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ABOUT THIS GUIDE
Urban environments provide an opportunity to conserve biodiversity
while engaging people with urban nature. This booklet shares the
perspectives and experiences of environmental managers who
are working to conserve urban biodiversity and highlights key
considerations for implementing new conservation projects.
The information will be of interest to others involved in the
management or conservation of urban biodiversity, providing
insights into the day-to-day experience of practitioners who
implement on-ground actions.
The booklet serves as a companion document to
three CAUL reports under the “Practical actions
for conservation in Australian cities” project,
listed in the resources section at the end of this
document (1 – 3). Further detail on the research
methods, actions described, and community
engagement approaches can be found in
these documents.
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BACKGROUND
We spoke with environmental managers from 25 different
organisations in capital cities around Australia to learn about
the breadth of urban biodiversity-conservation projects
they pursued. The organisations included state and local
government agencies and non-government organisations.
An enormous range of projects and activities were
described, demonstrating the complex nature of
urban biodiversity conservation. We found a variety
of approaches to urban conservation, including
improving habitat quality, expanding vegetative
and aquatic areas, monitoring of plant and
animal populations, the development
of guidelines, and extensive community
engagement (1 & 2). The full list of actions
is reported elsewhere (3).
To understand key aspects of urban biodiversityconservation practice and to share the experiences
of environmental managers, we asked interviewees:

THE PRACTICE OF
CONSERVING URBAN
BIODIVERSITY
Urban biodiversity conservation occurred across a range of land types – from public to private, including
patches of remnant vegetation to highly urbanised precincts. Interviewees described activities to conserve
biodiversity within conservation reserves, wetlands, public green space, streetscapes, and schools (See 3
for a full description of the activities described).
Actions not only involved an ecological focus, such as conserving habitats or monitoring biodiversity, they
also encouraged greater community engagement and fed into policy and governance. Adopting a range
of actions that consider both human and natural aspects was often critical to the success of biodiversityconservation initiatives in urban settings.
“[We added] interpretive signage
throughout the reserve… about the birds,
bushland, Aboriginal history, European
history… [and] we also worked with local
artists …and had some sculptures put
throughout the reserve.”

“We're looking at fire ecology
in Banksia woodlands… [and]
recognising that fire now has become a
pretty common tool, and just what are
some of the implications of that from a
conservation perspective.”

(Local council)

(Local council)

What are the main lessons you’ve
learnt from trying to implement urban
biodiversity conservation projects?

A beetle (Alleculini sp.) in an urban wildflower meadow; photo by L.Taylor.

“There was a very, very degraded and
neglected drainage ditch that ran the
whole length of …river and it was weed
infested… [and we made] this into a
beautiful chain of wetlands that would, you
know, do all the things that wetlands do,
cleanse the water, plants etc.”
(Not-for-profit organisation)

Lessons about urban biodiversity projects

THE LESSONS
LEARNED

Protect remnant vegetation and existing
species while you still have them
Prioritise fostering a connection to
Country; aim to make it a feature of
biodiversity conservation actions in
consultation with local Aboriginal peoples

Here are the key lessons for conserving urban biodiversity,
as identified by urban environmental managers working
in Australian cities. These answers were provided in
response to the question

Urban ecology must be adaptive and
dynamic because the urban environment
is continually changing

“What are the main lessons you’ve learnt from trying to
implement urban biodiversity conservation projects?”

New developments often include mass
planting of a single species for dramatic
effect, but diverse plantings provide
greater function

We have grouped the lessons into themes.

Urban parks are multifunctional and have
many uses
There can be many designs for a solution.
Don’t discount cheaper versions as they
might work as well as more expensive
versions

A firewood banksia (Banksia
menziesii) (left, by Cristina
E. Ramalho) and black
swans (Cygnus atratus)
(above, by L.Taylor).

Billy buttons (Craspedia globose)
featuring in an urban garden, photos
provided by the City of Melbourne.

Lessons about the public appeal
of biodiversity conservation

Lessons about community engagement

Choose actions that you are passionate
about because people respond to passion

Engage communities early and take them
on the entire journey with you, because
engaged communities make change
happen

People are happier to make changes
on their own land (rather than in a local
reserve, or away from home)

Communities are diverse, so actions
should be inclusive

Many people are more likely to make
changes at home rather than donate
money

Give people (including adults) the
opportunity to learn
If you have a good leader, people will
follow (e.g. groups of volunteers)
Partners and volunteers can make
projects more effective and more costeffective
Use stories to illustrate the outcomes and
successes of your project
People love to tell a story and feel good
about their actions

A large flying duck orchid (Caleana major) in a patch of remnant bushland
(above) and a mantid, waiting for pollinators in an urban yard (right);
photos by L.Taylor.

A group of community scientists looking for
tree hollows; photo provided by the City of
Melbourne.

Lessons about networking and engagement
Communication with stakeholders is the
most important aspect of a project
Talk to everyone (you never know what
opportunities might arise)
Keep abreast of what other organisations
are doing & watch for collaboration
opportunities

Lessons about information
Always share information
Everyone has their own experience or
background, and information should be
accessible regardless
The actions of governments set a
precedent for other organisations

Focus on building strong relationships with
everyone: Traditional Owners, planners,
engineers, builders. Relationship-building
takes time and results take longer, but
good relationships make results stronger

White’s Creek wetland in Sydney
(left) and a white ibis (Threskiornis
moluccus) in an urban park (right);
photos by L. Taylor.

Artificial habitat for sea walls in the City of
Sydney (left, photo by L. Taylor) and signage
about an urban mistletoe project in the City of
Melbourne (right, photo provided by the City of
Melbourne).

Lessons about expecting the unexpected

Lessons about staying motivated

Conservation actions can have
unexpected outcomes

Never underestimate how or who your
actions will influence

Be prepared to innovate and accept
variable success

Use policy and commitments to the
community to drive action (i.e. don’t just
get frustrated when things are difficult)

Benefits of conservation actions can be
intangible (e.g. human-nature connection)
Even if conservation actions fail, it
is important to publish or share your
experience with colleagues

A bandicoot (Isoodon obesulus) in remnant forest (left, photo by
Cristina E. Ramalho) and a monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus)
in an urban wildflower meadow (right, photo by L.Taylor).

Focus on achievable aims (e.g. where
there are fewer difficulties)
Focus on the small wins; keep moving
forward

A laughing kookaburra (Dacelo novaeguineae) in a street tree
(left) and a male gang-gang cockatoo (Callocephalon fimbriatum)
in urban remnant forest (right); photos by L.Taylor.

LESSONS IN ACTION
The illustration, opposite, shows some of the lessons shared by urban environmental managers in an
example of a new conservation project: restoring a degraded urban patch into a biodiversity-friendly
urban wetland. Although represented as a linear process, projects should seek opportunities for feedback,
consultation and revision throughout as necessary.
“We have selected a site and …need to
do some work and then we have done
the community consultation [with]… local
residents to get them on board because …
[without] making sure that the community is
on board … you can't really do too much.”

1. Locate and explore a site
2. Gather baseline environmental data and draw on data
from environmental experts and scientists
3. Build a shared vision with stakeholders, including Traditional
Owners and the local community, for example via design workshops

“That is always our biggest issue, making sure that we
have funding available to employ officers to do the work
…some of the local governments have certainly got on
board and helped out ait really is about partnerships and
funding.”
Not-for-profit organisation

4. Confirm resources and funding, for example via
community grants and research partnerships
5. Design the site and prioritise on-ground works
6. Leverage support from stakeholders, including volunteers
and project partners, such as universities and councils

7. Action! In this example, the action is restoration work,
which includes grading and drainage works, revegetation,
habitat creation, and building raised walkways for community
access
8. Repeat environmental monitoring
9. Celebrate with an inclusive opening, including local
Indigenous Elders, media, politicians and school groups
10. Share project outcomes with stakeholders, for example,
via symposia and newsletters
11. Engage communities, for example via school groups, tours,
and a dedicated outreach website
12. A healthy, restored urban wetland site

Not-for-profit organisation

“[Having] a baseline survey initially… that pre-restoration
understanding, is pretty important, not only in developing
your restoration program but also gauging your success
down the track … that can be a very simple process of
sampling and photo-monitoring but having that baseline
information is really useful.”
State government

“Focus on the small wins. I think if you look at the big
picture … you’ll quickly lose heart. I think you have to
focus on the small wins that you can get and realize that
every little win is something that you wouldn’t have got
otherwise.”
Local government

SUMMARY
The lessons summarised here provide a snapshot of the issues
facing urban environmental managers. The lessons focus on
the experience of people doing on-ground works and reflect the
challenges they face, the approaches they use to overcome
these challenges, and their aspirations for biodiverse urban
environments. By providing a platform for these lessons to be
heard and shared, we hope they can be used to inform and
inspire future biodiversity conservation action.
Based on the in-depth knowledge and experience shared in
these interviews, the core components of urban biodiversity
conservation involved three core aspects.

“You have to… have a bit of tenacity as
it is a very diverse role when you get
into conservation and [it] can be quite
frustrating to juggle to all the projects.”
Local government

2. A BROAD SKILLSET
In addition to ecological and environmental
expertise, a range of professional, project
management, and community engagement skills
are invaluable.

“We don’t always agree… [but] we maintain those
relationships… We hold …bi-monthly meetings with the
town every other month… as a minimum… it’s really
important to work at the relationships and communicate
more and more. Everything we do could be improved with
better communication and we have learned how to do
that, but there is always room for improvement.”

“The visionary thinking and support of a healthy culture
within an organisation …allows for innovative holistic
projects to take place. Those in senior and/or leadership
positions [are]…a critical element for the implementation
of many projects that benefit, enhance, or protect urban
biodiversity… [and] it is very important to ensure biodiversity
aspects are considered from the outset of any project
that may affect it. Too often biodiversity is inadvertently
destroyed as its protection… was not included in a projects
brief …this is particularly relevant in the early stages of a
project… [and] this can often be avoided by good policy that
mandates protection of environmental assets.”

Not-for-profit organisation

1. RELATIONSHIPS
All sorts of relationships are
important, for example, relationships
within a managers’ organisation, with
local communities (including First
Nations people), and with external
groups such as universities, schools,
businesses, or other land managers.

An urban park in Sydney; photo by L. Taylor.

Local government

3. SUPPORT

Support takes many forms, such as resource
availability (human or financial), legislation,
organisational policy or strategy, and
partnerships with other organisations or experts.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Part I – Understanding local actions to conserve urban biodiversity
Threlfall, C.G., Soanes, K., Ramalho, C.E., Aiyer, A., Parris, K.M. and Maller, C.
(2019) Conservation of urban biodiversity: a national summary of local actions.
Report prepared by the Clean Air and Urban Landscapes Hub.
•
•

Report: https://bit.ly/33C2ixy
Fact sheet: https://bit.ly/3iGp37A

This report identifies current approaches to urban biodiversity conservation in
Australian cities and highlights several innovative approaches being used. It also
identifies opportunities and challenges for undertaking future actions. This report
was developed from interviewing urban land managers across the country.

Part II – Indigenous engagement
Briscoe, L. and Roberts, A. (2019) Indigenous engagement: Report on actions
for biodiversity. Prepared by Indigi Lab for the Clean Air and Urban Landscapes
Hub.
•

Report: https://bit.ly/30DkPHE

This report outlines recommendations for future Indigenous engagement on
issues of biodiversity conservation, specifically to enhance future opportunities to
integrate Indigenous knowledge and practice in urban biodiversity conservation.

Part III – An expanded inventory of actions to conserve urban biodiversity
Taylor, L, Soanes, K, Ramalho, CR and Threlfall, C.G. (2020). An expanded
inventory of actions to conserve urban biodiversity. Report prepared by the Clean
Air and Urban Landscapes Hub.
•

Report: https://bit.ly/ExpandedInventory

This report provides a comprehensive list of actions, activities or programs to
provide inspiration for urban land managers seeking to implement actions for
urban biodiversity conservation. This list was developed from interviewing urban
land managers across the country.

