Biodiversity 
Strategy, 2010-

2015 

Goulburn 
Broken 

Biodiversity 
Strategy 2010-

2015 

North Central 
Native Vegetation 

Plan, 2005 

Control Managers/ 
manage/ 
management/ 
managing, 247 
(3rd most 
frequent 
wording); 
action/s, 49; 
control/ 
controlling/ 
controls, 16; 
legislation, 4 

Management/mana
ging, 373; action, 
185; legislation, 
109, Act/s, 101, 
planning, 185, 
activity, 80; 
investment, 66; 
policy/ policies, 65, 
regulations/ 
regulatory 19, 
control, 16 

management/
managing, 
231; 
investment, 
95; policy/ 
policies, 40; 
Act/s, 32; 
legislation, 15; 
control/s, 13; 
regulation/s, 8. 

 

Management/ 
managing, 453 
(3rd most 
frequent word 
used); action, 
179; implement/ 
implementation, 
71; control, 56.  

Conservation Protect/ 
protecting/ 
protection, 
131; conserve/ 
conserving/ 
conservation, 
120. 

Conserve/ 
conserving/ 
conservation, 173;  

protect/ protection/ 
protecting/ 
protected, 157. 

Conserve/ 
conserving/ 
conservation 
110; protect/ 
protection/ 
protecting/ 
protected, 52. 

Conserve/ 
conserving/ 
conservation, 318; 
protect/ 
protection/ 
protecting/ 
protected, 246. 

Restoration Enhance/ 
enhanced/ 
enhancement/ 
enhancing, 42;  

Restore/ 
restored/ 
restoring/ 
restoration, 16 

Enhance/ enhanced/ 
enhancement/ 
enhancing, 40;  

restore/ restored/ 
restoring/ 
restoration, 39. 

Restore/ 
restored/ 
restoring/ 
restoration, 29; 

Enhance/ 
enhanced/ 
enhancement/ 
enhancing, 9. 

Enhance/ 
enhanced/ 
enhancement/ 
enhancing, 81;  

Restore/ restored/ 
restoring/ 
restoration, 53. 

 

Habitat Habitat/s, 82 
(3rd most 
frequent 
reference to 
flora/fauna) 

Habitat/s, 118. Habitat/s, 69. Habitat/s, 211 
(9th most frequent 
word). 
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Table A3.2 

Word frequencies in the frameworks, biodiversity strategies, and vegetation plans (cont.) 

 

Themes 

Victoria’s 
Native 

Vegetation 
Framework, 

2002 

Biodiversity is 
Everybody’s 

Business. 
Victoria’s 

Biodiversity 
Strategy, 2010-

2015 

Goulburn 
Broken 

Biodiversity 
Strategy 2010-

2015 

North Central 
Native Vegetation 

Plan, 2005 

Biodiversity Biodiversity/ 
biodiverse, 79 
(4th most 
frequent 
reference to 
flora/fauna) 

Biodiversity/ 
biodiverse, 998 
(most common 
word referring to 
flora/fauna) 

Biodiversity/ 
biodiverse, 
549 (most 
common word 
referring to 
flora/fauna) 

Biodiversity/  
biodiverse, 176 
(13th most 
common word 
referring to 
flora/fauna); 
diversity, 81. 

Five most 
frequently 
used words 
for 
flora/fauna 

Vegetation, 
448; native, 
287; habitat, 
82; biodiverse/ 
biodiversity, 
79; tree/s, 74. 

Biodiverse/ 
biodiversity, 998; 
ecosystem, 176; 
species, 171; 
nature/natural, 156; 
native, 122. 

Biodiverse/ 
biodiversity, 
549; 
vegetation, 
182; native, 
152; species, 
150; 
ecosystems, 
101. 

Vegetation, 1047; 
native, 659; 
woodland, 353; 
species, 282; 
nature/ natural, 
242. 

Comparative 
emphasis on 
trees/shrubs 

Tree/s, 74 
Overstorey, 0 
Understorey, 3 
Shrub/s, 0 
Scrub/ 
scrubby, 0. 

Tree/s (as in ‘tree 
planting’), 4; 
Shrubs, 0; 
Grasses, 
0;Overstorey, 0; 
Understorey, 
0.Scrub/ Scrubby, 
0. 

Tree/s, 20;  
Shrubs, 3;  
Understorey, 
1; 
Scrub or 
scrubby, 0. 

tree/s, 233; 
shrub/s, 13; 
‘shrubby’, 14;  
‘understorey’, 26; 
Scrub or scrubby, 
7. 
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Table A3.2 

Word frequencies in the frameworks, biodiversity strategies, and vegetation plans (cont.) 

Themes Victoria’s 
native 

vegetation 
framework, 

2002 

Biodiversity is 
everybody’s 

business. 
Victoria’s 

biodiversity 
strategy, 2010-

2015 

Goulburn Broken 
Biodiversity 

Strategy 2010-
2015 

North Central Native 
Vegetation Plan, 2005 

Comparative 
emphasis on 
regeneration 
& 
revegetation 

Revegetation, 
42 
Planting/ 
planted, 9 
Regeneration, 
17 

Regeneration: 
12 (natural 
regeneration, 8; 
regeneration, 3, 
and active 
regeneration, 1). 
Revegetation/ 
revegetate, 12 
Planted/planting
, 4, 
Direct seeding, 
2 

Regeneration, 17 
(natural 
regeneration, 7; 
regeneration/ 
regenerating/ 
regenerate, 10) 
and a total of 18 
to active planting 
(14 to 
revegetation; 1 to 
tubestock 
planting and 3 to 
direct seeding).  
 

Revegetation: 126 
(including 
revegetation/ 
revegetate, 106; 
planting/planted, 16, & 
direct seeding, 4). 
Some references to 
‘revegetate’ or 
‘revegetation’ 
however, did include 
regeneration.  
 
Regeneration, 65 
(including: 
‘regeneration, 57;  
‘natural regeneration’, 
6;  ‘bush regeneration 
techniques/ bush 
regeneration 
concepts’, 2, and 
recruited/recruitment, 
34.  

‘Regeneration’ 12 of the 17 
references 
were in the 
context of 
forestry/ 
timber 
harvesting. 
Remainder 
related to 
increasing 
native 
vegetation 
through 
planting or 
regeneration.  

Recognises 
restoration 
works needed 
are beyond the 
scope of 
planting, hence 
sees a strong 
role for 
regeneration to 
achieve goals. 

Regeneration was 
linked to land use 
change. It was 
viewed as a way 
of achieving 
landscape-scale 
change and as an 
indicator of 
resilience. There 
was a perceived 
need to promote 
regeneration 
more. Lack of 
regeneration was 
viewed as a threat 
to native 
vegetation.  

There is an explicit 
view stated in the 
section on principles 
that ‘natural is best’ as 
opposed to 
revegetation. 
Regeneration is 
presented as a high 
priority in revegetation 
efforts needed at a 
large scale. 
Regeneration is seen 
as a low cost 
opportunity for broad 
scale revegetation and 
sites with high 
regenerative potential 
are considered to be 
‘valuable assets’. 
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Table A3.3 

Word frequencies in the regional catchment strategies 

Theme 
Goulburn Broken Regional 
Catchment Strategy, 2013-2019 

North Central Regional Catchment 
Strategy, 2012-2018 

Use Assets, 86; use, 119 (mainly 
around land and water use); 
resource/s, 48; uses, 24 (mainly 
around land). 

Asset/s, 178; resource/s, 61; use, 56 
(mainly land and water use); uses, 9 
(mainly land/agricultural uses). 

Threat Threatened, 85; threats, 79; 
risks, 50; decline, 24; 
endangered, 10; degradation, 10; 
vulnerable, 8. 

Threats/threatened/threatening, 115; 
impacts, 47. 

Loss Loss/losses, 32; 
decline/declining, 24; 
degrade/degradation, 10 

Loss/losses, 16; decline/declining, 19; 
degrade/degradation, 9; 
deplete/depleted, 6. 

Control Manage/management/managing, 
427; action, 62; legislation, 10, 
stewardship, 5. 

Management/managing/managed, 226 
(6th most frequently used word); Act/s, 
49; policy/policies, 39; 
control/controlling, 23; legislation, 10 
and regulation/regulatory, 6. 
Action/actions, 72 and active, 17. 

Nature Natural/nature, 124; native, 93. Nature/natural, 96; native, 59. 

Conservation Protection/protect/protecting, 
104; conserve/ 
conservation/conserving, 49, 
preserve/ preservation, 5 

Protect/protected/protection/ 
protecting,102; 
conserve/conserving/conservation, 39. 

Restoration Restore/restoration, 8. Enhancing/enhanced/enhancement, 43; 
restore/restoring 10, and caring, 9. 

Habitat Habitat, 67. Habitat, 61 (fifth most frequent 
reference to vegetation). 

Biodiversity Biodiversity, 138 (most frequent 
word used relating to 
flora/fauna). 

Biodiversity, 68 (sixth most frequent 
word relating to the environment) 

Trees versus 
shrubs/other 
vegetation 

Trees, 15; overstorey, 0. 
shrub/s, 0; scrub, 0; understorey, 
1;  

Trees, 3; overstorey 3. 
Neither shrub/s nor understorey 
mentioned. 

Regeneration 
versus 
revegetation 

Regeneration, 2;  
revegetation/revegetated/ 
revegetate, 5; regrowth. 2. 

Regeneration,8; revegetation; 9 
(including ‘revegetation’,7 times, 
‘planting’, once, and ‘direct seeding’, 
once).  
Regrowth, 0. 
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Appendix 4   Photographic images 
Table A4.1 

Photographic images in official Documents: type and frequency 

    Document   

Photographic 

image 
 Victoria’s 

Biodiversity 

Strategy 

Goulburn 

Broken’s 

Biodiversity 

Strategy 

North 

Central 

Vegetation 

Plan 

North 

Central 

Catchment 

Strategy 

GBCMA 
Catchment 

Strategy 

 

Fauna (birds in 
brackets) 

28 (9*) 15 (7*) 3 (1) 22 (10*) 5 (2*) 

Flora  14 5 24  

Bushland scenes 
(devoid of signs 
of humans) 

9 4 1  1 

Coastal scenes 7     

Agricultural/ 
rural/ production 
scenes 

1 4 1 26 8 

Wetland/ riverine 
scene 

3 5  40 6 

People recreating 6   1  

Scientists  4   1 1 

Farmers    1  

People planting 
trees/scenes 
showing active 
planting/ 
associated 
fencing 

5 1 3 5 2 

Regrowth/ 
regeneration 
scene 

0 0 0 0 0 

Pests or related to 
pest control 

2    1 

School children 
being educated 

1 1    
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Table A4.1 

Photographic images in official documents: type and frequency (cont.) 

    Document   

Photographic 
image 

 Victoria’s 
Biodiversity 

Strategy 

Goulburn 
Broken’s 

Biodiversity 
Strategy 

North 
Central 

Vegetation 
Plan 

North 
Central 

Catchment 
Strategy 

GBCMA 
Catchment 

Strategy 

Person putting 
up or building 
nestboxes 

 1  1 1 

Irrigation 
scenes 

   4 5 

Dams/water 
storage scenes 

   2  

Flooding 
scenes 

   2  

Groups of 
people at field 
days or 
training 

   11 6 

People 
fencing or 
weeding 

   3 1 

Earthwork 
machinery 

   2  

Works crew    1 1 

Burning 
activities 

    1 

Artwork     2 

Unidentified    1  

*Birds were the largest grouping compared with groupings such as mammals, reptiles, insects 

etc. 
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Appendix 5   Waranga News CFA column themes 

Table A5.1 

Themes in ‘Waranga News’ CFA columns, with indicative words and phrases 

Themes Indicative words and phrases 

Threat/ risk Fire risk; risk of injury or death; risk of being “trapped” and “caught”; 
threats to personal safety; risk of house being destroyed, risk of house 
fire; bushfire risk; people and property at risk; if a fire threatens; life-
threatening blaze; fires can quickly take hold; “the difference between 
life and death”, and “kill anyone caught”. 

Safety Feel secure; flee to safety; safe; safer communities; fire safety check; 
protection systems; fight fires and protect lives; home fire escape plan; 
fire escape plan; fire refuge of last resort; neighbourhood safer place; 
vulnerable people; vulnerable at risk community members; ultimate 
escape; warning/ s. 

Responsibility People are encouraged to: act responsibly, take responsibility; remain 
vigilant, be extra vigilant; protect themselves; access CFA warnings; 
show extreme caution; take care, take extra care, take extreme care, be 
careful, be careful with burn-offs; never be complacent; have a fire 
plan; prepare for a fire; be aware, be aware of potential fire hazards; 
take action to prevent house fires; minimise the risk; stay safe; access 
warnings; construct campfires properly; conduct burns responsibly; 
register burn-offs; stay in touch; keep the Victorian Bushfire 
information line handy; join the local brigade; shelter in trucks; get a 
permit to light a fire (rather than break the law); minimise the threat of 
bushfire, minimise the risk to life and property; minimise personal fire 
risks. 

Volunteer In relation to volunteers: protect lives and property; preservation of 
life; sacrifice; commitment; hard work; professional; active members; 
past members; serve the community; fight fires and protect lives; bring 
fires under control; firefighters; firies; big-hearted; protecting homes 
and families; protects the community; deal with major bushfires; vital 
emergency service; prevention and preparedness; something vital to 
offer; qualities: tact, loyalty, dexterity, observation, sympathy, 
explicitness, gallantry, perseverance.  

Housefire Smoke alarms; smoke alarm checks. 

Bushfires Bushfires; grassfires; bush and grassfire; fires; grass and scrub fires. 

Danger Dangerous, dangerous conditions, particularly dangerous, dangerous 
fire conditions, high fire danger days; danger signs; high bushfire 
danger areas; fire danger period; scary; distressing; traumatic. 

Disaster Black Saturday bushfires; worst fire disaster; blazing; terrifying fires; 
inexorable spread; emergency. 
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Table A5.1 

Themes in ‘Waranga News’ CFA columns, with Indicative Words and Phrases (cont.) 

Themes Indicative words and phrases 

Weather Dangerous conditions; dangerous fire conditions; extreme weather 
conditions; scorching hot weekend; hot weather; severe bushfire 
conditions; hot, dry windy conditions; windy, high wind, light wind. 

Suffering/ loss Suffer property loss or damage; suffer serious injury; likely to die; lost 
their lives; lives lost; destroyed; fire-fatality; heartbreak; worry; 
sombre; distressing; traumatic; struggling. 

Suppression Tell neighbours when you plan to burn off; protect themselves from 
grassfires by “slashing, mowing, grazing, spraying and using herbicide, 
and creating fuel breaks by removing all fuel (vegetation) down to the 
soil”; “consider if access for fire trucks can be improved by clearing 
vegetation…”; create strategic fuel breaks; design garden to reduce 
bushfire risk. 

Vegetation Grasslands, undulating grassland, local grasslands; long grass, green 
grass; lush vegetation; crop stubble and scrub; scrubby forested terrain; 
high fuel loads; lower flammability plants; fire resistant plantings; fire 
retardant vegetation; bushland. 

 


