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ACF: Australian Conservation Foundation

ALP: Australian Labor Party

EPBC: Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act (the Commonwealth 
Environment Act)

IUCN: International Union for Conservation of 
Nature

OUV: Outstanding Universal Value

NRET: Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Tasmania (formerly DPIPWE)

PWS: Parks and Wildlife Service, Tasmania

RAA: Reserve Activity Assessment (the Parks and 
Wildlife’s assessment process for proposals in 
National Parks and reserves)

TCT: Tasmanian Conservation Trust

TWWHA: Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage 
Area

TWS: The Wilderness Society

WHC: World Heritage Committee

WPMT: Wellington Park Management Trust

Acronym guide
A useful tool when reading many of the 
articles in TNPA News!
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The wildness of the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area's (TWWHA) remote south coast is threatened by the 
construction of six commercial luxury huts, one of many current proposals for commercial tourism development in the 
TWWHA. Photo: ©Grant Dixon
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May/June

In a ‘Talking Point’ piece in The Mercury, marking 
the centenary of the Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair 
National Park on 16 May, TNPA President Nick 
Sawyer called for the area around Cradle Mountain 
to be protected from over-development, including an 
intrusive cable car. He emphasised that people come 
to the park to experience wild nature.

Crescent Bay: The TNPA called on the Tasmanian 
government to extend Tasman National Park near 
Crescent Bay, close to Port Arthur, by acquiring 
a private property recently offered for sale. The 
property is part of an area where a controversial 
tourism development was proposed and rejected 15 
years ago. The Minister rejected the TNPA’s call.

The TNPA’s Nick Sawyer was interviewed for a 
story that aired on ABC Radio’s Background Briefing 
program, looking at a range of issues associated 
with commercial developments in national parks 
in Australia. Nick walked with the journalist to the 
central section of the Three Capes Track to view the 
large footprint of the PWS accommodation complex 
and the even larger footprint of the nearby private 
commercial lodge.

The TNPA wrote to Hobart City Council regarding 
mountain bike tracks proposed for the lower slopes 
of kunanyi/Mt Wellington.

July

Tyndalls (Next Iconic Walk): On 14 July the TNPA’s 
Nick Sawyer and Grant Dixon met with Andrew Wagg, 
project manager, and the major projects manager 
for the PWS. The TNPA is fundamentally opposed to 
this proposal but considers it worthwhile to remain 
engaged with the PWS. They were informed that the 
project is going ‘full steam ahead’ with a further $20 
million funding allocated.

The TNPA contributed to the review of the State 
Planning Provisions  being conducted by the State 
Planning Office. The TNPA’s main concern was the 
Environmental Management Zone because this 
is intended to be applied to all reserved land. Our 
comments included consideration of other relevant 
requirements (e.g. the Scenic Protection Code) and of 
the protection of the Environmental Management Zone 
from developments in adjacent zones.

The TNPA commented on matters raised in “An 
improved model for returning land to Tasmania’s 
Aboriginal people: Consultation Paper on proposals 
for change”. The TNPA agrees that legislation is 
needed for Aboriginal Protected Areas, and stated 
that the relationship with existing legislation relating 
to reserved land needs to be clearly defined. The 
TNPA’s comments included a reminder of the 
recommendations of the Pathway to Truth-Telling 
and Treaty Report including the establishment of the 
kooparoona niara Aboriginal Protected Area. 

THE TNPA AT  
WORK OVER THE  
PAST SIX MONTHS

Timeline
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October

Response to the Tasmanian government’s Wild Deer 
Implementation Strategy 2022-2027. The strategy’s 
objective of eradicating feral deer from the TWWHA 
and national parks is welcome, but the Government 
fails to treat this biosecurity problem seriously; deer 
must be treated as a feral pest, not a resource for 
hunting! The TNPA is particularly concerned by the 
proposal to use recreational hunters (rather than 
professional shooters) to cull feral deer in national 
parks.

Lake Malbena helicopter-accessed tourism 
development is again subject to public comment. This 
time it is being assessed according to the "assessment 
on preliminary documentation" process laid down by 
the (Federal) Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act (EPBC Act). This requires comment 
to be sought and analysed by the proponent, which has 
outraged many opponents of the proposal, but it is the 
procedure specified in the EPBC Act. TNPA has made 
a detailed submission including information presented 
to the 2019 planning appeal, and sent a copy to the 
federal Minister.

In September 2021 the Government announced that 
aspects of the PWS Reserve Activity Assessment 
(RAA) process would be defined in legislation. Thirteen 
months later the TNPA has met with the PWS to 
provide “stakeholder feedback”, prior to the release of a 
consultation paper.

September

The TNPA contacted the PWS to suggest necessary 
improvements to the recently introduced voluntary 
walker registration system. The TNPA supports the 
premise of the proposed system but is concerned 
that another walking season without sufficient effort 
to address some of the system’s most obvious 
deficiencies will further erode walker confidence in it.

Submission to the Parks and Wildlife Service on its 
proposed Cultural Burning Policy and Procedures for 
Cultural Burning on PWS-managed lands. Our greatest 
concern was a lack of clarity on the conditions in which 
burning may be authorised.

August

The TNPA received a briefing from Hydro Tasmania 
on its planned major project to strengthen the Edgar 
Dam (one of the three dams that hold the Lake Pedder 
impoundment) to better protect it against seismic 
(earthquake) risk. The Lake Edgar Fault runs under 
the western end of the Edgar Dam. The geological 
record shows that it has moved three times in the last 
sixty thousand years with each movement causing 
a vertical ground surface displacement of between 
2 and 3 metres. Another such movement is likely to 
cause the immediate and total failure of the Edgar Dam, 
regardless of any conceivable strengthening works. 
The consequences for the Huon Valley downstream 
would be disastrous. The proposed works appear to 
provide additional protection against only relatively 
minor shaking and wave action due to seismic activity. 
The TNPA has therefore called on Hydro to release to 
the public the current risk assessment for Edgar and 
the adjacent Scotts Peak Dams. 
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Melbourne rally against the Franklin Dam, corner Flinders and Swanston Streets, 13 Nov 1982.  Photo: Ross Scott
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On 14 December 1982, the Franklin blockade had 
begun. Dozens of people had been arrested on 

the banks of the Franklin and Gordon rivers. They 
were attempting to stop construction of the 95-metre-
high Gordon-below-Franklin dam, which threatened 
kilometers of rainforests, limestone caves, gorges and 
Aboriginal heritage in Tasmania’s wilderness.

The campaign centre of the Tasmanian Wilderness 
Society (TWS) in Strahan was a hive of activity well 
into the night, with blockade organisers, volunteers and 
journalists milling around. Suddenly a familiar American 
accent boomed out above the hubbub. Norm Sanders, 
holding a telephone hand piece in one hand, announced 
‘south-west Tasmania is now World Heritage’. A mighty 
cheer broke out.

Seventeen thousand kilometres away, in Paris, the 
chair of UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee had just 
brought down the gavel on the committee’s decision 
to inscribe the Tasmanian Wilderness on the World 
Heritage List. It did so despite the protestations of 
Tasmania’s deputy premier, sent along by Premier Robin 
Gray to thwart the listing. The 21-member committee 
shrugged off these objections and instead followed the 
recommendations of its advisory bodies. In an unusual 
move, the committee also warned that the impacts of 
dam-building warranted consideration of ‘in danger’ 
listing for the new World Heritage property.

Back in Australia, the Franklin blockade continued during 
a federal election campaign that saw Labor’s Bob Hawke 

oust the Coalition’s Malcolm Fraser as Prime Minister. 
Fraser’s government had nominated the Tasmanian 
Wilderness for World Heritage, despite strident calls 
by Gray for the nomination to be dropped, but had 
stopped short of using Commonwealth powers to stop 
the dam. By contrast, some of Hawke’s first words as 
Prime Minister-elect were ”the dam will not be built”. 
This reflected Labor’s policy and was the reason for 
an energetic campaign by conservationists across the 
country to back Labor in the House of Representatives 
and the Australian Democrats (of which party Sanders 
was a member) in the Senate.

When the Hawke government, true to its promise, 
enacted new legislation to stop the dam, it was 
challenged by Tasmania (backed by Queensland 
premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen) in the High Court. A court 
hearing that debated abstruse constitutional issues was 
followed by a tense wait for the verdict. All the while, the 
machinery of Tasmania’s Hydro-Electric Commission 
(HEC) was hard at work, flattening rainforests for 
a construction camp and forging a highway to the 
damsite. But the bulldozers were brought to a halt on 1 
July 1983 when the High Court ruled that the dam could 
not proceed. A wild river had been saved.

This historic confirmation of the power of Australia’s 
national government to protect sites of international 
significance led to new campaigns to achieve World 
Heritage protection of Australia’s natural wonders. Key 
to the success was the area’s World Heritage listing, 
which brought into a play Australia’s obligations to 

The Tasmanian Wilderness 
World Heritage Area  
turns forty
GEOFF LAW
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fulfil the provisions of an international treaty to which it 
was a signatory. Four decades on, enormous strides in 
conservation have been made using the government’s 
World Heritage powers, from Queensland’s wet tropics, 
to WA’s Shark Bay and Ningaloo, and all the way to 
the sub-Antarctic islands that fall under Australian 
jurisdiction. In Tasmania, the World Heritage property 
has undergone four extensions, bringing it to 1.58 million 
hectares. Given these extraordinary successes, it’s 
appropriate to ask how the concept of World Heritage 
came to be used in such a powerful manner. 

The Convention Concerning the Protection of the 
World Natural and Cultural Heritage was inaugurated 
by UNESCO in 1972. It grew out of global dismay at the 
carnage of two world wars and growing awareness of 
the impact of modern humanity on the natural world.

This coincided with the inundation of Tasmania’s Lake 
Pedder for hydro-electric development. Australia’s new 
Federal government, under the progressive Gough 
Whitlam, had falteringly attempted to save the lake 
but had been forcefully rebuffed by the Tasmanian 
government. In the aftermath of this defeat, two 
progressive Labor politicians, Tom Uren and Moss Cass, 
came to Tasmania on separate occasions and met with 
prominent Pedder campaigner, Kevin Kiernan. They 
canvassed the prospects of a Federal government being 
able to overturn the pro-dam policies of the Tasmanian 
government using constitutional powers brought into 
play by an international treaty – namely, the World 
Heritage Convention. Kiernan took up the idea and 
subsequently promoted it in his new role as director 
of the Tasmanian Wilderness Society. He also worked 

with other conservationists on a proposal for a greatly 
extended national park in Tasmania’s wilderness, taking 
a much broader view of what constituted ‘the south-
west’ than had hitherto applied.

On the mainland, the new director of the Australian 
Conservation Foundation (ACF), Geoff Mosley, also 
recognised the potential of the World Heritage concept. 
By the time Australia had ratified the new treaty, in 1974, 
ACF was already pressing for five Australian heritage 
areas to be nominated to the List, including south-west 
Tasmania. In 1975, Mosley authored a special edition of 
‘Habitat’ magazine that enunciated the World Heritage 
values of the proposed new Southwest National Park as 
delineated by Kiernan and his colleagues.

The concept of World Heritage for south-west Tasmania 
struck a chord in the community, which had been 
sensitised to the beauty of the area by media coverage 
of Lake Pedder and the developing stoush over the 
Franklin and lower Gordon rivers. Politicians on both 
sides took up the cause, creating formidable political 
momentum. The 1981 nomination of the Tasmanian 
Wilderness (then consisting of three national parks) 
was made by a federal Coalition government under 
Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser and supported by the 
Tasmanian Labor Government of Doug Lowe.

Following the Franklin victory of 1983, conservationists 
looked to extending the World Heritage area. In 1984, the 
Tasmanian Wilderness Society launched a proposal for 
a Western Tasmania National Park that, if implemented, 
would more than double the area of national parks in the 
Tasmanian Wilderness.

 » Franklin dam 
blockaders. Photo:  
The Wilderness 
Society Collection 
(Photographer 
unknown) 
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 » The campaign to prevent damming of the Franklin River gave rise to the 1982 World Heritage listing of the area that 
included its catchment. Photo: ©Grant Dixon

 » The quartzite ranges of southwest Tasmania, including Federation Peak, formed part of the original 1982 World 
Heritage nomination Photo: ©Grant Dixon
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Conservationists also tackled the logging industry, 
whose new roads were pushing ever deeper into the 
primeval valleys of the south-west. In early 1986, a 
confrontation at Farmhouse Creek in the Picton valley 
gained national attention when independent MP 
and conservation leader, Dr Bob Brown, was brutally 
assaulted in front of the cameras of the media. This 
prompted a visit to the forests by ALP power-broker 
Senator Graham Richardson in April 1986. After 
helicoptering into Lake Sydney with Brown and two other 
conservationists, Richardson mused about ‘extending 
the World Heritage area’ while warning that ‘you won’t 
get everything you want’. Back at Wilderness Society 
headquarters in Davey Street, Hobart, he rang Prime 
Minister Hawke and declared himself a ‘born again 
greenie’.

The advent of Richardson led to a formal federal inquiry 
into the putative World Heritage values of the threatened 
forests, a process that did not go as initially expected. 
The inquiry’s majority report found that only a small 
proportion of the area in question would qualify for 
World Heritage listing (which nevertheless included the 
hotly contested Lemonthyme forest); a minority report 
by the late Peter Hitchcock, by contrast, recommended 
a substantial World Heritage extension from Cockle 
Creek in the far south to the upper Mersey in the north. 
The battle lines were drawn. After an intense period 
of rallies, advertisements, media debate and feature 
articles, and repeated meetings of a divided federal 
Cabinet, Richardson won the day with a compromise 
World Heritage nomination incorporating major tracts of 
threatened forest in the valleys of the Weld, Picton, upper 
Derwent, Forth and upper Mersey. In November 1988, 
the proposed extension to Tasmania’s World Heritage 
area was forwarded to UNESCO.

It was a win for the Tasmanian Wilderness but a 
flawed one. Not only were critical forests left out; it 
also excluded a large central part of the wilderness 
that included the Gordon Splits, the Denison River and 
the Spires. Because it was completely encircled by the 
nominated area, this area became known colloquially 
as the ‘hole in the doughnut’. The inclusion of these 
features, critical for the integrity of the Tasmanian 
Wilderness, became a cause celebre amongst 
conservationists.

However, the focus of the campaign had shifted to 
the proposal of the Gray government and industry to 
establish a huge chlorine-bleaching pulp mill at Wesley 
Vale in the State’s north. The twists and turns of this 
battle exposed the corrupt behaviour of the Government, 
leading to the election in May 1989 of five independents 
led by Brown. The resulting Labor-Green Accord formed 
the foundation of a new government. The Accord 
provided for inclusion of ‘the hole in the doughnut’ 
(Denison-Spires area) to the World Heritage nomination, 
as well as additional areas such as the Hartz Mountains 
and Walls of Jerusalem national parks, a large part of 
the Central Plateau, the Eldon Range, parts of the lower 

Gordon, and several smaller reserves along the Great 
Western Tiers.

Meanwhile, the forests issue was about to explode 
once more, with the Accord’s extensive moratorium 
on logging putting several sawmills under threat. 
Negotiations between the industry on one side and TWS 
and ACF on the other led to the Salamanca Agreement. 
This permitted limited logging operations to proceed 
in some contested areas in return for World Heritage 
status for parts of the Florentine, Gordon, Eldon and 
Weld valleys. Even now, the cascade of additional areas 
to the World Heritage nomination was not complete. 
The final say rested with Richardson. In the dying days 
before the September 1989 deadline, he agreed to still 
more areas put forward by Brown to be added to the 
nomination, including parts of the Murchison valley.

It was a highly significant moment when the extended 
World Heritage property was listed in December 1989. 
The extent of the property had been increased by 78%. 
The number of attributes formally recognised as part of 
its ‘outstanding universal value’ had been increased to 
include karst and tall-eucalypt forests. The name of the 
property was simplified from its previously clunky one to 
the ‘Tasmanian Wilderness’.

This was a high-water mark for World Heritage in 
Tasmania. The appetite of the Federal government for 
new World Heritage battles was exhausted. The Hawke 
era was drawing to a close. In 1992, a pro-development 
anti-conservation Liberal government came to power 
in Tasmania. It was the beginning of a long, tough and 
seemingly fruitless period of battling for the natural 
world. 

Nevertheless, new World Heritage proposals were 
developed. The Tarkine (now takayna / Tarkine) 
contained Australia’s greatest tract of cool temperate 
rainforest as well as wild rivers and a scenic coastline 
rich in Aboriginal heritage. Tasmanian Liberal MPs 
scoffed at the idea of a Tarkine World Heritage extension 
but the concept gradually gained traction. And the forest 
battles went on, with the focus shifting from the Picton 
valley to Mother Cummings Peak on the Great Western 
Tiers and then to the Styx, Weld and upper Florentine. 
But, despite occasional moratoriums, new roads were 
built and the forests fell. The Liberals lost office in 
Tasmania and Labor took over, but both parties were 
dedicated to the logging and mining industries. The 
conservation movement did its best to raise the plight 
of the Tasmanian Wilderness at the international level, 
arguing that the forestry operations were threatening the 
integrity of the property, but the Australian government 
was able to shrug off expressions of concern.

Ironically, it took the obsession of the Tasmanian 
government with establishing a pulp mill to turn things 
around. In 2004, hard on the heels of launching a legal 
action against conservationists (‘the Gunns 20’), the 
giant hardwood company, Gunns, launched its proposal 
for a huge new pulp mill in the Tamar valley. In a repeat 
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 » Parts of the Southern Forests as well as additional mountain country, including Lake Rhona, were added to the 
TWWHA in the major 1989 extension. Photo: ©Grant Dixon

 » The much-loved and popular Walls of Jerusalem area was added to the TWWHA in 1989, along with a substantial 
part of the Central Plateau. Photo: ©Grant Dixon
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of history, the twists and turns of the campaign exposed 
a corrupt relationship between industry and government, 
leading to the downfall of key industry advocates. 
Gunns’ markets and share prices collapsed. The logging 
industry was imploding.

In 2010, a new round of negotiations between the 
industry and conservationists commenced. By the 
end of the year, the Greens were in power-sharing 
relationships with both Federal and State governments. 
In 2011, Bob Brown devoted some of his senatorial 
resources into developing a World Heritage proposal 
that would fit within the constraints imposed by both 
politics and time. The result was a proposed ‘minor 
boundary modification’ to the Tasmanian Wilderness 
World Heritage property that would include critical tracts 
of the Great Western Tiers as well as the valleys of the 
Dove, Mersey, Weld, Huon, Styx, Florentine and Derwent. 
Also included were protected areas such as the Mt Field 
National Park.

Minor modifications to the boundaries of the Tasmanian 
Wilderness World Heritage had been carried out in 
previous years. In 2010, several small areas protected 
by the 1997 Regional Forest Agreement had been 
belatedly added to the World Heritage area. In 2012, a 
similar modification had incorporated Melaleuca and 
Cox Bight. These moves had been implemented under 

UNESCO’s rules for World Heritage, which say that such 
modifications can occur without lengthy assessments 
provided they are relatively small and that they enhance 
the protection of the World Heritage property concerned.

In November 2012, an agreement between 
conservationists and industry was finally hammered 
out. It included provision for a minor modification to the 
boundaries of the World Heritage property to include the 
threatened forests contained within Brown’s proposal. 
By February 2013, the minority Federal government 
of Julia Gillard, supported by the minority Tasmanian 
government of Lara Giddings, submitted to UNESCO 
a proposal for a minor modification to the Tasmanian 
Wilderness along the lines of Brown’s model. It would 
increase the extent of the World Heritage area by 13%. 
Because the forest areas had been approved in the 
industry/conservation ‘peace deal’, the World Heritage 
listing of what had previously been Tasmania’s most 
contested forests was no longer opposed by the forestry 
unions and companies.

Nevertheless, things seemed precarious. There was a 
feeling that both the Gillard and Giddings governments 
were living on borrowed time. The Liberals at the State 
level, under the command of Will Hodgman and Peter 
Gutwein, were doing all they could to wreck the forest 
agreement. The protection of 504,000 ha of forests, 

 » Substantial areas of tall forest, previously zoned for logging, including the upper Florentine Valley, were finally 
protected in the 2013 extension to the TWWHA. Photo: ©Rob Blakers
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as provided for by the agreement, was thwarted by the 
Legislative Council. Only the forests covered by the 
World Heritage nomination remained unscathed.

All was not plain sailing at the international level either. 
UNESCO’s advisory body on cultural heritage, ICOMOS, 
wanted more time to assess the proposal. UNESCO’s 
draft advice to the World Heritage Committee called for 
a one-year delay in the process so that this assessment 
could be carried out.

But that was one year the Tasmanian Wilderness 
could not afford. It was clear to all concerned that the 
Coalition under Tony Abbott would win the forthcoming 
election. If the World Heritage Committee did not 
approve the minor modification at its meeting in Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia, in June 2013, the proposal would be 
torpedoed.

A major effort was undertaken by conservation groups, 
experts and the Australian government to win over the 
World Heritage Committee. Critically, an indigenous 
representative attended the meeting in Phnom Penh, 
speaking in favour of the minor modification. The 
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
held firm in its support for the proposal. Committee 
members realised that this was a unique opportunity to 
resolve what had been long-running, intractable dispute 
over areas of obvious outstanding universal value.

On 26 June 2013, the World Heritage Committee 
unanimously approved the minor modification to 
the Tasmanian Wilderness. Its area was brought to 
1.58 million hectares, 23% of the area of the state of 
Tasmania. 

In 2014, the newly elected Federal government of Tony 
Abbott attempted to rescind part of the previous year’s 
minor modification. The World Heritage Committee took 
less than seven minutes to consign this proposal to the 
dustbin of history.

The Tasmanian Wilderness is one of the world’s 
most diverse and valuable World Heritage properties, 
satisfying seven of the 10 criteria for outstanding 
universal value. (Only one other property matches 
this – Mt Taishan in China.) Its protection has been the 
result of literally decades of hard and often risky work 
on the part of conservationists all over Australia and 
internationally.

The World Heritage Area, of course, is still not fully 
protected. Commercial tourism proposals within the 
property (such as the ones at Lake Malbena and along 
the South Coast Track) threaten its wilderness values 
and cultural heritage. The management plan for the 
property is flawed. The cultural heritage values have 
yet to be fully described. Fires whose impacts have 
intensified due to climate change threaten the property’s 

 » The mountains of the Anne Range were included in the 1982 nomination but the forest of the upper Weld and Styx 
valleys were not added to the TWWHA until 1989 and 2013 respectively. Photo: ©Rob Blakers
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ancient life forms. The arguments for restoring Lake 
Pedder, in the submerged heart of the World Heritage 
Area, are compelling. And many areas that exemplify 
the attributes of the Tasmanian Wilderness have yet to 
be incorporated into the property, including takayna/
Tarkine, the Tyndall Range, Reynolds Falls, and the 
sprawling moorlands, rainforests and coastline south of 
Macquarie Harbour.

Plenty of hard work is still required to achieve these 
objectives. But, as always, the beauty of the Tasmanian 
Wilderness will inspire people to take on the challenge.

 » Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area 1982 - 2013

Geoff Law has been heavily engaged in 
campaigns to protect the Tasmanian 
Wilderness since 1981, and has worked 
for the ACF, TWS and Senator Bob Brown. 
In 1986, he accompanied Bob Brown 
and Senator Graham Richardson on the 
helicopter flight over the threatened forests. 
In 2011, he formulated the proposal for 
a minor boundary modification to the 
Tasmanian Wilderness. Part of this article 
arises from post-graduate research Geoff is 
doing at the University of Tasmania.
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The Cradle Mountain–Lake St Clair National Park 
might have been sparked by a sermon on the mount 
but its implementation was more like a meditation on 
patience. In the 1920s economy reigned over ecology 
in Tasmania. With the State considered an economic 
basket case, government had little appetite for funding 
national parks or for standing in the way of resource 
exploitation. The Scenery Preservation Board which 
nominally managed the park had only advisory powers 
and was, as Gerard Castles suggested, ‘handcuffed’ to 
this development ethos. Voluntary park administrators 
attacked their task with a passion. However, their efforts 
were clouded by conflicts of ideology and pecuniary 
interest. The first two decades of park management 
were beset with challenges from the mining, fur and 
timber industries and the government mantra of hydro-
industrialisation. Even the local experts employed to 
build, maintain and oversee park infrastructure and 
guide walkers were ‘exploiters’—fur hunters and mineral 
prospectors. Tourism also posed a threat. The idea 
of a road from Cradle Mountain to Lake St Clair was 
entertained on the ‘bigger, better and more accessible’ 
social justice principle that has been used time and 
time again in Tasmania to justify development of natural 
assets. It never happened but … things might have been 
very different!

Origins of the park 
 
The Cradle Mountain–Lake St Clair National Park had 
three starting points: Cradle Mountain, the Pelion/Du 
Cane region, and Lake St Clair. At Cradle Valley Gustav 
and Kate Weindorfer established a tourist resort called 
Waldheim in 1912. The story of how they built it and 
almost nobody came has been told a thousand times.

In the Pelion/Du Cane region hunter/prospector Paddy 
Hartnett had a network of huts, some of which doubled 
as staging posts for his guided tours as far south as 

Lake St Clair. Two industrial-size skin drying sheds which 
stood near Kia Ora Creek and in the Du Cane Gap give 
some idea of the scale of hunting operations before and 
after World War One (1914–18). Hartnett’s Du Cane Hut 
remains today.

Lake St Clair had been visited fairly regularly by 
Europeans for almost a century. It was effectively 
reserved in 1885 when a half-mile-wide zone around 
its shores was withdrawn from selection. The Pearce 

 » Waldheim in the Weindorfer era.  Fred Smithies photo, 
courtesy of Margaret Carrington.

A meditation on patience: the 
early struggles of the Cradle 
Mountain–Lake St Clair 
National Park
NIC HAYGARTH
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brothers built a government accommodation house, 
boat house and horse paddock at Cynthia Bay in  
1894–95 but the buildings were destroyed by fire in 
1916.  

When Gustav Weindorfer declared famously that ‘this 
should be a park for the people for all time’, he meant 
only the Cradle Mountain–Barn Bluff area in which he 
operated. Other park proponents, including Director of 
the Tasmanian Government Tourist and Information 
Bureau ET Emmett, and bushwalker photographers Fred 
Smithies, Ray McClinton and HJ King, were familiar with 
a much greater area. They wanted to include the swathe 
of land from Dove Lake to Lake St Clair, making an area 
about six times the size of the Mount Field National 
Park.

The Scenery Preservation Act (1915), under which the 
Freycinet Scenic Reserve and National Park (Mount 
Field National Park) were gazetted in 1916, forbade 
the lighting of fires, cutting of timber, shooting of guns, 
removal or killing of birds and native or imported game 
and damage to scenic or historic features on reserved 
land. The Act therefore effectively forbade hunting but 
it did not expressly forbid mining, even though mining 
always included the lighting of fires and cutting of 
timber. Parts of the proposed national park area were 
already logged, grazed, hunted and mined, and to allay 
fears of these primary industries being locked out of a 
proclaimed reserve, in 1921 the Act was amended to 
allow exemptions from the provisions of the original Act.

 The Pelion oil field 
 
World War One (1914–18) had created anxiety about 
resource security in Australia and precipitated revolution 
and civil war in Russia. Outcomes for Tasmania included 
the search for shale oil reserves and a boom in the 
Tasmanian fur industry, with brush possum skins 
helping to make up for the loss of Russian fur reserves. 
While a lantern lecture campaign promoted the idea of 

a Cradle Mountain national park in 1921, about 80,000 
acres of the land in question was under exploration 
lease in the search for shale oil (‘inspissated asphalite’). 
The Adelaide Oil Exploration Company used a Spurling 
photo to push the idea that Mount Pelion West was a 
motor oil bonanza. Its proponents assured would-be 
investors that its lease contained ‘the greatest potential 
amount of wealth hitherto controlled by any one concern 
in the British Empire, and, probably, in the whole world, 
outside the United States of America’. Faith might be 
able to move mountains, but the government geologist 
assured them it couldn’t put oil in these mountains. 
The only lasting impact of oil exploration was the Horse 
Track south from Waldheim, which was marked to 
enable pack horses to supply coal/oil operations at Lake 
Will.

The Cradle Mountain fur farm

The Cradle Mountain and Lake St Clair Scenic Reserves 
were gazetted under the amended Act in 1922 but at 
first neither was a fauna sanctuary under the Animals 
and Birds Protection Act (1919). With the surge in 
hunting it was inevitable that fur farming on the 
Canadian model was proposed for Tasmania. The Fur 
Farming Encouragement Act (1924) reserved 30,000 
acres at Cradle Mountain for a fur farm, but before local 
hunters could protest, in 1925 this area was dismissed 
as unsuitable by two of the scheme’s proponents, 
Melbourne skin buyers who, extraordinarily, believed that 
‘furs grown at a high altitude have not the good texture 
of those grown on the low-lying country’. Nobody seems 
to have counselled Tasmanian hunters that high country 
furs were inferior. Working at Lake St Clair in the winter 
season of 1925, Bert Nichols reportedly made the small 
fortune of £500, his possum skins fetching 17 shillings 
11 pence and his wallaby skins more than 12 shillings 
each at the Sheffield Skin Sale. This was at a time when 
the average annual wage for a farm worker was about 
£110 to £125.

 » Paddy Hartnett’s massive skin shed near Kia Ora 
Creek, 1913. Stephen Spurling III photo courtesy of 
Stephen Hiller

 » Paddy Hartnett regaling his customers the Kings, 
Smithies and McClintons with tales of the hunt at one 
of the Pelion Huts, 1920. HJ King photo courtesy of 
Daisy Glennie
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 » Fred Smithies’ photo of ‘a trapper’s hut near Lake St 
Clair’, Weekly Courier, 8 August 1928. Courtesy of 
Libraries Tasmania

Two subsidiary management boards

Two subsidiary bodies were appointed to advise the 
Scenery Preservation Board on matters relating to 
the two adjoining scenic reserves. One, the National 
Park Board, already helped manage the Mount Field 
National Park. Chaired by botanist Leonard Rodway, 
with Tasmanian Museum director Clive Lord as its 
secretary, it now added the Lake St Clair Scenic Reserve 
to its purview. The other body, which administered the 
Cradle Mountain Scenic Reserve, was created from 
nominated representatives of interested organisations 
and municipal councils plus several people who had 
campaigned for the reserve’s creation. Ron Smith 
(Cradle Mountain Reserve Board [CMRB] secretary from 
1930) and Fred Smithies became standard bearers 
for the 68,000-acre Cradle Mountain Reserve, but 
their simultaneous ownership of land at Cradle Valley 
inevitably led to a conflict-of-interest situation.

During 1927 the Cradle Mountain and Lake St Clair 
Scenic Reserves were gazetted as fauna sanctuaries. 
Two months later the hunter/prospector Dick Nichols 
was nabbed for poaching at a hunting hut in the Cuvier 
Valley. His brother Bert was probably around somewhere 
too but escaped detection, and it became clear that 
they had a network of hunting huts around Lake St Clair 
and in the Cuvier Valley. Fred Smithies, a member of the 
CMRB, was used to sleeping among the drying pelts in 
Bert Nichols' Marion Creek Hut. In the winter of 1928 he 
took a lovely photo of it under snow and this poacher's 
hut in a fauna sanctuary made the front cover of the 
Weekly Courier newspaper! Nichols later duplicated the 
hut for the use of Overland Track walkers.

The Overland Track

The idea of threading a track through the two reserves 
to unite them seems to have started with Ron Smith, 
who in 1928 envisaged an ‘overland track’ connecting 
Cradle Mountain and Lake St Clair, including a motor 
boat service on the lake. Sections of track that could 
be linked already existed, including that marked by 
Weindorfer from Waldheim to Lake Will (the basis of the 
Horse Track), the Mole Creek Track between Pelion Plain 
and Pine Forest Moor, and hunters’ tracks from Pelion 
Plain through to Lake St Clair and the Cuvier Valley. 
Paddy Hartnett offered to cut the Overland Track for 
£440, but Bert Nichols did it for only £15. He connected 
up sections of track and cleared others south of Pelion 
Plain to form the Overland Track in 1931. Mining, hunting 
and tourism huts like Old Pelion, Lake Windermere and 
DuCane were adopted as staging posts along the track.

Although the official Overland Track went through the 
Cuvier Valley, it soon became standard procedure to 
cross Lake St Clair instead on tourist operator Albert 
‘Fergy’ Fergusson’s motorboat. During the Great 
Depression Miss Velocity was an integral part of Bert 
Nichols’ guided tours on the Overland Track. Fergy’s 

 » Gustav Weindorfer hunting at Lake Lilla with his dog 
Flock, 1922. Stephen Spurling III photo courtesy of 
Stephen Hiller.
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tourist camp of sixteen tent-huts with earthen floors and 
a communal rustic dining room rivalled Weindorfer’s 
set-up at Cradle Valley. He employed a housekeeper and 
owned a ‘frightful old bus’ with sawn-off cane kitchen 
chairs for seats, with which he drove walkers out to the 
Lyell Highway at Derwent Bridge. 

The death and wake of Gustav Weindorfer 

Gustav Weindorfer died of cardiac arrest in Cradle Valley 
in May 1932, apparently in the act of trying to start his 
Indian motorcycle. His name was already inscribed on 
his wife Kate’s headstone at Don in anticipation of him 
joining her there but a group of his friends arranged his 
interment in front of Waldheim. Ironically, despite his 
love of the place, for years Weindorfer had been trying 
to sell and leave Waldheim. Now he was stuck there!

The Austrian secular tradition of remembering departed 
loved ones was adopted at Weindorfer’s grave after 
his sister Rosa Moritsch sent a bunch of flowers and 
four small candles from his native land. These were 
placed on his grave on New Year’s Day 1933. For several 
decades Weindorfer’s good friend Ron Smith organised 
the annual New Year’s Day ceremony. The annual 
commemoration of Weindorfer’s life has assumed 
possibly unparalleled longevity among Australian public 
figures.

 The work of the Connells

First Bert Nichols and then Barrington farmers Lionel 
and Maggie Connell looked after Waldheim before a 
syndicate of Weindorfer’s Launceston friends (George 
Perrin, Charlie Monds, Karl Stackhouse and Fred 
Smithies) bought the chalet from his estate. They asked 
the Connells to stay on as managers. Lionel Connell had 
been snaring around Cradle Mountain for two decades 
and knew the country well. The Connells, with six sons 
and daughters to help them, set about making Waldheim 
financially viable by extending the building and improving 
access to it. 

In the late 1930s the Connells had a tourism package for 
the Northern Reserve that far exceeded that of Gustav 
Weindorfer, ferrying visitors to and from Waldheim in 
their car, accommodating visitors, feeding them with 
produce from the farm at Barrington, guiding them 
around Cradle Mountain and even guiding them on pack-
horse tours on the Overland Track.

Fergy’s other tub: early rangers

Ex-hunter and Overland Track guide Bert Nichols is 
said to have removed Overland Track markers when 
they were not needed in order to snare undetected in 
the fauna sanctuary. Nichols did other infrastructure 
work and was appointed ranger for two months in 1935. 
However, when the time came to appoint a permanent 
ranger the known poacher was not considered for the 
job. 

A Lionel Connell hunting hut built with Dick Nichols 
still stood south of Lake Rodway as a reminder of 
the former’s past. Yet Connell was considered fit for 
a permanent posting as ranger. The Connell family 
demonstrated great enterprise in their work at Cradle 
but conflict between Lionel’s roles of privately employed 

 » Fergy’s racing boat Miss Velocity at rest in front of 
Mount Ida, Lake St Clair, 1929. Marjorie Smith photo 
courtesy of Ian Smith. 

 » The ceremony to unveil the memorial to Gustav 
Weindorfer at Waldheim, 1938, with Ron Smith in the 
foreground at right. Fred Smithies photo courtesy of 
Margaret Carrington
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 » Mt Olympus and Lake St Clair. Stephen Spurling III photo

tourism operator and government-employed ranger at 
the same location were soon obvious. To compound the 
issue, Connell managed Waldheim for Smithies and Karl 
Stackhouse. These men, as members of the CMRB, also 
effectively employed him as a ranger. CMRB Secretary 
Smith also had a family tie with the Connells.

The other remarkable early ranger was Fergy who, like 
Lionel Connell, combined the job with that of tourism 
operator. His toughest journey was not on the lake but 
in an upside-down bath. While building the original Pine 
Valley Hut, the Lake St Clair ranger lugged an iron tub 
to it about 10 km from Narcissus Landing by balancing 
it upside down on his shoulders and head, his forehead 
reputedly having been reinforced to mend a war wound 
(his World War One record suggests only that he 
suffered from shell shock and deafness). Stripping off 
in the heat, his curses echoing inside the bath, he was 
stark naked when he ran into a party of bushwalkers. 

Extension of eastern and western reserve 
boundaries 1935 and 1939

The extension of fauna sanctuary boundaries to natural 
features was done with the intention of negating claims 
by hunters that they weren’t sure where the boundaries 
were. Tommy McCoy seems to have known. His Lake 

Ayr Hut was cheekily perched within sight of the reserve 
boundary. Reactions to it showed the distinction 
between the old-style conservationists in the park 
administration and the new ones of the bushwalking 
community. CMRB Secretary Ron Smith, a former 
possum shooter, respectfully left payment of threepence 
for a candle he removed from McCoy’s camp. Hobart 
hikers, on the other hand, became conservation 
activists, puncturing McCoy’s canned food with a 
geological pick when they found his hut in 1948. McCoy, 
like fellow snarers Paddy Hartnett, Bert Nichols and 
Lionel Connell before him, embraced the opportunities 
offered by tourism, building and repairing Overland Track 
huts. He was proprietor of Waldheim Chalet when he 
died in 1952.

Raising of the water level of Lake St Clair by 
damming 1937

The Art Deco Pump-house Hotel which juts into 
southern Lake St Clair, as if walking the plank for its 
crimes, is a symbol of gradually changing values. In 
1922, in a joint lecture about ‘preserving’ the tract of 
land south from Cradle Mountain, Ray McClinton and 
Fred Smithies deplored the ‘firestick of the destroyer’ 
and the ‘ravages of the trapper’ but spruiked the hydro-
electric potential of the region’s lakes. Fifteen years later 
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 » Fergy overloading Miss Velocity’s more mundane 
replacement at Narcissus Landing, 1940. Ron Smith 
photo courtesy of Charles Smith.

 » First load of logs from Mount Kate, 1943, with (left 
to right) George, Bernard and Leo Stubbs. Ron Smith 
photo, courtesy of Charles Smith

the naivety of this position became apparent when the 
Hydro-Electric Department dammed the Derwent River 
as part of the Tarraleah Power Scheme. After assuring 
the National Park Board that Lake St Clair would be 
unaffected, it raised the lake’s water level by more than 
a metre, sinking the golden moraine sand (the Frankland 
Beaches) and the accompanying islands once painted 
by Piguenit and photographed by Beattie. A fringe of 
dead trees around the lake’s edge now greeted visitors. 
When photographers Stephen Spurling III and Frank 
Hurley joined the National Park Board in attacking the 
Hydro, Minister for Lands and Works Major TH Davies 
sprang to the institution’s defence, describing the 
damage as ‘unavoidable’. This was a taste of what was 
to come at Cataract Gorge, Lake Pedder, the Pieman 
River and the Lower Gordon River. 

Excision of the Wolfram Mine 

With rearmament taking place in Europe in 1938, 
the raised price of tungsten (wolfram), used for 
strengthening steel, prompted an application to reopen 
the (Mount Oakleigh) Wolfram Mine, which was then 
included in the Cradle Mountain Reserve. CMRB 
Secretary Ron Smith penned the board’s opposition 
to the proposal, stating that no payable lode was likely 
to be found and that a successful application would 
set a bad precedent in terms of mining the reserve. 
The subsidiary board’s concerns were not heeded. In 
a forerunner to national park and/or Wilderness World 
Heritage Area excisions at Mount Field, the Hartz 
Mountains and Exit Cave, the mine was temporarily 
excised from the scenic reserve as the Mount Oakleigh 
Conservation Area. No Tasmanian reserved land ever 
seemed inalienable after this.

The Mount Kate sawmill dispute and 
dissolution of the CMRB

The pitfalls of having vested interests on a government 
board again became apparent in December 1943 when 
Ron Smith took advantage of wartime stringency, 
rising timber prices and a finished access road to start 
harvesting King Billy pine on his property at Mount 
Kate. Over the next few years the definition of conflict 
of interest and the limits of official jurisdiction became 
increasingly blurred, as private land was resumed at 
Cradle Valley and the problematic CMRB was dissolved. 
Ironically, Smith and the Launceston syndicate had 
previously offered their land to the government but been 
refused. With Waldheim compulsorily acquired, Lionel 
Connell resigned as ranger. His sons Esrom and Wal 
were later reemployed in their own right as rangers at 
Cradle Mountain and Lake St Clair. The appointment of 
the Cradle Mountain National Park Board in 1947 was 
the first step in placing the national park—as it was now 
known for the first time—on a sounder footing, 25 years 
after the scenic reserves were initially gazetted. But the 
clash of ecology and economy continued.
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TNPA Report 
What is the condition of the 
Tasmanian Wilderness World 
Heritage Area?

On 14 December 1982, the World Heritage Committee 
included in the World Heritage List the core of what is 
now the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area 
(“TWWHA”). The committee was seriously concerned 
about the effect of dam construction on the outstanding 
universal value of the area listed and suggested that 
the area be considered for inclusion in the List of World 
Heritage in Danger because of that construction. 
On the same day, the Franklin Blockade started, to 
protest against destruction of world heritage by dam 
construction.

How did the TWWHA fare over the next 40 years, and 
what condition is it in now?

International concern over threats to the TWWHA 
continued. One measure of that concern is the number 
of “state of conservation” reports the World Heritage 
Committee considered about the TWWHA. Such 
reports are prepared for the committee mainly when 
there are concerns about threats to a World Heritage 
Area. Twenty such reports have been considered for 
the TWWHA. This puts it in the top 7% (by number of 
reports considered) of World Heritage Areas for which 
such reports have been considered (which make up just 
over half of all World Heritage Areas).

The International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(“IUCN”) also made global assessments of the state of 
natural World Heritage Areas in 2014, 2017 and 2020, 
with input from governments and experts. Each of these 
assessments rated the state of the TWWHA overall 
as “good with some concerns”. This overall rating was 
based on more detailed ratings of groups of matters 
that were individually rated. In 2020, the ratings for the 
groups were as follows:

 » threats: high threat;
 » protection and management: mostly effective;
 » state and trend of World Heritage values: low 

concern with a deteriorating trend (surprisingly 
optimistic, given that, of the 14 matters in this 
group that were individually assessed, 11 had a 
state rated high concern).

The Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area 
Management Plan 2016 envisages a complex system 
of monitoring and reporting on the TWWHA, to guide 
management. At the highest level, the plan anticipates 
“State of the TWWHA” reports every 3 years (although 
none have been published  since 2004). Those reports 
are meant to be supported by “Status and Trends” 
reports to “provide regularly updated brief overviews of 
performance in key areas of management”. The plan 
says the following reports (among others) will be made 
publicly available:

 » “a Status and Trends Report on the status and 
conditions of natural values in the TWWHA”;

 » “a Status and Trends Report, starting 5 years 
from plan approval, on the status and condition of 
Aboriginal cultural values in the TWWHA”.

In June 2022, the Tasmanian Government published 
these 2 status and trends reports (for the first time), 
together with a summary of them. They present 
considerably more information than was included in the 
IUCN assessment. They also differ from the assessment 
in the way they organise information and rate matters.

Overall, the reports give a rating of “good with some 
concerns” to the state of:

 » cultural World Heritage values and their associated  
attributes; and

 » natural World Heritage values and their associated    
attributes; and

 » habitats in the TWWHA; and
 » other environmental qualities of the TWWHA.
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The reports also rated trends in condition, focusing on 
the period 2004-2019. It is not clear why this period 
was chosen; the only State of the TWWHA report 
was published in 2004 but focused on the period 
1992 – 1999. Rating trends over 15 years contrasts 
with the IUCN assessment of trends over the 3 years 
immediately before the assessment.

Comparing the status and trends report on natural 
values in the TWWHA with the IUCN assessment is 
hard, because of differences in rating scales and what 
they are applied to. However the Tasmanian government 
report suggests conditions and trends in values are 
generally more favourable than the IUCN assessment 
indicates. For example:

 » the Status and Trends report indicates that, overall, 
the trend in World Heritage values is stable, while 
the IUCN assessment identifies a deteriorating 
trend; and

 » the Status and Trends report indicates that the 
condition of giant trees and very tall forests is good 
with some concern, while the IUCN assessment 

says the state of those trees and forests is of high 
concern; and

 » the Status and Trends report indicates that the 
condition of moorlands, sphagnum peatlands and 
organic soil is good with some concern, while the 
IUCN assessment says the state of undisturbed 
tracts of undisturbed peatlands and moorlands is 
of high concern.

 » The Status and Trends report states that the “threat 
to wilderness values of the TWWHA is considered 
to be major” but fails to list tourism development 
in remote areas as a threat. In contrast, the IUCN 
assessment identifies the “impacts of increasing 
ad hoc development of tourism infrastructure and 
associated mechanised access on the wilderness 
character”, as a high threat.

Nevertheless, it is clear from both the State government 
reports and the IUCN assessment that the World 
Heritage values of the TWWHA are still not secure. Forty 
years after the start of the Franklin blockade, action is 
still needed to address the threats.



TNPA NEWS #34: WINTER—SPRING 2022 23

The TNPA lost one of its staunchest supporters with 
the death of Melva Truchanas, on Wednesday 11 May 
2022, aged 92.

The Truchanas name is synonymous with the 
campaign fifty years ago to save the original Lake 
Pedder from flooding for hydro-electric development. 
The story of this campaign, the role of husband 
Olegas’ images in the audio-visual slide show, the role 
of Melva herself, and how it led to the formation of the 
world’s first green political party, the United Tasmania 
Group, has been well told elsewhere, as has Melva’s 
role in the ongoing campaign to restore the lake.

But her concerns were far broader than Pedder. 
Growing up in Launceston and a keen bushwalker in 
her younger days, Melva had a lifelong affinity with  
the Tasmanian wilderness, and the Cradle Mountain 
area in particular. As a member of Friends of Cradle 
Valley she missed no opportunity to express her 
outrage at the thoughtless development despoiling 
her beloved Cradle Valley.

She supported the TNPA from its earliest days and 
was the obvious choice to cut the cake at TNPA’s 
20th birthday celebration on 2 October 2021 (when 
the accompanying photo was taken). She seized the 
opportunity to remind all present of the need to keep 
working to stop further degradation at Cradle.

I got to know her well from 1994, firstly from my role 
as projectionist of the revived Pedder audio-visual (in 
its original form when it showed real slides on two 
synchronised slide projectors!), then by helping her 
sort and label Olegas’ many slides. We spent so much 
time going through the Pedder slides that I felt that I 
knew the place, even though I had never been there. 
More recently, I have on several occasions driven her 
to Cradle for Friends of Cradle Valley meetings, which 
she obviously appreciated.

Vale Melva Truchanas
NICK SAWYER

 » Melva cutting the cake at the TNPA’s 20th  
anniversary celebration in 2021 Photo: ©Grant Dixon

 » Facing page: Aerial view of Lake Pedder, 
south-west Tasmania, before it was flooded, 
fifty years ago, as part of a hydro-electric 
development. Melva Truchanas was active 
in the campaign to save the lake from 
inundation and right up until her passing 
played a key role in the campaign to restore 
Lake Pedder. Photo: Elspeth Vaughan



 » Snowdrift, Cradle Plateau, 1925. Photo: Fred Smithies

TNPA News
TNPA News is published twice a year. It aims to provide 
informative articles on issues related to national 
parks and other reserves, as well as updates on TNPA 
activities and campaigns. The views expressed in TNPA 
News are not necessarily those of the TNPA Inc. For 
this issue many thanks to: Rob Blakers, Grant Dixon, Nic 
Haygarth, Geoff Law, Stephen Mattingley, Nick Sawyer, 
The Wilderness Society. Original articles in TNPA News 
may be reproduced, but please acknowledge the author 
and source. 

Contributions to TNPA News No. 35 are welcome 
(deadline 30 March 2023). Please send contributions to: 
info@tnpa.org.au (attention: TNPA News editor). 

This newsletter was correct at 24 November 2022. 
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Meetings
Management Committee meetings are held 
approximately 10 times per year. Members and 
supporters are welcome to attend meetings. 

Members wishing to attend Management Committee 
meetings please contact the TNPA (info@tnpa.org.au) 
for date, time and venue of next meeting.


