Wanted: LAND-DOCTORS!
Chris Henggeler presents at the ‘Farming Matters Conference’ in Albury, NSW, March 2021.

Click here to watch the filmed version on YouTube. (9 minutes)
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Today I stand before you as a witness.
Most of the last forty years I have spent in remote settings in Northern Australia.
For over thirty of these, the focus has been on restoring ecosystem function in country that is
fast turning into desert.
I.e., country that grows droughts, floods, bush-fires and feral weather.
My testimony is derived from working and walking the land. This includes hundreds of hours
observing landscapes from light aircraft.
As a result, there are two messages that I wish to convey:
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In high rainfall areas desertification is easily masked by seasonal changes.
Rainfall events that made headlines along the East coast of Australia late March 2021, reminded
us that by the time the symptoms of desertifying watersheds impact communities, no amount
of remedial work downstream, will reverse any dysfunction up-stream.
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(Photo taken February 2021)

Please join me for a quick zoom into Australia’s back yard.
We see here the Dunham River joining the Ord River.
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Now we are 120 km upstream, where we have spent most of the last 40 years replacing
herbivores with fire.
This is where the water begins to get its colour.
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Flooding begins even higher up in the catchment.
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A skeleton of a landscape with no soil left, will supply clean water.
Now we go to the other side of the range.
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This is upper Cockatoo Creek on Kachana.
The same skeleton of a landscape, the same rainfall and also clean water because the soil has
long gone.
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This is lower Cockatoo Creek after rain on the range.
We use vegetation to hold soil in place and to filter water.
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We influence herbivores, so they can exercise their natural function, which is to keep vegetation
healthy.
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When we set up camp (1991), the land around us was crying out for help.
Today lower Cockatoo Creek has reliable perennial stream-flow.
The water is now there because of the grass,
and the grass is now there because of the way we influence the behaviour of large herbivores.
But there is a catch!
And that has to do with the greater context.
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Watersheds in the region continue to desertify.
This pattern is not unique.
It is not even unique to Australia.
With the following slide, we take a trip into the future!
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Different context, even a different continent, and more people…
But the pattern is the same:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

bare watersheds & catchments dehydrate and erode
Low fuel-zones remove the fire-danger
we take advantage of nutrients being washed into the valleys
wildfire becomes less of an issue
however, droughts & floods increase
then again, band-aid measures boost GDP and create photo-opportunities
eventually production areas begin to dehydrate
people run out of water and communities are in conflict

For an idea of the social fall-out watch the world news.
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At the time, decisions seem easy to justify.
But actions have consequences.

Slide 14.
When complex, dynamic, living systems are involved, actions often bring about unintended
consequences.
Dehydration is a leveller like few others.
Olympic athlete, concert pianist or obese chain-smoker, take away their fluids for 3 days and
their individual performances will end up about the same.
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The best regenerative practices downstream, cannot reverse ecological dysfunction upstream.
My assessment is that in many regions in Northern Australia, the horse has already bolted.
Yet I believe we stand a sporting chance of reigning him in.
For that we need a new generation of land doctors. I.e., capable people who are willing to work
in country that is known to be inhospitable.

The basic skill-sets that such land-doctors will require already exist.
Such skills are listed on the right of our next slide.

Slide 16.
As the regenerative paradigm begins to nurture second- and even third-generation practitioners, there
will be those who will step up to the challenge.
Competent young people who look beyond cashflow, towards rebuilding the natural wealth that
underpins the security of any nation.
Our Point of influence is Stockmanship: This is how we influence all herbivore behaviour.
The key is Grassfarming: a rapid increase in photosynthesis can draw down carbon and begin to put it
back to where it will work for everybody.
The area of maximum impact is Soilbuilding: we rebuild and fill up carbon-accounts in and on our soils.
These three processes reward us with what I call ‘Rainfallmanagement’.
Rainfallmanagement allows us to rehydrate soils, and to replenish ground water and aquifers.
NOTE: Rainfallmanagement is a result of blending Stockmanship and Grassfarming, with Soilbuilding!
“Climate” is how we personally get to experience the interaction of these four simple, but complex
processes.

“Climatebuilding” is what now needs to happen.
This will be achieved by rebuilding the buffering capacity of biology, in the face of physical
forces that are already aligning to determine our extinction as a species.
Walter Jehne reminds us that, as she has done before, Nature will again stabilise climate.
The critical question he leaves for us to answer, is:

Will she do it now and with our help, or after, and without us?
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(Elephant in the room: desertifying upper-catchments that remain out of sight and out of mind)

For your information:
On the Kachana-Station website, we explore people-led, community driven alternatives to complement
existing regenerative work already occurring at landscape levels:
•

1/4 - PDF: Declaration of Chris’ vested interests in current ecological discussions

•

2/4 - PDF: Introducing the elephant in the room

•

3/4 - PDF: Improving the backdrop (2021.02.27)

•

4/4 - PDF: An example how the focus on fashion persists – additional photos (2021.02.26)

For insight to more of Chris’ ruminations CLICK HERE
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(“Conservation” or “Regeneration”? – The egg or the chick?)
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From what I have witnessed in my lifetime, it is now too late to still be asking this question.
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Rebuilding the lost Cockatoo Creek Sponge is one of my retirement projects.
Along the way I hope to inspire and to encourage budding LAND-DOCTORS.

I thank the organisers of the ‘Farming Matters Conference’, for three days of informative and
stimulating networking amongst a diverse group of positive people.

~

~

~

The 9-minute video clip of Chris presenting in Albury was filmed by his daughter. (March 2021)
In an earlier presentation, Chris explains his approach in greater detail. (2015)
Principles applied to getting lower Cockatoo Creek to achieve perennial stream-flow also apply to the
rebuilding of the Cockatoo Creek Sponge and the return of perennially flowing waterfalls.
To keep up with what we do on Kachana, please visit
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