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In the context of:

• The Anthropocene

• Collapsing levels of biodiversity

• Global climate change

• Highly altered regional landscapes

• New agro-ecological technologies & systems

Are we asking the correct questions of 
conservation?



Seeking new approaches

• Conservative environmental management will 
probably just lead us off the cliff of climate change

• No time to simply learn from the mistakes of history 
as the challenges are existential (Georg W.F. Hegel)

• Modernity is reproducing the problem (Ulrich Beck)

• There is a need to transform conservation such that 
modern social actions promote biodiversity



The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) 
of the United Nations (1999) definition for 

agricultural biodiversity:

“The variety and variability of animals, plants and micro-
organisms that are used directly or indirectly for food and 
agriculture, including crops, livestock, forestry and fisheries. 

It comprises the diversity of genetic resources (varieties, 
breeds) and species used for food, fodder, fibre, fuel and 
pharmaceuticals. 

It also includes the diversity of non-harvested species 
that support production (soil micro-organisms, predators, 
pollinators), and those in the wide environment that support 
agro-ecosystems (agricultural, pastoral, forest and aquatic) as 
well as the diversity of the agro-ecosystems.”



Drawing (mostly) from recent research in peri-urban 
Adelaide

• Bardsley, D.K., Palazzo, E. and Pütz, M., 2018. Regional path dependence 
and climate change adaptation: A case study from the McLaren Vale, 
South Australia. Journal of Rural Studies, 63, pp.24-33.

• Bardsley, D.K., Palazzo, E. and Stringer, R., 2019. What should we 
conserve? Farmer narratives on biodiversity values in the McLaren Vale, 
South Australia. Land Use Policy, 83, pp.594-605.

• Bardsley, D.K., Prowse T.A.A. and Siegfried C., In Press. Seeking knowledge 
of traditional Indigenous burning practices to inform regional bushfire 
management, Local Environment.

• Bardsley, D., 2003. Risk alleviation via in situ agrobiodiversity 
conservation: drawing from experiences in Switzerland, Turkey and Nepal. 
Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environment, 99(1-3), pp.149-157.
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Should the values of biodiversity in agricultural 
systems be promoted into Australian policy?

In a field?

Across a farm/business or region?

In a state/country?

Globally?



“Walk and Talk” interview respondents from the McLaren Vale
No. Major Agricultural Activities and Place of Interview and 

Property of Respondent

Biodynamic, Organic, Minimal 

intervention or Conventional

1. Almond producers, Willunga Minimal Intervention

2. Vegetable grower, McLaren Flat Organic

3. Grape Grower, Willunga Minimal Intervention

4. Barley/Wheat Cropper, Willunga Conventional

5. Grape grower/Vigneron, McLaren Vale Minimal Intervention

6. Grape grower/Vigneron, Willunga Minimal Intervention/Organic

7. Vegetable grower, Aldinga Organic

8. Mixed Cropping/Grazing/Quarry, McLaren Vale Conventional

9. Olives/Almonds/Grape grower, Willunga Organic

10. Grape grower/Vigneron, McLaren Flat Biodynamic Organic

11. Grape grower/Vigneron, Willunga Organic

12. Grazing/Grape grower, Willunga Minimal Intervention

13. Grape grower/Vigneron, McLaren Vale Biodynamic Organic

14. Mill Owner/Grape/Almond grower, Sellicks Hill Biodynamic Organic

15. Grape grower/Vigneron, McLaren Vale Minimal Intervention/Organic

16. Olive oil processor/Olive producer, Willunga Conventional & Organic

17. Orchardists, McLaren Flat Minimal Intervention



1. Biodiversity for Natural Habitat

‘I’d like to see revegetating with a lot of diversity and 
a lot of the original ecology.  There are still a lot of 
remnants of the original ecology and that is a golden 
opportunity not to miss because we have already 
missed it for 150 years, and we haven’t long before 
the original is all gone’ (Farmer 9).





2. Biodiversity for resource management: 
erosion control, water management and 

windbreaks

‘The gums here make a great shelter belt which we 
planted. I really like the hedgerow idea, the 
southeasterly comes from that way and it is fierce at 
times, and we use the timber from dead trees for 
firewood. If it rains on the hills it roars across the 
paddock, so it protects the house and orchard from 
the flow’ (Farmer 1).





3. Biodiversity for agricultural pest and weed suppression

‘There are plants that provide habitat for pest predators 
in the vineyard. The light brown apple moth is the main 
pest, mealy bugs as well but I haven’t had them for 
ages. Lady birds control mealy bugs, we have lace wings 
and Trichogramma moth that control the apple moths. 

So all of the diversity that we have got is providing 
habitat for the predatory bugs. I used to have spray all 
the time to control light brown apple moth and now I 
don’t have to spray at all, it is not an issue’ (Farmer 10).



4. Biodiversity to define the regional aesthetic

‘The big gums down by the dam that are probably 150 
years old and have their feet in the waters of the dam. It 
is quite a popular place for weddings, so I would say that 
they are probably the greatest asset on the place’ 
(Farmer 8).

‘With a place like this, getting visitors down here and 
having tourism is actually a big part of it so having and 
retaining those heritage shrub areas are key to 
presenting a nice image of a nice place. […] It 
complements the vineyard and breaks up the monotony 
of having vineyards’ (Farmer 15).



The Mammoth





5. Holistic values of biodiversity

‘Biodiversity is exactly what we have now, almonds next 
door, we used to have an olive grove, gum trees, the 
native vegetation that is around, the broadacre 
cropping, there is a lot of it around the place, even to 
what is grown in the garden, because they attract 
insects. We live with half a dozen kangaroos on the 
lawn. Just from a point of view of interest’ (Farmer 3).

‘Biodiversity is everything for me, and it has to be, 
because if we don’t have the biodiversity then we can’t 
grow anything and I guess we are all out of a job, it is a 
complex thing - the sun, the wind, the rain, it is 
everything we do as farmers’ (Farmer 13).





6. Biodiversity for Production Resilience

‘‘Climate change probably is the biggest risk, […] and 
that is one of the reasons we always have new 
things coming on. […] We have just released the first 
PiquePoul in Australia, next year it will be 
Negroamaro. It matures very late. That will be 
interesting. Sangiovese is fairly prone to sun damage 
but Nero d’Avola is not. So some of those varieties 
might be the opportunity, and might mean we can 
get through’ (Farmer 5).



McLaren Vale vineyard area planted to minor red varieties (Ha), 
1998-2013 (Wine Australia 2015)
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7. Biodiversity to improve marketing opportunities

‘The market stimulates you to grow a variety of crops, 
because there are so many customers at your market 
stall that are wanting the veg’, so your mind is naturally 
trying to work out in terms of your rotations, how you 
can grow different things’ (Farmer 2).

‘Biodiversity is a key area of risk management and 
dealing with different conditions in vineyards. From a 
sales or marketing point of view it does help to have 
something new and different to talk about, so new 
varieties are handy as well’ (Farmer 15).



A need for comprehensive biodiversity 
analyses and policies

1. Biodiversity for natural habitat 

2. Biodiversity for resource management 

3. Biodiversity for agricultural pest and weed 
suppression

4. Biodiversity to define the regional aesthetic

5. Holistic values of biodiversity

6. Biodiversity for production resilience

7. Biodiversity to improve marketing opportunities



Not all narratives are fully recognised in 
research, monitoring, policy or practice

Eg. the decisions that have constantly been made by 
individuals or associations of planners, producers 
and consumers have generated a distinctive regional 
landscape pattern linking the agricultural fields, 
streams and vegetation - yet, that same rural 
biodiversity and landscape mosaic is rarely identified 
as valuable in conservation policy….



(https://www.saplanningportal.sa.gov.au/pl
anning_reforms/new_planning_tools/envir
onment_and_food_production_areas)



What should we conserve? 

• The answer to that question needs to be nuanced to 
represent, at least in part, the local views of farmers 
and the wider community. 

• Habitat is part of the story, but there is a privileging of 
that biodiversity that is not central to farmers’
experiences.

• To democratise conservation and motivate rural 
communities, new policy directions could utilise the 
growing recognition amongst farmers of the 
complexity of conceptions and values of biodiversity 
that in turn could lead to greater acceptance of 
habitat regeneration goals.
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