Phase Three of the Natural Heritage Trust

1. How much money will be committed through the NHT3?
The Australian Government will continue its support of Australian natural resource management (NRM) beyond 2008 with additional funding of nearly $2 billion over 5 years for the successor programme to the Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) and the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality (NAP): Phase Three of the Natural Heritage Trust.  

This delivers on the Australian Government’s announcement made in October 2006 for a long-term commitment to NRM and the release of the Framework for Future NRM Programmes agreed by all Australian governments in November 2006.

2. How does this compare to previous years?
At almost $400 million per year, this funding maintains the average combined funding under the NAP and NHT2 over the past seven years.  This initiative is complemented by a range of related initiatives, such as the National Landcare Programme - $147.9 million from 2007-08 to 2010-11 (including $35.8 million previously announced for 2007-08) and the new Environmental Stewardship Programme - $50 million from 2007-08 to 2010-11. 

3. How long will the NHT3 run?

New funding will commence in July 2008 and be reviewed in 2012-13.  This means the NHT funding has been committed by the Australian Government for 15 years so far – a long-term sustained commitment to getting the job done.

4. What’s new about the NHT3?
The NHT and the NAP were comprehensively reviewed last year, through the 10 national level evaluations on outcomes such as salinity and biodiversity and the Keogh Review on future regional delivery (both available on www.nrm.gov.au) and the Corish Report on agriculture and food policy (available on www.daff.gov.au).  The strong message was that the regional model is working and the community does not want a major change.  The NHT3 will build on the current strengths and refine delivery including streamlining the NAP with NHT.

The three objectives for the NHT will be retained:

· biodiversity conservation;

· sustainable use of natural resources; and

· community capacity building and institutional change. 

5. What are the key areas for investment?
Australian and state governments have agreed five key themes for the new programme which provide a broad focus for investment decisions for the NHT3:

· biodiversity decline;

· salinity and water quality;

· coastal and peri-urban areas;

· productive and sustainable landscapes; and

· capacity building and institutional change.

The key themes are set out in the Framework for Future NRM Programmes endorsed by the Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council in November 2006 (available at www.nrm.gov.au).

NHT3 Investment will continue to be at the national, state and territory, regional and local delivery scales.  

6. What’s the future for the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality?

The NAP has made significant gains through large-scale actions and targeted community action – but this action needs to be sustained in the long term.  Salinity continues to be a major threat to Australia’s rural industries, communities, infrastructure and environment.  The scope and severity of this threat requires long-term commitment and action.

The NAP has been merged with the NHT in response to broad stakeholders’ wishes and the NAP and NHT reviews.  This streamlining will reduce red tape and allow more integrated investment.  Together with the states the Australian Government will continue to focus on salinity.  The details of how the new programme will operate will be negotiated with the states in the coming months.

7. Will the partnership with the states continue?

Yes.  The Australian Government is working closely with states on transitional and implementation issues associated with new programme arrangements, including through the development of the Framework for Future NRM Programmes. 

The Australian Government is committed to building on and improving the successful regional delivery model, an approach strongly supported by volunteers and farmers.  Maintaining the momentum and the action undertaken to protect and manage the environment is crucial.

8. What is the state by state allocation?

The NHT3 will not specify upfront an allocation for each state or territory.  The allocations will be determined during the bilateral agreements negotiations currently taking place with states.  Collaborative discussions have commenced with the states through the NRM Ministerial Council supporting committees and also bilaterally and are progressing well.

9. Will NRM programmes continue to be delivered through regions?
Yes. The Australian Government is committed to regional delivery as detailed in the October 2006 announcement and in the Ministerial Council Framework for Future NRM Programmes agreed in November 2006.  The NHT3 will build on the successful partnership with the states and territories to continue investing in the 56 regions across Australia.  

10. Will national investment continue?

Yes. The investment through the national stream was evaluated in 2006 and concluded that it is delivering useful tools, knowledge and systems relevant to achieving of the NHT’s objectives, and that these investments significantly increase the likelihood of achieving the national NRM goals of conservation and sustainable NRM at the landscape level.  

A three year strategic national investment plan will be developed to address Australian Government priorities and it is expected that some of the specific programmes funded through the national stream will continue.  For example, the National Reserve System was evaluated in 2006 and concluded it is a cost effective way of meeting the objectives of the NHT.  The Programme has assisted in adding 20 million hectares (271 properties) to the National Reserve System through strategic investment of more than $80 million.  

11. Will the Envirofund continue?

Yes.  The Envirofund grants programme will continue to help communities undertake local NRM projects.  Community groups and individuals will be able to apply for grants to carry out on-ground and other actions to target local problems.  Achievements include:

· Delivering over 6,900 projects;
· Improving and replanting almost 30,000 hectares of land and coasts; and
· Protecting and restoring more than 2,600 hectares of wetlands.

12. What funding opportunities are available for non-government or national organisations?

The Australian Government will continue to work in partnership with a range of stakeholders at a national, state, regional and local level.  This is outlined in the Framework for Future NRM Programmes agreed with the states November 2006.

13. Will the Facilitator and Coordinator Network continue?

The Australian Government is committed to facilitators and coordinators and the key role they play in engaging and supporting regional communities in NRM planning and investment.  
The Australian Government has undertaken a national evaluation of the facilitator network which has identified a number of learnings and successful elements to build on for the NHT3.  
Consultations have commenced with stakeholders on how to enhance the facilitator and coordinator network to continue to meet the needs of the programme and NRM communities.
14. Will funds from NHT2 and the NAP be rolled over into the NHT3?
There have been some NHT2 and NAP project delays due to the drought and unforeseen circumstances.  In these cases it may be possible to continue uncompleted projects for a limited time to allow them to be finalised.  Detailed funding arrangements will be discussed during negotiations of bilateral agreements with the state and territory governments.

15. Will regional Block Funding be available under the new programme?

The concept of block funding was raised in some of the recent programme reviews and is supported in-principle by most jurisdictions.  Block funding means that funding could be provided en bloc to regions where they can demonstrate established robust governance standards and that they have a track record of delivering on agreed outputs and outcomes.  
While there have not been any decisions on block funding at this stage, any block funding approaches will require effective accountability arrangements and these will need to reflect the particular circumstances of individual jurisdictions and regions.

16. Why does the NHT3 appear in the Department of the Environment and Water Resources Portfolio Budget Statement and not in the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry Portfolio Budget Statement?
Responsibility for the Natural Heritage Trust of Australia Act 1997 (the Act) resides within the Environment and Water Portfolio.  The Act establishes the Natural Heritage Ministerial Board, which comprises the Minister for the Environment and Water and the Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry.
Implementation of the Australian Government’s NRM programmes is managed by the Natural Resource Management Team, a joint team comprising of officers from both the Departments.  The Board provides a formal mechanism for liaison and cooperation between the two portfolios on matters relating to NRM activities.  

In the case of NRM, where the issues and activities are interconnected, the integrated approach adopted by the two departments continues to provide the best means of coordination to deliver the programme.  The NAP has been merged with the NHT in response to the NAP and NHT national evaluations to cut red-tape.

17. How does the NHT3 link with the $10 billion National Plan for Water Security?

The Prime Minister announced the $10 billion National Plan for Water Security in January this year.  It is designed to place rural water use on a sustainable footing over the next decade, with a special focus on the Murray-Darling Basin.  The plan involves a referral of state constitutional powers to the Commonwealth to manage water in the Basin in the national interest.  $6 billion will be invested in modernising irrigation infrastructure and $3 billion will go to addressing over-allocation in the Basin.

The NHT3 and the Water Plan are complementary initiatives.  The NHT3 will focus on integrated catchment management for a range of natural resource issues, including water quality.  Through the NHT3 the Australian Government will work closely with the community, industry, the states and the 56 regional bodies through-out Australia to address salinity, biodiversity decline, coastal issues and sustainable resource use.

18. How does the NHT3 link with the Environmental Stewardship Programme?

The Environmental Stewardship Programme has a specific focus on on-ground protection and management of targeted nationally important environmental assets on private land.  It introduces a new tool which enables the Australian Government to enter into long-term contracts with private land managers to deliver environmental outcomes.  
The long-term stewardship payments give the Australian Government an additional highly focused tool to complement NHT3 which will address the full range of NRM issues at the catchment scale.  The Stewardship Programme will build enduring partnerships to manage Australia’s natural resources for current and future generations.  

19. How does the NHT3 link with the National Landcare Programme?

The National Landcare Programme (NLP) will deliver funding to continue the partnership between the Australian Government, farmers and grass roots landcare community to improve the management of Australia’s natural resources and the resilience of its agricultural sector.  The broad goal of the NLP is more profitable, competitive and sustainable primary industries achieved through engaging primary industry and other landcare participants.

The NLP is complementary to the NHT3 as it focuses on profitable agriculture to engage farmers who might not otherwise become involved in sustainable NRM.  It enables farmers to meet the growing expectations of the community surrounding the management of the environment while maintaining viable businesses and hence the health of the rural economy. 
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