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Second reading
The Hon, BARBARA WIESE (Minister of Tourism): I move:
That this Bill be now read a second time.
Soil conservation and land care is of paramount importance to the future productivity of the agricultural and horticultural industry of this State. 'The State of the Environment Report for South Australia,' prepared by the Environmental Protection Council of South Australia, recognised that although the 'dust bowl' conditions of the 1930s have been largely eliminated through improved farm management practices, land degradation remains a major concern.  Sustainable methods of agriculture need to be advanced and adopted more widely.  The Bill seeks to strengthen community involvement in soil conservation and land care and to introduce a forward planning concept based on the need for land to be used within its capability.
The intention of this Bill is to replace the Soil Conservation Act 1939.  Over 50 years ago the need to protect the soil resources of the State was recognised and culminated in the preparation of that Act.  Today, evidence indicates that land degradation is still occurring in the form of water and wind erosion, dryland salinity, soil acidification, water repellance, overclearance and decline in soil structure. Recent estimates indicate that land degradation is costing South Australia in the order of $80 million in forgone production annually.  For some forms of land this loss is incremental as often affected land cannot be rehabilitated without a great deal of time and expense.
Forms of degradation such as wind and water erosion can cause, even in minor form, a great loss of soil nutrients, organic matter and pasture seed which the soil takes many years to regain.  Increases in soil salinity, acidity and mass movement are difficult to reverse and have long-term effect on our agricultural resource base which contributes over $2 billion to the State's economy annually.  Consequently our approach has been to develop a forward looking planning process to prevent these losses in the future.
The Soil Conservation Act emphasised the need to manage the severe wind and water erosion which occurred in the 1930s, and has, given its scope, been to a large extent relatively successful.  However, there is a widespread recognition today that soil conservation should not be restricted to managing only those effects.  Rather, the whole community has recognised the principle that land resources, including soil, water and vegetation are interdependent and must be managed in an integrated manner.  To this end, it is recognised that soil conservation is dependent on sound land management based on ensuring that land is not used beyond its capability. Proposals for the new legislation have been the subject of considerable public debate since 1983 when the Advisory Committee on Soil Conservation was requested by the Minister of Agriculture to develop guidelines for the revision of the Act.  A number of discussion papers were distributed by the Advisory Committee for comment before the Government released a Green Paper earlier this year.  It is on the basis of six years of consultation that the Bill was developed.  Further consultation was had with the United Farmers and Stockowners, Advisory Board of Agriculture, Conservation Council, Australian Conservation Foundation, Nature Con​servation Society, the Wilderness Society and the Advisory Committee on Soil Conservation in the final stages of drafting the Bill.
A major finding of the consultation process is that the landholder has the prime responsibility for soil conservation and land care and is in the prime position to implement measures necessary to conserve and rehabilitate this vital resource. Education rather than regulation has been identified as the most effective approach in having landholders recognise their responsibility for the care of the land.  Despite this finding, it is recognised that ultimately the Government, on behalf of the wider community, has a role to ensure the land is managed within its capability.
Beneficiaries of sound land management include not only the immediate owner but also adjacent and often distant neighbours and future generations.
The objects of the Bill have been developed knowing that the land is the major important resource we have and that each generation only occupies the land for a relatively short period. Briefly, the objectives of the Bill are to determine how well we are managing the resource, to involve the community in the issues of soil conservation and land care, and motivate them to take action, provide mechanisms for better planning of land use activities so we do not exceed the capacity of the land to sustain continued use and to provide, as a last resort, measures to enforce better man​agement of land.
Community recognition of the need for sound land management is shown by the renewed interest in the formation of more soil conservation boards and community land care groups.  For many years there were only seven District Soil Conservation Boards covering the wind and water erosion risk areas of the State.  There are now 14 District Soil Conservation Boards with a further two in the process of being formed.  Negotiations are also underway for the for​mation of a further seven such boards.  In addition, in excess of 60 applications for funding under the National Soil Conservation Program have been received from community land care groups.
The National Soil Conservation Strategy establishes nationally agreed policies and priority actions for the prevention and control of land degradation and for the rehabilitation of affected areas, so that Australia's economic prosperity can be sustained.  Its overall aim is to conserve Australia's soil resources so that further soil loss and land degradation are prevented and that economic and environmental utility is sustained.  This strategy recognises the need to: 

integrate conservation and development and emphasise their interdependence and common grounds;

retain options for future use;

focus on causes as well as symptoms;

accumulate knowledge for future applications; and

educate the community about the interdependence of sustainable development and conservation.
It also recognises that:

the nation's lands must be used within their capability;

the individual land user and the Australian community have a responsibility for preventing and mitigating land degradation;

land resources, including soil, water, flora and fauna are interdependent and must be 
managed in an inte​grated way; and

land management practices should maintain or improve soil qualities.

These principles were informally endorsed in late July by all Ministers in Australia at the Soil Conservation Council meeting in Darwin and each State and Territory agreed to pursue a land capability planning approach as a matter of high priority. South Australia has escalated its program and will attract further Commonwealth support.
To ensure that the principles of the National Soil Conservation Strategy are adopted there is a need to provide an organisational framework which supports community and individual aspirations to conserve our land resource.  This Bill provides that framework.
This Bill clearly identifies that the land and its soil, vegetation and water constitute the State's most important natural resource and that their conservation is crucial to the welfare of all people of the State.  In order to effectively prevent or minimise further degradation and rehabilitate degraded land, community involvement is essential.  To achieve this requirement this Bill introduces a four tiered system comprising the Minister, a soil conservation council, community based soil conservation boards and local committees.
The Minister of Agriculture will be responsible for the administration of the new Act. The major land users who need to be influenced are people involved in the production of agricultural products.  To achieve any effective changes will require integration of farming practices with sustainable land uses.  To this end, the Minister, under the terms of the Bill, will cause all land identified by the council to be assessed to determine land use, land capability and areas of degraded land.  This information will be utilised by boards in the preparation of district plans and individual property plans.
The Bill requires the Minister to establish a soil conservation and land care fund comprised of grants, gifts or loans, fines imposed by boards and any other money made available.  The purpose of this fund is to provide a mechanism whereby corporate sponsorship can be sought and used to promote, research or undertake community based soil conservation or land care activities.  The fund will only be used for soil conservation and land care activities.
The Soil Conservation Council will replace the Advisory Committee on Soil Conservation and provide a wider community and Government input into the monitoring and management of land resources.  The council will advise the Minister on all policies that should govern the administration of the Act.  It will also develop integrated strategies for the conservation and rehabilitation of land, including the dissemination of information on the state of land resources and the promotion of community awareness and involvement.  The proposed membership of the council caused much comment on the release of the Green Paper.  Most of the views expressed have been incorporated and it now contains a balance between active land managers, skills in science and conservation, a representative from the soil conservation boards, a representative of the Pastoral Board and public servants from the Departments of Agriculture, Environment and Planning, and Engineering and Water Supply.
Soil conservation boards will be established.  The formation of the boards recognises the need for landholders to take responsibility for land management practices designed to conserve land resources.  Boards will have three year terms and will be appointed by the Minister.  The functions of a board are to instill in the community an awareness of soil conservation and land management issues and cooperatively develop programs which introduce management practices ensuring the use of land within its capability.  To enable this to occur, boards will oversee the preparation of district plans and three year management programs.
The concept of district plans has been introduced to allow the whole community to examine and have an input into the establishment of district management standards. These plans are broad scale, aimed at helping landholders and the wider community understand their district.  They will define land classes in the district and determine the land degradation problems associated with each land class and its cause, extent and severity.  The preparation of these plans will include the development of criteria for managing each land class within its capability and set minimum standards for land management within the district, particularly in reference to severe climatic events such as drought or flood.  These plans will be produced and provided for public comment prior to approval by the Soil Conservation Council.  Obviously, as new innovations or techniques are developed the plans will be modified and the Bill allows for a three year review and an update of the plans if required.
Boards will have the responsibility of encouraging landholders to prepare property plans which cover individual properties and are based on land capability.  Where significant land degradation problems exist or could occur, the board can make a soil conservation order.  The order can either require certain actions or works to be undertaken or the preparation of a property plan.
The appointment of a Soil Conservator is included in the Bill as in the current Act. This person, a public servant, has the powers of a soil conservation board where one does not exist.  The person also has a monitoring role on the activities of the boards and if, in the Conservator's opinion, a board has not taken appropriate action, the board can be directed to do so.  If the board does not act then the Conservator can override the board and take action.  The Conservator can also take independent action in urgent cases.  This mechanism ensures that land can be managed appropriately.
The Bill allows the boards to form committees to bring groups of landholders together with a common interest or problem.  Currently, community land care groups are forming across the State due to the encouragement given by the provision of Commonwealth grants.  In order to provide a framework for them to operate in and to address significant land degradation issues they have been encouraged to become affiliated with district soil conservation boards.  Under the Bill these groups are likely to become special issue committees under the auspices of a board.
The Pastoral Land Management and Conservation Bill has already introduced the concept of property planning for the pastoral regions of the State, as well as recognising the need for Government to accept responsibility for planning and the administration of pastoral leases.  In order to ensure that the two Acts complement each other, a number of provisions have been included in this Bill for that purpose. Decisions of the Pastoral Board will prevail where conflict arises between decisions made by a soil conservation board and the Pastoral Board.  The Bill recognises the intention of Government to secure community input into and of responsibility for land management throughout the State, including pastoral land. Boards established in pastoral regions will be required to seek and consider the advice of the Pastoral Board prior to taking action under this Bill.
This will allow the Pastoral Board to ensure land in the pastoral regions is managed within its capability.  If the Pastoral Board is concerned, it can advise the relevant board of its concerns and, if no action is taken, take action under its own legislation. 
A board is required to keep the Pastoral Board informed of all soil conservation 
orders that it proposes to make.  It should be noted that nothing in this Bill will prevent the Pastoral Board from taking independent action in relation to pastoral land if it chooses to do so.
The central object of both Bills is to ensure land is used within its capability and that degraded land is rehabilitated.  The provisions contained in this Bill and the Pastoral Land Management and Conservation Bill are complementary. Land degradation problems within the pastoral regions and the need to secure community support is no different to that applying elsewhere in the State.  Both Bills recognise the dual requirements of providing a framework for com​munity involvement and the need for Government to ensure management practices conserve or rehabilitate the land resource.
The Pastoral Land Management and Conservation Bill recognises the existence of plans or guidelines established by a soil conservation authority.  The Bill now before you allows for the Pastoral Board to provide advice and for that advice to be considered in the preparation and approval of either a district plan or a property plan. Similarly the Pastoral Board or a pastoral lessee is required to consult with the relevant soil conservation authority in the preparation of a property plan.   Bill once again, as its predecessor the Soil Conservation Act did in 1939, places South Aus​tralia in a nationally pre-eminent position in soil conservation and land care by adopting the major aims and principles of the National Soil Conservation Strategy endorsed by the Australian Soil Conservation Council.  The community has shown its widespread concern about land degradation and is now prepared to accept its responsibility to redress current problems.  This Bill provides a new direction and leadership for this community upsurge in land care. I seek leave to have the detailed explanation of the clauses inserted in Hansard without my reading it.

Leave granted.
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