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l asmania’s

wilderness doesn’t
really need any
introduction. It’s
been a prized
destination for generations of bushwalkers. It’s
also been the focus of some of Australia’s most
hard fought conservation campaigns. Inscribed
on the World Heritage list in 1982 and
expanded in 1989, the area is now recognised
as a wilderness of outstanding world value.

It’s a bitter irony, but it's the very beauty of
wilderness that poses one of its greatest threats.
Wilderness is the world’s fastest disappearing
non-renewable resource. That makes it a very
rare commodity and more and more people
want to visit what’s left. It’s a problem which
faces wild areas right across Australia and
around the world.

During the past two decades an increase in
walker numbers in Tasmania’s wilderness
World Heritage Area (WHA) has led to a rapid
deterioration in the condition of walking tracks
throughout much of the region, and to other
usage-related problems such as crowding and
unplanned track formation. In fact about
20,000 people are spending 35,000 nights in
Tasmania’s wild areas every year. In many
areas visitor numbers are clearly unsustainable.

Walker enjoyment is also being affected by
the social consequences of over-crowding. In a
recent Parks and Wildlife survey, one third of
all walkers reported that encounters with other
walkers at campsites had detracted from their
enjoyment on the trip they had just completed.

The Fragile Landscape

In Tasmania, the problems are exacerbated by the
extreme fragility of the landscape. The vegetation,
soil, sub-soil and even sometimes the bedrock is
tremendously fragile. The steepness of the tracks
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and the poor
drainage combine
to accentuate the
problems still
further. In some of

the alpine areas one ill-placed walking boot can do
more damage than a hundred storms. For example
once the bolster of a cushion plant is broken it
becomes highly susceptible to frost and water
damage. It may take as long as fifty years to

recover - if at all.

as slowly as a centimetre a century.

Soils in many areas accumulate

Once a track

begins to form, particularly on steep terrain, the

high rainfall and subsequent
run-off wash away the soil,
making revegetation extremely
slow and sometimes impossible.

Walking Track

Management Strategy

Finding a solution

to these problems is
not easy. Any
management strategy
must walk a fine line
between preserving
wilderness values and
protecting the right
of access to the
wilderness. In
response, the
Tasmanian Parks &
Wildlife Service has
developed a
comprehensive
Walking Track
Management Strategy.
It’s a bold blueprint
drawing together the
whole gamut of
management options
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Jessie Luckman, Bushwalker

“I count myself one of the lucky ones
because, when | went bushwalking back in
the 1920s, there were no reliable maps of
the wilder parts of Tasmania ... there was
a feeling of challenge and exploration, a
wonderful sense of remoteness. But when,
in 1956, we visited the national parks in
western USA we found the park rangers
already discussing the need for greater
track control and some kind of permit
system because of the mounting pressure
of visitor numbers. And we realised, even
then, that our own wilderness areas might
one day come under the threat of being
“over loved”. Well that day has arrived.

But, so long as the necessary management

is thoughtful and sensitive, let us not

regard it as an imposition but accept it as
a privilege that we are still able to visit
our wild places and experience something
of the beauty and magic which has made
them so loved.”



for the area. The key
ones include:

Sir Edmund Hillary, Mountaineer

“ Tasmania has some magnificent tramping

country with beautiful rivers, pleasant

mountains and unique button grass plains. e The introduction of

a Permit System

* A comprehensive
Track Works
Programme

* A focus on ‘Priority
Erosion Control’

... In the past | have strongly opposed
official restrictions on access to these
beautiful areas and still heartily dislike
any policy of charging people to visit these
places which | regard as public property.
However | have seen all too clearly in New
Lealand and the Himalayas how the
growing mass of visitors can unfortunately * Minimising
damage the environment unless some trampling damage in
trackless areas

* An expanded
Education Programme
¢ Ongoing monitoring

careful restrictions are imposed. ...
Tasmania is clearly experiencing the same
problems and the only answer seems to be
diversification of routes, restrictions on
the n.umbers that can (ros.s a path a.t any and research
one time, and even the building of timber
walkways and bridges in the more . .
) < The recommendations
environmentally degraded areas. But it is ,
in the Strategy are
based on an
exhaustive inventory
of tracks and track
conditions throughout
the WHA and in a
number of adjacent natural

areas. Building on the original

important that it be handled with care so
as those who love the out of doors do not
feel cramped and restricted.”

track inventory programme, the
Parks and Wildlife Service
(PWS) currently has over 350
monitoring sites in the World Heritage Area. At
each site PWS officers gather information including,
the depth of the erosion, the loss of vegeration
cover, the presence or absence of mud and the
evidence of frequent water flow at the site. The
monitoring programme provides the basis for a
systematic assessment of the levels, rates of change
and distribution of track impacts throughout the
WHA. It also helps with the identification of
existing and potential trouble spots and helps
managers predict future track conditions.

The Permit System

In the face of an ever increasing number of visitors,
the only sure way of protecting both the wilderness
values and the recreational opportunities is to
ensure that the number of walkers doesn’t exceed
sustainable limits. The introduction of a permit
system is the key to regulating numbers.
Regulating walker numbers at a sustainable level
will stem the tide of environmental damage and
help contain the escalating repair costs. The issuing
of permits is also an effective means of monitoring
usage patterns and provides the opportunity to
educate walkers about the Minimal Impact
Bushwalking Code and up-to-date management
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measures in place in specific areas. On some of our
best known tracks like the Overland Track, such

a system will prevent crowding and enhance the
wilderness experience by providing the opportunity
for peace and solitude. Of all the recommendations
contained in the Strategy, the proposal for a permit
system has generated the most vigorous debate
amongst the walking community. Despite concern
from some quarters, a recent survey found that
some 70% of walkers support the introduction

of a permit system as a means of addressing
environmental and social problems.

Aerial photographs of Lake Cygnus
(top) and High Moor (below) in the
Western Arthur Range (February 1995)
reveal an alarming network of
unplanned track development

The striking white patches on High
Moor reveal the extent of degraded
ampsites on this once pristine alpine
moorfand. Unplanned track
development 15 also dearly visible

This damage is caused by a surprisingly
low number of people. Less than 200
people visit this area every year
Photographs © PWS

Track monitoring in progress

Permit systems have been in place at Wilsons
Promontory in Victoria and at Hinchinbrook Island
in north Queensland for many years. Both areas
were under extreme pressure from ever increasing
visitor numbers. Permits were introduced to ensure
that the natural values of the respective areas were
protected. Since their introduction some of the
most heavily degraded sections of track have
started to recover. By regulating numbers at
various campsites the visitor experience has also
been enhanced. Similarly, permits and quotas were
introduced in New Zealand and the United States
many years ago.

The following comments by Chris Baxter,
Managing Editor of Wild Magazine, exemplify the
issues and concerns of many people.

“I've always been unashamedly outspoken
about what I see as inappropriate and unnecessary
regulation. But there is no doubt that with the
recent trends in visitor numbers the Tasmanian
wilderness is currently experiencing a “death by a
thousand cuts”. While restrictions and permits are
anathema to us all, there is a growing realisation



that some form of official regulation, such as
already exists in many parts of the world, is
required to control visitor numbers in the most
sensitive of Tasmania’s bushwalking destinations.
We must not ignore the possibility that this may
be the only means by which fair and equal - if
restricted - access to these areas is granted to
everyone.”

In consultation with user groups, investigations
are currently under way to determine the most
appropriate type of permit system and method of
permit issue for Tasmania’s World Heritage Area.

Track deterioration is a senious
problem throughout the World
Heritage Area. Problems are
exacerbated by the inherent fragility
of much of the western Tasmanian
environment. Of the 1000km of
tracks 200km are eroded to a depth
of 25cm or more. Local erosion in
some areas 15 substantially deeper
than 25cm.  Campuite degradation
1§ also very senous especilly in
alpine areas where revegetation can
take centunes.
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Intensive track stabilisation works
involve techniques such as
duckboarding like this near Melalevca
However such techmiques are often
incompatible with the wilderness
values of remote areas and Gn
change the recreational opportunity
of particular tracks.
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Track Works Programme

Of the 1000 kilometres of tracks throughout the
WHA, 200 kilometres are already heavily eroded to
a depth of 25 centimetres or more. Local erosion
in some areas is substantially deeper than 25¢cm
with some sections of track sited on peat soils
eroding to a depth of more than one and a half
metres. But that’s not all, 100km of the tracks are
muddy and 85km are braided. In addition to the
20 per cent of tracks already badly eroded, research
shows that a further 400 kilometres will be subject
to substantially increased erosion within 20 years if
decisive action is not taken.

Traditionally, intensive track stabilisation works
have been undertaken to deal with the problem of
track deterioration. Most walkers will be familiar
with techniques such as duck-boarding, cording,
double planking and gravelling. For the most part,
this work has focused on the high-use tracks such
as the Overland Track and the South Coast Track.
This work is continuing in some areas. But
intensively stabilising tracks doesn’t solve all the
problems and can lead to a range of new ones. It is

incompatible with the wilderness values of remote
areas and often changes the recreational
opportunity afforded on a particular track. Asa
result, users who are seeking more challenging
recreational experiences are displaced to other
areas and the process of track development and
deterioration begins anew. It is estimated that over
500 kilometres of unplanned tracks could develop
within the next 20 years. That’s an increase to the
existing track network of 50%.

Even if it was desirable to intensively harden
all the existing tracks in the WHA it would be
prohibitively expensive across the whole area.
Costs start at around $40 per metre and can be as
high as $100 per metre in remote areas. And even
assuming that the money was available, the terrain
in some areas defies a technological solution!
Importantly however the Strategy introduces some
new initiatives in track maintenance.

‘Priority Erosion Control’

Priority Erosion Control (PEC) is “first-aid” for
tracks and focuses on rapidly deteriorating sections
of track. In most cases this involves deflecting
water off sections of eroding track by building
water bars, or raised barriers or dips constructed
at an angle across tracks on slopes. In other cases
the installation of stepping stones or single width
planking on alpine moorland where mud churning
is leading to track widening

and braiding is also effective.

‘Fanning Out’
The installation of “fan-out”
signs in some low use
or trackless areas is
also being employed

Peter Dombrovskis, Photographer
to encourage walkers :

“1 usu;II} prefer to let my photographs

to spread out over the
landscape rather than
walking in each others
footsteps. This helps
prevent the
development of
unplanned pads and
tracks. In some areas
it may only be used as
a temporary measure
until intensive track
stabilisation can be
undertaken.

Education

The availability of
suitable information is
critical if users are to

speak for themselves. They present the
case for wilderness in its purest form.

No polemic, just the inarguable,
undeniable record of what Tasmania has
been endowed with by nature, but which
it can so easily lose through ‘development’
and an unsustainable number of visitors.
We have already lost so much. The
flooding of Lake Pedder is a burden | still
carry around today. We must continue
to work hard to ensure that the scenes

in the photographs are not overwhelmed

by the impacts of an inappropriate

and insensitive human presence. The
Parks and Wildlife Walking Track
Management Strategy has been developed
to ensure that future generations will
continue to experience the wilderness

in its ‘purest form'."



Lincoln Hall
Editor OUT THERE Magazine
“For me the most inspiring sight in the

taking the pressure off some of the most fragile
areas in the WHA.

enjoy their wild
experiences. The
introduction of a
simple but
comprehensive track
classification scheme
helps users to match
their choices of walks
to their level of
experience. Providing
details about
gradients, surfaces,
party size and facilities
gives walkers a rough
guide to what they

world is the view across a vast tract of

wilderness, be it in the Himalaya,

Solving a Complex Problem

No one component of the Walking Track
Management Strategy will single-handedly solve the
problem. Intensive track work while very valuable
can create a whole new set of problems.
Education, the redirection of walkers and the
development of publicity guidelines will at best
only buy us time. They do not provide a solution
to the problems of erosion, campsite deterioration
and proliferation, trampling damage at specific
sites, unplanned track formation and crowding.

Antarctica, Irian Jaya, or at home in
Tasmania. It's the Catch 22 of the
environmental movement that nothing
inspires the need to preserve wilderness
more than a wilderness experience, and
yet the cumulative effect of too many
visitors is degradation of the very source
of inspiration. If Tasmania's magnificent
wilderness areas are to survive the hands-
on, feet-on adoration of wilderness lovers,
then a system regulating the numbers of

walkers needs to be implemented soon.
We should view these measures not as
restrictions upon us, but as a celebration
of the right of wilderness to exist.”
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can expect to find
out on the track. To
assist publishers and
authors the track
classification scheme
also details the
appropriate levels of
publicity for each track.

Publicity Guidelines

Publicity about the WHA is
generated from many sources. These include
government departments, members of the public,
route guide authors, walking clubs, tourist
organisations, commercial operators, and magazine
editors just to name a few. There is no doubt that
some types of publicity can erode wilderness values
by stimulating an increase in the

These impacts are a direct result of unsustainable
numbers of walkers and are potentially
overwhelming and in many cases dangerously
irreversible. Only a package of these strategies,
including the introduction of permits, offers a long-
term solution. The minimal impact campaign will
obviously continue to be a vital mechanism for
minimising impacts from walkers. But no matter
how carefully or conscientiously walkers comply
with a minimal impact code, impact will still occur.
If it takes 50 pairs of feet over a piece of ground to
cause a track to form or erode and you are one of
those 50 walkers then you are part of the problem.
Once sustainable limits are exceeded it is of little
consequence whether the walkers are “minimal-
impact” conscious or not. Using natural areas
sustainably involves accepting responsibility for
this. With the current trends,

number of visitors to remote and
sensitive areas in the WHA. The
education campaign addresses the
problem of inappropriate publicity
through the formulation of a set of
guidelines, and through ongoing
liaison with wilderness users and
publishers. By developing such
guidelines we aim to ensure that
some of the mystique of wild areas
remains, allowing future
generations of walkers to delight
in their own discoveries.

State-Wide Strategy

The process is also underway to
develop a state-wide walking track strategy
involving the Parks and Wildlife Service, Forestry
Tasmania, The Department of Tourism, Sport
and Recreation and other land management
agencies. Such a development will serve the dual
purpose of developing and promoting new and
exciting options for bushwalkers while hopefully

regulating numbers in the most
sensitive areas is inevitable.

Comments Welcome!

The Walking Track Management
Strategy is a major step forward in
the field of wilderness recreation
management in Australia. But no
single blueprint can provide all the
answers. If there are ways that
you think the Strategy could be
improved, please let us know.

We welcome your comments

and suggestions.

For further information contact:
The PWS Track Management Team:

PO Box 44A, Hobart 7001
Ph: (03) 6233 2669, Fax: (03) 6223 8308
Email: Tracks@delm.tas.gov.au
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More information is available at our
World Wide Web site:

http://www.parks.tas.gov.au/



