Carbon Mapping Trial Announced for Pilbara Cattle Station
by Lucie Bell
March 7, 2014 - Carbon capture and mapping will be the focus of a large-scale project announced for Western Australia's rangelands this year.  De Grey cattle station, 80 km east of Port Hedland, will be the site for a 2-year trial by land care group, Rangelands NRM.  The trial was announced this week at a meeting of the De Grey catchment producer group.  Work is expected to commence in May.
Rangelands NRM senior scientist, Peter Russell, says the team will first map carbon on different land types, then look at how different land management techniques may affect carbon levels in the soil.  "It's basically about land management, stock management, looking at ways to improve productivity through pasture improvements and cattle grazing patterns, and overlaying that is the carbon work.
"Essentially it's a mapping exercise, looking at the distribution of the carbon in land systems.  The idea in the future is to come back and resurvey, and look at how much more carbon has been sequestered due to the changes in land management."
Mr Russell says there are still significant barriers, mainly due to a lack of data, preventing carbon farming from being a feasible option for pastoralists.  "For a sequestration project in the rangelands, I don't see a carbon credit project being viable for a number of years yet.  "We're trying to address the lack of technical information about where carbon is in the environment.  There are also other barriers related to carbon rights, and how do pastoralists on lease hold land get access to carbon rights.  Hopefully they'll be addressed in the white paper being produced by the Australian Government now for their Emissions Reduction Fund."
The Pilbara region has been home to other carbon projects in recent years, both at Cheela Plains and Yalleen stations, further south.  However, Mr Russell says this project is far more detailed and wide ranging, with regular monthly updates expected.
Mark Bettini runs De Grey station.  He says the land types marked for carbon testing should mean the results are broadly applicable.  "The trial area goes all the way from the coast to the Great Northern Highway, so there'll be spinifex country, there's a bit of pindan in it.  Even though the land systems are a little bit different, I'm pretty sure there are enough similarities for a lot of people to get some good out of it."
The land management aspect of the trial will see the use of techniques such as self shepherding and walk over weighing, used on De Grey station.
"Rangelands self shepherding is something that has been muted, and it'll be good to fully evaluate it and work out if there are different ways to manage the country that would be more beneficial," Mr Bettini said.  "With the carbon farming and sequestration part of the trial, it'll be good to know if different management techniques affect that.  If we can sequester carbon and it is a profitable way to get some return from your land, then it's something we'll look at, definitely."
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