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BeyonD InDIgenous BIoDIversIty 
reInstAteMent In urBAn AustrALIA

Indigenous Biodiversity Reinstatement (IBR) is now commonplace 

in Australia - as an environmental and design practice, as well as 

a philosophical ideal. Affecting urban environmental management 

practices as diverse as landscape design to natural resource 

management, IBR is a highly relevant topical issue relating 

to natural resources and land use. The aims of IBR (broadly 

the restoration/re-establishment of pre-European vegetation 

communities and the re-attraction of indigenous fauna) range from 

combating soil salinity and erosion to rehabilitating aquatic and 

marine environments. Its success at achieving such aims, however, 

has been limited. This article questions the largely unchallenged 

doctrine of IBR, with a focus on urban areas, in the face of the 

increasing need for land use to maximise efficiency.

The challenges faced by IBR are immense, in the face of 

environmental pressures stemming from economic growth, 

urban sprawl, extensive consumption of resources and industrial 

agricultural practices. The factors involved with IBR are complex 

and variable and prominent examples of restoration methods or 

approaches are commonly used despite little evidence to support 

their efficacy. Restoration ecology as a “science, and ecological 

restoration as a practice, are in need of reform”1. 

The complexity and challenges are further increased, however, in 

space-constrained and human-dominated urban environments 

where the density and dominance of intensive human activity 

exist with little or no regard to the fragility of indigenous flora and 

fauna. IBR is too often proving ineffective at achieving its own goals 

and combating the manifold challenges faced by contemporary 

landscape management. 

Furthermore, the ideology of IBR itself requires redressing. In 

attempting to reconstruct nature artificially, the IBR approach 

reinforces the dualistic view that ‘nature’ must be left alone once 

reinstated, minimally managed (primarily to mitigate bushfire risk 

to sedentary settlements) and aesthetically admired. It echoes 

notions of the picturesque, substituting English concepts of 

landscape for those of indigenous Australia, failing to view the pre-

European indigenous landscape as a cultural landscape of dynamic 

systems, skillfully managed and heavily modified over millennia of 

indigenous inhabitation. Even if IBR’s goal of reinstatement were 

attained, would a pre-European, indigenous landscape support the 

demands of the contemporary Australian population and lifestyle?
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Essentially, IBR is often applied as a ‘blanket approach’ - a universal 

solution to diverse site-specific issues. Multiple benefits may be 

achieved through a combination of techniques designed to deliver 

ecosystem services. These strategies may include combinations 

of urban agriculture, water sensitive urban design (WSUD), green 

infrastructure and productive landscapes, together with IBR and 

other techniques. Permaculture design principles, applied at the 

macro scale, offer multiple solutions that avoid reductionism and 

silo-based models. These principles balance and address the 

needs of human and non-human species better in a national as 

well as a global context. They reflect our interdependence with the 

international economy and production industry but transition to more 

localised systems of production and consumption.

The following are considerations and examples of more appropriate 

and effective urban land use:

1. urBAn AgrICuLture

Employed as a strategy, edible urban and peri-urban landscapes 

reduce food miles. The barriers against substitution of current 

ornamental plant species to productive and edible species are 

ideological. Urban agriculture can reduce the pressure on regional 

catchments and aquifers, as urban agriculture typically uses one-

fifth to one-tenth of the water used by commercial agriculture. 

Importantly, urban wastewater provides a significant source of 

nutrients for edible crops. This wastewater, even when it has 

undergone primary treatment, may not be ideal or suited to IBR, 

as most native plants are phosphorus, nitrogen and salt sensitive. 

Utilizing wastewater for urban agriculture will reduce pollutant loads 

on freshwater and aquatic ecosystems.

2. AgroBIoDIversIty

Agrobiodiversity (agricultural biodiversity) is a legitimate and 

pressing concern for everyone. Global food systems, through the 

monopolisation of dominant multinationals, are rapidly reducing 

agrobiodiversity. Since 1900, the world has lost more than 90% of 

the global genetic biodiversity of food plants, which are now extinct. 

These plants have disappeared largely due to the industrialization 

of our food production. This figure substantially overshadows loss 

of indigenous biodiversity in Australia and constitutes a cause 

for greater awareness and crisis: a crisis that is more pressingly 

anthropocentric since it threatens humanity’s food supply. Australia, 

as a signatory to the United Nations Convention on Biological 

Diversity, is legally obligated to preserve agrobiodiversity, yet this 

is largely unknown or overlooked in preference to native and 



indigenous biodiversity. In the past, agrobiodiversity was sustained 

through seed banks of edible species but these are now non-

existent in Australia. We have focused on indigenous biodiversity 

reinstatement, while in the background, the resiliency of our food 

system has been severely undermined.

3. utILIsIng Pests AnD weeDs

The impact of ‘pests’ and ‘weeds’ is an important consideration 

in conservation areas. If however we focus on landscapes without 

conservation value, as in most urban examples, the designated 

‘weed’ can become extremely useful. Common edible ‘weeds’ (such 

as olive, fig, plum, fennel, prickly pear, blackberries and countless 

greens in Adelaide) which are resilient to drought, climate change etc. 

can become our allies. The presence of these ‘pest species’ in the 

landscape indicates their adaptation to the location, and since they 

are in demand and on offer as an edible species, this suggests that 

they can be perceived and cultivated as neither ‘pests’ nor ‘weeds’. 

Intelligent planning - such as exclusion from areas with conservation 

value, and containing them within netting - reduces their undesired 

spread into areas of indigenous biodiversity value.

4. sIte sPeCIfIC exAMPLes

i. wasted opportunity: the Adelaide Parklands

The Adelaide Parklands provide over 700 hectares of urban open 

space (almost three times the size of Central Park in New York City) 

and were extensively revegetated in the last 10 to 15 years under an 

IBR agenda. The simple reinstatement of indigenous Adelaide plains 

plant species has resulted in a limited return on investment and 

inefficient and under-activated use of precious urban green space. A 

more effective strategy encompasses design solutions that combine:

urban agriculture; water sensitive urban design; greenwaste/nutrient 

recycling; use of waste building materials for dynamic space and 

landform creation; wastewater treatment; aquaculture and agroforestry.

ii. exemplars:

Successful examples include CERES Community Environment 

Park and Collingwood Children’s Farm in Melbourne, as well as 

the successful marriage of edible foodscapes and indigenous 

biodiversity in the organic farm and permaculture education centre 

‘The Food Forest’, in Gawler, Adelaide. From denuded land, devoid 

of productivity and biodiversity, the Food Forest now grows around 

150 varieties of edible crops, while about 25% of the land has been 

revegetated with indigenous species - re-attracting numerous native 

fauna species. In the fruit and nut orchards there is now a healthy 

colony of brush-tailed bettongs. The bettongs adore soursob bulbs, 

a common ‘weed and pest’ to farmers. It is a mutual benefit, where 

food crops and fauna co-exist in indigenous and exotic harmony.

suMMAry

Indigenous biodiversity loss in Australia is a legitimate concern. 

However, a blanket approach to its reinstatement and imposing 

regional indigenous conservation values and restoration practices 

does not optimise urban land management (or indeed necessarily fulfil 

its aims of assisting indigenous biodiversity). Urban landscapes are 

complex, interconnected and dynamic. Making informed landscape 

management decisions and educating the public about their personal 

choices will yield better results for wider indigenous biodiversity. They 

will also help to preserve and restore the health and environmental 

quality of Australian landscapes and the global environment. 

1 Palmer, M. 2009, Reforming Watershed Restoration: Science in Need  
of Application and Applications in Need of Science, Estuaries and  
Coasts, 32: p1. 
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