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Biodiversity Conservation on Private Lands:  Intentions versus Outcomes 
Background 
 

Habitat loss and degradation are major drivers in the 
decline of biodiversity throughout the world. Public 
protected areas help support biodiversity, but many 
threatened species and habitats lie outside their 
borders. 
 

For example, protected areas cover 16% of Australia 
and 32% of the United States. Most of the remaining 
lands are privately owned (Fig. 1). 

Program Description 
Land for Wildlife (Australia),  
Conservation Technical 
Assistance Program (US) 

Agency experts provide technical assistance to 
landowners for habitat maintenance and 
restoration. Landowners spend their own time 
and money to implement the projects.  

BushTender (Australia), 
Conservation Reserve 
Program (US) 

Landowners submit competitive bids to agencies 
for the cost of undertaking conservation activities 
on their land. Agreements span multiple years but 
are not permanent. 

Conservation covenant 
(Australia), Conservation 
easement (US) 

Legal agreement between the landowner and an 
agency or land trust to permanently protect 
biodiversity by limiting the use of the land. Details 
of land use restrictions vary by property. 

Biodiversity offsets (Australia), 
Conservation banks (US) 

Permanently protected lands that function to 
offset adverse impacts to biodiversity occurring 
elsewhere. Management plans for protected lands 
are often developed on a case-by-case basis. 

Knowledge gap 
 

Many programs exist to encourage private landowners 
to protect biodiversity on their properties (Table 1). 
However, we know little about the actual effectiveness 
of those programs at maintaining or improving 
conditions for biodiversity. 

Research 
 

This project will determine the benefits and limitations 
of current programs that seek to conserve biodiversity 
on private land. 
 

Understanding the various dimensions of this issue 
requires talking to the different groups that develop 
and use the programs (Fig. 2). Thus, interviews will be 
an important method for assessing and quantifying 
their knowledge and perceptions. 
 

Interviews with agency personnel, ecologists, and 
private landowners begin in early 2015, with an initial 
focus on programs in Australia and the United States. 

Implications 
 

Results will reveal the ways in which biodiversity is 
considered, measured, and monitored under different 
programs. This can inform conservation agencies and 
landowners about program strengths, weakness, and 
options for improving benefits to biodiversity. 

Table 1. A few examples of the many private land incentive programs available 
in Australia and the United States. 

“No rounded program for wildlife is 
possible unless it is applied on private 

as well as on public lands...” 
-Aldo Leopold 

Agencies and 
organizations 

– what do 
they intend? 

Private 
landowners 

– what do they 
implement? 

Researchers 
and scientists 
– how do they 

influence? 

Figure 2.  Three groups targeted for interviews 
and questionnaires during this research. 

Unprotected 
lands 

Figure 1. Most of the unprotected land in Australia and the United States 
is privately owned. 
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