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President’s message
Brendan Sydes

Last year I wrote that 2019-20 had been an extraordinary year, with a sense of 

hope we would soon see a return to normality. Of course, we now know that 

2020-21 turned out to be as challenging.

Connecting Country is above all an ‘on-the-ground’ and ‘person-to-person’ 

organisation. Connecting people and landscapes is not something that just 

happens from in front of a computer screen!

2022 will see the fifteenth anniversary of when the seed for Connecting Country 

was planted in our community. We should reflect with pride on what we have 

achieved in that time, but also be ready for the challenges that lie ahead. This 

means being open to try new things and reinvent how we operate, where needed.

Thank you to everyone who helped keep things going in 2020-21 – our staff 

team, my fellow committee members, volunteers, funding partners, and everyone 

who participated in our activities. We look forward to sharing the journey with you 

over the next year and on into a bright future.
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‘Once again, this year we had to 
adapt to lockdowns and 
restrictions. Not ideal, but I’m 
pleased to report we rose to the 
challenge. The combined efforts 
of Connecting Country’s 
dedicated staff team, 
committee and community 
have kept things ticking along.

While we all look forward to 
getting back to normal , the 
intense disruption over the past 
two years has reinforced the 
need for Connecting Country to 
continue to adapt and evolve in 
response to a changing world.’

Brendan Sydes

President – Connecting Country
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Director’s message
Frances Howe

This year again tested our resilience, but we’ve held fast and adapted to 

changing conditions. We’ve become experts at remote collaboration and online 

events. We’ve made the most of opportunities when we can, getting active on the 

ground to restore landscapes, run events and monitor wildlife when safe to do so.

Funding for our work has continued to decline or be diverted. However, through 

hard work and a lot of help, we delivered some highly valuable projects this year. 

I’m especially chuffed with our new ‘Healthy Landscapes’ guide and achieving the 

first stage of our ‘Future-proof our forests’ project. Thanks to our amazing 

volunteers and dedicated staff, we’ve done some fabulous workshops, and 

surveyed both woodland birds and nest boxes this year – all between lockdowns.

We stay focused on what we can achieve with the resources we have. Generous 

volunteer and donor support has made a real impact in helping us to keep going. 

The successes highlighted in this report wouldn’t happen without you.
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‘Thank you to our wonderful staff, 
committee, volunteers, donors 
and other contributors.

Our donors are directly 
supporting practical actions to 
restore the land, educate our 
community and monitor wildlife. 
But you also provide our hard-
working team with a much-
needed morale boost.

It means a lot to know you value 
the work we do, especially when 
times are a bit tough.’

Frances Howe 

Director – Connecting Country
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Finance report
Max Kay

Our comprehensive internal financial systems and checks included monthly 

review by Connecting Country’s committee of management and an annual audit 

by a qualified independent auditor.

During 2020-21 we allocated funds to running 12 successful projects supported 

by grants from the Victorian and Australian governments, Mount Alexander Shire, 

and philanthropic donors such as the Ross Trust, Tucker Foundation, Wettenhall 

Environment Trust, Bank Australia and the Barton family.

Although many funding opportunities were cancelled or diverted due to COVID-

19, this was offset by some much-needed government support. With reduction of 

our office space and other cost savings, our income almost covered expenses, 

resulting in a small loss.

Funding conditions for 2021-22 remain tough. We continue to adapt and actively 

pursue funds to support core organisational capacity and new projects. Despite 

these challenges we remain viable and backed by a financial reserve.
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Financial overview
At 30 June 2021

assets

• $598,467

liabilities

• $398,329

net assets

• $200,138

income

• $405,220

expenses

• $408,498

difference

• -$3,278

Where our money 

came from

Where our money 

went
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Government 

subsidies

Donations

Grants – government 

and philanthropic

Other Office and 

depot

Accounting 

and admin

Staff

On-ground actions 

and events



What does Connecting Country do?
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engage
community

monitor 
biodiversity

support
Landcare

restore
landscapes



Why is our work necessary?

Central Victoria’s remarkable Box–Ironbark Forests produce abundant 

nectar and pollen throughout the whole year. They provide habitat 

critical for many threatened native species including Brush-tailed 

Phascogale, Eltham Copper Butterfly, Swift Parrot and birds of the 

Victorian Temperate Woodland Bird Community.

These forests have a long history of disturbance by mining, 

woodcutting, grazing, and changes in fire and water regimes. Ongoing 

threats include weeds, pest animals, fragmentation, inappropriate fire 

regimes, erosion and climate change. 

Many remaining woodlands lack complexity and are missing key 

understorey plants and elements essential for wildlife: food, nesting 

sites and protection from predators. A high proportion of remnant 

vegetation exists on private land.
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Monitoring biodiversity
Jess Lawton

This year, our monitoring programs moved from strength to strength.

In 2020, all bird survey sites were allocated to volunteers. Despite major 
disruptions from COVID-19 lockdowns, volunteers adapted, accessed most 
sites between lockdowns and counted an impressive 5,471 birds!

In early 2021, seven volunteer 'team leaders', supported by 28 volunteer 
'helpers’, exceeded our goal of surveying 300 nest boxes. 

In addition, two volunteers continued to work hard in the Connecting Country 
office, collating data and reporting to landholders and public databases. 

We are grateful to support from Bank Australia, the Australian Government’s 
Communities for the Environment Program, Wettenhall Environment Trust, 
and Brian D Newman Foundation, which has allowed our monitoring program 
to continue.

Most importantly, an enormous thank you to our wonderful and hard-working 
team of volunteers – the backbone of our monitoring program. We love 
working with you all, and couldn’t do this without you.
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9 phascogales detected

58 volunteers involved  

166 bird surveys completed

347 nest boxes inspected

5,471birds recorded

Monitoring biodiversity 
2020-2021
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‘Our skilled and tenacious 

community of volunteers is 

continuing to grow and 

strengthen. We now have a 

strong basis to continue to 

adapt to new challenges into 

the future.’
Jess Lawton
Monitoring Coordinator – Connecting Country

Photo by Jess Lawton



Engaging community
Ivan Carter
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We love our community! We aim to engage and empower them 

through a variety of education events, media platforms and 

information content.

The past 12 months have seen Connecting Country deliver many 

events and education content online, but we still managed a few 

terrific face-to-face events in between COVID-19 restrictions.

One of the highlights of the past year was our ‘Caring for old trees’ 

event in Harcourt, featuring two local nature heroes: Tanya Loos and 

Jarrod Coote. The event was part of our Healthy Landscapes 

project, and was attended by almost 50 people. 

We also trailed our first Facebook Live event on ‘Healthy dams’ with 

local ecologist Karl Just. This new delivery platform helped us to 

capture a broader audience. 



1 new ‘Celebrating Landcare’ video launched 

4 education events delivered

7 radio segments and local newspaper articles published

59 people attended ‘Healthy dams’ event

105 blog posts delivered to 733 e-news subscribers

1,635 Facebook followers engaged - a 25% increase

Engaging community
2020-21
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‘Thank you for a terrific event, I 

really learnt a lot about not 

only improving water quality of 

my dam, but also creating 

important habitat for our local 

wildlife’.

Jenny

Participant at ‘Healthy dams’ event
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Restoring landscapes
Bonnie Humphreys & Jacqui Slingo

We connect people, and provide information and resources to help them take 

action to restore their land. During 2020-21 we worked to manage weeds and 

pest animals on over 60 ha of private land, and found homes for over 4,000 

indigenous plants. 

After much effort we launched ‘Healthy Landscapes’, our practical landscape 

restoration guide. We supported several local Landcare groups in their 

revegetation projects, and partnered with North Central CMA to review 

progress on their past landholder projects.

We worked hard to source seed for our climate future plots as part of our 

‘Future-proof our forests’ project. The seedlings are now growing in 

preparation for planting in 2022. 

During 2020-21 we responded to over 25 enquires, focusing on revegetation, 

plant identification and weed control. If you would like support to restore your 

property, please visit our website to complete an expression of interest form. 



1 ’Healthy Landscapes’ guide published

12 property visits to provide landscape restoration advice

60 hectares of habitat restoration on private land

40 hectares of follow up weed control on public land

30 landholder enquiries answered

2,300 plants provided to landholders

Restoring landscapes
2020-21
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Wow, what a fabulous 

publication. It covers all bases 

and is an essential read for all 

landowners. It has particular 

relevance for anyone doing 

due diligence before 

purchasing rural acreage, 

however big or small.’

Yapeen landholder on our ‘Healthy Landscapes’ guide

To purchase the Healthy Landscapes guide - click here
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https://connectingcountry.org.au/healthy-landscapes-guide-get-your-copy-now/


Since beginning in 
2007 we have 
completed 60 on-
ground landscape 
restoration projects 
involving more 
than 250 land 
holders.

Together we worked 
to protect and 
restore around 
10,000 hectares of 
land across the 
Mount Alexander 
region.



‘Bonnie delivered the tube 

stock, (great service, thanks) 

and all the plants are now 

happily settled up the ridge 

and on the flat of the 

'woodland' part of our land. 

Nice mix of warm days and 

rain too.

Thanks for your generous offer 

of these treasures.’

Moonlight Flat landholder
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Supporting Landcare
Asha Bannon
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We provided dedicated Landcare support for 30 diverse local 

Landcare and Friends groups in the Mount Alexander region, 

including help to access resources, funding, networking and 

capacity-building opportunities. 

Our launch of a fabulous ‘Landcare Celebration’ video’ helps 

promote local Landcare and provides a tribute to our hardworking 

and passionate groups across the Mount Alexander region.

Local Landcare groups created eight video updates to share their 

work, connecting volunteers with each other and the broader 

community in a COVID-safe way.

We estimate that locally over 1,000 Landcare and Friends group 

volunteers dedicated almost 20,000 hours of their time to doing on-

ground and administration work to care for local landscapes.



Supporting Landcare
2020-2021
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30 local Landcare and Friends groups supported

1 virtual ‘Camp Out’ event plus 1 Landcare Linkup

4 Landcare groups supported with ‘prickly plants’ projects

1 ’Celebrating Landcare’ video made to promote local Landcare

8 update videos created by Landcare groups

107 people engaged through Landcare events



‘My view of Landcare is the 

‘care’ part of the word. If you 

care about where you live, 

about the environment, 

there’s things you can do to 

make it better and you can 

make a difference.’

Ian - Friends of Campbells Creek

To view our ‘Celebrating Landcare’ video - click here

Photo by Ivan Carter

https://connectingcountry.org.au/landcare/


A huge thank you

Staff and committee of management

Financial supporters and project partners

Monitoring and data entry volunteers

Landholders

Steering groups and advisors

30 local Landcare and Friends groups

Volunteer photographers and graphic designer

Suppliers

Event speakers and other volunteers

Members and donors
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Staff and committee
2020-21

Staff:

Frances Howe
Director

Bonnie Humphreys
Landscape Restoration Coordinator

Asha Bannon
Landcare Facilitator Mount Alexander

Jacqui Slingo
Landscape Restoration / Landcare Facilitator

Jess Lawton
Monitoring Coordinator

Ivan Carter
Engagement Coordinator

Photo by Frances Howe

Committee of management:

Brendan Sydes
President

Saide Gray
Vice President

Marie Jones
Secretary

Max Kay
Treasurer

Christine Brooke

Malcolm Trainor

Karoline Klein

Deborah Wardle



Key partners and financial supporters
2020-21

Connecting 
Country

Landholders 
& volunteers

Landcare & 
community 

groups

Government 
agencies

Universities & 
expert 

advisors

Philanthropic 
organisations 

& donors

Dja Dja 
Wurrung 

Clans 
Aboriginal 

Corporation

Brian D Newman Foundation

for the Environment



‘Thank you so much for your 

grant acquittal report. It was 

lovely to read about the great 

work you are doing and we 

appreciate the detail you 

provided. We are really 

happy to have been able to 

support your work.’

Tucker Foundation - funder of our ‘Prickly plants for 

community’ project with local Landcare groups
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Volunteers

We can’t thank our amazing and dedicated volunteers 

enough for assisting with the delivery of our shared 

vision for landscape restoration. Since beginning in 

2007, we have clocked up over 13,800 volunteer hours. 
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Projects for 2021-22

Future-proof our forests – develop two pioneering climate future 

plots in our region, supported by Ross Trust

Victorian Landcare facilitator program – build support for our 30 

active local Landcare groups

Remnant rescue – restore key woodland bird habitat in our region as 

part of Biodiversity Response Planning

Landcare recovery – help local Landcare groups rebuild capacity and 

restore missing understorey plants

Bird and nest box monitoring – coordinate citizen scientists to collect 

and share long-term monitoring data

Birding for beginners – establish bird walk on Forest Creek to 

engage people in caring for the environment

Partnerships – collaborate with groups such as North Central CMA, 

Djaara and Kilter Rural to help deliver their projects
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Get involved

Learn more, become a member or subscribe to our e-news:

www.connectingcountry.org.au

Get in touch:

info@connectingcountry.org.au

Donate:

connectingcountry.org.au/get-involved/make-a-donation

Follow us:

facebook.com/connectingcountry

Watch our short film:

rememberthewild.org.au/connecting-country

Download our project prospectus:

connectingcountry.org.au/prospectus2020
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