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Terms of Reference
Open Tender
​​
Managing woody thickening in northern Australia

Summary 
Woody thickening, native woody vegetation encroachment, and the spread of woody weeds are increasingly impacting northern Australian rangelands, affecting pasture productivity, livestock performance, biodiversity, and long-term landscape condition. This project seeks to improve understanding of woody vegetation dynamics and their impacts through integrated spatial analysis, ecological research, and production system modelling. It will also identify practical, cost-effective management strategies that balance productivity, biodiversity, and landscape resilience. The project will strengthen early detection and response capabilities for woody weeds and support adoption through targeted extension and demonstration activities.

Purpose and background
Woody thickening, encroachment of native woody vegetation, and the spread of woody weeds are widespread and accelerating across northern Australian rangelands. These processes are reshaping vegetation structure and function, with significant implications for pasture availability, livestock productivity, biodiversity, and long-term land condition.
While woody vegetation can provide benefit, including shade, shelter, and contributions to habitat conservation, excessive thickening or weed invasion can reduce ground cover, limit carrying capacity, alter hydrological processes, be detrimental to biodiversity, and constrain operational efficiency. The balance between trees and grasses is therefore a critical determinant of both production and environmental outcomes in rangeland systems.
Despite the scale of this issue, the full range of impacts associated with woody thickening and encroachment remains poorly quantified. There is limited nationally consistent data on how the balance of tree and grass cover ratios have changed over time, how these changes vary across regions and land systems, and how they influence productivity and ecological function. This uncertainty makes it difficult for producers to determine when intervention is economically and environmentally justified, and which management approaches deliver the best long-term outcomes.
At the same time, the spread of woody weeds presents an additional and often more acute challenge. Many infestations are not detected until they are well established, increasing the cost and difficulty of control. Existing management options such as clearing, fire, and chemical control can be costly, logistically challenging in extensive systems, or variable in effectiveness. Opportunities to improve early detection, including through remote sensing and new technologies, as well as to develop innovative control methods (including biological controls), remain underexplored.
There is therefore a clear need for integrated research that combines spatial analysis, ecological understanding, and production system modelling to:
· Map and monitor woody thickening and its primary causes at regional scales
· Quantify impacts on pasture production, carrying capacity, soil water dynamics, biodiversity and landscape condition
· Utilise existing literature that specifies optimal tree-grass balances to identify regions where woody vegetation has overwhelmed production zones, and where production zones have too little woody vegetation.
· Evaluate management strategies in terms of cost, effectiveness, scalability and co-benefits for production and natural capital.

Objectives
The proposed project should:
· Quantify the historical, current and projected extent and impacts of woody thickening and woody weed spread, and develop spatially explicit mapping and modelling of woody thickening dynamics across key northern regions
· Evaluate trade-offs between woody vegetation, pasture productivity, livestock performance, biodiversity and landscape function
· Identify thresholds and conditions under which management intervention is justified
· Improve early detection and response capability for woody weeds
· Support development of effective, cost-efficient and adoptable control and management approaches for extensive production systems
· Identify any Commonwealth or State/Territory policies that may restrict producers’ ability to implement management controls 
· Implement targeted extension through demonstration sites, showcasing adoption of management strategies for woody thickening which maintain productivity and protects biodiversity.
· Communicate findings to all northern Australian producers via existing trusted channels.

Methodology
Applicants should develop and propose a robust methodology to achieve the objectives, and this should be outlined in the application. This methodology should include but not limited to:
Ground-truthing of modelling, utilising existing long-term research outcomes and stations where possible.
A project reference group comprising of producers and ecologists, used to inform research on management interventions, and to guide extension and communication plans.
Thorough monitoring and evaluation methods to be used to measure the impact of the project through time, and beyond the completion of the project (see Evaluation | Meat & Livestock Australia).


Project duration and timing
A maximum project duration of 18 months is anticipated. 
Funding mechanism
Successful projects may be funded through a levy funding pathway; however, proposals that include co-contribution aligning with the MLA Donor Company (MDC) funding mechanism, or a hybrid funding approach, will be preferred. Details on the funding mechanisms can be found here Applying for MLA project funding.
Budget justification
The expected budget for this project is variable depending on the project deliverables and the funding mechanism. Proposals with funding solely provided by MLA will preferably have a maximum budget of $450,000 AUD (excluding GST). MDC funded projects may exceed this limit, though will be assessed on a value-for-money basis.
Proposals must include a clear and detailed budget that outlines all resources, personnel, and costs required to deliver the project. Applicants should provide a transparent breakdown of how costs have been calculated, including the basis for all fees and expenses (for example, unit cost x quantity), and clearly identify any in-kind contributions. The budget should demonstrate value for money, with a strong alignment between proposed activities, deliverables, and expected outcomes, and should include any required project management, stakeholder engagement and reporting costs necessary to successfully complete the work. Details on costs that may be included in MLA projects can be found here MLA Project Application Guidelines
Selection criteria
Proposals will be assessed against the following criteria:
· Demonstrated experience and capability in rangeland ecology, woody vegetation dynamics, woody weed management, remote sensing, spatial analysis, and extensive grazing systems.
· Demonstrated experience undertaking producer engagement, extension, communication, and adoption, including demonstration sites, stakeholder engagement, and a clear pathway to increase adoption of recommended management practices nationally.
· Strength and suitability of the proposed approach, including the robustness of the proposed methodology, integration of ecological and production outcomes, and ability to deliver the project objectives.
· Experience delivering comparable research projects, particularly those involving large-scale environmental analysis, modelling, monitoring, and management of natural resource challenges.
· Project management and governance capability, including appropriate resourcing, risk management, milestone planning, reporting, and delivery within agreed timeframes and budget.
· Clear and justified budget that demonstrates value for money and alignment between proposed activities and expected outcomes.
Confidentiality and intellectual property
The successful applicant will be required to enter into an Umbrella Agreement with MLA, if one is not already in place. The terms within the Umbrella Agreement are non-negotiable. 
Applicants must identify any background intellectual property (IP) brought to the project and bring any background IP required for successful completion of the project that is not owned by MLA. 
All data and cited references must be acknowledged in the application and it is the sole responsibility of the applicant to ensure copyright laws are not breached. 
Where further information is available which may assist the applicant in meeting the requirements of the project, MLA will provide such information to the successful applicant.

Deadline for submissions 
Proposals must be received by MLA before 5.00pm (AEST) October 30, 2026. Late proposals will not be accepted.
Use the preliminary proposal template (template link) to submit proposals electronically to MLA at: tenders@mla.com.au 
Preliminary Proposals will be acknowledged and recorded on the MLA project information system.  

Tender addendums or updates
Any tender addendums or updates will be uploaded to the MLA Tenders page. Applicants should check this website regularly for updates. 

Further information 
If you have questions about these terms of reference, contact: 

Jacob Betros
Project Manager – Sustainability Credentials  
Email: jbetros@mla.com.au; sustainability@mla.com.au 
Phone: 0417 450 962
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