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Conservation of natural resources—a shift in
departmental policy

David McKenzie, Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, Keith
Turnbull Research Institute, PO Box 48, Frankston, Victoria 3199, Australia.

Introduction
The Department of Conservation and
Natural Resources (CNR) is the largest
land manager in Victoria, controlling
more than one-third of the State. This
includes Forests, National Parks and
other Crown Land, some of which is del-
egated e.g. Melbourne Cricket Ground
and foreshores. CNR is also responsible
for administering the legislation govern-
ing vermin and noxious weed control,
which is currently the Vermin and Nox-
ious Weeds Act, soon to be replaced
by the Catchment and Land Protection
Act.

Weed control is big business—$3.5m is
spent on control works by CNR annually.
Contracting out weed control is new to
CNR although aerial spraying of forests
occurred for a number of years prior to
the departure of that section to form the
Victorian Plantations Corporation.

Background
Traditionally CNR employed a substan-
tial workforce to work on Crown Land,
Forests and National Parks.

One of the former agencies of CNR ex-
perimented with contractors in 1980–81
with about 12 projects in central and
southern Victoria at a cost of approxi-
mately $90 000. The projects involved
spraying or bulldozing blackberry and
furze. The pilot specifications and con-
tracts were fairly rudimentary. A change
in government in 1982 placed an empha-
sis on maintaining the work-force and
contracting stopped.

The change in government in 1992
brought a new philosophy:
• Smaller government—reduction in

workforce.
• Corporation/privatization.
• Business approach—efficiency through

utilizing private enterprise services.

Impacts of policy change on CNR
• The workforce was reduced from 4500

in the 1980s to 3000 in 1994, through at-
trition, lack of recruitment and resigna-
tion packages.

• Formation of the Victorian Plantations
Corporation.

• Restructuring took place along business
lines—National Parks, Forests, Catch-
ment and Land Management, Flora
Fauna and Fisheries, Crown Lands and
Assets. 

• Consultants and contractors are used.

CNR contracting process
Because contracting-out is new to parts of
the public service, a good deal of thought
and care has been taken. CNR has pro-
duced a manual on contracting-out.

The process that CNR uses in the devel-
opment of contracting-out follows, and
moves through the stages of identification
and evaluation of opportunities, the ten-
der process, implementation, monitor-
ing and evaluation of the results.

Opportunities
Factors which favour the use of contrac-
tors are:
• Inability to hire and retain technically

competent staff.
• Variable workflows—seasonal peaks

and troughs, competing demand for la-
bour.

• Work practices:
– inflexible working hours,
– industrial relations concerns and
– travel and downtime costs.

• Technology—updating and replace-
ment of equipment.

Evaluation
Consideration is given to:
• Bench marking costs and quality. We

are seeking value in the market place.
• Cost-benefit analysis—internal costs,

contract cost, administration costs.
• Risk analysis—standards, quality, staff

impacts, insurance and indemnity.
Following this process it was decided

that weed control was one of those jobs
that CNR should develop for contracting-
out.

Tender process
The principles of the tender process are:
• value for money,
• open and effective competition and
• ethical behaviour.

Ideally a Technical Evaluation Panel
would be set up to decide on the type of
tender and to manage the process. The
panel would consider time frames, docu-
mentation, selection criteria, obtaining
legal advice, reviewing applications,
awarding tenders and monitoring.
Different types of tender are:
i. Selective tenders: technical solutions

clear, known and reputable providers,
value < $50 000.

ii.Public tenders: technical solutions
clear, providers unknown, value
> $50 000.

iii.Staged tenders: technical solutions
unclear, providers unknown. A regis-
tration of interest/tender process
would be used.

Registration of interest process
i. Statement of requirement. Focus on

outputs required, not on details of
‘how-to’ which leaves flexibility for
contractors to design solutions, encour-
ages innovation and flexibility and al-
lows benefit from knowledge and expe-
rience of bidders.

ii.Advertise and document registration of
interest.

iii.Analyse, negotiate, clarify the offers,
solutions and costs. This may include a
meeting of bidders either individually
or collectively.
If the solutions compare favourably

with internal costs, then proceed.

Specifications
Good specifications have the following
qualities:
• clear and concise,
• not unnecessarily restrictive—allow in-

novation and complementary services,
• free from bias and discrimination,
• specify the functional needs, not how

the job should be done,
• neither under specify nor over specify,
• include performance criteria.

Performance criteria must be respon-
sive to needs and risks and not pre-empt
solutions, avoid bias to particular
supplier(s), be capable of being moni-
tored, include appropriate ‘get out’
clauses, price adjustment clauses and
flexible payment clauses.

Contracts
Contracts may be fixed price (lump sum)
or variable (schedule of rates) which are
based on labour hours, material costs and
overhead recovery. Variable contracts
may be price per hour or amount of vari-
ous activities, or price per kilometre
streamside treated up to a certain limit.
Contracts may have a variable term de-
pending on perceived risk e.g. one month
or several years.

Tender documentation
Tender documentation should include:
i. Functional objective and the operating

context, e.g. locations, hazards, envi-
ronmental safety.

ii.Selection criteria covering competency,
technical standards and cost. Compe-
tency standards include track record, fi-
nancial stability, reputation and ac-
creditation status, experience and
knowledge, previous supply to Gov-
ernment. Technical standards include
qualifications, reliance on support,
backup arrangement. Cost includes
overall cost, flexibility of payment,
term and incentive or penalty.
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iii.Structure of response required.
iv.Conditions of contract—term, insur-

ance, dispute settlement, variations,
confidentiality and protection from
sub-contracting.

Assessment
The purpose is to analyse, negotiate and
clarify. CNR would probably invite an
oral presentation or discussion and pro-
vide the opportunity for correcting cleri-
cal errors. There is an ethical considera-
tion—this should be regarded as a confi-
dential process.

Tender award
A written contract would form the basis
of agreement between the parties. For
CNR a simple purchase order would be
used if the risk was low and the contract
value was less than $20 000. A detailed
contract would be written if the risk was
greater and the contract value was greater
than $20 000.

Implementation
This is generally an internal process un-
der the control of the Contract Manager,
and should consider:
• training of staff,
• transition arrangements for some staff,
• develop monitoring procedures and

systems, and
• possible arrangements for contractors

equipment and staff.

Monitoring and evaluation
These critical steps generally involve:
• assessment of the performance of the

contractor,
• reassessment of the needs of the or-

ganization,
• register of contracts, performance etc.
• sharing of information across the

State—important in a decentralized or-
ganization such as CNR.

Issues arising from recent
experiences
• Reaction from staff—contractors taking

their jobs.
• Lack of interest in some areas—need to

seek out contractors.
• Jobs generally well done.
• Negotiation needs to occur in some

places and situations.
• Difficulties with preparation of specifi-

cations and contracts, mainly due to
lack of staff experience.
In addition to contracts for weed con-

trol works, a contract was recently let for
the development of a weed management
strategy for serrated tussock management
to the west of Melbourne.

Future
There is no doubt that CNR will expand
the use of contractors for weed control
over the coming years.

Recent experiences in 1993/94—some examples.

No. of Total
Area contracts value Targets

North-west 3 $47 000 boxthorn

Gippsland 5 $32 000 ragwort
English broom
blackberry

South-west 37 $77 000 African feather grass
boneseed
furze
ragwort
blackberry


