
 

Mountain Bike Tracks on kunanyi  an example of a planning failure 
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The Tasmanian National Parks Association (TNPA) has long called for the preparation of a 

Recreation Strategy for kunanyi/Mt Wellington (for example, see here). This would have 

provided an appropriate context for addressing the needs and desires of mountain biking. 

Nevertheless, the TNPA supports the consideration of some additional mountain bike (MTB) 

tracks to provide better opportunities for local riders (see here) but this consideration needs 

to include a comprehensive assessment of their impacts on natural and cultural values, and 

consequences for the numerous existing non-cycling users of Wellington Park. There is little 

evidence that an appropriately comprehensive planning exercise has been undertaken. 

Riding the Mountain (the HCC’s plan for 37 km of new MTB tracks on the lower slopes of 

kunanyi) amounts to turning the area into a mountain bike park which is both impractical and 

inappropriate. 

The Development Application (DA) for the construction of the first four tracks proposed in 

Riding the Mountain has recently been approved despite a representation from TNPA, a 

presentation by TNPA to HCC’s Planning Committee, and a site visit facilitated by TNPA in 

which two members of the Planning Committee met local Fern Tree residents to see and 

discuss sites of known user conflict. 

The DA was supported by extraordinarily detailed information on some matters (e.g. to 

demonstrate that the proposed tracks do not directly impact any threatened species) which 

contrasted with an almost total absence any consideration of some other matters. For 

example, the HCC’s Protecting Our Wild Heart; an Action Plan for Hobart’s Bushlands 

identifies habitat loss, degradation and fragmentation as the number one threat to 

biodiversity loss but this issue is barely mentioned in the HCC’s assessment of the track 

impacts. The cumulative impact of the multiple tracks proposed in Riding the Mountain is a 

major concern but this will not receive due consideration if each track is to be assessed 

individually as in this DA.  

The DA documents attempts to avoid direct impacts on identified historical or Aboriginal 

artefacts but there is minimal consideration of broader impacts on, for example, the early 

colonial timber industry heritage or Aboriginal landscape. kunanyi’s Aboriginal heritage value 

is not simply made up by the various different known and ‘registered’ Aboriginal ‘sites’ 

demonstrating ‘occupation’ (quote from recent TAC representation on the cable car). Yet the 

DA concludes that the tracks ‘avoid any natural, cultural and historical values’! 

The TNPA’s initial concern was the apparent failure of the extensive public consultation 

which preceded the finalisation of Riding the Mountain to identify the nature and location of 

conflict between MTBs and walkers – see analysis below. We are aware that concerns about 

user conflict were raised in at least one of the public forums and we would have expected a 

summary of this and any other information available to the HCC (such as incident reports to 

Wellington Park Management Trust and the local knowledge of field staff) to have been 

included in the report on the Shared Use Survey or Riding the Mountain. In the absence of 

any mention of such information in the documentation available to the public, it is not 

https://tnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Management-of-kunanyi-Wilson-Sawyer-2017.pdf
https://tnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/TNPA-comment-on-Foothills-MtB-project-May-2020.pdf
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apparent how it was incorporated into the decision making process, or even that it was 

considered at all. 

It has become apparent that one of the locations where user conflict is a particular concern 

is the Bracken Lane Fire Trail between Bracken Lane and the junction with the O’Gradys 

Falls Fire Trail. This has been the subject of much discussion and is currently the location of 

a trial with ‘keep left’ signage intended to address the issue. Two of the proposed new tracks 

are in close proximity to this location. It would be prudent to conclude the trial and progress 

understanding of existing and potential new user conflict issues prior to starting construction.  

A ‘win-win’ outcome is still possible but Riding the Mountain needs to go ‘back to the drawing 

board’ if this is to be achieved. None of the package of tracks proposed in Riding the 

Mountain should be constructed until the proposal in its entirety has been subjected to a 

comprehensive planning assessment including meaningful public consultation with a 

representative sample all affected user types. 

 

Analysis of consultation and planning behind Riding the Mountain 

Riding the Mountain was endorsed by the HCC Parks and Recreation Committee on 15 

October 2020 but this endorsement was informed by the claim that the extensive community 

engagement process that occurred in the development of the plan provides an 

understanding of the full range of recreational users. The TNPA raised concerns about the 

adequacy of this consultation at the time and has subsequently been involved in several 

meetings with HCC staff on this matter including a one-on-one discussion with the planner 

responsible for the public consultation. These meetings have only served to confirm our 

concerns which are outlined here. 

 

Summary 

 The responses from ‘walkers’ in the user surveys are likely to be biased towards 

mountain bikers who also bushwalk (more tolerant of mountain bikers than non-

cycling bushwalkers). It is likely that a survey of a representative sample of walkers 

would have found less support for Riding the Mountain than reported in the survey 

results. 

 The Shared Use Survey missed the opportunity to identify locations where user 

conflict is a problem. 

 The Riding the Mountain Survey missed the opportunity to obtain feedback on issues 

related to individual tracks.  

 The Community Engagement Summary reports that 52% of walkers supported the 

draft plan. If the TNPA’s hypothesis (dot point 1) is correct, this implies that the level 

of support from a representative sample of walkers is likely to be under 50%. The 

HCC should be seriously concerned about proceeding with a project which appears 

not to be supported by a majority of a major user group. 

 It is not apparent that there was any attempt to incorporate additional information 

such as the local knowledge of field staff or incident reports to Wellington Park 

Management Trust into the decision making process. 

 It is not apparent that any planning exercise was undertaken following the community 

engagement to modify the proposed ‘wish list’ of MTB tracks to reconcile the needs 
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of mountain bikers, the needs of other users, and the natural and cultural values of 

the area. 

 Conclusion: considerably more community engagement and consideration of impacts 

on natural and cultural values, and consequences for the numerous existing non-

cycling users, is required to reconcile conflicting priorities if Riding the Mountain is to 

have a positive outcome. 

 

1.  Concerns applicable to both Shared Use and Riding the Mountain surveys  

The initial survey in this series was the Missing Link Survey. This was undertaken to obtain 

feedback on a proposal for a relatively short section of new track near the top of Strickland 

Avenue. Given this proposal seemed appropriate and uncontroversial, it seems reasonable 

to assume that most of those motivated to comment were mountain bikers keen to see the 

track constructed. This list of respondents served as the basis for contacting participants in 

the two future surveys and is hence likely to have biased responses towards this user group. 

Multiple responses were encouraged from users who engaged in more than one activity. 

Since the main target audience was mountain bikers, it is highly likely that responses from 

‘walkers’ were biased towards mountain bikers who also bushwalk. These are likely to be far 

more tolerant of mountain bikers than non-cycling bushwalkers. The TNPA requested from 

HCC a breakdown of the numbers who had responded as both mountain bikers and 

bushwalkers but was advised that this was impossible because responses could not be 

attributed to individual respondents. This was despite an earlier verbal assurance that ‘of 

course we checked that’. 

It is acknowledged that some non-mountain bikers responded but many others would 

probably have ignored surveys that appeared relevant only to mountain bikers, even if they 

were aware of the survey. It seems that no attempt was made to obtain a representative 

sample of all user types and explore the full range of their needs and concerns. 

1a. Shared Use Survey 

The Shared Use Survey in 2019 correctly identified user conflict as a major issue but made 

remarkably little effort to recruit respondents who were not mountain bikers. i.e. the users 

that the mountain bikers were sharing with and, potentially, those most disadvantaged by 

shared use. 

A particular concern of the TNPA is that the HCC fails to appreciate the degree to which 

some (many?) walkers have already altered their behaviour to avoid encountering mountain 

bikers, and walkers who avoid shared use tracks are the ones most likely to be missed in 

such surveys. 

The other problem with the Shared Use Survey was its failure to seek information about 

actual conflict between mountain bikers and other users. It is generally acknowledged that 

only a very small proportion of ‘near misses’ are reported to the managing authority – this 

survey would have been the perfect opportunity to obtain some very useful information on 

the circumstances and location of actual incidents. Instead, questions were mostly 

‘hypotheticals’ about circumstances where mountain bikers considered that conflict was 

likely.  
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In particular the ‘hypotheticals’ omitted any exploration of the possibility that the issues 

related to user conflict on single track are different to the issues on fire trails. The TNPA’s 

meetings with the HCC MTB advisory group (18 March 2021) and HCC/WPMT staff (30 

March 2021) re user conflict concerns would have been far better informed, and probably 

totally unnecessary, if information on actual incidents had been collected. The fact that these 

meetings occurred at all amounts to an acknowledgement that TNPA had raised valid 

concerns. 

1b. Riding the Mountain Survey 

In this survey in 2020, respondents were asked their opinion of the proposal as a package. 

They were not asked to express an opinion on the merits, or otherwise, of each individual 

track, or the usefulness to them of individual tracks. This missed the opportunity to obtain 

useful information to feed into the planning process, particularly in relation to the 

prioritisation of tracks. 

2.  Reporting of surveys 

The Community Engagement Summary reports that 52% of walkers supported the draft 

plan. If the TNPA’s hypothesis about the responses from ‘walkers’ being biased towards 

mountain bikers who also bushwalk is correct (see previously), this implies that the level of 

support from a representative sample of walkers is likely to be under 50%. The HCC should 

be seriously concerned about proceeding with a project which appears not to be supported 

by a majority of a major user group. 

The consequence of these apparent biases and missed opportunities to gather important 

information is that the entire community engagement process has demonstrated little more 

than the obvious, that mountain bikers would like more mountain bike tracks.  

3.  Planning 

No data were provided on the types and numbers of users on particular tracks (even the 

limited information that must be available from track counters), and none of the surveys have 

attempted to gather such information. This appears to be another missed opportunity to 

provide input into planning decisions. 

The proposed Mountain Bike Track Network Plan appears to have been prepared by Dirt Art 

on the assumption that the foothills of kunanyi are a suitable location for an extensive track 

network as would be expected in a mountain bike park, with the only constraint being ‘no 

new tracks above Springs’. Dirt Art’s expertise appears to be as MTB track designers, not 

planners.  

Yet there is little explicit evidence that an effective planning exercise was undertaken 

following the community engagement to modify Dirt Art’s ‘wish list’ of MTB tracks and so 

reconcile the needs of mountain bikers, the needs of other users, and the natural and 

cultural values of the area. We would have expected, for example, prioritisation of tracks 

identified by mountain bikers as being particularly useful, explicit attempts to separate 

walkers and mountain bikers in problem areas, an attempt to minimise the impact on wild 

character and natural and cultural values by minimising the total area that needs to be 

cleared and consideration of the consequences of fragmentation of habitat by multiple trails 

(especially when multiple tracks are proposed in close proximity). The convenience of 
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mountain bikers (e.g. adjacent tracks to separate ascent/descent) needs to be balanced 

against these and many other considerations.  

TNPA attempted to do this with the spreadsheet that formed part of our 2020 submission. 

We expected that the HCC would undertake a similar but more sophisticated exercise. 

https://tnpa.org.au/kunanyi-mt-wellington-foothills-mountain-bike-track-network-plan/

