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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 
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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.
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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



14 TASMANIAN NATIONAL PARKS ASSOCIATION

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
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