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Summary
A rate rebate scheme that stimulates 
private landholders to control noxious 
weeds including exotic stipoid grasses 
has been operating successfully in the 
Shire of Melton since 1994. The scheme’s 
success is due, primarily, to the financial 
incentive, frequent and direct Council-
landholder interaction and co-ordinated 
enforcement approach undertaken with 
Natural Resources and Environment. 
Melton Shire Council is committed to re-
ducing the area of the Shire degraded by 
weeds and so invests $1.2 million annually 
on weed management.

Introduction 
In 1994 Melton Shire Council introduced 
what was then a radical incentive scheme 
to reduce the vast areas of the Shire that 
had become infested with noxious weeds, 
in particular the exotic stipoid grass ser-
rated tussock. The scheme has continued 
in operation since that time and has 
resulted in a significant reduction in the 
area of degraded land within the Shire. As 
the scheme has evolved it has broadened 
its scope to address other exotic stipoid 
grasses such as Chilean needlegrass.

Background 
The rate rebate scheme was introduced 
in response to community concern re-
garding the increase in land degradation 
within the Shire. Noxious weeds, pest 
animals and soil erosion, were identified 
as community priorities (Shire of Melton 
Local Conservation Strategy 1994). This 
increase in land degradation was driven 
by several factors including: rapid land 
use change; land speculation; encroaching 
urbanization; and an increase in absentee 
landowners. Exotic stipoid grass infesta-
tions are the most serious form of land 
degradation within the Shire.

Today, the Shire’s growth rate is 
amongst the highest in Victoria. Broa-
dacre farming is rapidly being replaced 
with more intensive agribusinesses, ru-
ral living opportunities and increasing 
urbanization. Unfortunately, the changes 
in land use have resulted in an influx of 
landholders with little or no previous land 
management experience.

Melton Shire Council has pledged to 
preserve the integrity of the natural en-
vironment to help ensure a high standard 
of living for all residents in Melton Shire 
(Shire of Melton Corporate Plan 2001–
2004). Therefore, Council is committed to 

reducing the area of the Shire affected by 
land degradation. However, the financial 
cost to Council is considerable. Council 
forgoes $1.2 million annually in rates rev-
enue to combat land degradation. 

Melton Shire Council’s approach to 
land degradation, including weed con-
trol, is multifaceted. Council is active in 
improving community awareness and 
knowledge, demonstrating best practice, 
providing leadership and working in part-
nership with all stakeholders. The corner-
stone of the Shire’s approach, however, is 
the nationally renowned and award win-
ning Environmental Enhancement Policy 
that provides an incentive, in the form of 
a rate rebate, to undertake actions such as 
weed control.

Environmental Enhancement Policy
The Environmental Enhancement Policy 
rewards successfully implemented good 
land management practices on non-urban 
land. The aim of the Policy is to stimulate 
landowners to undertake specified works 
that will improve the environment on 
their properties, principally by address-
ing land degradation. The Policy has been 
designed to encourage rural landowners 
to engage in an on-going commitment to 
reducing land degradation in partnership 
with the Shire of Melton. 

The Environmental Enhancement 
Policy identifies a set of actions that, if 
successfully undertaken by landowners, 
will make them eligible to retain the re-
bate on municipal rates made by Council. 
All properties greater than two hectares in 
the Non-Urban Zones are eligible for the 
rebate. The policy requires strict compli-
ance with the terms on which the rebate 
was granted. Compliance involves the 
successful implementation of specified 
environmental works prior to March 31 
each year.

Policy operation
Municipal rate notices are issued to 
landowners with the rebate having been 
granted, but subject to strict compliance 
with the terms of the Environmental 
Enhancement Policy. The Policy requires 
forms detailing proposed and completed 
works be submitted to Council at appro-
priate times of the year.

Development of proposed works
A form detailing the proposed works must 
be completed by the landowner and sub-
mitted to Council. The land degradation 
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which produced the Victorian Serrated 
Tussock Strategy and formation of the 
Working Party. Starting with the new year 
we will have a profound influence on pre-
vailing attitudes within rural communities 
and will create the potential for far reach-
ing improvements in the management of 
serrated tussock across Australia.

Lack of readily applicable knowledge is 
still a considerable constraint to serrated 
tussock management in this state. A natu-
ral response is to call for more expenditure 
on research, however, the type of research 
which has traditionally occurred and the 
relationship between research, extension 
and the land manager is a key to the 
problem.

Mr. Chirnside strongly believes there is 
a definitive place for ‘left field’ research to 
extend our traditional research bounda-
ries. It is very clear that to develop more 
sustainable farming systems then land 
managers must become more involved 
throughout the process of generating and 
applying knowledge. We are seeing this 
involvement on the increase.

But this is not the perfect model and there 
are many gaps and therefore challenges 
ahead. There is a need to find solutions 
to the long-term control of tussock on 
non-arable marginal country; we need 
to maintain political support and further 
our involvement of local government. The 
legislation needs streamlining and linking 
information from shires, PMIS and GIS 
together to name a few.

Looking to the future, I remain 
convinced that the strategies which have 
been enunciated in recent times for the 
management of serrated Tussock remain 
appropriate and are what the Working 
Party will continue to pursue.

Key messages
• This project has many positives as 

previously outlined such as the devel-
opment of strong networks with local 
government. 

• Support for groups in developing and 
implementing local strategies and 
property plans.

• Continuing research projects (grazing/
herbicide/biocontrol). 

• NHT revegetation projects (includes 
species/land type trials). 

• Support for groups using appropriate 
incentives and marketing.

• Recognition as the best Weed 
Management Model in Australia. 

• Strong partnerships with community, 
CMA’s, local government and NSW 
Agriculture. Focus on long-term land 
management (PMP).

• Co-operative programs with other 
NRE–CAS businesses. 

• Consistent and integrated approach to 
funding.

• Forums for research, legislation and 
industry codes of practice.
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problem to be addressed, its extent and the 
nature of works to be undertaken must be 
detailed on this form. This form must be 
submitted to Council not later than 30 Sep-
tember each year. Environmental enhance-
ment works are seen as part of an ongoing 
program for all landowners. Landowners 
are encouraged to develop and implement 
a whole farm plan to give maximum effec-
tiveness to their program. 

In the event that there are no problems 
on the land in relation to noxious weeds, 
pest animals or soil erosion, landowners 
are still required to complete a proposed 
works form. In this case, the landowner is 
required to advise Council of the nature 
of on-going work. Those landowners 
who regularly undertake environmental 
enhancement works and have properties 
free of degraded land are not required to 
do any additional work, other than what 
they would ordinarily carry out during 
any one year.

An authorized Council Officer then 
assesses the appropriateness of works as 
described in the proposed works form 
submitted to Council by the landowner.

The assessment of works required 
has regard to the level of effort and ex-
penditure to be outlaid by the landowner. 
However, the rebate granted may not 
necessarily provide for full recompense 
for expenses. Any works undertaken are 
likely to improve property value and thus 
provide direct benefit to the landowner.

In the event that no proposed works 
form is submitted to Council by 30 Sep-
tember, Council notifies the landowner in 
writing that the rebate is withdrawn and 
a supplementary rates notice is issued for 
that amount, to be paid by the due date.

Upon Council’s receipt of the proposed 
works form, landowners whose proposed 
works are approved are then notified in 
writing. For some properties, an inspec-
tion may be required in order to assess 
whether the works specified in the pro-
posed works form are appropriate to the 
particular land degradation problem that 
occurs on the property.

Landowners whose properties require 
inspection are notified and an inspection 
at a mutually agreed time is arranged 
as soon as possible following Council’s 
receipt of the proposed works form. The 
inspection may include mapping and 
data collection activity. If the landowner 
unreasonably refuses to permit entry for 
the purpose of inspection, or refuses to re-
negotiate the proposed works plan, then 
the rate rebate will be withdrawn. 

At the time of the inspection, Council’s 
nominated officer may require a new 
proposed works form, which incorpo-
rates changes to the proposed works 
to be completed by the landowner. The 
new proposed works form must be  
submitted to Council within 30 days of 
the date Council’s officer informs the 

landowner it is required or else Council 
will notify the landowner that the rebate 
is withdrawn.

Assessment of completed works
All of the works specified in the proposed 
works form must be successfully complet-
ed and a Completed Works form submit-
ted to Council, giving a description of the 
completed works by 31 March each year. 
Council encourages landholders to sub-
mit diagrams, photographs and receipts 
as evidence of work completed.

Property inspections are conducted 
by Council’s nominated officer(s) upon 
Council’s receipt of the Completed Works 
form. The inspection assists Council to 
determine the property’s eligibility for the 
rate rebate. After the inspection, landown-
ers receive written advice as to whether or 
not they have satisfied the terms on which 
the rebate is granted and whether or not 
they are entitled to retain the rebate. If the 
landowner unreasonably refuses to permit 
entry for the purpose of inspection, then 
the rebate is withdrawn.

Landowners, for whom the rebate is 
withdrawn, are notified in writing of the 
reasons for the withdrawal within seven 
days. A supplementary rates notice is then 
issued for the amount of the rebate.

If a Completed Works form has not 
been submitted to Council by 31 March 
that year, or Council’s nominated officer(s) 
or nominated assessor, determines after 
inspection that there has been insufficient 
action taken on the specified proposed 
works, as stated in the proposed works 
form Council withdraws the rebate and a 
supplementary rates notice is issued.

Procedure on failure to comply
Landowners for whom it has been deter-
mined that the rebate be withdrawn can 
appeal the decision. Council’s nominated 
independent assessor, being a representa-
tive of the Department of Natural Re-
sources and Environment, then reviews 
the assessment of eligibility for the rebate. 
The decision of Council’s independent as-
sessor is final and no further correspond-
ence is entered into.

In cases where insufficient action has 
been taken by the landowner and the 
rebate is withdrawn, Council notifies the 
Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment who take action under the 
appropriate legislation. The Department 
of Natural Resources and Environment 
and Melton Shire Council work closely 
together to ensure all landowners and 
public land managers are working to con-
trol weeds, pest animals and erosion in the 
Shire of Melton. Where compliance with 
the Environmental Enhancement Policy is 
not achieved the rate rebate is withdrawn 
and prosecution in a Magistrate’s Court 
may occur.

Noxious weed control requirements
Serrated tussock (Nassella trichotoma) and 
Chilean needlegrass (Nassella neesiana) are 
amongst the most serious noxious weeds 
occurring in the Shire of Melton, and thus 
are a priority for control. The Environmen-
tal Enhancement Policy requires works be 
undertaken to target these weeds where 
they occur. The minimum of standards 
required by all landowners include com-
plete prevention of seed set by all priority 
weeds on the property and a minimum of 
20% reduction in the level of priority weed 
infestation on the property per year.

A weed eradication program needs to 
be appropriate to the type of weed and 
scale of the problem. This may involve 
one or a combination of methods includ-
ing manual removal, use of herbicide 
and cultivation. In all cases, initial weed 
removal actions will need to be followed 
up with a longer-term program to eradi-
cate weeds and prevent reinfestation. 
For major infestations, this will usually 
involve replanting with appropriate crops 
or pasture species.

Strengths of the policy
The Environmental Enhancement Policy 
has a number of strengths including:
1. Regular and direct contact with land-

holders enabling information transfer.
2. The stimulation of management actions 

that would not otherwise occur.
3. Co-ordinated approach by Department 

of Natural Resources and Environment 
and Council.

4. High levels of community acceptance.
5. High compliance rates.

Weaknesses of the policy
The Environmental Enhancement Policy 
has a number of weaknesses including:
1. There are difficulties in monitoring 

compliance. 
2. Little control over the weed control 

practices private landholders imple-
ment. Unfortunately, some landhold-
ers and weed control contractors have 
damaged native grasslands by taking 
action to control weeds. Council has 
since been very proactive in map-
ping the extent and quality of native 
grasslands on private land. A number 
of native vegetation friendly contrac-
tors have now been identified and are 
recommended to landholders. As weed 
invasion is one of the greatest threats 
to native grasslands taking no action 
against weeds is not an option. 

Evaluation of success
The success of the Environmental En-
hancement Policy can be gauged by:
1. The number of similar schemes having 

been adopted in other municipalities.
2. The two awards that it has won.
3. Eight years of strong community sup-

port.
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4. Mapping and cost-benefit analyses 
have found the scheme to be benefi-
cial.

5. Outcomes of independent reviews and 
critiques.

6. High compliance rates of between 88% 
and 98%.

7. The reduction in extent and severity of 
land degradation within the Shire.

Applicability to other Local 
Government Areas
The Environmental Enhancement Policy 
has considerable potential applicabil-
ity to other Local Government Areas. A 
number of municipalities have introduced 
schemes modelled on the one in operation 
in Melton. However, any scheme would 
need customizing to the specific circum-
stances of the municipality. Broad com-
munity support is essential.

Statutory authority for the policy 
The rate rebate, as provided for by the En-
vironmental Enhancement Policy, is able 
to be established under Section 169 of the 
Local Government Act 1989.

The GROW WEST vision
GROW WEST is a ground-breaking 
opportunity for communities, govern-
ment and private industry to participate 
together in one of the largest and most 
exciting landscape improvement projects 
that Australia has ever seen. It will restore 
and protect 50 000 hectares of degraded 
land by replanting 20% of the landscape 
with a massive mosaic of native vegetation 
and farm forestry plantations.

GROW WEST will occur in the catch-
ment of the Werribee River about 50 
km west of Melbourne, which contains 
some of Victoria’s worst land degrada-
tion including immense infestations of 
serrated tussock, soil erosion, rabbits, 
salinity, declining biodiversity and nutri-
ent discharge into waterways. The project 
will centre on the Rowsley Valley and 
Pentland Hills near Bacchus Marsh. This 
area features grazing plains dissected by 
rugged valleys, gorges and escarpments 
formed by the waterways that flow south 
into Port Phillip Bay. Unfortunately, it is 
these rugged terrain features which are 
extremely difficult for landholders to 
manage and create a haven for serrated 
tussock. The area also features the major 
natural tourism and recreational assets 
of the Brisbane Ranges, Werribee Gorge 
and Lerderderg State Parks, which will be 
linked by the mosaic of vegetation. 

Over recent years, the local landholders 
have recognized that an integrated land-
scape change project at a catchment scale 
is needed to simultaneously deal with all 
of the land degradation issues and create 
a long-term solution.

By progressively bringing together 
interested individuals and organiza-
tions, the local community has initiated 
GROW WEST aimed at implementing 
major landscape change. The project is 
still in the crucial planning stages but 
the momentum is rapidly building and 
the cornerstones of a successful project 
are being put in place. At the property 
scale, the project will have selected land 
revegetated with a practical mix of native 
species, long-term agroforestry and other 
economical land-use options, specially 
tailored to suit the individual landholder 
and site. The adoption of best practice 
land management techniques will be a 
core requirement of the project, as will the 
long-term maintenance and protection of 
these new vegetation assets.

From a broad perspective, GROW 
WEST will lead to a productive, sustain-
able and picturesque landscape and will 
bring an exciting range of economic, so-
cial and environmental benefits including 
greatly improved control over the spread 
of serrated tussock around and from the 
Werribee catchment. The massive mosaic 
of forestry and native trees will provide 
a huge barrier to the spread of serrated 
tussock, greatly reduce the area of terrain 
available to serrated tussock, and enable 
improved treatment of the weed on pro-
ductive soils. 

At the same time, the other benefits of 
this project will be enormous. The environ-
ment will benefit from control of weeds 
and rabbits, greenhouse gas abatement, 
creation of wildlife corridors and green 
links between major parks, control of soil 
erosion and improved protection of riv-
ers and streams. Local communities will 
also benefit from improved productivity 
and sustainability of the land, increased 
employment, attraction of sponsorship 
funds into the area, opportunities for eco- 
tourism, better community understand-
ing of land and water issues and a major 
demonstration of why Victoria is the place 
to be.

What is happening
Substantial groundwork has already been 
done to prepare for this project. Meetings 
and discussions have been held with land-
holders to hear their views of the project 
concept and to gauge their commitment 
to it. Landholders have welcomed the 
project and some have already identified 
areas of their land that would be suitable 
for large-scale revegetation through this 
project. Significantly, this already totals 
over 3000 hectares of land. The local Land-
care Groups have also formally endorsed 
the project and are keenly involved in the 
planning that is under way.

Many more landholders will be intro-
duced to the project through farm plan-
ning courses that will involve them plan-
ning the appropriate future land use for 
their land and their situation. But this is a 
big project and it needs more than just the 
landholders. To propel the project forward 
there is also a need for the involvement 
and financial commitment of all levels 
of Government, corporate sponsors, local 
industries and businesses, environmental 
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