
Social and 
economic status: 
the implications for 
conservation in the 
Australian Alps

 n Agriculture, forestry and tourism are 
important sectors in the Australian Alps 
and strategies for engaging people in 
biodiversity conservation need to be 
tailored to people’s employment sector, 
values, lifestyles and level of socio-
economic advantage.  

 n Partnerships with sustainable tourism 
offer great potential for biodiversity 
conservation initiatives, especially if 
supported by the tourism industry at 
state and national level. 
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Biodiversity, heritage, natural beauty
The Australian Alps are known for their rich 
biodiversity, geological diversity, heritage and 
natural beauty. The region has two internationally  
significant wetland sites and many plants and animals 
found nowhere else, some of them threatened. 

Much of the land is publicly owned, and most of 
this land is protected under state and/or territory 
legislation. The 11 major protected areas are spread 
across three jurisdictions – the ACT, New South Wales 
and Victoria. Adjacent to these reserves are state 
forests and private lands, the latter being primarily 
located in valleys surrounding the high country.

Understanding how people make 
decisions about the environment 
Major policy initiatives are underpinned by 
assumptions about how individuals, families and 
firms make decisions about the environment. Social 
and economic data can inform these assumptions.

We compiled a socio-economic profile of the 
communities surrounding the Australian Alps in 
New South Wales and Victoria, and assessed its 
implications for conserving the region’s biodiversity. 

The data we used to construct the profile was 
primarily from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
Population and Housing Census of 2001, 2006 and 
2011. 

The social capital of communities in the Australian 
Alps region has not been formally documented, so 
we used social-disadvantage data as an indicator. 
The socio-economic (dis)advantage for a region 
is an indicator of the ability of individuals and 

communities to respond to challenges and to commit 
to enterprises, such as biodiversity conservation, that 
may have limited immediate economic returns to 
individuals.

The census data is available for ‘statistical local 
areas’ or SLAs. The region we analysed (see map) 
encompasses seven SLAs that have important 
‘gateway’ towns servicing tourists and recreationists:

 n Snowy River and Tumbarumba in NSW

 n Towong Pt B, Falls Creek Alpine Resort, Mount 
Hotham Alpine Resort, Alpine–East and Alpine–
West in Victoria. 

The censuses were conducted during the ski season 
and, therefore, the proportion of young people in the 
region may be higher than normal.

Research summary 

The Australian Alps are known for their rich biodiversity, with internationally significant 
wetlands and many plants and animals found nowhere else, some of them threatened. 

We compiled a socio-economic profile of the communities surrounding the Australian 
Alps and assessed the implications for conserving the region’s biodiversity. 

Agriculture, forestry and tourism are important sectors in the region and strategies for 
engaging people in biodiversity conservation need to be tailored to people’s employment 
sector, values, lifestyles and level of socio-economic advantage.  

Partnerships with sustainable tourism offer great potential for biodiversity conservation 
initiatives, especially if supported by the tourism industry at state and national level.

Study region: The study region encompassed seven census 
areas that have important ‘gateway’ towns servicing tourists 
and recreationists.



The profile
The socio-economic profile includes statistics on the 
population; education levels; health; income; cultural 
diversity; the work force; agricultural and tourism 
holdings; home ownership; and socio-economic 
disadvantage. 

Agriculture and tourism are important contributors 
to the economy and unemployment rates are low 
compared to New South Wales and Victoria as a 
whole. The proportion of the population employed 
in agriculture, fisheries and forestry was four times 
that for Victoria and New South Wales, while the 
proportion employed in the accommodation, food 
and service sector was double. 

The measure of social (dis)advantage varied broadly 
across the region. Levels of internet access among 
regional landholders was relatively low. 

Implications for conservation
The socio-economic status of the region has 
implications for biodiversity conservation. 

Different groups need different engagement 
strategies
Some areas, such as Snowy River, are strongly 
linked with alpine tourism while others, such as 
Tumbarumba, are more dependent on agriculture 
and forestry. Strategies for engaging people in 
conservation need to take into account these 
differences, and tailor the media, messages and 
programs to the employment dependencies, 
lifestyles and values of the people in each area.

Fewer jobs in agriculture and tourism 
Agriculture and tourism are important sectors in 
the region, but the number of people employed in 
these sectors has declined over the period 2001 to 
2011, as has the regional population. Agriculture and 
tourism are important for biodiversity conservation 
(about 30% of agricultural businesses had land set 
aside for conservation) so these declines are cause 
for concern. For example, there may be fewer dollars 
available for people to take on conservation activities 
that benefit the public.

Few rural landholders are farmers
Rural landholders in the region have a high median 
off-farm income per farm compared to the state-wide 
figures. Only 14.3% of rural landholders self-identify 
as farmers or farm managers. Non-farmers are more 
likely to hold pro-conservation values and attitudes, 
but they are also more likely to have less time and 
be less connected to conservation networks such  
as landcare. 

There are both opportunities and challenges here for 
conservation programs targeting rural landholders, 
including those who own properties adjoining 
protected areas.

Support from the tourism industry
At a state and national level, tourism in the region 
is economically and socially important. Partnerships 
with sustainable tourism (such as National 
Landscapes) offer great potential for biodiversity 
conservation initiatives and should be supported and 
promoted at both state and national level given the 
value of tourism to the state and nation.

Indigenous influence
Although only a small proportion (0.9%) of the 
region’s population identified themselves as being 
Indigenous Australians, these people stand to make 
a significant contribution to conservation in the 
Australian Alps. 

With traditional owner reference groups involved 
in managing protected areas across the Australian 
Alps, and working in partnership with the alpine 
resorts, representation of Indigenous interests 
and aspirations is growing stronger. As a result, 
Indigenous culture and practices are expected to 
have a greater influence on public land management 
in the region, with more employment opportunities 
likely.

Social and economic data can be categorised into 
three types of capacity, or ‘capital’: 

Human capital 
This is the knowledge, skills and ability of 
individuals, through leadership and problem 
solving, to contribute to good land-management 
practices.

Human-produced economic capital 
Whether through ingenuity or technology, 
people’s ability to create commodities is a 
fundamental contributor to the wellbeing and 
capacity of a community.

Social and institutional capital 
The ability of land-management agencies to 
engage with a local community is influenced by 
the level of social capital in the community, which 
includes trust, connectedness and leadership. 
Communities where these characteristics are 
evident are more responsive to environmental 
programs.

http://www.tourism.australia.com/campaigns/national-landscapes.aspx
http://www.tourism.australia.com/campaigns/national-landscapes.aspx
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About the NERP  
Landscapes and  
Policy Hub
The Landscapes and Policy Hub is 
one of five research hubs funded 
by the National Environmental 
Research Program (NERP) for 
four years (2011–2014) to study 
biodiversity conservation.

We integrate ecology and social 
science to provide guidance 
for policymakers on planning 
and managing biodiversity at a 
regional scale. We develop tools, 
techniques and policy options 
to integrate biodiversity into 
regional-scale planning.

The University of Tasmania  
hosts the hub. 

www.nerplandscapes.edu.au

Tailoring approaches to engagement
The variability in socio-economic status across the region suggests 
an associated variability in the ability of individuals and their 
communities to commit to enterprises that have limited immediate 
economic returns to individuals, such as biodiversity conservation. 

Policymakers should, therefore, carefully tailor approaches to 
engaging people in biodiversity conservation accordingly, while 
also taking into account the relatively low levels of internet access 
among regional landholders.

Where to from here? 
The social and economic profile for the Australian Alps is being 
used by hub researchers to inform the development of policy 
reform options.

Who are the researchers?

Collaborators
Prof Sue Moore (Murdoch University), Prof Allan Curtis (Charles 
Sturt University), Sharon Joyce (University of Tasmania)

Further reading  
Gadsby S, Lockwood M, Moore SA, Curtis A & Joyce S (2013) 

Australian Alps socio-economic profile report. Landscapes and 
Policy Hub, University of Tasmania, Hobart.
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