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The Landcare movement officially started in Victoria in 1986 before spreading to the rest of Australia and this book fittingly came out on its 20th anniversary; fittingly, because the book is largely a very detailed history of how the Landcare program developed and progressed in Victoria up to the present time.

Although there are some 37 articles, about a third of the book has been written by the editor, Rob Youl, and many of the contributions are very short – only one page in some cases – and cover a wide range of aspects of Landcare.

Having played a small part in the programs and projects that led to the Landcare movement in Victoria and knowing many of the people involved, I enjoyed the book. I feel, however, that as a mainly historical account of what went on in the past it will probably only be of limited use to anyone wishing to find out how Landcare actually works or to start up their own Landcare movement – better books are available for this purpose.

While I found the history of Landcare fascinating, the book does tend to be rather self-congratulatory in parts and the lengthy lists of names of those who participated in many of the early activities, though a valuable record, will be of limited interest to the general reader. If you are averse to acronyms, this is not the book for you! It contains literally dozens of acronyms, many of which are annoyingly unexplained. 

Few of the articles are analytical, but clearly Landcare has been responsible for two outstanding achievements and of these it can be justifiably very proud. First, it pioneered a system that has brought landusers together in an unprecedented way and given them control and ownership of their own programs and projects. Second, it has done a remarkable job in restoring native vegetation, planting trees and improving the general environment of the countryside. I was, however, struck by the emphasis that seems to have been placed in the book on tree planting, while comparatively little is said about the introduction of more general land conservation measures except for the control of salinity. Perhaps this reflects the particular interests of the editor, himself a forester but, to quote from the one really analytical article: “Ninety percent of Landcare publicity is about trees, birds and butterflies. At best tree planting is only going to cover ten percent of the landscape – but what about the other ninety? The writer then goes on to ask what is to be done about general agriculture as it seems that little has yet been done by Landcare to introduce new, sustainable and profitable farming practices. It seems to me that this is the challenge now facing Landcare, a challenge that may well decide its future.

- David Sanders (dsanders38@btinternet.com) 
