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General 
Definitions: biodiversity and agriculture related Fact Sheet No 3  

There are a number of terms that have entered into current use that maybe poorly understood or used 
inappropriately to describe native biodiversity assets or management on a farming property. The 
definitions below have been provided to enable people to gain a better appreciation and understanding of 
common terms that may be used when referring to native biodiversity management and conservation. 
Definitions have been sourced from a number of different publications (defeinitions are identified with 
source numbers in  brackets, refer to back pages for a list of sources). Please note that definitions may 
vary between publications, so readers should familiarise themselves with the meaning of the word as 
defined for the particular publication. These definitions do not necessarily reflect the current or consistent 
view across the Department of Sustainability and Environment. 
 

TERM MEANING  

Agricultural 
biodiversity 
(see also: 
Biodiversity 
Native biodiversity) 

The diversity at all levels of the biological hierarchy, from genes to ecosystems, that is involved in 
agriculture and food production. The fundamental and distinct property of agricultural biodiversity is 
that it is largely created, maintained and managed by humans. Organisms making up agricultural 
biodiversity can be divided into: 
- producers (mainly flowering plants, fishes, birds and mammals)  
- support services (mainly micro-organisms and invertebrates notably the soil biota, pollinators and 

the predators)  
- pests, pathogens, predators (that decrease agricultural production by causing disease or damage 

to producers). (28) 

Best Management 
Practice 

A series of benchmarks or operational guidelines for producers, usually set by peak industry bodies, to 
encourage the safe and efficient use of resources and quality agricultural products for the well-being of 
the industry. (1) 

Biodiversity  or 
Biological diversity 
(see also: 
Native biodiversity 
Agricultural biodiversity) 

The variety of all life forms – the different plants, animals and micro-organisms, the genes they contain 
and the ecosystems of which they form a part. Biodiversity is generally considered at three levels: 
genetic diversity, species diversity and ecosystem diversity. 

Ecosystem diversity means the variety of habitats, biotic communities and ecological processes. 

Species diversity means the variety of species on the earth.  

Genetic diversity means the variety of genetic information contained in all of the individual plants, 
animals and micro-organisms that inhabit the earth. Genetic diversity occurs within and between the 
populations of organisms that comprise individual species as well as among species. (23) 
See also the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity www.biodiv.org/ 

Biodiversity Action 
Planning (BAP) 

A structured approach to identifying priorities and mapping significant areas for native biodiversity 
conservation at the landscape and bioregional scales. (25) 

Bioregion – 
National definition 

A territory defined by a combination of biological, social and geographic criteria rather than by 
geopolitical considerations; generally, a system of related, interconnected ecosystems. (23) 

A region in which the boundaries are determined by vegetation cover, and the earth's physical 
features and climate. (4) 

Bioregion – 
Victorian definition 

The patterns of ecological characteristics in the landscape or seascape, providing a natural 
framework for recognising and responding to biodiversity values. As bioregions reflect underlying 
environmental features, they can also be related to the patterns of use of land and sea. (10)  
Note: Victorian Biodiversity Strategy definition is the same as for an IBRA Subregion. 

Comprehensive, 
Adequate and 
Representative 
reserve system 
(CAR system) 
 

Comprehensive: The reserve system encompasses the full range of native ecosystems 
discernible at the bioregional scale. (4) 

Adequate: A sufficient amount of each ecosystem is protected to ensure the long-term 
maintenance of ecological viability and integrity of populations, species and communities. 
(Australian Guidelines for Establishing the National Reserve System 1999). Forests: as a general 
criterion, 15% of the pre-1750 distribution of each forest ecosystem should be protected in a CAR 
reserve system. (16) 

Representative: The reserve system includes samples of the biotic diversity within each 
ecosystem. (4) 

 

http://www.biodiv.org/
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TERM MEANING  

Community 
(vegetation, faunal) 

An assemblage of species that inhabits a particular area within nature. (3) 

Conservation The protection, maintenance, management, sustainable use, restoration and enhancement of the 
natural environment. (23) 

Conservation 
covenant 

A covenant binds landowner as to the development or use of the land or any part thereof or the 
conservation or care of any bushland, trees, rock formations, buildings or other objects on the land. 
(29) 

A voluntary agreement between a landowner and an authorised body to help the landowner protect 
and manage the environment on their property. It is usually registered on the title of the land and can 
apply to all or part of a property. Although there are exceptions, it is usually permanent. The terms of 
the agreement are negotiated between the landowner and the covenant provider and may only be 
changed with the agreement of both parties. (5) 

Conservation 
dependent species  

A threatened species which is the focus of a specific conservation program, the cessation of which 
would result in the species becoming vulnerable, endangered or critically endangered within a period 
of 5 years. (18) 

Conservation 
management 

The techniques for achieving conservation of biological diversity and geo-diversity. These may include 
physical intervention, binding legal agreements, planning instruments, land acquisition and the like. 
(3) 

Conservation status 
The extent to which ecosystems remain in their natural condition in relation to their pre-European 
distribution. (4) 

Critically endangered A threatened native species or ecological community facing an extremely high risk of extinction in the 
wild in the immediate future. (18) 

Degradation Any decline in the quality of natural resources or the viability of ecosystems, caused directly or 
indirectly by human activities. (3) 

A reduction in the character or quality of something. The diminution of the productive capacity or 
quality of land, water or other natural resources through processes such as soil erosion, pollution or 
reduction in biodiversity. (17) 

Disturbance A process that alters a physical or biological state resulting in temporary or permanent accelerated 
competition for resources between individuals and species source. (24) 

Eco-agriculture 
Builds on the concept of ‘ecosystem management’, by increasing wildlife habitat in non-farmed 
patches in agricultural landscapes, and enhancing the habitat quality of productive farmlands 
themselves. (27) 

Ecological community 
An assemblage of native species that inhabits a particular area in nature. (18) 

‘Community’ - The living parts of an ecosystem. (3) 

Ecological processes All those processes that occur between organisms, and within and between populations and 
communities, including interactions with the non-living environment, that result in existing ecosystems 
and bring about changes in ecosystems over time. (3) 

Ecological Vegetation 
Class (EVC) 

The basic mapping units used for biodiversity planning and conservation assessment at landscape, 
regional and broader scales in Victoria.  

EVCs are derived from large-scale forest type and plant community mapping and are based on the 
following types of information: 
- plant communities and forest types (including species and structural information) 
- ecological information relevant to the species that comprise the communities  (including life-form 

and reproductive strategies) 
- information that describes variation in the physical environment (including aspect, elevation, 

geology and soils, landform, rainfall, salinity and climatic zones). (30) 
A type of native vegetation classification that is described through a combination of its floristic, life 
form, and ecological characteristics, and through an inferred fidelity to particular environmental 
attributes. (15) 

Ecological Vegetation 
Class Group  

A condensed classification, where each of the approximately 250 EVCs in Victoria have been grouped 
into one of 21 groups according to the type of landscape they appear in, or the major types of plants 
that occur in each. 
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TERM MEANING  

Ecologically 
Sustainable 
Development  
(ESD) 

Using, conserving and enhancing the community’s resources so that ecological processes, on which 
life depends, are maintained and the total quality of life – now and in the future – can be increased. 
(22) 

Ecologically 
sustainable use 

The use of a species or ecosystem within the capacity of the species, ecosystem and bioregion for 
renewal or regeneration. (23) 

The natural resources within their capacity to sustain natural processes while maintaining the life-
support systems of nature and ensuring that the benefit of the use to the present generation does not 
diminish the potential to meet the needs and aspirations of future generations. (18) 

Ecosystem  A dynamic complex of plant, animal, fungal, and micro-organism communities and the associated 
non-living environment interacting as an ecological unit. (23) 

Ecosystem services The services that flow from natural assets (soil, water, plants, animals and living organisms and the 
atmosphere) to provide us with financial, ecological and cultural benefits. (7) 

The conditions and processes through which natural ecosystems, and the species that make them up, 
sustain and fulfil human life. (26) 

Endangered species 
and ecological 
communities  
(see also:   
Critically endangered, 
Threatened) 

A threatened native species or ecological community facing a very high risk of extinction in the wild in 
the near future. (18) 
An endangered forest ecosystem is one where: 
(i)   its distribution has contracted to less than 10% of its former range; or  
(ii)   the total area has contracted to less than 10% of its former range; or  
(iii)   90% of its area is in small patches which are subject to threatening processes and [the patches] 
are unlikely to persist. (20)   

Endangered in 
Victoria - Plants 

At risk of disappearing from the wild state if present land use and other causal factors continue to 
operate. (11) 

Endemic Restricted to a specified region or site. (4) 

A species only found (originally) within a defined area. (16) 

Environmental aspect Element of an organisations activities, products or services that can interact with the environment. 
(26) 

Environmental audit Systematic and documented verification process of objectively obtaining and evaluating evidence to 
determine whether an organisation's environmental management system conforms to the 
environmental management system audit criteria set by the organisation, and for communication of 
the results of this process to management. (26) 

Environmental impact Any change to the environment whether adverse or beneficial, wholly or partially resulting from an 
organisations activities, products or services. (26) 

Environmental 
Management System 
(EMS) 
(see also:  
ISO 14001) 

A structured approach to help farmers assess and improve their environmental performance on their 
farms. Includes the identification of environmental impacts and legal responsibilities, then implements 
and reviews changes and improvements in a structured way to determine progress toward 
environmental objectives and targets. (14) 

Environmental 
objective 

Overall environmental goal, arising from the environmental policy, that an organisation sets itself to 
achieve, and which is quantified where practicable. (26) 

Environmental 
performance 

Measurable results of the Environmental Management System, related to an organisation's control of 
its environmental aspects, based on its environmental policy, objectives and targets. (26) 

Environmental policy Details the farm’s vision, a statement of commitment and the long-term goals (what you want to 
achieve in terms of environmental performance) and major objectives (what you are going to do to 
achieve your goals). (14) 

Environmental target Detailed performance requirement, quantified where practicable, applicable to the organisation or 
parts thereof, that arises from the environmental objectives and that needs to be set and met in order 
to achieve those objectives. (26) 

EVC See Ecological Vegetation Class 
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Extinct There is no reasonable doubt that the last member of the species has died. (18)  
See also: IUCN  www.iucnredlist.org 

Extinct in the wild The species is known only to survive in cultivation, in captivity or as a naturalised population well 
outside its past range; or has not been recorded in its known and/or expected habitat, at appropriate 
seasons, anywhere in its past range, despite exhaustive surveys over a time frame appropriate to its 
life cycle and form. (18) 
See also: IUCN  www.iucnredlist.org 

Fauna (Victorian) Any animal-life which is indigenous to Victoria whether vertebrate or invertebrate and in any stage of 
biological development and includes fins and any other living thing generally classified as fauna but 
does not include humans. (19) 

Feral species A domesticated species that has become wild. (23) 

Flora (Victorian) Any plant-life which is indigenous to Victoria whether vascular or non-vascular and in any stage of 
biological development and includes any other living thing generally classified as flora. (19) 

Focal Species The species identified as most sensitive to a threat in a particular landscape is termed the focal 
species for that threat.  

This information is used to define the configuration and composition of habitats that must be present 
in a landscape. (21) 

Gene The functional unit of heredity; that part of the DNA molecule that encodes a single enzyme or 
structural protein unit. (23) 

Geodiversity The range of earth features including geological, geomorphological, palaeontological, soil, hydrological 
and atmospheric features, systems and earth processes. (3) 

Habitat  The place or type of site in which an organism naturally occurs. (23) and (28) 

The environment in which a community or species or plants or animals lives, grows and reproduces, 
including the physical and biological components of the location. (17) 

Habitat condition  A measurement of how altered is the site from a notionally optimal state. (15) 

Habitat hectare A site based measure of quality and quantity of native vegetation that is assessed in the context of 
the relevant native vegetation types. This measure can be consistently applied across the State. (15) 

Habitat landscape 
viability assessment 

A measurement of to what degree a patch of vegetation is able to retain its broader ecological 
functions and linkages in a manner that enables it to respond successfully to natural fluctuations and 
other disturbance events. (15) 

Indicator species A species whose presence or absence is indicative of a particular habitat, community or set of 
environmental conditions. (23) 

Indigenous species 
(see also: 
Native vegetation, 
Remnant vegetation) 

A species that occurs at a place within its historically known natural range, and that forms part of the 
natural biodiversity of a place. (3) 

Interim 
Biogeographic 
Regionalisation for 
Australia (IBRA) 

A bioregional framework delineating "natural" regions or "landscape pattern" in each State and 
Territory which reflects the biophysical, environmental and vegetation factors (e.g. climate, lithology, 
landform, vegetation, flora and fauna and land use). (20) 

Introduced species 

 

A species occurring in an area outside its historically known natural range as a result of intentional or 
accidental dispersal by human activities (including exotic organisms, genetically modified organisms 
and translocated species). (23) 

Invasive species  A translocated or alien species occurring at a place outside its historically known natural range as a 
result of intentional or accidental dispersal by human activities. (3) 
N.B. Most invasive species are introduced (i.e. alien or non-native) species such as weeds and feral 
animals. Some are native species that occur beyond their natural range.  

ISO A common, internationally recognised name for the International Organisation of Standards 
(see www.iso.org 

Derived from isos (Greek), meaning equal, thus linking it with a standard. ISO is not an acronym but 
is used to identify the organisation responsible for setting standards. (1) 

http://www.iucnredlist.org/
http://www.iucnredlist.org/
http://www.iso.org/
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ISO 14001 The International Standard for Environmental Management Systems that contains specific 
requirements which can be externally audited and certified. (1) 

Maintain Provide continuous protective care of the biological diversity and geodiversity of a place. (3) 
c.f. Restore and Reinstate which involve repair. 
c.f. Preserve which halts succession and affects natural integrity.   

Monitoring Ongoing review, evaluation and assessment to detect changes in condition of the natural integrity of 
a place, with reference to a baseline condition. Monitoring is used to allow review of decisions 
assisted by knowledge of the effects of conservation processes and actions. (3) 

Native biodiversity Biodiversity native to a particular locality. (8) 

Restricted to the indigenous (local native) ecosystems of Victoria and their components, be they 
native plants, animals or microorganisms. (13) 

Native vegetation Any local indigenous plant community containing throughout its growth the complement of native 
species and habitats normally associated with that vegetation type or having the potential to develop 
these characteristics. It includes vegetation with these characteristics that has been regenerated with 
human assistance following disturbance. It excludes plantations and vegetation that has been 
established for commercial purposes. (23) 

Non-native species See Introduced Species. 

Natural integrity The degree to which a natural system retains its condition and natural rate of change in terms of size, 
biological diversity, geodiversity and habitat. (3) 

Natural significance The importance of ecosystems, biological diversity and geodiversity for their existence value, or for 
present or future generations in terms of their scientific, social, aesthetic and life-support value. (3) 

Net Gain  Is where, over a specified area and period of time, losses of native vegetation and habitat, as 
measured by a combined quality-quantity measure (habitat hectare), are reduced, minimised and 
more than offset by commensurate gains. (15) 

Performance 
indicator 

Achievement of quantitative targets for generic works (e.g. area of rehabilitated or re-established 
vegetation). (10) 

Performance 
standard 

A level of attainment of management of on-farm assets to be achieved. (26) 
Includes the Net Gain approach which comprises three components: 
-   No loss in the extent of existing vegetation 
-   No loss in the quality of existing vegetation 
-   Gains in extent and quality of native vegetation. (15) 

Pest species ‘Noxious weeds’ and ‘pest animals’ declared under the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994. (16) 

Poorly known in 
Victoria 

Poorly known and suspected, but not definitely known, to belong to one of the following categories 
within Victoria: presumed extinct; endangered; vulnerable; or rare. At present, accurate distribution 
information is inadequate. (11) 

Population An occurrence of a species or ecological community in a particular area. (18) 

Potentially 
Threatening Process 

(see also:  
Threatening process) 

A process which may have the capability to threaten the survival, abundance or evolutionary 
development of any taxon or community of flora or fauna. (19) 

Precautionary 
Principle 

The lack of full scientific certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing a measure to 
prevent degradation of the environment where there are threats of serious or irreversible 
environmental damage. (18) 

Preserve Maintain the biodiversity and/or an ecosystem of a place at the existing stage of succession. (3) 

Presumed Extinct in 
Victoria (Flora) 

Not recorded from Victoria during the past 50 years despite field searches specifically for the plant, 
or, alternatively, intensive field searches (since 1950) at all previously known sites have failed to 
record the plant. (11) 

Protect Take care of a place by maintenance and by managing impacts to ensure that natural significance is 
retained. (3) 

Protected flora Any flora declared to be protected. (Section 46, of the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988).  (19) 
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Rare (in Australia) Species with relatively few known populations or the taxon that is restricted to a relatively small area. 
Such species may be represented by a relatively large population in a very restricted area or by 
smaller populations spread over a wide range or some intermediate combination of distribution 
pattern. (2) 

N.B. A species maybe considered rare but not considered otherwise threatened.  ‘Rare’ is not a 2002 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species category  
(see www.redlist.org). 

Rare (in Victoria) 
Rare but not considered otherwise threatened – there are relatively few known populations or the 
taxon is restricted to a relatively small area. (11) 

Regeneration The recovery of the natural integrity following disturbance or degradation. (3)  

Regrowth of new trees and understorey after an event, which causes the loss or death of plants. 
(adapted: MacMillan Dictionary of the Australian Environment).  

Rehabilitate  

(see also:   
Regenerate,  
Revegetate) 

Return existing habitats to good condition by repairing degradation, by removing introduced species 
or by reinstatement of native species. (24) 
c.f. Maintain - provide protective care. 
c.f. Restore - return to a known past state. 

Reinstate  

(see also:  
Revegetate) 

Introduce to a place one or more species or elements of habitat or geodiversity that are known to 
have existed there naturally at a previous time but that can no longer be found at that place. (3) 

Remnant vegetation The remains of native species uncleared since European settlement. (24) 

Repair See: Restore, Reinstate, Revegetate. 

Restore Return existing habitats to a known past state or to an approximation of the natural condition by 
repairing degradation, by removing introduced species or by reinstatement. (3) 

Revegetate  Introduce to a place plant species that are known to have existed there naturally at a previous time. 
(24) 

Riparian The area of land that adjoins, regularly influences, or is influenced, by a river. (12) 

Riverine Relating to rivers, their wetlands and floodplains. (17) 

Significant See: Natural significance. 

Species A group of biological entities that interbreed to produce fertile offspring or possess common 
characteristics derived from a common gene pool. (18) 

Succession The natural changes over time where one community is replaced by another.  (3) 

Sustainable use  

(see also:  
Ecologically Sustainable 
Development) 

The use of components of biological diversity in a way and at a rate that does not lead to the long-
term decline of biological diversity, thereby maintaining its potential to meet the needs and 
aspirations of present and future generations. (28) 

 

Threatened A species or community that is vulnerable, endangered or presumed extinct. (23)  
For the criteria relevant to determining each category see: www.redlist.org 

Threatened 
ecological community 

An ecological community that is vulnerable, endangered or presumed extinct. (18) 

Threatening process 

(see also:  
Potentially threatening 
process) 

A process that threatens, or may threaten, the survival, abundance or evolutionary development of a 
native species or ecological community. (20) 

Threats See: Threatening processes. 

Viable The long-term survival of a particular population, species or ecosystem is likely. (4) 

http://www.redlist.org/
http://www.redlist.org/
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Vulnerable species 
and ecological 
communities 

A threatened native species or ecological community facing a high risk of extinction in the wild in the 
medium-term future. (18) 

A vulnerable forest ecosystem is one (i) approaching 30% or less of its pre-1750 extent in the 
bioregion and is subject to threatening processes or (ii) subject to continuing and significant 
threatening processes which may reduce its extent. Where forest ecosystems are recognised as 
vulnerable, then at least 60% of their remaining extent should be reserved. (20) 

Vulnerable in Victoria 
Not presently endangered but likely to become so soon due to continued depletion; occurring mainly 
on sites likely to experience changes in land-use which would threaten the survival of the plant in the 
wild; or, taxa whose total population is so small that the likelihood of recovery from disturbance, 
including localised natural events such as drought, fire or landslip, is doubtful. (11) 

Wetland 

(see also: 
Riparian) 

An area of marsh, fen, peatland or water, whether natural or artificial, permanent or temporary, with 
water that is static or flowing, fresh, brackish or salt, including areas of marine water the depth of 
which at low tide does not exceed six metres. 

May incorporate riparian and coastal zones adjacent to the wetlands, and islands or bodies of marine 
water deeper than six metres at low tide lying within the wetlands. (6) 

See also: www.ramsar.org for Ramsar criteria.  Victoria’s wetland categories are described in 
Victoria’s Biodiversity Strategy. (10)  

Wild 
In an independent unprocessed or natural state and not in an intentionally cultivated or domesticated 
or captive state, regardless of the location or land tenure. (19) 

  

http://www.ramsar.org/
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Significance 1997.  
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Australia, Canberra. 
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www.dse.vic.gov.au 
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www.dse.vic.gov.au 

14 NRE. (2002). Riverina Environmental Management System (EMS) Package. Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Melbourne. 

15 NRE. (2002). Victoria's Native Vegetation Management – a framework for action. Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Melbourne. 

www.dse.vic.gov.au  

16 ENRC. (1998). Utilization of Victorian Native Flora and Fauna – inquiry report. Environment and Natural Resources 
Committee, Parliament of Victoria. 

www.parliament.vic.gov.au/enrc/inquiries/old/enrc/unff/report/default.htm#TopOfPage 

17 ENRC. (2001). Allocation of Water Resources - inquiry report. Environment and Natural Resources Committee, Parliament 
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www.parliament.vic.gov.au/enrc%5Fold/water%5Falloc/report/ch1 
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Definitions: scaleplus.law.gov.au/html/pastcact/3/3295/top 
The EPBC Act: www.deh.gov.au/epbc/index 

http://www.ahc.gov.au/publications/anhc/pubs/charterfinal.pdf
http://www.deh.gov.au/parks/nrs/sciguide/index
http://www.deh.gov.au/land/publications/covenants/index
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http://www.ecosystemservicesproject.org/
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http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/DSE/nrenpa.nsf/childdocs/-A59F5093F6D6511D4A2567D600824A61-730F433356FA4CE14A2567D600824A63-DFEF2E4B890BDECECA256DDD0015D632-28E305DE442CAC684A256DEA0024ACF6-42C19544E1849432CA256DD3006750B9?open
http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/dse/nrenlwm.nsf/childdocs/-FBB93D7BBEFF443F4A256A700017F080-9B92610925EB41C9CA256D0300212E74?open
http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/dse/nrence.nsf/LinkView/E96777A1E8C3ED274A256AED000C61218062D358172E420C4A256DEA0012F71C
http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/dse/nrenlwm.nsf/LinkView/3BA0EB9CB247BB1FCA256C230023A88449A37B2E66E4FD5E4A256DEA00250A3B
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/enrc/inquiries/old/enrc/unff/report/default.htm#TopOfPage
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/enrc%5Fold/water%5Falloc/report/ch1.htm
http://scaleplus.law.gov.au/html/pasteact/3/3295/top.htm
http://www.deh.gov.au/epbc/index.html
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