
 
 

 
 

Notes on meeting with Minister Peter Garrett, 24 November 2008 
 
 
Those present were:  

• Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the Arts, the Hon Peter Garrett 

• Senator Kate Lundy 

• Alan Munns, President of the Friends of the ANBG 

• David Coutts, Secretary, Friends of the ANBG 

• Don Beer, Council member, Friends of the ANBG 

• Ben Walcott, Treasurer, Australian Native Plant Society Canberra Region. 

• Peter Wright, environment advisor to Minister Garrett 

• Rachel Allen, advisor to Senator Lundy 
 
Senator Lundy said that the purpose of the meeting was to inform the Minister of the outcomes of the 
Public Forum on the future of the ANBG held on 22 October 2008. The forum had been attended by a 
large group of people committed to safeguarding the future of the Gardens. Guest speakers had 
addressed a range of topics on the two themes of the ANBG’s role in studying plant adaptation to 
climate change and the ANBG’s role in the national capital. Comments from the audience were 
supportive of the ANBG playing a leading role in regard to native plant response to climate change and 
reinstituting a horticultural research program. Serious concern was expressed about the degraded 
condition of parts of the Gardens’ living collection. The attached summary of issues discussed at the 
forum was presented to the Minister . 
 
The main point made to the Minister was that the Gardens’ living collection is in a badly run-down 
condition. Photos were provided of the upper parts of the Gardens that have received no real 
maintenance for many years. Iconic plantings such as mallee and wattle collections are very degraded. 
The situation is worsening at an alarming rate. Volunteer guides find it increasingly difficult to plan 
routes for guided walks that do not expose visitors to unsightly and neglected areas.  The Minister’s 
office and the Gardens have since indicated that there are particular  reasons for the state of the wattle 
and mallee areas. The Friends will discuss this further with the Gardens. 
 
The Minister was told that there is a very urgent need for increased horticultural resources. A review of 
the current Management Plan has now started. It is assumed that it will report on the state of neglect of 
the Gardens and make recommendations for future management of the living collection. But the 
planning process will take at least 18 months and it is unacceptable that the Gardens should further 
deteriorate during that time. There must be an immediate boost in resources to improve the present 
situation while long-term plans are developed. 
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Governance of the ANBG was discussed. In the short term, the Minister was asked to reinstate an 
advisory body for the Gardens. Such a body had existed at several times in the Gardens’ history. A small 
group of eminent persons with expertise in a range of relevant areas such as horticulture, botanical 
research, management, education and outreach could provide valuable advice to the Director. There was 
general agreement that this was a good idea and could take place before the completion of the 
management review. The Friends and ANPS would like to be consulted regarding the terms of reference 
and composition of such a group. 
 
The Minister was also urged to examine the desirability of the Gardens being given greater statutory 
independence. At present it is a section of Parks Australia without its own budget line. Corporate and 
philanthropic support of the Gardens may be more readily forthcoming if the Gardens had greater 
independence. The executive agency model recently adopted for Old Parliament House should be 
examined.  
 
The ANBG should play a greater educational role regarding Australian flora, biodiversity and climate 
change than it presently does. Numbers of school students who visit the ANBG are small, compared 
with other national institutions in Canberra. This could be changed if the Gardens was brought within 
the scope of the PACER program which provides a subsidy for students who visit specified national 
institutions. 
 
Senator Lundy referred to the forthcoming centenary of Canberra and said this could have possibilities 
for a significant event, such as a festival of Australian flora, at the ANBG.  
 
It was noted that Australia’s main botanic gardens had released a national strategy on adaptation to 
climate change earlier in the day. The Minister was congratulated for supporting and promoting this 
initiative, in which the ANBG will play a key role. 
 
The Minister was informed that it is proposed to run another public forum in the first quarter of 2009, 
focusing mainly on ANBG as a national institution and its role as a tourist and educational facility. 
 
The Minister was thanked for the Government’s injection of $1.5 million in funding to address the water 
problems at the Gardens. Parks Australia was thanked for providing funding in the last budget for 2 
positions to be filled – one in education and one in visitor services. 
 
The Minister was invited to visit the Gardens to re-familiarise himself with its splendors and to see at 
first hand its present problems. 
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ATTACHMENT 

 
The Future of the Australian National Botanic Gardens 

 

BACKGROUND  

The Future of the Australian National Botanic Gardens Forum was convened by Senator Kate 
Lundy with the support of the Friends of the Australian National Botanic Gardens (ANBG) and 
the Australian Native Plant Society (ANPS) on Wednesday 22 October 2008.  

The forum, attended by over 130 people, was intended to give the community the opportunity 
to play an active part in shaping the future of ANBG by discussing the national significance of 
this largest living collection of Australian plants and also on the role that the ANBG can play in 
studying the response of native flora to climate change and the challenges for biodiversity in 
Australia.  

The Forum was timely given the recent public concern about the state of the ANBG, its future 
directions and the review of the ANBG Management Plan that is currently under way. 

Six key issues and ideas raised at the forum include:  

• Forming an independent advisory board to help guide the direction of the ANBG;  

• Expanding education programs for the public and school groups, including the inclusion of the 

ANBG in the Parliament and Civics Education Rebate program (PACER);  

• Increase horticultural research through collaboration with local institutions such as the CSIRO, 

the Australian National University and the University of Canberra;  

• Immediate boost to resources for maintaining the ANBG;  

• Continuing and expanding the ANBG’s national leadership and coordination role with botanic 

gardens across Australia, and;   

• Promoting the ANBG as a tourist destination in the nation’s capital.  

GOVERNANCE  

The work of the Australian National Botanic Gardens is often of such a technical nature that 
expert decisions have to be made constantly - and often urgently - to maintain a strong 
commitment to excellence. It was the belief of the forum participants that such important work 
would be best facilitated by making the gardens an independent statutory authority. 

In the short term, many of the benefits of being an independent statutory authority could be 
realised by the formation of an independent advisory board of experts to help guide the 
direction of the gardens.  

Importantly, an expert advisory board would also be able to consider whether or not outside 
funding for the Gardens is appropriate and necessary and draw on the experiences of other 
botanic gardens in securing philanthropic contributions if it is deemed necessary to boost 
funding to the ANBG in this way.  
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EDUCATION 

A key theme of the forum was the essential educative role the ANBG could play both locally 
and nationally regarding Australian native flora, the importance of biodiversity and the impact 
of climate change on our native plants.  

Participants in the forum believed that school groups visiting the ACT should be encouraged to 
visit the ANBG, especially those schools whose trips have been subsidised by the Australian 
Government. One way of doing this would be to include the ANBG in the list of institutions that 
schools must visit when they received subsidies through the Parliament and Civics Education 
Rebate program (PACER). 
 

RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES AND COLLABORATION  

The ANBG is home to Australia’s largest living collection of native plants. This makes the 
ANBG a unique resource for research relating to climate change and the capacity of Australian 
plants to adapt to the changing environment.  

 Given limited resources, working collaboratively with other local institutions, such as the 
Australian National University, the University of Canberra and the CSIRO, appears to be the 
most productive and effective way to use the resources of the ANBG and conduct further 
research into Australian native plants and the effects of climate change on native flora and 
biodiversity.  
 

MANAGEMENT AND MAINTENANCE  

With the review of the ANBG Management Plan currently under way, it is timely to assess 
some of the obstacles that the ANBG is currently facing in terms of management and 
maintenance.  

There is certainly the perception amongst the Friends of the ANBG and local residents that the 
presentation of the Gardens has declined.  It was the belief of forum participants that the 
disappointing appearance of the gardens is due to the gardens being understaffed following a 
series of job cuts that took place to so that the ANBG could meet other essential costs, such 
as water and electricity.  

The Friends of the ANBG and other participants of the forum look forward to taking part in 
discussions around the ANBG Management Plan but are concerned that the collection should 
not further deteriorate during that process.   
 

NATIONAL LEADERSHIP  

With limited resources available, there is an obvious need for coordination across Australia’s 
botanic gardens with respect to what research is being undertaken and collections being 
developed. As demonstrated with the release of the report Role of Australia’s Botanic Gardens 
in Adapting to Climate Change, the ANBG is perfectly placed to take on an increased 
leadership and coordination role amongst Australia’s botanic gardens.  
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Participants suggested that the ANBG’s roles should include: 

• Coordination and support of other botanic gardens in Australia; 

• Support on Australian plant identification and provenance; and  

•  Being a central source of information about Australian plants in all Australian botanic gardens.  

 

TOURISM IN THE NATIONAL CAPITAL  

The majority of the national ‘treasure house’ institutions in Canberra focus on tangible cultural 
heritage items which are often made available through in-house exhibitions within their 
galleries. 

The ANBG, on the other hand, offers something quite different: a national institution which 
exhibits its holdings outdoors, and in an ongoing way.  It provides a tactile, hands-on 
experience in the physical environment.  Such an outdoor experience has genuine appeal, no 
doubt, for Australia’s growing number of retirees (and, it appears from recent research, tourists 
generally) who want an ‘experience’ that challenges the intellect as well as the senses.  
Schoolchildren visiting Canberra, who participate in what is dominantly an indoor visit lasting 
for several days, might simply want to stay outside for a while-- thus, satisfying curricular 
requirements while giving themselves a bit of a break. 

In addition, no national institution in Canberra so obviously engages with the impact of climate 
change—and Australia’s urgent water issue.  


