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"I think that it's only as farmers come together that they will have the resources to manage their 
environment and to manage for better sustainable outcomes such as conservation responsibilities, 
water quality, maintaining the soil resource base. I think as a group you are in much better shape 
to undertake that," Phil Coop said. 
 
Phil Coop has a vision for farming that he's anxious to share. He wants landholders to work 
toward a common goal - managing their properties in collectives as a single landscape. 
 
For fifteen years he and his family have worked the land. Now they have joined forces with their 
neighbours, pulling down the boundaries that divide them to create a common farm.  
 
"It was part of an idea that we had several years ago now, attempting to address some of the 
problems that farmers are facing we felt that pulling several farms together would give us a lot 
more opportunities, a better capacity to manage our risk and look at some diversifications," Phil 
Coop said. 
 
It's been just over a year now since four properties in this valley became one. Their aim is to run 
a viable farming operation while reversing the decline in the environment. 
 
Already they have successfully combined their cattle into one herd and developed a quite 
different grazing plan, taking advantage of the increased area now available to them. 
 
"All the properties which are part of the common were set stocked and what we are now able to 
do is to rotate our herd across all those properties and very much enjoy the benefits of rotational 
grazing, so we've improved our pasture base. There are periods now when the stock are entirely 
off one property for a length of time which gives each landholder a bit of a rest from the duties of 
managing a herd and it also gives us huge benefits for our pasture resource," Phil Coop said. 
 
The Tilbuster Common is not just the domain of farmers; it's also the basis of an experiment run 
by the Institute of Rural Futures at the University of New England. 
 
Researchers like Justine Graham are regular visitors to the property, providing expertise to 
monitor the pastures and measure the common's progress. 
 
It's hoped this model will one day provide a template for such collectives to operate in Australia 
and overseas. 
 
And the results are promising. Now the stock are constantly on the move, each paddock can be 
rested for up to one hundred days at a time and there is no longer any need for winter-feed to be 
grown, nor is fertiliser used.  
 
Professor David Brunckhorst leads the team. He's become so involved with the project that he 



and his family are now commoners too after buying an adjoining property. 
 
"One of the reasons why we have taken a bit of a leap and all the landholders involved have 
taken a bit of a risk being involved although I suppose they see the benefits too, is that we really 
want to develop it as an experimental model that's real life that's on the ground with real people 
and graziers and all the quirks of farm life learn how to do it as a truly transferable model that 
can be adopted and adapted elsewhere," Professor David Brunckhorst said. 
 
Common farming is not a new idea. It's a system that's been used in Europe for centuries with 
some famous examples like the new forest commons still in operation after a thousand years. 
 
Here they are not quite so ambitious. This project is to run for three years before an exit clause 
kicks in, although the members hope that won't be necessary and they'll remain on common 
ground. 
 
For the moment each member retains the title for their entire property and the commons leases 
the resource base to run their collective grazing enterprise. 
 
The owners have been issued with shares in the common's company that reflect their original 
input, including equipment, stock and land. 
 
"We need to revisit the goats and the grazing plan, we've talked a little bit to Jamie about it, the 
whole way the goats and the cattle are running together is not working that well with the goats," 
Debbie McLean said. 
 
"I think we need to have a bit of a think tank sort of thing like a meeting on the grazing plan 
especially and write down all the hurdles we've come across," manager Jamie Wright said. 
 
Not all the members are actively involved in the day to day running of the farm. Each family has 
an off-farm income something that is important to all the commoners for a variety of reasons. 
 
"I think the group is fairly confident that it can provide them with better income than they've 
been able to achieve individually but it really depends on the quality of life everyone wants, I 
mean everyone likes to have a higher quality of life and everyone also has other interests and 
things that they're independence is important. So while some of us would like to give up their 
other jobs, for some their interest in their job is interest not money," Professor David 
Brunckhorst said. 
 
For this group the goal is to have a farm that will provide not only a healthy income but also 
allow them to manage the environment responsibly, 
 
And they want the flexibility to maintain the lifestyles they enjoy so that Phil's wife Karen can 
continue to teach the piano rather than having to work full time on the land. 
 
He does not have to work in isolation. 
 



"I think the most appealing thing is that we have other human resources to draw upon, it makes it 
much more interesting when you have other people to work with and a whole range of 
enterprises, it certainly takes some of the drag out of farming it's a lot more interesting and a lot 
more options too, we are able to undertake a lot more interesting and viable enterprises," Phil 
Coop said. 
 
Even when the day's work is done this group have a strong connection, sharing not only their 
workplace but also their homes. 
 
For the moment that's something they want to continue and their joint purpose is a concept they 
hope others will take on board. 
 
"I guess we'd like to think that maybe it is something that other farming people could use, I think 
that there is so many benefits in it I think it's the sort of thing that can be transferred to any 
enterprise, it doesn't have to be cattle and goats, and I think the financial benefits that you get, 
the resource benefits, the environmental benefits will hopefully appeal to other people," Debbie 
McLean said. 
 
One young farmer it has appealed to is Jamie Wright. He's been employed as a full time manager 
to co-ordinate much of the work. 
 
"I think we need to sit down an all talk about what issues there were so we can get it right next 
year," Jamie Wright said. 
 
It's certainly a new way of working for him as there are often several opinions on how things 
should be done but he sees it as a great opportunity to have a close look at an innovative method 
of farming. 
 
"It's been a challenge I guess, working with other people and having to talk to the rest of the 
people in the group and try and to get them, make sure that everyone is agreeable in what we are 
trying to do I guess is a challenge but other than that it runs as an everyday normal farm 
hopefully," he said. 
 
It's kidding time so the number of goats on the property has just doubled. They are usually run 
with the cattle as one large mob but with around 350 does giving birth. The group has decided to 
separate the herd for now. 
 
Debbie and Duncan McLean are relative newcomers to this valley. They saw the invitation to 
join the common farm as a chance to improve their skills and learn about looking after the land 
but they admit it was not as simple as just taking down the fences. 
 
"A lot of them were social issues getting an agreement to begin with on the actual formula for 
setting down the rules of the common and just well getting on together and we all get on very 
well and I think that's made it really easy I think that if you've got people who like each other to 
begin with its a huge start," Duncan McLean said. 
 



So far they are pleased with the progress of the project. Like the people, the goats are getting on 
well with their new companions. 
 
"I think it's fitted in really well, the goats and the cattle seem to be a really good combination 
because the goats with their browsing tend to love the woody weeds and they'll clear out a lot of 
the blackberries thistles things like that and tend to take to that more than the better pastures and 
combined with cattle that love your good feed. I think it improves the land definitely," Duncan 
McLean said. 
 
Improving the land is important to the McLeans. They want to put back as much as they take out. 
 
"We're seeing benefits from the grazing systems that we are using and we are seeing benefits to 
our land I think, and we are seeing benefits too as Duncan was saying having four heads or eight 
heads about a problem or about different ways of doing things, its certainly broadened our 
experience and things that's been a big one," Debbie McLean said. 
 
This is the sort of result that David Brunckhorst was hoping for when he first looked overseas for 
ideas. 
 
"Some of the principles we've learned from these long enduring commons are things like social 
cohesion, what holds communities together, the glue that holds them together, how they monitor 
their resource use together how they make collective decisions how they rationalise use of 
resources, plan use of resources, but doing it together where different skills are brought to bear 
and also their kind of watching over each other and monitoring each other," Professor David 
Brunckhorst said. 
 
While he hopes to replicate some of those ideals here, he concedes that it's a very different 
proposition in the twenty first century as the right to own property is considered by many to be 
sacred. 
 
"We again in Australia have this terribly narrow view of individual property rights and I think 
individual property rights of resources and potentially individual property rights of water as well 
as land could be quite dangerous and detrimental to sustainable use of those resources," he said. 
 
Professor Brunckhorst believes that the way to stop the degradation of our resources is to 
manage property on a landscape scale. 
 
"The way we tend to fence off the things we own, to exclude other users which is ok in itself, but 
the way we do that is very unnatural and it doesn't follow how natural resources operate, how 
streams flow, how soils form and move and all those things and it often means that we are 
constrained within our little fenced area to the resources that are there." 
 
Fencing here is not to keep out the neighbours and their problems but to create conservation 
zones to protect among other species the rare grass trees. 
 
It's the sort of work that would not be possible for individual farmers as it's just too expensive. 



 
"We have a lot of high value conservation area on this property and by joining forces with other 
properties we were able to actually put that down as conservation actually knowing that our 
production base was maintained through the arrangement of the group," Phil Coop said. 
 
They have also been able to do significant work to improve the Tilbuster Creek, reversing the 
cycle of degradation. 
 
Much of the creek has been fenced off and there's been a flurry of tree planting. 
 
Already there are signs that life is returning to this waterway. 
 
It's future is something of a common interest and like most aspects of this style of farming there 
is much discussion before any action is taken. 
 
For the greatest asset that this project has is these farmers' commitment to the common cause. 
 
"The people are the key I guess really that's what makes it happen and every group will be 
different, we're becoming more and more convinced that other people can do it but it will always 
depend on the group and whatever groups might form in the future they really need to have 
common values and common objectives and that will differ, every group will probably be 
different," Professor David Brunckhorst said.  
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