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News Coverage of Landcare in The Age since the Natural Heritage Trust 
 
Abstract 
Recognised as a long-standing symbol of environmentally sustainable land management 
practices, the organisation Landcare receives considerable publicity in mainstream 
Australian newspapers and features prominently among programs funded by the Howard 
Government’s new environmental budget. Contextualised within a socio-political 
context, this research applies critical qualitative analysis to all substantive news articles 
on Landcare published in The Age between 1997-2006. Findings reveal an increasingly 
negative portrayal of Landcare by the public and media while federal spending continues. 
Via sociological media analysis, we argue Landcare’s growing association with political 
‘pork barrelling’ and unfavourable media coverage necessitates Landcare adopt new 
social imagery and practices if it wishes to disassociate itself from political agenda 
setting, maintain prominence as a trusted Australian environmental organisation, and 
reverse its floundering membership. 
 
Introduction 
In this research, we use critical qualitative research methods to explore what 
representations, cultural norms, and societal changes were put forth surrounding 
Landcare in The Age, a daily broadsheet newspaper based in Melbourne, Australia, 
between 1997 and 2006. This study builds upon our previous research of The Australian 
where we showed Landcare depicted as facilitator of rural cultural change and 
encouraging adoption of sustainable agricultural practices by promising economic 
rewards obtainable through Landcare participation (Ragusa & Holden, 2006). 
 
The Politics of Social Institutions: Government & Media 
As social institutions, government and news media share a dialectical relationship. From 
a sociological perspective, the objectives governments and political agendas bring to the 
social process of communication render problematic the boundaries demarcating politics 
and news making, at mass/collective and micro levels. In Australia, it has long been held 
that the mass media is both an instrument of political communication and itself a political 
institution, serving as a so-called ‘fourth estate’ and performing the democratic function 
of government scrutiny (Singleton, Aitkin, Jinks & Warhurst, 2006). According to 
Singleton et al (2006), much scope exists for critical analysis of print media, particularly 
given both the content and control of news media constitute political activities. Media 
organisations have been critiqued for not only determining the newsworthiness of issues, 
but also for limiting social change and public debate and presenting homogenous 
viewpoints (see Singleton et al, 2006). Despite this, news media are Australian society’s 
key informants of political events. Sociologists over the past two decades have lamented 
news media’s increasingly declining autonomy and dependency upon global capitalism, 
such as The Age’s reliance upon advertisements for economic survival, while political 
scientists note recent attempts by political conservatives to remove foreign media 
ownership restrictions, such as the Howard Government’s 2002 parliamentary bill 
(failing passage through the Senate ) appeal to the support and aims of business 
conglomerates like John Fairfax Holdings (owner of The Age) and News Ltd. (Singleton 
et al, 2006). 
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Landcare is one of Australia’s most well-recognised, government led programs 
combating land degradation and improving agricultural productivity in rural 
environments. Having celebrated its 20th anniversary in 2006, Landcare is both a 
volunteer movement and prominent force in Australian public policy. An acclaimed 
model of devolutionary policy and government-community partnership, Landcare is used 
by international policymakers and exported to several countries, including New Zealand 
and the Philippines (Department of Agriculture, Fisheries & Forestry, 2003). Given 
Landcare’s premier position within Australian society, we have chosen to use this 
organisation as a case example to examine and detail how The Age, characterised as a 
‘quality’ Australian newspaper taking politics more seriously and offering more 
systematic coverage of topics than other news sources (Singleton et al, 2006), represents 
and reports ‘news’ about Landcare, as a governmentally-driven organisation.  
 
Environmental news is a specific category of news and one which is increasingly 
fashionable in contemporary Western societies as issues of climate change reach mass 
levels of consciousness and debate. Although news-making is a collective effort, at The 
Age today there is one environmental news reporter, Liz Minchin, who exclusively writes 
environmental news stories. This task is shared with Rachel Kleinman, who, according to 
Dean (personal communication, 9 October 2007) in ‘Reader Services’ at The Age is 
classified as both environmental and science reporter. Unfortunately, only one article 
written by these authors (Minchin, 26 July 2005) is included in our sample collected 
between 1997-2006 and Dean advises historical data is unavailable regarding past 
numbers of environmental reporters, turnover rate and policies regarding environmental 
news reporting at The Age.  
 
Arguments stemming from the social constructivist theoretical camp have come to focus 
on how the process and organisation of news production, as a socioeconomic and cultural 
enterprise, impacts the production of news. Informed by social interaction theory, and 
developing concepts such as media and journalistic frames (Gamson, Croteau, Haynes & 
Sasson, 1992; Tuchman, 1978), an entire branch of media studies asks questions about 
how particular organisational/work environments, such as that at The Age, influence the 
production of news. Sociological analyses (Argyis, 1994) have found consistently 
throughout the history of news production that a number of less-than-desirable practices 
have been involved, such as secretive hierarchal decision-making, conflict-avoidance, 
cover-ups, conformity, competition and low trust among reporters, as well as reliance on 
friends and colleagues to interpret and decide what constitutes news (Sparrow, 1999). 
How news media frame environmental issues is influenced by a complex web of socio-
political and cultural factors. For example, studies into the sociology of journalism 
(Anderson, 1997; Schlesinger, 1990) conducted in the Nineties reveal coverage of news 
stories is deeply affected by the internal workings of the social structure of the media, as 
a complex organisation, along with its corresponding social interactions between and 
amongst journalists and their sources, both relating to the topic and external to it as they 
conduct their work within a broader socio-cultural environment. For example, in 
describing the Daily Mail's ‘save our seals’ campaign in the UK, Anderson (1997, p. 209) 
notes how contingency of news sources’ (Greenpeace and back-bench MPs) goals briefly 
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converged to demonstrate the ‘inadequacies of the government’s approach to the 
environment’, increasing the likelihood that the aims of both would be achieved. 
 
As comparative analysis of national Australian and New Zealand newspapers’ coverage 
of parasites and drinking water reveals, many aspects of news making are unclear to the 
public (Ragusa & Crampton, 2007). Moreover, media coverage of environmental crises 
in Australia are increasingly characterised not only by the media using experts, such as 
scientists to legitimise their claims, but also the inverse, whereby stakeholders use news 
media to further their own causes and agendas (Ragusa & Crampton, 2007). In what 
becomes a chicken-or-egg question of causality, it is noteworthy that, although beyond 
the scope of this present analysis, organisational imperatives and structural conditions do 
impact environmental news production, albeit is ways less socially patterned than those 
typically revealed in content and discourse analyses. 
 
 
Landcare: As environmental organisation and case study 
There historically is a tendency for newspapers to select environmental issues based upon 
their entertainment value and ability to sell newspapers (Anderson, 1997). Hence, it is 
perhaps surprising that Landcare issues receive considerable media coverage. A media 
impact report commissioned by Landcare Australia Limited (LAL)1 reveals media 
coverage in 2004 of LAL management issues across television, radio and print media had 
an equivalent advertising cost of nearly AU$25 million (LAL, n.d.). This level of media 
coverage contributed to Landcare's high public visibility; 84% of Australians recognise 
the ‘caring hands’ logo of LAL (LAL, n.d.).  
 
While issue salience is critical to ensure consideration in public and political debates 
(McCombs, 1997), equally important is the subtle ideological content of news framing 
(Miller and Riechert, 2000) to ensure environmental organisations can attract public 
support and legitimise organisational agendas (Cracknell, 1993; Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 
1993). News framing entails ‘a central organizing idea for news that supplies a context 
and suggests what the issue is through the use of selection, emphasis, exclusion, and 
elaboration’ (Tankard, Hendrickson, Silberman, Bliss and Ghanem, 1991, p. 3, cited in 
McCombs and Ghanem, 2006, p. 70). In other words, framing requires active cognitive 
decisions about the inclusion and omission of information to persuade others and advance 
a particular political agenda. The broader social impact of media frames is significant. 
For example, framing of the 1995 Brent Spar conflict between Greenpeace and Shell 
Petroleum by the British press has been credited with altering attitudes of big business 
towards corporate social responsibility (Smith, 2000).  
 
Sociological research examining Landcare discourses (Lockie, 1999) reveal how 
corporations, such as Monsanto, used association with Landcare to project images of 
environmental responsibility while continuing unsustainable production practices, known 
as ‘green washing’. Similarly, Lockie (1992) and Martin (1997) argue rhetoric promoting 
Landcare volunteer groups as autonomous organisations disguises the control 
governments and natural resource management agencies can exercise over Landcare 
groups by tying funding to government priorities. The speeches, policies and funding 
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arrangements reviewed on Australian government websites as of October, 2007 suggests 
this remains true. 

Outlining quite clearly ‘how the Australian Government plans to continue our support for 
Landcare into the future’, Senator Eric Abetz, Minister for Fisheries, Forestry & 
Conservation, on behalf of Peter McGauran, Australian Government Minister for 
Agriculture, stated in his address to the International Landcare Conference held in 
Melbourne, 9 October 2006, ‘Through Landcare, the Australian Government doesn’t just 
talk about environmental outcomes – we actually achieve them.’ As a case example, this 
speech epitomises the degree to which the Howard government has and continues to use 
Landcare for political purposes. For instance, reflecting critically on the following 
excerpt from Senator Abetz’s speech, one quickly recognises the degree to which 
Landcare programs are constructed to a) suit industry needs and objectives b) serve as 
political rhetoric for support of the Howard Government’s ‘sound management of the 
economy’: 

By the year 2008, the Howard Government will have committed total funding to 
the National Landcare Programme of over $700 million. And recently we have 
been working in partnership with some important industries - including cotton, 
dairy, horticulture, wine, sugar, fertiliser and irrigation - on innovation in 
sustainable agriculture and increasing landholder engagement in natural resource 
management. As many of you know, funding for these Australian Government 
programmes - including the National Landcare Programme, the National Action 
Plan for Salinity and Water Quality and the Natural Heritage Trust - is due to 
lapse in June 2008. As I have previously indicated, these programs were largely 
funded through the sale of the first two branches of the Government’s stake in 
Telstra – unfortunately, the $10 billion budget black hole the Labor Party left us 
with in 1996 didn’t leave much money in the budget for these visionary 
programs! The good news is, due to our sound management of the economy, the 
Australian Government will be able to fund ongoing natural resource management 
programs without having to rely on the upcoming sale of the rest of Telstra. 
Simply put, strong economic management allows expenditure on environmental 
issues. 

The strategic use of Landcare by the Australian Government to create a ‘landcare ethic’, 
complete with its own National Landcare Week (16-22 August), ‘now underpins many 
agricultural operations across the country’ and provides an organisational example of 
how the government, through the granting of funds and support of social groups, actively 
manages agriculture and industry for specific purposes it finds suitable: 

Landcare has also brought about a fundamental shift in the way Australia’s land 
managers think about our natural resources. The landcare movement, supported 
by a suite of Australian Government programmes, has been instrumental in 
raising awareness about natural resource management issues, amongst both rural 
and urban communities…The Australian Government is proud to play its part in 
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developing and supporting these local partnerships through funding and 
facilitation. 

Interestingly, in comparison with other types of environmental news found in The Age, 
Landcare is largely equated by the government with farming. As the Australian 
Government’s 2004-05 Budget website boasts, ‘it is estimated that 75 per cent of all 
farmers have benefited from Landcare information’, while confirming the Howard 
Government’s long-term financial commitment to Landcare. ‘This Budget extends the 
National Landcare Programme by two years by providing an additional $80 million ($40 
million in both 2006-07 and 2007-08). This brings the Howard Government’s total 
investment in this programme to $159.5 million over the next four years.’ 
Simultaneously, the National Heritage Trust (NHT) (2007) highlights as its main 
Landcare news ‘There are more than 3,200 local Landcare groups, spread across the 
nation. About one in every three farmers is a member of a Landcare group.’ In contrast 
with international and Australian nongovernmental environmental organisations’ goals 
and agendas, the following core business items differ considerably in their 2007 key areas 
of work: 

An enhanced National Landcare Program will also support an expansion of 
property management planning to give farmers improved natural resource and 
business management skills. Other initiatives will address flood plain 
management and provide the option of extended income tax concessions to 
encourage investment in on-farm landcare works. 

Despite Landcare’s success with membership and funding, as well as the prevalence of 
discourses proclaiming Landcare to be ‘a good thing’ (Lockie, 1997), doubts linger about 
Landcare being the most effective way to address serious land degradation issues, such as 
dryland salinity and soil erosion (Byron & Curtis, 2001). Many criticisms of Landcare 
relate to problems of program implementation and delivery. This in part stems from the 
introduction of the NHT, the $1.25 billion delivery mechanism for Landcare funding 
introduced by the Howard government in 1997. Reported problems under the NHT 
include an expansion in volunteer activities contributing to burnout (Byron, Curtis & 
Lockwood 2001) and lengthy grant application procedures impeding group planning 
(Curtis, Van Nouhuys, Robison & Mackay, 2000).  
 
A recent survey targeting Landcare groups in Victoria indicates such problems could 
threaten the continuing viability of Landcare. Findings (Curtis & Cooke, 2006) show 
between 1998-2004 over 150 Landcare groups ceased operation in Victoria while the 
volunteer attrition rate exceeded Landcare’s ability to attract new participants. 
Commenting on these findings, Curtis states, ‘for the first time we have evidence of the 
declining health of Landcare’ (Institute for Land, Water and Society, 2006). 
 
To date, research about Landcare has focused on volunteer group dynamics and program 
evaluation employing quantitative surveys (see Curtis & De Lacy, 1996; 1998), which 
reflects the need for accountability of government expenditure. To address the imbalance 
found, Webb and Carey (2005) call for qualitative research to examine Landcare and 
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other natural research management issues. Although recent interpretivist-framework 
studies demonstrate a willingness to resolve past discrepancies in method (see Gooch, 
2004; Williams, 2004), many remain rooted within social and organisational contexts 
experienced by Landcare groups and volunteers. We argue, in light of recent concerns 
about the future viability of Landcare, there exists a need to explore Landcare ‘beyond 
the paddock’ and account for perceptions of Landcare amongst social institutions, such as 
the media. 
 
Despite such concerns, and research establishing the crucial role media coverage plays in 
legitimising organisational agendas (Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 1993) and recruiting 
volunteers (Vliegenthart, Oegema & Klandermans, 2005), academic interest in media 
coverage and Landcare has been limited. Although Martin (1997) notes headlines, such 
as ‘Farmers Fear Losing Hold of Landcare’ and ‘The Hijacking of Landcare’ in the rural 
newspaper, The Land, reflect concern amongst farmers that government agencies exert 
too much control over Landcare activities, media analysis is practically nonexistent.  
 
In past research, we demonstrated the media depicts Landcare as empowering local 
communities to fight governments for benefits by issuing strong warnings against any 
reduction in Landcare funding (Ragusa & Holden, 2006). In the present study, we begin 
our analysis of news articles discussing Landcare in The Age in 1997 , because this 
coincides with the historical introduction of the NHT. We begin our analyis here in light 
of the concerns expressed by Curtis and Van Nouhuys (1999: 100): 
 

Recent newspaper articles… claiming ‘pork-barrelling’ in the allocation of NHT 
funds across federal electorates, threaten to undermine the high level of public 
support for Landcare that has been important in mobilising Landcare 
participation. 

 
Theoretical Lens 
To guide our media analysis, we have chosen to adopt aspects of power elite theory 
(Mills, 1956) as a conceptual ‘lens’ to facilitate analysis while simultaneously remaining 
critically reflexive and not ‘theory-driven’. Most basically, this perspective understands 
the media as a hegemonic institution imbued with ideological content designed to 
reproduce support for the prevailing social system in order to provide elites the basis of 
their power. The capacity of the media to ‘shape’ public understanding is argued forcibly 
by Mills (1956, p. 311): 
 

Very little of what we think we know of the social realities of the world have we 
found out firsthand. Most of the ‘pictures in our heads’ we have gained from these 
media - even to the point we often do not really believe what we see before us 
until we read about it in the newspaper or hear about it on the radio. The media 
not only give us information; they guide our very experiences. Our standards of 
credulity, our standards of reality, tend to be set by these media rather than by our 
own fragmentary experience.  
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As such, we question the ‘value free’ status of news reporting, electing to view the 
construction of news as a politically motivated activity imbued with social norms, 
stereotypes and ideological content designed to advance individual or group agendas. 
 
Method 
We conducted a qualitative thematic analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) to identify latent 
content and subtle ideological values infused within media frames. To expose latent 
content, we completely immersed ourselves within the dataset, engaging in multiple 
preliminary readings to develop initial themes (Hayes, 2000). These initial themes were 
used to guide subsequent reviews of the data until we reached saturation (Hayes, 2000) 
and were able to contextualise the emerging themes within their socio-historical context 
and relate them to Landcare’s organisational development. Our sample is comprised of 
126 articles containing the keyword ‘Landcare’ published in The Age between 1st January 
1997 and 30th June 2006 and was obtained using Factiva electronic databases. Obituaries, 
duplicate columns with minor editorial adjustments, and news supplements, such as 
property pages and articles where Landcare was referred to without elaboration, as in 
community events, were excluded. This process produced a final sample of 56 articles. 
 
Findings 
 
Thematic analysis enabled us to identify three themes relating to how Landcare is 
represented in The Age. These findings are presented in Table 1, below.  
 

Table 1: Number of articles in The Age depicting each theme 
Year 1. Success 2. Failure 3. Ideology 
1997 - 2 2 
1998 5 - 1 
1999 3 5 8 
2000 3 3 - 
2001 1 - - 
2002 - 3 - 
2003 - 1 - 
2004 - 3 2 
2005 - - - 
2006 1 - - 
Total 13 17 13 

 
Examination of Table 1 reveals a decline in articles depicting Landcare as a ‘success’ 
from 2001 onwards. The deterioration of ‘positive’ news reporting from this point 
corresponds with a reduction in the new millennium of articles containing the ‘ideology’ 
theme, which includes items where corporate and political organisations use Landcare to 
legitimise their organisational activities. This suggests organisations affiliated with 
Landcare may be increasingly attuned to the changing media and public perceptions 
towards Landcare. Table 1 also shows the salience of articles depicting Landcare as a 
‘failure’ to be consistent across the period surveyed. From 2001, Landcare received 
diminishing news coverage; less than 40% of sampled articles were published in 2002-
2006. As qualitative methodologies do not seek to determine causality, speculation about 
the cause of this change will be reserved for later studies who may wish to replicate the 
study quantitatively. However, it is interesting to note that lack of positive news coverage 
of Landcare in The Age, as referenced in Table 1, post-2001 does not seem to have 
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impacted the Howard government’s decision to provide $80million additional funding for 
Landcare programs in 2006-08, as evidenced by the Australian Government’s (2004) 
Table 1.2. Indeed, classified under the Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry budget, 
Landcare received by far the largest portion of the Howard government’s funding for new 
environmental measures for this category: more than twice as much federal funding than 
the Artesian Basin Rehabilitation and the Murray Darling Basin Commission projects, 13 
time more than the Avian Influenza project and 20 time more than the marine pest 
program: 

Table 1.2: Howard Government environment-related new measures, 2004-05 to 2007-08 

Title of Initiative 2004-05 
$m

2005-06 
$m

2006-07 
$m

2007-08 
$m 

4 Year 
total

Environment and Heritage Portfolio                

Extension of the Natural Heritage Trust - - - 300.0 300.0
Great Barrier Reef Representative Areas Programme 8.6 1.6 - - 10.2 
Water Quality Monitoring Programme for the Great Barrier Reef 2.0 2.0 2.0 - 6.0 
Assistance to Tourism Operators to Implement a Control 
Programme to Address Crown of Thorns Starfish Outbreaks in the 
GBR 

0.3 0.3 0.3 - 0.9 

Education About the New Zoning Plan for the GBR 2.2 1.9 0.3 - 4.4 
Enforcement and Compliance Activities Within Boundaries of the 
'No-Take' Zones Flowing from the Representative Areas Programme 2.9 2.9 3.0 - 8.8 

Restoration of St Paul's (Melb) and St George's (Perth) Cathedrals 
(a) - - - - 0.0 

Our Climate (AGO & ORER) (b) 57.0 60.6 70.9 71.5 260.0

Total for E&H 73.0 69.3 76.5 371.5 590.3

Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry                

Extension of the National Landcare 
Programme (c) - - 40.0 40.0 80.0 

Marine Pests 1.4 1.3 1.0 - 3.7 
Extension of Artesian Basin Rehabilitation 8.2 8.4 8.5 8.7 33.8 
Murray Darling Basin Commission Contribution (d) 5.9 9.6 9.5 8.5 33.5 
Avian Influenza - protecting our birds and wildlife 6.2 na na na 6.2 

Industry, Tourism and Resources                

National Biotechnology Strategy (e) 1.0 0.5 0.5 0.5 2.5 

Customs/DAFF                

Surveillance and Enforcement Programme - to provide for the 
protection of Australia's Southern Ocean Waters 47.9 41.4 - - 89.3 

Total for all 143.6 130.5 136.0 429.2 839.3
 
 

Table 1.3, which contains just an excerpt from the 2007-2008 Australian federal 
government budget, reveals further and similar commitment to the Landcare program. As 
stated on the Australian Government’s (2007) website:  
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The Government will provide $112.1 million over three years from 2008-09 to 
continue the National Landcare Programme. The programme builds the 
awareness, skills and capacity of landholders and local communities to adopt 
improved natural resource management practices. 

Table 1.3  

National Landcare Programme — continuation  
Expense ($m) 

 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry -  36.6  37.4  38.1  

 
According to Hanningan (2006, p.79), a Canadian environmental sociologist, ‘in moving 
environmental problems and conditions to issues to policy concerns, media visibility is 
crucial’. Hence, for the case of Landcare, it is simply untrue that ‘Without media 
coverage the odds are low that an erstwhile problem will either enter into the arena of 
public discourse or become part of the political process’ (Hanningan, 2006, p.79). 
Arguably, this is due to the atypical positioning of Landcare as both an environmental 
organisation and seemingly an extension of Australian governance.  
 
Empirical analysis of the 56 articles shows great diversity in news reporting and 
coverage, with 33 different authors, including one anonymous contributor, writing about 
Landcare between 1997-2006. Three journalists, Claire Miller (14 articles), Ben Mitchell 
(6) and Tim Winkler (5), contributed a combined total of 25 news articles between them, 
accounting for 45% of the sample. The dominance of these journalists in reporting 
Landcare issues is even more pronounced considering not one of them authored a 
sampled article published after June 2001. Furthermore, the second last article to portray 
Landcare as success coincides with the last article by Miller (Miller and Wroe, 25 June 
2001), reflecting the fact this journalist remained supportive of the Landcare groups 
while simultaneously remaining critical of the Landcare program. 
 
We shall now discuss the cultural norms and societal changes these news articles 
manifest by theme. Concurrently, we will discuss how Mills’ insights may facilitate 
interpretation of our findings and in light of the historical development of Landcare as an 
organisation.  
 
Representation – Theme 1 - success through successful partnership 
The rapid expansion in Landcare participation throughout the Nineties (Lockie, 1999) is 
reflected in The Age’s representation of Landcare as ‘a success’, our first theme, through 
positive imagery and enthusiastic news reporting. In 1998 (26 March), Winkler describes 
Landcare as a ‘contagion [that] has spread nationally, with more than 100,000 members 
in 4425 groups’. Other articles emphasise how public participation in Landcare ‘swelled’ 
(Wroe, 4 September 2001) and how the program is ‘embraced’ (Miller, 29 September 
1999) by Australian communities. Occasionally, enthusiasm for Landcare results in The 
Age demonstrating the media’s penchant for hyperbole (Schultz, 1993). For instance, the 
claim ‘300,000 rural Australians are members of Landcare groups’ (Miller, 1 November 
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2000) more than doubled scholarly estimates of the number of volunteer Landcare 
members (Curtis & Van Nouhuys, 1999).  
 
Consistency in organisational rhetoric is exhibited when The Age validates collaboration 
between lobby groups and government. Celebrating a union between the Australian 
Conservation Foundation and National Farmers Federation, Taylor (16 May 2000) writes, 
‘two powerful groups at opposite ends of the political spectrum - last joined forces a 
decade ago and the result was the successful Landcare program’. Similarly, Winkler (26 
March 1998) points out ‘When the first Landcare group was established by the Victorian 
Farmers Federation and State Labor…many said a marriage of farmers and greenies 
would not work. Obviously the detractors were wrong.’ To emphasise the social distance 
between environmentalists and farmers, The Age uses the ‘marriage’ of the two groups to 
cement the notion that Landcare fosters social solidarity (Martin, 1997). In a third 
example, a river restoration program shared between paper manufacturer Amcor, 
Melbourne Water and local residents hoped to ‘be an urban version of the highly 
successful Landcare formula in which communities, business and government agencies… 
cooperated to tackle rural land degradation’ (Miller, 22 October 1999). In each example, 
the image of Landcare portrayed is an organisation built on cooperative partnerships. 
 
The theme of portraying Landcare as a ‘success’ also emerged in items depicting 
Landcare as an international model for cooperative action, lending further credence to its 
programs. While some news achieved this by emphasising Landcare’s international 
esteem, noting ‘the rest of the world really listens to what we do here because of our 
initiatives with World Heritage…(and) Landcare’ (Australian Conservation Foundation 
in Murdock, 23 May, 1998), others stated ‘grassroots movements like Landcare and 
Greening Australia understand the issues at the community level and are also widely 
admired internationally’ (Harris (CSIRO) quoted in Spinks, 16 January 1998). Still, 
others pointed to the export of Landcare overseas as indicative of a successful 
conservation model: ‘Ninety [Landcare] groups have been established in New Zealand 
and South Africa has set up a sister organisation’ (Winkler, 26 March 1998). 
 
Representation - Theme 2 – Failure…too big, poor, and political 
Despite The Age frequently endorsing Landcare as a cooperative, admired and popular 
environmental initiative, news depicting Landcare as a success, with one exception, 
disappeared in articles published after 2001. From 2001, Landcare became subject to 
increasingly critical news framing and correspondingly received diminishing coverage. 
However, for all years sampled criticism can be separated into three sub-themes: (a) land 
degradation as a problem surpassing Landcare’s ability to solve, exacerbated by 
inadequate financial investment (b) counterproductive government planning hindering 
volunteer effort and (c) perception of Landcare as co-opted to serve political interests 
 
Seven articles reveal sub-theme (a) whereby Landcare is perceived to be hindered by the 
sheer scale of environmental problems. Though a range of environmental problems exist, 
salinity features prominently. ‘Despite their [farmers, Landcare groups and governments] 
best efforts, salt is still destroying the equivalent of a football field an hour in some parts 
of the country’ (Mitchell, 27 February 1999) states one article. Four years later, salinity 
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still resurfaces in a story of a South Australian almond grower who, despite claiming he 
would ‘try to irrigate as close to what the crop needs in total, without any excess’, found 
accumulating salt deposits on his property stood as testament to unsuitable water 
management “upstream [where] it’s just, ‘throw it on willy-nilly until it looks good’” 
(Crabb, 12 September 2002). Such examples reveal Landcare’s inability to effect change 
to the level of desired outcomes. Whereas Miller (29 May 1999) identified the underlying 
cause of the almond grower’s problem in 1999, ‘successful though Landcare has proved, 
with 30% of country Australians involved, some of the worst degradation and crucial 
gaps in the vegetation are on the land of the 70% not participating’, it is often Landcare 
which takes the blame for failure: 
 

The billions of dollars spent on the Landcare and the Natural Heritage Trust failed 
to make a difference. The statistics show that the work of thousands of people 
planting trees was completely overshadowed by the damage done by the 
bulldozers running rampant in Queensland and NSW. Carrots alone have failed. 
Landcare has been little more than a fad exploited by politicians who are too 
gutless to introduce regulations that may upset some powerful interests (Ryan, 29 
April 2002). 

 
Hence, disillusionment, perhaps anger, is the strongest theme to emerge from the public 
in The Age. 
 
Landcare is also depicted as hindered by inadequate investment. For instance, while 
CSIRO scientist Dr Graham Harris ‘applauded remedial programs such as Landcare and 
Bushcare’ as initiatives merging improved efficiency with environmental benefits, he 
also noted “the scale of the degradation was beyond the scope of the volunteer 
community groups and ‘piecemeal’ investment” (Miller, 4 August 1999). When The Age 
identifies inadequate investment as impeding Landcare, this reflects academic concern 
(Curtis & De Lacy, 1998), yet moreover is indicative of the devolutionary nature of 
Landcare. The Age portrays these as straining volunteers when it reports how the 
Landcare Foundation Victoria and Deputy Lord Mayor of Melbourne ‘questioned the 
environmental commitment of the government when state agencies advising and 
supporting Landcare groups had suffered severe cutbacks’, noting how ‘they 
[government] have expected us [Landcare groups] to do a lot, to do the job of 
government, while cutting their staff and resources’ (Miller, 22 October 1999). 
 
Landcare outcomes were perceived as hampered further by the irrational / 
counterproductive nature of government decisions, which we classify as sub-theme (b). 
In a letter to the editor, Age reader Jan Grenda (20 December 2004) provides an example 
of counterproductive governance. Citing Landcare's central focus on weed control 
because ‘weeds are second only to land clearing in threatening the survival of Australia's 
native plants and animals’, Grenda asks why, ‘In spite of these facts, Biosecurity 
Australia allows the importation of plants that are classified as noxious weeds by all 
states, allowing their sale in local nurseries. Why?’ (20 December 2004). Grenda’s 
questioning epitomises the sense of disillusionment Age journalists and public 
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contributors express regarding governments’ failure to understand Landcare issues at the 
‘ground level’.  
 
The view that Landcare is co-opted by government, sub-theme (c), fuels much of the 
disillusionment expressed in the articles. That political interests trumped government 
commitment to Landcare programs is evidenced by the perception that governments 
opportunistically gained political advantage from the efforts of Landcare volunteers. 
Describing how the NHT midterm review and 1998 Victorian Landcare survey outcomes 
exhibit the perception of their programs lacking ‘real political commitment’, Miller (5 
June 2000) reports:  
 

The mainstream political parties appear to think there are no votes to be had in the 
environment, although they are quite happy to take the credit for the success of 
Landcare… people who have spent their weekends planting trees or stabilising 
erosion along the local creekbed are not taking kindly to the idea their good work 
is likely to be undone in the long term because governments have failed to get 
serious about landclearing and climate change. 

 
Miller’s deduction that political elites maintained interest in Landcare only because it 
benefited their political agendas reflects what Mills referred to as the ‘higher immorality’ 
(1956, pp. 343-345). Higher immorality is characterised by lack of commitment to the 
public good in preference for elites securing individual or class-based interests (Mills, 
1956). The detrimental impact of capitalist interests on personal and collective Landcare 
initiatives appears in the following example, where a local council was accused by a 
resident of approving a new golf course to ‘milk’ the development for rates: 
 

Last winter Lisa Deppeler had a call from the Colac Otway Shire environment 
department asking her to help rejuvenate 11 hectares of council land…Deppeler, 
an Otway Landcare co-ordinator, mobilised a neighbourhood group and mapped 
out revegetation plans. Then she got a last-minute call from the council, telling 
her to hold off…The land that was to be regenerated is crucial to a planned $200 
million, 165 hectare golf course and 500-block resort development (Rood, 12 
January 2004). 

 
The thwarting of Landcare actions by self-serving elites received opposition from current 
Labor Party deputy leader Julia Gillard (13 March 2003), who claimed the appointment 
of conservative Landcare directors was part of a broader Coalition conspiracy to, 
‘dominate the centres of decision-making, advice and political criticism in Australia.’ 
Gillard claimed, ‘conservation bodies such as… the Australian Landcare Council are now 
headed by former Coalition MPs or Coalition insiders’. Here, personal loyalties, or what 
Mills (1956, p. 347) recognised as the ‘it's not what you know, but who you know’ 
phenomenon, can be seen to influence Landcare operations. 
 
Representation – Theme 3 - Ideological endorsement…keen to be green? 
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Simultaneously as governments received intense criticism in The Age for their 
management of Landcare programs, political and corporate elites remained eager to 
associate themselves with Landcare. Several elites drew on rhetoric proclaiming 
Landcare as ‘a good thing’ (Lockie, 1997) to allay public concerns over organisational 
activities or advance political agendas. The first example emerges in an article reporting 
“the Greens and Democrats have argued the [NHT] money could become the ‘largest 
slush fund in political history’” (Mitchell, 3 March 1997). Responding to this allegation, 
the Environmental Minister spokesman did not directly deny NHT funding could be used 
to garner votes. Instead, he drew upon Landcare as an exemplar of fairness to dispel 
concerns funding had been misappropriated: ‘The allocation of funds will be an extension 
of the Landcare system where funds are allocated after a local assessment, state 
assessment and then [the federal government] gives it the final tick’ (Mitchell, 3 March 
1997). 
 
Indeed, Landcare comments from Senator Hill's department are consistently positive, 
frequently describing Landcare as an environmental initiative par excellence to denigrate 
non-government environmental organisations and to defend policies of the Coalition 
government. For instance, when green pressure groups, including Environment Victoria 
and the Wilderness Society, expressed concern the government’s decision to upgrade 
pastoral leases to freehold titles would allow farmers to engage in a wider range of 
environmentally damaging activities (Mitchell, 31 May 1997), Senator Hill's 
spokesperson used Landcare’s environmental credibility to dismiss alarm. Farmers, it was 
claimed, ‘had shown through their involvement with the Landcare organisation that they 
were responsible land managers’. Headlines such as ‘Row Over $1b Heritage Fund’ 
(Mitchell, 31 May 1997), ‘Coalition Got Bulk of Dole Funds’ (Robinson, 22 March 
1999) and ‘Maths, Not Bias, Behind Green Grants, Says PM’ (Mitchell, 24 February 
1998) indicate the ‘pork-barrelling’ (Curtis & Van Nouhuys, 1999) criticisms levelled at 
the government. In both instances, Landcare is used to justify skewed funding towards 
Coalition electorates. 
 
Although Landcare was invoked on occasions when the Coalition was on the proverbial 
back foot, Landcare, as an example of contemporary environmentalism, was also used to 
denigrate political lobby groups. Responding to criticism from the Australian 
Conservation Foundation president, Peter Garret, that Federal Government policies were 
‘winding-back’ progress on environmental issues, Miller (7 May 1999) reports Senator 
Hill: 
 
 pointed to community-based groups such as Landcare as examples of the future of 

environmental custodianship. Senator Hill said that while the 1970s and 1980s were 
decades of environmental activism and awareness raising, the 1990s would be seen 
as the decade when Australians took matters into their own hands.  

 
Hill’s portrayal of Landcare as a ‘modern’ movement is consistent with an earlier article 
paraphrasing Hill as responding to concerns about environmental issues losing their 
political impact with the suggestion, ‘the debate had moved on from easy, single-issue 
confrontations to more complex but softer community action, such as Landcare. Many 
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green groups had lost relevance because they have not moved on from advocacy to 
action’ (Miller, 13 January 1999). The depiction of Landcare as ‘with the times’ is used 
to diminish the authority of nongovernmental environmental organisations which 
compete with Landcare for volunteers and corporate funding. This demonstrates how 
Vanclay (1994, pp. 45-47) came to call Landcare a ‘hegemonic’ program. 
 
Five months later, Landcare’s position, relative to other ‘green groups’ previously 
claimed to have ‘lost relevance’, was further revealed when it was claimed Senator Hill 
measures environmentalist action ‘by the decline in membership of lobby groups such as 
the Australian Conservation Foundation and the Wilderness Society and increased 
participation in movements such as Landcare’ (Anonymous, 8 May 1999). Evoking the 
power and status the position ‘Senator’ provides facilitates the rendering of two powerful 
lobby groups competing with Landcare irrelevant in a new era of conservation. Reporting 
‘the 1990s as a time when the typical environmentalist is a doer rather than a talker’ 
(Anonymous, 8 May 1999) immediately before associating the ‘doers’ with Landcare and 
the ‘talkers’ with the Australian Conservation Foundation and the Wilderness Society 
rebukes organisations for lacking political support. 
 
Landcare activity is frequently used to justify land management practices, such as when 
the Executive Director, Dr. Wendy Craik, of the National Farmers Federation referred to 
the ‘thousands of farmers… involved in more than 4200 Landcare groups’ as part of the 
rural sector ‘working constantly to regenerate, repair, conserve and improve the 
environment’ (Mitchell, 22 October, 1999) to dispute CSIRO’s claims of farmers 
perpetuating land degradation through poor agricultural practices.  
 
However, it is not political organisations alone that used Landcare to advance their 
agenda. Corporate enterprises were equally keen to use Landcare to deflect controversy. 
Journalist Christopher Webb (22 December 2004) noted a scribe from a rival publication 
had ‘put pen to paper and lined up Mitre 10’ advocating for a ‘consumer boycott’ after 
shareholder Gunns had ‘the temerity to launch a damages claim against the Wilderness 
Society and others.’ In response, the managing director of Mitre 10 used association with 
Landcare to distance his company from Gunns’ actions stating, ‘we're very proud of our 
contribution to landcare in Australia. We also support junior Landcare throughout 
Australia in the schools’ (Webb 22 December 2004). 
 
In addition to deflecting controversy, corporations used Landcare sponsorship to guard 
their image against claims of environmental negligence. Paper manufacturer Amcor was 
lauded for donating $500,000 towards landcare revegetation projects along the Yarra 
River in Melbourne (Miller 22 October 1999). As a member of Amcor's senior 
management emphasised, the organisation ‘wanted to give something back to the 
community.’ The Landcare project stemmed from ‘Amcor's long association with the 
Yarra, dating back to its first factory 100 years ago on Southbank’. By emphasising 
shared partnership with the local community, Amcor validated the sincerity of their 
sponsorship through the rhetoric of cooperative partnership (Martin, 1997). However, 
consistent with Miller’s disapproval of government management of Landcare, the 
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article’s conclusion suggests Amcor's investment in Landcare may be curiously timely 
and possibly adopted to deflect broader criticism of the company's environmental record: 
 

Conservationists intend to question Amcor's forestry practices at the company's 
annual general meeting today. Dr Rod Anderson of Environment Victoria says the 
160-strong Amcor Green Shareholders Group will raise concerns about Amcor’s 
central highlands operation, woodchipping and clearfelling in water catchments 
(Miller, 22 October 1999). 

 
British Petroleum (BP) executive, Greg Bourne, provides further evidence that profit 
motives drive corporate interest in Landcare. According to Gettler, ‘He [Bourne] said a 
good image and reputation now produced a competitive advantage’ and are required to 
develop ‘community programs and partnerships, including those with such organisations 
as Landcare and the Australian Trust for Conservation’ (4 June 1999). Hence, when 
granted communicative validity by The Age, political and corporate organisations draw 
upon ideological rhetoric proclaiming Landcare a ‘good thing’ (Lockie, 1997) to 
demonstrate their environmental credentials, protect their public image in the face of 
controversy and legitimise organisational activities. 
 
Discussion 
Landcare is arguably a space for political contestation. Being granted communicative 
validity by The Age permits governments and individuals in power the opportunity to 
defend or advance their political agendas, a position this research reveals is shared 
unequally by environmental organisations. Qualitative analysis of how Landcare is 
portrayed in The Age has highlighted the tenuous image Landcare holds in an era of 
increasing environmental consciousness. Contextualisation of Landcare as a socio-
political organisation has prioritised the political side of Landcare and has sought to 
critically question and draw attention to the rationale behind Australian government 
spending and program support. 
 
Prior to 2001, Landcare received frequent endorsement as a popular participatory 
movement nurturing cooperative government, corporate and community partnerships. 
Moreover, Landcare is characterised as winning international recognition as a respected 
leader in environmental policy. Conversely, public contributors and The Age’s journalists 
expressed concern about Landcare’s volunteer efforts as being thwarted by politicians to 
fulfil political ambition and class-based interests. The shift to increasingly negative media 
coverage of Landcare in The Age, and the basis for much media scepticism, the NHT, is 
best illustrated by journalist Kenneth Davidson's two opinion columns.  
 
First, Howard's Con Job on the Environment, questioned the value of NHT diverting 
funding to some environmental initiatives while simultaneously protecting Landcare’s 
public image:  

The trust’s fund is heavily skewed towards farmers, although a lot of the money 
spent on projects such as Landcare… has public value, as well as improving the 
productivity and value of private farmland. But other areas of funding… are 
arguably an added burden on the environment (Davidson, 14 September 1998). 
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By 2004, Davidson altered his assessment of Landcare from a positive program creating 
public and private benefits to just another component of the NHT program designed to 
garner rural votes:  
 

The trust became a National Party pork barrel. More than half the trust’s 
expenditures were directed towards programs such as Landcare, feral animal and 
weed control…which added to the capital value of farms and pastoral leases 
(Davidson, 17 June 2004). 

 
Hence, the concern expressed by analysts (Curtis & Van Nouhuys, 1999) regarding 
NHT’s credibility negatively impacting public perceptions of Landcare is beginning to 
manifest. Declining Landcare membership in Victoria (Curtis & Cooke, 2006), coupled 
with increasingly negative framing of Landcare in The Age and decreasing news coverage 
of Landcare post-2001, is symptomatic of changing public perceptions. Quantitative 
research across multiple Australian print and audio-visual news sources is needed to test 
whether this observation can be generalised. Although political and corporate 
representatives continue to use Landcare to legitimise organisational activities and 
political agendas, our research recommends Landcare’s policies and practices be 
readdressed in light of this knowledge. Finally, how Landcare, as an environmental 
organisation and collectivity, both changes and is changed by media, public and political 
perception are questions with which future researchers may wish to engage. 
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Endnotes 
1 Landcare Australia Limited is a not-for-profit organisation set up by the federal 
government in 1989 to attract corporate sponsorship and raise awareness for Landcare 
initiatives. 
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