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Slow down and smell the vanilla lilies
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Summary During 2005, Bush For Life community
member volunteers contributed over 27,000 hours of
labour to bush regeneration activities, effectively and
efficiently managing more than 2500 ha of bushland
outside the formal reserve system in the Mount Lofty
Ranges in South Australia (SA). Frequently, the
most difficult task is getting people to slow down
and smell the vanilla lilies, which is stressed in our
introductory workshop. Bush regeneration is one of
the only times in life that people will be told to do a
job slowly, in fact they will be corrected if they go too
fast. Importantly, this gives the volunteer permission
to leave large patches of weeds alone. We advise them
to worry only about good bushland and concentrate on
weed fronts and, on several difficult sites, this appears
to have made a considerable difference to volunteer
retention rates. We don’t have a perfect system and
we expect mistakes, but we acknowledge this and try
to learn from them.

INTRODUCTION

Why is Bush For Life important? The Mount Lofty
Ranges has had 87% of its native vegetation cover
removed since European Settlement (Armstrong ef
al. 2003). Much of the remnant vegetation still ex-
ists only because its low-nutrient soil is unsuitable to
western agricultural systems and it is fragmented and
subject to human impacts. SA is the land mammal
extinction capital of the world, according to Hornsby
and Morrison (2001). Eighteen species have been lost;
most recently the brush-tailed phascogale (Phascogale
tapoatafa Meyer, 1793) was declared extinct in 2001.
Birds are also severely declining in diversity and abun-
dance; 26 species have disappeared or are declining
due to past and present land clearance, degradation of
native vegetation and loss of habitat (Paton et al. 2000,
Cale 2005). A biological survey conducted during
2000 and 2001 found that 24% of recorded plants were
introduced (Armstrong ef al. 2003). In the southern
Mount Lofty Ranges, 69% of remnant vegetation
patches are less than 10 ha in size and 96% are less
than 100 ha (Armstrong et al. 2003). This leads to a
less robust system that is easily affected by change
and requires active management.

It is clear that the southern Mount Lofty Ranges is
in serious biological trouble. We cannot afford further

degradation of our native communities; this is why
Bush For Life is so important.

What is Bush For Life? Bush For Life, started in
1994, is a bush regeneration program, run by the non-
government organisation Trees For Life. Bush For Life
uses a subjective approach, based on experience, to
determine potential Bush For Life sites. A potential
site must have the capacity to regenerate, given time
and assistance, and the basic vegetation structure must
be intact. We will not accept a site where a volunteer
will struggle to find a native plant and we actively
discourage revegetation on our sites. The program is
based on training and supporting volunteers to regener-
ate bushland by providing advantage to existing native
plants, not just killing weeds.

Bush For Life espouses the well-known minimum
disturbance bush regeneration principles referred to as
the Bradley Method (Bradley 1997). However Bush
For Life is more closely aligned with similar princi-
ples developed in SA by Enid Robertson, which also
include limited and careful use of herbicide (Robertson
1999). These principles are: work outward from good
quality bushland; disturb soil as little as possible; and
do not over-clear weeds. We have recently added a
fourth principle: do not remove a weed unless you are
advantaging a native plant. We have found volunteers
readily understand and can easily follow this principle,
as it is a simple question they can ask themselves and it
is useful for changing a volunteer’s focus from weeds
to native plants. Exceptions to this fourth principle
include highly invasive species such as bridal creeper
(Asparagus asparagoides (L.) Druce) or incursions of
new weed species.

The alternative, or gardening approach, is when
weed infestations of a single species are over-cleared.
Frequently, within an infestation, there are very few,
if any, native plants and a depleted seedbank. Over-
clearance can result in a loss of valuable habitat, mass
germination of the same weed, or even the weed be-
ing replaced by another weed that is more difficult to
control. The consequence to any native fauna using
an infestation for shelter is unknown, but is likely to
lead to death from predation. The consequence of this
wasted effort on volunteer morale can be devastating,
leading to feelings of failure, disenchantment and
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even resentment toward conservation. The volunteer
may even leave the program, never to undertake bush
regeneration again.

These bush regeneration principles have also been
scientifically justified by papers produced by authors
in recent years (Hobbs and Yates 2000, Thomas et a/
2000, Thomas et al. 2005, Crossman 2002, Cole et al.
2003, Brown and Brooks 2002, Robertson 2005).

Bush For Life’s minimum disturbance bush regen-
eration is a multiple weed species strategy that varies
over time and space and is unique to each individual
site, as what works in one location may be inappropri-
ate in another. For example, over winter/spring volun-
teers work in smaller areas, focusing on the highest
quality, core areas. This is when most herbaceous
weeds are present and can be treated. During sum-
mer and autumn, volunteers attend to woody weeds,
expanding the area of bushland being managed. The
larger the site and the more complex the weed issues,
the more important the bush regeneration principles
become. A volunteer faced with an impenetrable
wall of gorse or an unending soursob infestation
can easily be defeated psychologically. A volunteer
that is encouraged to slow down and follow the bush
regeneration principles can be highly successful and
make a valuable contribution to biodiversity conserva-
tion. For example, at Morphett Reserve, Woods Point,
initial work focused on removing bridal creeper but
as this was brought under control effort was directed
toward perennial veldt grass (EArharta calycina Sm.),
which covered over 70% of the reserve. The volunteers
directed their effort to areas where rewards would be
greatest and began to reduce the infestation, rather than
being overwhelmed. This approach was combined with
brushcutting new flower heads of perennial veldt grass
in adjoining areas, which minimised re-invasion.

There is little Bush For Life can do about vegeta-
tion clearance, but we are able to prevent patches of
remnant native vegetation from declining further and
in many cases we are able to improve the condition
of the vegetation.

HOW WE DO IT
Training and supporting volunteers Initially volun-
teers attend our introductory Bush For Life workshop.
Here they are given an overview of the ecological
situation in the Mount Lofty Ranges. They are then
shown how they, as individuals, can do something
useful to help protect what we have left. This can be
a challenging day for some people.

People are then allocated to their own site and/or
given the opportunity to attend Bush Action Team days.
We acknowledge their time is limited and suggest they
spend 3—4 hours per month working on their Bush For

232

Life site. This is enough time to make a significant
difference, but not enough to impinge on their social
life. A Regional Coordinator continues to give the
volunteer direction and encouragement, stressing the
need for slow and methodical work that follows the
bush regeneration principles. It is also important to
emphasise that volunteers should enjoy themselves,
take time to watch the birds and smell the flowers.
Volunteering on a Bush For Life site should never be
seen as a chore. It is perfectly acceptable to go the site
and do no work. This helps to increase the volunteers
understanding of the site and build a close association
with the site. After a time, the volunteer usually knows
more about their site than we do.

Bush Action Teams (BATSs) are another integral
facet of Bush For Life and have been running for
seven years. Initially developed to provide extra sup-
port and encouragement, they have proven extremely
successful ecologically, educationally and socially.
Participants have the opportunity to meet and work
with like-minded people. Their confidence, plant
identification and bush regeneration skills improve.
Some volunteers enjoy these days so much they will
do 10-20 BATs in a year. BATs have developed such
a positive reputation amongst local councils and other
land managers that we decline work opportunities due
to insufficient staff numbers.

Volunteers are also encouraged to attend addi-
tional workshops at their own pace. We provide special
workshops for grassy ecosystems, seed collection,
native plant propagation, plant identification and grass
identification workshops.

We also advance the knowledge of our Regional
Co-ordinators (RC) by providing RC training days.
On these days Bush For Life staff and RCs meet on
a site, often a difficult site, and discuss how best to
approach the guidance of volunteers to help manage
it successfully. These training days empower the RCs
to deliver complex ecological knowledge to volunteers
in a simple and non-confronting manner.

In 2006, the Bush For Life program introduced
similar days for our volunteers in lieu of Advanced
workshops: Strategies for Managing Bushland Days.
They operate in the same manner as RC days and
provide an opportunity for volunteers to extend them-
selves and their knowledge. In essence, a pathway of
opportunities is provided for volunteers to learn about
our bushland, and use that knowledge to benefit the
bush.

Advancing Bush For Life methodologies The Bush
For Life Program is not about scientific research. We
generally rely on the valuable work of those in the
scientific community to keep our methodology up to



date. However, being a non-government not for profit
organisation with over 600 volunteers means we can
source people keen to advance, refine and observe new
bush regeneration techniques.

Some examples of our volunteers advancing our
techniques are:

Roy and Betty P. work in the Barossa Reservoir
(SA Water land) on a site of 350 hectares. A few years
ago Roy sent us a letter detailing his work in this large
area, which he managed by working on (at that time)
72 different weed fronts. This was because he had
observed blue wrens and other birds using boneseed
(Chrysanthemoides monilifera (L.) Norl ssp. monil-
ifera) for shelter and nesting and realised that over
clearing the boneseed would disadvantage these birds.
A few years ago they were joined by Kym S. who has
developed a methodology for treating a challenging
boneseed infestation amid substantial grazing and
trampling pressure from kangaroos and deer.

Effectively, this letter was the catalyst that drove
us to further advance our ‘weed front and timing’
strategies for bush regeneration. Using this strategy
we were able to encourage volunteers to increase the
area of bushland they were managing by more accu-
rately defining the target weeds for each season of the
year.

The late John G. has been a source of several ad-
vances in weed treatments. With the help of his wife
Ann they were able to refine the drilling and filling
process to use a more diluted solution of glyphosate
(1:10). We are satisfied this technique is successful
for olive (Olea europaea L. ssp. europaea) control,
possibly because the increased dilution enables the
mixture to flow through the plant’s cambium more
readily, although we have not scientifically proved
this to date. Bush For Life still recommends a dilution
of 1:5 until we have a chance to trial 1:10 dilution on
other woody weed species.

In 2000 John G. began developing the ‘no more
seeds’ policy for monadenia, which occurs on at least
two properties with a density of 76 plants per square
metre. He could see hand-digging monadenia was
defeating many volunteers and decided there must be
a better way. He began by only pulling flower heads
and leaving the bulb(s) and within four years was
pulling less than 10% compared with the quantity
pulled in 2000. At Bush For Life we fear monadenia
could become the next three corned garlic (Allium
triquetrum L.).

With so many people involved in bush regenera-
tion nationally there is bound to be convergent ideas
for improvements of techniques and methodologies. In
recent times our volunteers have developed the follow-
ing methods for delivering chemical controls.
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The ‘swabber’ or shoe polish applicator, which is
now used for applying glyphosate to cut stumps. We
no longer call it cut and paint, it is now cut and swab.
This method is cleaner, simpler and less hazardous
to volunteers.

The “Tongs of Death’, which are kitchen tongs
with sponges attached, allowing glyphosate to be
wiped along the strappy leaves of bulbous weeds.

The ‘squeeze bottle’ or chemical wash bottle is
used to carefully apply glyphosate during the drill and
fill process. It is also used to apply glyphosate to the
sponges of ‘Tongs of Death’.

Kym S. has improved our delivery of the broad
leaf herbicide metsulfuron methyl, which we use in
low concentrations to kill various broad-leaved weeds
and bridal creeper. We now have a more stringent ap-
proach to applying this chemical. All volunteers must
now calibrate both themselves and their spray unit
to a per hectare rate. We are now able to ensure less
herbicide is used whilst maintaining effective control
of the target weed.

We also listen to other bush regeneration groups,
such as Friends of Parks and Threatened Plant Action
Group. We are willing to change our practices when an
alternative method proves successful and can be easily
incorporated into our volunteer-based program.

New techniques are always trialled first to ensure
they work and can be undertaken by all volunteers
without causing off-target damage to native species.
It is important that all techniques work effectively
because a substantial failure rate will cause volunteers
to become frustrated or, worse, give up. This all takes
time, but by going slowly and ensuring we have it as
right as possible, the fragrance of the vanilla lilies can
remain to be enjoyed.

Fortunately, new groups are forming in South
Australia such as the Grassy Woodland Network. These
groups are able to provide even more information to
our volunteers.

Relationships A feature of the Bush For Life pro-
gram is continuity of staff. In the 12 years that Bush
For Life has been operating only one employee has left
for greener pastures. This continuity of staff allows
for relationships to develop between staff and volun-
teers. This builds a level of trust and helps develop a
sense of community for the volunteers. Consequently,
communication flows freely between staff, regional
coordinators and volunteers.

CONCLUSION
Volunteer bushcarers are an integral way of engaging
the broader community to appreciate and understand
our valuable bushland. While Bush For Life is not
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a scientific program, it is a successful medium for
delivering useful scientific information to the general
public. By using a precautionary approach and empow-
ering people to take action and have an interest in our
bushland, over 2500 hectares are being successfully
managed outside of the formal reserve system.
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