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“Wilderness is land whose landscapes 
and the living systems thereon remain in 
a largely natural condition: that is, largely 
undisturbed by the impacts and activities 
of human society other than Indigenous 
societies following predominantly 
hunter-gatherer ways of life.”
(Hawes, M, Dixon, G & Bell, C 2018, Refining the definition of Wilderness: 
Safeguarding the experiential and ecological values of remote natural land, 
Bob Brown Foundation Inc., Hobart, Australia)
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Underlying most of the articles in this issue of TNPA 
News is the theme of the longstanding and ongoing 
struggle between those who strive to protect what is 
unique and special about Tasmania - its natural and 
cultural values and its way of life – and those who see in 
our wild places only opportunities for attaining personal 
wealth and/or power. There is also the struggle between 
those who look long-term, wanting future generations 
to experience and enjoy this island as we are able to do 
– and those who are focused only on short-term gain, 
for themselves or for their cronies.

Kevin Kiernan’s book, Eroding the Edges of Nature, 
which is reviewed in this issue, is, in part, a history of 
the environmental battles that have been fought in 
Tasmania for well over a century. As early as 1886 there 
was concern expressed about the rate of logging on 
‘Hobart’s backdrop’, kunanyi/Mt Wellington. However 
the logging continued until all millable timber had been 
taken. The Tasmanian pattern of ‘David and Goliath’ 
struggles has continued ever since.

Kiernan explodes the myth that once an area has 
national park status it is safe from development: 
“National parks are commonly but inaccurately assumed 
to comprise inviolable lands guaranteed permanent 
protection. But over 5,500 ha of Tasmania’s national 
parks have been revoked to allow logging of areas once 
supposedly preserved in perpetuity.” (Eroding the Edges 
of Nature, p. 362)

Among Australian states Tasmania is a standout for 
national park revocations.

Tourism is ‘the new logging’ in Tasmania. Nick Sawyer’s 
TNPA News article on Tourism Master Plans shows how 
the tourism industry, or parts of it (there are tourism 
businesses, mostly run by small operators, which have 
a basis of genuine respect and care for Tasmania’s wild 
places) view Tasmania’s national parks and reserves as a 
resource to ‘mine’ for maximum profit.  The Parks Service 
is obliged to use its precious resources to facilitate 
commercial tourism ventures while most of our parks 
and reserves languish from lack of proper management. 
The Tasmanian public, which owns these precious and 

irreplaceable assets, loses out, over and over, while our 
governments focus on ‘business opportunities’ for the 
private sector.

This issue of TNPA News also features an article about 
the launch of an important new publication called 
Refining the Definition of Wilderness. This timely work 
offers a scholarly perspective on the definition of 
wilderness. Four years ago the Tasmanian government 
almost completely removed any meaningful reference to 
‘wilderness’ from the draft Tasmanian Wilderness World 
Heritage Area (TWWHA) Management Plan. While the 
government was unsuccessful in that bid (some relevant 
material reappeared in the final plan), it then applied 
itself to undermining the efforts of conservationists 
to preserve what is left of prime wilderness areas, by 
inviting commercial tourism operators into the TWWHA 
under the slogan “unlocking our national parks …”.

At the present time, with the term ‘Wilderness’ being 
used as a marketing hook by the more unprincipled 
elements of the tourism industry, there is a crucial need 
for a clear and unambiguous definition of ‘wilderness’, 
along with a methodology for determining wilderness 
quality. Refining the Definition of Wilderness does just this.

At the time of production of this issue of TNPA News, 
Halls Island, Lake Malbena, is the focus of conflict 
between those who cherish our wild places for their 
wildness and remoteness and those who see these 
places as a source of financial gain, for themselves—and 
who are aided and abetted by the tactics of the current 
Tasmanian government. As fly-fishing writer Greg French 
points out, in an opinion piece reproduced in TNPA 
News, Lake Malbena has become a ‘test case’ between 
those who stand for protection of Tasmania’s wilderness 
and those who stand for its exploitation. 

One thing is certain: if a complacent public stands by 
and allows ever more ‘erosion of the edges of nature’ 
there will soon be precious little left of Tasmania’s wild 
and unspoiled places. The TNPA urges all our members 
and supporters to speak up for the protection of 
Tasmania’s Wilderness World Heritage Area and all other 
parks and reserves.

EDITORIAL

by Catharine Errey



 TNPA NEWS 27     3

Refining the Definition of Wilderness 
—book launch

Launch of Wilderness book at Fullers Bookshop Hobart, Aug 2018

Martin Hawes, Grant Dixon & Chris Bell 2018, 
Refining the definition of Wilderness: Safeguarding 
the experiential and ecological values of remote 
natural land, Bob Brown Foundation Inc., Hobart, 
Australia.

This new publication was launched at Fullers Bookshop 
in Hobart on the 10th August 2018. Two of the authors, 
Martin Hawes and Grant Dixon, gave the following 
speeches at the launch.

The Tasmanian National Parks Association’s Mission 
Statement is to preserve the integrity of, and expand, 
the Tasmanian national park system, and to ensure 
appropriate management of its natural and cultural 
values. Arguing for the protection of wild places 
has underpinned several aspects of this and hence 
TNPA supports the publication of the following new 
publication. It is hoped this will foster wider recognition 
of the values of wilderness and a wider consensus on 
how wilderness should be defined and hence managed.

Martin Hawes

Wilderness matters. The Earth’s last wild places have 
incalculable value in terms of the ecological wellbeing 
of the planet, and in terms of our own psychological and 
spiritual wellbeing.

We wrote this book to send a message to the Tasmanian 
government. Only four years ago the government 
tried to erase almost all mention of wilderness from 
the draft Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area 
Management Plan. It even tried to erase the word 
‘wilderness’ from the name of the World Heritage Area.

We wrote it to send a message to the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), which 
advises on the World Heritage List. Wilderness is still 
not adequately recognised under the World Heritage 
Convention.

How we define wilderness matters. To defend wilderness, 
we need to be clear about what we’re defending. Our 
arguments need to be clear. The definition of wilderness is 
the bedrock of any legislation or government policies that 
are established to identify and manage wilderness. If the 
definition is vague, the protection will inevitably be weak.

Wilderness is wild. It is not just any old patch of halfway 
natural country. Wilderness areas are the crème de la 
crème of the wild Earth. But the word ‘wilderness’ has 
been misused to the point where it is at risk of becoming 
meaningless.

The tourism industry has commandeered the word 
‘wilderness’ because it’s an effective marketing hook. 
If you Google the world wilderness, one of the first 
phrases that comes up is ‘wilderness railway’. We’ve got 
news for the tourism industry: However far you travel by 
rail or road, you will never arrive at a wilderness area.

Conservationists, too, have played a part in diluting 
the word ‘wilderness’ because the word helps to win 
campaigns. I recently read an article that described 
Chauncy Vale as a wilderness. Chauncy Vale is a 
homestead. There’s a danger in this. If you accept that an 
area that contains roads and buildings is a wilderness, 
how can you object when someone wants to build roads 
and buildings in ‘real’ wilderness?
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Martin Hawes speaking at Wilderness book launch, Aug 2018

There is currently no consensus on how wilderness 
should be defined. This lack of consensus weakens the 
basis for protecting wilderness. A great deal of effort 
has gone into previous definitions, but the picture is 
still fragmented. We called our document Refining the 
definition of wilderness because we’ve tried to draw 
together the many threads into a definition that can 
have universal application.

Most existing definitions recognise the ecological values 
of wilderness. Few recognise its experiential values – 
that is, the values associated with the human experience 
of wilderness. Some definitions don’t even mention 
experiential values.

The experiential values of wilderness include recreation, 
artistic and spiritual inspiration, and the solace of 
knowing that wilderness exists, even for those who may 
never go there.

Ecological values and experiential values don’t always 
coincide. An area that has been identified and set aside 
to protect ecological values will not necessarily be 
suitable for protecting experiential values. For example, 
it might be subject to frequent low-altitude overflights, 
which would wreck the wilderness experience of most 
visitors.

Ecological values are undoubtedly important. Extensive 
areas of rainforest, of savannah, or boreal forest, should 
be preserved as far as possible. The fact that such 
areas may contain vehicle tracks, or buildings, or even 
settlements, shouldn’t be an obstacle to protecting 
them. But areas that are remote from roads and 
settlements have even greater value in ecological terms. 
And unlike areas that are close to roads or buildings, 
they have outstanding experiential values. These are the 
areas that we should be calling wilderness.

Unlike most definitions, ours identifies remoteness 
as one of the defining characteristics of wilderness. 
Remoteness is intimately linked to the experiential 
values of wilderness because remote settings allow the 
visitor to experience a sense of immersion in the natural 
world, isolated from the noise and infrastructure of 
modern technological society.

Defining wilderness in terms of remoteness has 
implications for the design and management of 
wilderness protected areas. For a wilderness area to be 
remote it must be surrounded by an area that makes 
it remote. For a wilderness area to stay remote, the 
wilderness area and the surrounding area must both be 

kept free of infrastructure such as roads and buildings, 
as well as free of vehicular access. Combined, these 
areas have characteristics (such as intactness) that 
are advantageous for protecting ecological as well as 
experiential values. We argue that a remoteness-based 
approach is the best way to design wilderness reserves 
to protect the full range of values that are associated 
with wilderness.

The emphasis on remoteness recognises that 
developments such as roads and buildings have an 
impact not only on their immediate footprint but at 
a distance, altering the character of the surrounding 
landscape. If you build a hut in a previously pristine 
valley, the valley will no longer be pristine.

Wilderness is fragile. It only takes a single road, or a single 
‘wilderness lodge’, to rob an area of its wild character. 
Wilderness around the world is being lost at an alarming 
rate – to logging, mining, agriculture, and indiscriminate 
tourism development. If we are not clear what wilderness 
is, and take the necessary steps to protect every last 
hectare of it, the wilderness that we have here in 
Tasmania will die a death of a thousand cuts.

We have written this book to challenge governments 
and agencies like the IUCN to recognise the experiential 
as well as the ecological values of wilderness; to 
recognise the significance of remoteness; and to commit 
to doing everything in their power to protect the little 
wilderness that remains.

Grant Dixon

As many of you may know, I have been privileged to 
have visited many wild places worldwide, over some 
four decades. Observations during these travels put 
Tasmania in a global context and remind one what a 
special place it is.
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When one revisits wild places over years, changes and 
impacts are brought home, so a couple of anecdotes:

Last week, after finally getting this book off to the 
printer, I revisited the Snowy Range, an area of 
significant wild character in the Huon valley, and 
remoting country for wilderness in the Weld valley that 
was protected in 1989.

Sitting up there on a winter morning, I reflected on both 
what might have been, and also what has transpired. 
In the early 1980s, there was a proposal to develop 
Honeybird Basin (near Nevada Peak) for downhill skiing. 
Given marginal snow conditions, this seems even 
more ludicrous today than when it was proposed but 
if construction had progressed there would now be 
infrastructure with an increasingly marginal use in an 
area with significantly reduced wild character.

Southwest of the Snowy Range lies the Weld valley, 
and again visible from its crest, lies the lower Weld 
valley in which development during the same era 
has had a massive negative effect on wild character 
and wilderness. Road construction in the lower Weld 
valley (and the Picton valley further south) expanded 
dramatically in the 1970s, usually by construction of a 
long trunk road with the first logging coupes near their 
end, thereby, in a short period dramatically reducing 
remoteness. (Of course destruction of naturalness 
progressively followed and those valley tracts are now 
devoid of significant wild character for a lifetime). I don’t 
think it is over-cynical to think that Forestry Tasmania 
“got it” back then; i.e. understood the importance of 
remoteness to wilderness, and their roading strategy 
aimed to maximise impacts on this.

I’ve spent a lot of time in New Zealand, especially 
Fiordland, which contains that country’s greatest extent 
of truly wild country. The famous Milford Sound is one 
of few settlements in this area and is a base for tourism 
that includes helicopter scenic flights.

Helicopter landings are limited to one site and 
regulated; in recent years up to 10 landings/day have 
been permitted at Ngapunatoru Plateau. There were 
issues even with this as the small glacier is located at 
the northern end of the Darran Mountains and the 
access overflies remote backcountry. But from 2016, 
the Department of Conservation decided to allow up 
to 70 aircraft a day to land on the glacier. Their stated 
rationale was based solely on “demand”, and then 
justified as a “trial”. That’s 140 helicopter flights daily over 

the backcountry, with some routes overflying a legally 
designated wilderness area. While the direct impacts 
(noise etc) of helicopter access are arguably transient, 
these numbers could mean one overflight every five 
minutes. Just as importantly, the loss of remoteness 
provided by helicopter access is just as dramatic as 
constructing a road.

This decision to increase helicopter flights was reversed 
in April this year after a ruling by New Zealand’s 
Ombudsman, but the reasoning was not about 
wilderness impacts but because the Department of 
Conservation had breached their own management 
plan. But the Fiordland National Park management plan 
is being reviewed soon and so there will be another 
opportunity for the pro-development lobby and we 
know how that is turning out in Tasmania.

Wilderness has many values, some more important 
to some people than others, but whatever they are it 
ultimately comes down to protecting an area of land in 
a way that provides for the long term maintenance of all 
of them.

This requires clarity regarding the defining 
characteristics of wilderness (naturalness, remoteness, 
primitiveness) – something we hope our book might 
provide – which then provides a sound basis for long 
term management.

What needs to be managed, of course, are the human 
impacts on wilderness; it is only by managing (which 
often implies limiting) those impacts that wilderness 
can be protected in the long term. Eternal vigilance 
is required on the part of all of us who care about 
wilderness and wish to defend it.

Refining the definition of wilderness: Safeguarding the 
experiential and ecological values of remote natural 
land, by Martin Hawes, Grant Dixon and Chris Bell, is 
available from the Bob Brown Foundation and major 
bookshops. A pdf version can also be downloaded 
from bit.ly/RefiningWilderness

A Youtube video summarising the book’s message can 
be viewed at bit.ly/RefiningWildernessVideo
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Dove Lake from Cradle Face Track. Location of proposed enclosed viewing shelter is at car park at far end	 Image credit: Nick Sawyer

Most Tasmanians’ understanding of national parks is that 
they are managed for the protection and appreciation 
of the natural and cultural environment by the Parks and 
Wildlife Service (PWS). The well-informed will appreciate 
that the PWS is guided by the park’s management 
plan, which is a statutory document. This means that 
there is a process defined in law for the preparation of 
a management plan, which includes opportunity for 
public comment, and publication of the official response 
to this comment. Requirements contained in the final, 
approved management plan are legally enforceable.

The influence of the tourism industry over Tasmania’s 
national parks is increasing, reflected in several recent 
changes to park management plans for the sole purpose 
of facilitating a particular commercial development 
within a park. Another change has occurred almost 
unnoticed: the introduction of a new type of plan, the 
Tourism Master Plan. Park management plans cannot 
control activities beyond the park boundary so there is 
a legitimate need for planning to coordinate activities 
which straddle the boundary, such as visitor transport 
services at both Freycinet and Cradle Mountain. 

However, master plans are not statutory so they are 
not subject to the legal requirements for openness and 
transparency which apply to formal management plans; 
they are being used to legitimise, with minimal public 
debate, proposals including privatisation of facilities, 
with long-term implications for the future of Tasmania’s 
national parks and tourism industry.

This is reinforced by Alvaro Ascui’s Talking Point Park 
numbers game spells disaster (Mercury 26 September) 
which raises concerns about the emphasis in the 
recently released draft of the Freycinet Master Plan on 
“simply upgrading tourism infrastructure every time it 
is overwhelmed” rather than “a sensible conversation 
about what is a realistic carrying capacity of tourists”.

Even though the Freycinet Master Plan is driven by the 
goal of boosting tourism, at least it was prepared under 
the auspices of the PWS with some opportunity for input 
from the public. The same cannot be said for the Cradle 
Mountain Master Plan (which proposes grandiose new 
facilities on the former airstrip and at Dove Lake, and 
a cable car to link the two). This was driven by tourism 
interests with minimal input from informed stakeholders 

Tourism Master Plans
by  Nicholas Sawyer
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Dove Lake carpark from Marions Lookout. In October, the public was asked to comment on one relatively minor component of the 	 Image credit: Nick Sawyer 
Cradle Mountain Master Plan, the closure of Dove Lake carpark to cars (supported by TNPA) and the construction (on the former carpark)  
of an enclosed viewing shelter (not supported by the TNPA).   
See http://tnpa.org.au/dove-lake-viewing-shelter-draft-development-proposal-eis/	

outside the industry. Its proposals are based on “an 
online survey with 644 interstate residents, all who 
were considering visiting Tasmania for a holiday in the 
next 2 years”, plus a similar survey of 211 Tasmanian 
residents. It is clear that many of the respondents had 
never visited Cradle Mountain and it appears that the 
likely [substantial] cost of riding on the cable car was not 
mentioned. This survey provides little or no justification 
for any aspect of the ‘master plan’ yet the whole package 
has been accepted without further scrutiny by PWS and 
the state government.

Construction of the cable car is still dependent on an 
ongoing ‘demand study’ but with $60million already 
pledged by state and federal governments its outcome 
would seem to be a foregone conclusion. Plans for the 
new visitor centre have already been approved although 
the key building is on-hold pending a decision on the 
cable car. The plans for the proposed Dove Lake viewing 
shelter are currently subject to public comment but 
the concept of a massive viewing shelter analogous to 
a cathedral (the master plan describes it in such terms) 
does not appear to be negotiable.

The existing facilities at Cradle Mountain are long 
overdue for upgrading and the existing Dove Lake 

carpark should be put to better use, but there has been 
no consideration of alternatives which could greatly 
improve the visitor experience without fundamentally 
changing it into something more isolated from the 
natural environment, which will be the outcome of 
the current proposals. The recent major upgrade to 
the shuttle bus service will cater for projected visitor 
numbers for the next few years. There is still time to 
revisit plans for the future of Cradle Mountain so that 
they do not diminish the opportunity to experience 
wild nature which is fundamental to Tasmania’s ongoing 
attractiveness to visitors.

More broadly, we need a mature debate on the future of 
Tasmanian tourism, especially in the context of our most 
popular natural destinations: Freycinet, Cradle Mountain 
and kunanyi [Mount Wellington]. Do we want to 
maintain them as places where visitors can experience 
wild nature, or do we want to maximise short-term 
tourism revenue by overdevelopment to accommodate 
ever-increasing visitor numbers?

This piece was published in ‘The Mercury’ on Monday 
 8 October 2018
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Malbena Matters

by Greg French

The following is the full text of a presentation given 
by Greg French at a recent (28 Oct) rally in Launceston 
organised by the group Fishers and Walkers Against 
Helicopter Access, to protest against the proposed Halls 
Island (Lake Malbena) commercial tourism development 
in a remote part of the TWWHA (Tasmanian Wilderness 
World Heritage Area). Helicopter landings are an integral 
part of the proposal.

Over several decades I have been heavily involved with 
efforts to conserve Tasmania’s wilderness. Those of 
you who have read Frog Call and my most recent book 
Water Colour will know of my special affinity and deep 
attachment to the Western Lakes, and Lake Malbena.

You will be aware that I promote free and universal 
access to wilderness.

I oppose the development on Halls Island in Lake 
Malbena not because I want to keep people out. I 
oppose it because its approval is an abuse of process 
that poses an existential threat to the Western Lakes 
wilderness.

I oppose it because the State government unilaterally 
overturned decisions that were made by the people 
for the people through an exhaustive, years-long, 
consultative process.

During this process there wasn’t much that stakeholders 
found in common, yet almost everyone agreed that 
there should be restrictions on helicopter access to core 
wilderness areas. Nothing has changed since then.

Opinion Piece

Lake Malbena, Walls of Jerusalem National Park, Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area. Halls island is at far right	 Image credit: Lyndsey Evans
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Halls Island, Lake Malbena. Walls of Jerusalem National Park	 Image credit: Grant Dixon

The importance of community-endorsed 
management plans

Every viable country has a constitution. A strong 
constitution is integral to a country’s prosperity and 
morality. It is not something to be changed on a whim.

In functional democracies, it is tweaked only on rare 
occasions, and any changes have to be endorsed by 
the overwhelming majority of the people. When the 
people allow a government to unilaterally rewrite a 
constitution, you can be sure that the country is well 
on the way to Hell in a handbasket.

In lieu of a constitution, national parks and World 
Heritage Areas (WHAs) have management plans.

The community-endorsed  
management plan

I was heavily involved with the drafting of the 
community-endorsed 1999 Tasmanian Wilderness World 
Heritage Area Management Plan, and I know firsthand 
how traumatic the process was for stakeholders.

The final document may not have been perfect, but it 
was legitimate: not only was it the result of countless 
thousands of hours of unpaid input by hundreds 

of users and stakeholder groups, it was something 
everyone eventually decided they could live with, albeit 
with reservations.

Finalisation of a document of this magnitude when so 
many of the stakeholders are in vehement disagreement 
is no small achievement, and it is vital to the future of 
the WHA that the agreed intent of the document be 
respected. (The fact that the 1999 plan was adopted 
without major or widespread controversy is the biggest 
testament to its legitimacy.)

The Hodgman management plan

The old (1999) management plan – the legitimate one 
– was predicated on public input. It was a transparent 
process. Receipt of submissions was acknowledged, 
all concerns were debated in official public fora, final 
decisions were publicly justified.

How many of you made submissions to the draft 
2014 Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area 
Management Plan? Did any of you get so much as 
a computer-generated email confirming that your 
submission had even been received? Were any of your 
concerns ever acknowledged?
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Of course not. Because the process was a complete 
sham. The government even supressed the fact that its 
independent advisory body warned against approving 
the Malbena proposal. We only know of the existence of 
this advice because it was leaked.

We are in no way obliged to ‘accept the umpire’s 
decision’ when the process itself is corrupted. On the 
contrary, we are obliged to fight it.

Unaddressed concerns, voiced by 
prominent experts

Here are some of the concerns that I am aware were 
presented in formal submissions. None were addressed 
publicly:

•	 What is the public interest? (Yesterday The 
Australian reported that the proponent is limiting 
public access to three parties per year. At that rate, 
the development could result in less people having 
access to Halls Island than ever before.)

•	 Will the helicopter site, which is outside the lease 
area, be available to other operators?

•	 Will the allocation of this site to a single operator set 
a precedent for competing operators?

•	 Ease of access opens up the possibility of pressure 
for trout stocking. It also aids the unintentional 
spread of undesirable plants and invertebrates.

•	 What biosecurity measures will be enforced? As it 
stands visitors from places infected with didymo 
and other pests could arrive in core wilderness in 
just 15 minutes.

•	 Wild Drake (the proponent of the development) 
seems to have underestimated the frequency of 
flights.

•	 What will the protocols on boating be?

•	 Is there a bigger operator waiting in the wings once 
the project is approved?

•	 Why the secrecy? The proponent and the 
government won’t even tell us how long the lease is 
for and how much, if anything, it will cost.

•	 Why was overwhelming opposition not taken into 
account?

Why wilderness fisheries matter

In The Last Wild Trout, I described twenty of the world’s 
best trout fisheries. It should come as no surprise that 
the best of the best are all located in wilderness: the 
South Island’s backcountry streams, the North Island’s 
backcountry streams, Yellowstone

National Park, the Patagonian Andes and—ranking right 
alongside these iconic destinations—Tasmania’s Western 
Lakes. That’s something to be proud of.

You might ask, why look after wilderness when it 
caters for relatively few anglers? Well, wilderness 
accommodates the needs of more anglers than you 
might guess.

The last time I checked, some 15 per cent of Tasmanian 
licence holders fished the Western Lakes and many 
more aspired to fish there. Furthermore, anglers who 
bushwalked tended to fish more often than other 
anglers, and to spend more time each day on the water.

Nor should we overlook the fact that wilderness areas 
help preserve the broader environment. Pristine 
headwaters provide a vital source of cool, clear, 
unpolluted water for arterial rivers much further 
downstream.

But perhaps the most important thing about the 
preservation of wilderness is that it provides inspiration 
and solace. Many of us don’t want to climb mountains, 
but almost everyone has been inspired by Edmund 
Hillary and Tenzing Norgay’s ascent of Everest.

I think we can all agree that a helicopter trip to Everest’s 
summit would be a travesty.

The mere fact that some wild places survive and are 
accessible only through a degree of personal effort and 
sacrifice exhilarates us.

Wilderness offers us a chance to prove to ourselves that 
we can endure hardship. It reminds us that a life worth 
living has little to do with seeking comfort or avoiding 
death at all costs. Wilderness is transcendental. Uplifting.

There’s not much of it left. Anywhere in the world.

Defining wilderness

The Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area is the 
only World Heritage site with ‘wilderness’ in its title, and 
it’s the envy of the world. So what is ‘wilderness’?

Let’s get one thing straight: nowhere is free from 
human influence. This has always been true, but it’s 
easier to see with your own eyes now that climate 
change rages like cancer.

Despite all this, there is no denying that the healthiest 
natural environments are found in the middle of big, 
well-protected nature reserves such as national parks 
and World Heritage Areas. The bigger the reserve, the 
greater the immunity.
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Wilderness. Most official definitions—such as those 
given in management plans—emphasise that 
wilderness, at its core, must be free from mechanical 
access and modern technological society.

Clearly such definitions fail to capture the spiritual 
essence of wilderness—How could they?—but equally 
there is no doubt that without a core, wilderness does 
not exist.

If you encourage a great many people to visit the core, and 
make access easy by allowing mechanical transportation, 
‘wilderness'—by definition—ceases to exist.

Don’t think for one moment that the Hodgman 
government doesn’t know this.

Let’s be clear: there was no public appetite or demand 
for development in the core of Tasmania’s wilderness.

After it failed to have large swathes of wilderness 
removed from UNESCO’s World Heritage list, the 
government had to tender for ‘expressions of interest’. 
It knew exactly what it was doing, even if some of the 
tenderers did not.

Heavy management vs softly, softly

Some of my fellow conservationists, people I respect, 
insist that the only way to protect wilderness is to keep 
people out. But I like people, and want to share what I 
love, so for me that philosophy is an uncomfortable fit.

In any case we live in a democracy, and in a democracy 
the protections given to our national parks and 
World Heritage Areas will only ever be as strong as 
the community support that underpins them. All 
conservation policies are endorsed or trashed in the 
ballot box. All are up for grabs at every election.

If we are to preserve wilderness for posterity we need 
advocacy, and the only way people will stand up for 
wilderness is if it becomes central to their sense of self. 
This only happens when people visit and interact with 
wilderness.

I support access to wilderness, even core wilderness. 
But remember, by definition wilderness only exists if it 
remains free from mechanical access.

The trick to conserving wilderness is to encourage 
physical interaction with wilderness, but without 
specifically funnelling people into the core. My 
preference is to use carrots rather than sticks: to manage 
the front-country so well that most people can have 
their needs met there.

The proponent of the Malbena development already 
has one development up and running that fits this 
management ideal: the one near Lake Ina. The Ina Huts 
are located in the WHA, but on private property just 
outside of the Walls of Jerusalem National Park, and 
patrons have to walk in like everyone else.

It provides a wilderness fishing experience to people 
who might not otherwise learn to love the Western 
Lakes, but without impacting upon public amenity or 
undermining core wilderness. Why deviate from this 
style of sympathetic development?

Adversity brings strength

I am saddened—devastated—by current proposals 
for helicopter access and other developments in core 
wilderness. Funnelling people into core wilderness, in 
machines, is not about showcasing our most valuable 
places. Hostile governments do it in an attempt to grind 
our spirits to dust.

Our politicians say that they are trying to make Tasmania 
great again. Don’t be fooled. You cannot make any 
society great by fostering division and hatred. I’ll tell you 
what makes a society great: it’s when people make a 
solid effort to look for common ground.

And here we are—fishers, bushwalkers and 
conservationists, not always traditional allies—coming 
together in a spirit of shared interest, bound by what we 
have in common rather than what sets us apart.

It gives me hope that, despite perpetual threats to the 
world’s last vestiges of wilderness, maybe in 100 years 
—a thousand years, 10,000 years—we will still have wild 
rivers, wild trout and wild hearts.

If you feel the way I do, write to a minister. If that fails, 
express how you feel in the ballot box. (It worked in 
Wentworth!)

If all else fails? Well, there’s always direct action. If it 
comes to that, I for one will be there on the shores of 
Malbena fighting for both wilderness and democracy.

Greg French is a well-known Tasmanian fishing identity 
and writer. He is author of a number of books, including 
Trout Waters of Tasmania, Frog Call and his most recent 
book, Water Colour. Greg also contributes regularly to 
FlyLife and other magazines and has co-written and 
narrated fly fishing documentaries.
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Introduction

Eroding the Edges of Nature is a must-read for all who 
care about Tasmania and want what we love about this 
island to be there for future generations to enjoy.

Don’t be put off by the book’s size – it is meticulously 
researched and although the key message of the book 
is sobering it is essential that we know Tasmania’s past 
and recognise the patterns that have given rise to the 
ongoing ‘erosion of the edges of nature’. We will not be 
able to halt the destruction and loss unless we learn the 
lessons of history.

The book is not just a history of the wanton exploitation 
and destruction of Tasmania’s natural environment and 
the struggles of those who fought to save and defend 
it but is also a fascinating history of “how business 
is done” in this island. The book includes, in effect, a 
fascinating history of Tasmanian politics and society 
since colonisation and we see how the environmental 
battles we are fighting right now are variations on the 
same old theme.

kunanyi/Mt Wellington

In his introduction to the book Kiernan makes the point 
that “Each generation inherits a natural environment 
that is diminished by comparison to that enjoyed by its 
forebears. It then commonly assumes that diminished 
environment to be the norm, and fails to see any harm 
in letting a little (more) of it slip away.” (p.2)

Kiernan goes on to tell the story of the unrelenting 
logging that took place on the lower slopes of kunanyi/
Mt Wellington during the nineteenth century. He uses 
this as an example of the diminished environment 
appearing ‘normal’ to the generations that follow: how 
many local Tasmanians who enjoy walking on kunanyi 
are aware that what they are seeing is not the original 
forest? Or know that there was once an area on the 

Eroding the Edges of Nature 
—Mount Field and the Florentine Valley: Tasmania’s 

first national park and a century of Lessons 
by Kevin Kiernan

by Catharine ErreyBook Review

slopes of ‘The Mountain’ with eucalypts so tall that this 
area was known as ‘Vale of the Giants’?  The forests on 
Mt Wellington’s lower slopes were so thoroughly logged 
that by 1906 there was no more millable timber left on 
kunanyi/Mt Wellington.

Mt Field and the Florentine Valley

To quote Kiernan: “The story of Mt Field and the 
Florentine Valley is, in microcosm, the story of nature 
conservation in Tasmania more generally.” (p.9) and, 
further on, “MFNP [Mt Field National Park] was to 
become something of a template for the violation and 
undoing of Tasmania’s protected areas at the first smell 
of money.” (p. 48) Mt Field was Tasmania’s first national 
park (1916) but its history subsequently has been one of 
ongoing losses and revocations.

The story of Lake Fenton provides another illustration of 
the diminished becoming the normal. Most of us now, 
driving past the lake on our way to Lake Dobson, would 
have no idea that Lake Fenton, with accommodation 
huts, a boat shed, and a beautiful beach (now drowned) 
was once the go-to place for winter sports, including 
skiing and ice-skating, and a popular holiday destination 
for much of the year. However, and in the face of fierce 
opposition from the public, all this changed once the 
Hobart City Council set its sights on the lake as a source 
of water to augment Hobart’s supply. The Lake, which 
had its level raised, lost all its earlier attraction.

The revocation of the parts of Mt Field National Park 
that included not only magnificent old growth forests 
but also a complex karst system underlying the forested 
slopes, is another sad and disturbing part of the tale 
that Kiernan tells. The powerful Australian Newsprint 
Mills (ANM), founded in the 1930s, was given access 
to all the forests in the Florentine Valley “except those 
in the National Park.” (p.104) However soon enough 
there was pressure for revocation of the forests that 
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‘The Tasmanian Way’ 

Kiernan goes right back to the early days of colonisation 
of Van Diemens Land (now known as Tasmania!) to 
paint a picture of a society characterised by a huge 
divide between an authoritarian ruling establishment 
and ‘the rest of us’, who were/are expected to know 
our place. We learn of the powerful role played by 
Hobart’s two ‘gentlemen’s clubs’, both founded in the 
nineteenth century—AND STILL GOING! Members of 
what Kiernan calls ‘the old boys club’ have been and 
still are to be found in government and the upper 
echelons of the public service, business, the legal 
profession – in fact in all areas where major decisions 
that affect the State are made. This elite group has a 
huge sense of entitlement and at the same time makes 
every effort to ensure that the public is kept in the dark. 
Lack of transparency, outright duplicity and attempts 
at silencing and intimidating critics [as in the Hodgman 
Government’s attempt to stop anti-logging protests 
with its Workplaces (Protection from Protesters) Act 
2014] are all part of the order of the day. As Kiernan puts 
it: “Tasmanian governments have a long track record 
of seeking to impede the availability of information 
to citizens who may inconveniently disagree with 
preconceived plans.” (p.445)

Mt Field National Park, viewed from the Florentine Valley	 Image credit: Grant Dixon

lay within the park boundaries. The story of how this 
revocation eventuated is long and complex but despite 
the efforts of conservationists, a flood of public protests 
and resistance from the National Park Board, eventually 
the State government passed a bill to revoke the forests 
from the Park.

The Tasmanian Public Always Loses Out 

The list of other places in Tasmania that were 
‘protected’ in national parks and reserves, only to be 
logged, flooded, mined, or irreparably destroyed by 
other means, as was the case with the raising of the 
level of Lake St Clair (following multiple assurances 
that this would not happen) or the construction 
of Trevallyn Dam, which spelled the end of the 
spectacular rush of the South Esk river through 
Cataract Gorge, constitutes a considerable part of the 
book but is too long to include here. 

These were places that were special to local Tasmanians 
– and resistance to their loss has always been strong 
– but the nexus between government and resource 
developers has almost always held sway. In many cases 
Tasmanians have lost out twice as not only have they 
lost, or lost access to, places they loved, but also their 
tax dollars have gone towards subsidising the same 
industries or developments that caused the destruction.
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The Conservationists

There are so many threads in this book. And one that is 
inextricably woven in to the history of environmental 
losses is that of the efforts, struggles and self-sacrifice 
of the generations of people, including Kiernan 
himself, who have fought to preserve and protect what 
is precious in Tasmania. Mt Field National Park was 
declared in 1916 but how many people have heard 
the name of William Crooke, who led the way in the 
establishment of the Park, for the people of Tasmania, 
but was greatly outnumbered and poorly treated, by 
those who viewed the Park as a potential source of 
profit? 

The Franklin River runs free, there is no military firing 
range at Cockle Creek, and there have been other 
‘wins’ by conservationists but as Kiernan points out, 
what these courageous people have been, and are, up 
against is almost insurmountable: “The normalisation 
of improper process and unacceptable outcomes has 
meant that Tasmanian conservationists haven’t so 
much fought a succession of different battles over the 
years as fought essentially the same battle over and 
over again”. (p.425)

The Role of the Media

In its early days Tasmania’s primary newspaper, The 
Mercury, had been a voice for the people and “stood 
shoulder to shoulder with William Crooke in his campaign 
to create Tasmania’s first national park” (p.330).

However this was to change: “Despite its having initially 
championed the establishment of the national park at Mt 
Field, the stance of Hobart’s Mercury was entirely reversed 
when Sir Keith Murdoch established Australian Newsprint 
Mills in 1938, in partnership with a group of newspapers 
that included the Mercury.”  This meant that the Mercury 
had an interest in the logging of the Florentine Valley 
and the revocation of the Florentine forests from Mt Field 
National Park. And it editorialised accordingly.

At least one former editor of the Mercury has been a 
member of one of Hobart’s all-male gentlemen’s clubs, 
meeting places of members of the local political and 
business establishment.

Tourism—the Latest Exploitation

As Kevin Kiernan points out, Tasmania’s ‘cargo cult’ 
approach to economic development is now focused 
on tourism. The Tasmanian government’s agenda 

Mt Field National Park	 Image credit: Grant Dixon
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We have called this short update “continued” in 
acknowledgement of the article with the same title 
published in TNPA News twelve months ago.  It restates 
TNPA’s major concerns because they have yet to be 
addressed.  In the past year overcrowding on kunanyi /
Mt Wellington’s eastern face has worsened and the calls 
for a cable car have grown stronger, yet there is still no 
obvious progress on the Visitation / Recreation Strategy 
desperately needed to provide a strategic approach 
to dealing with the overwhelming number of visitors.  
There are some positive signs.  The cable car was a 
major issue in the recent Hobart City Council (HCC) 
elections, with “anti” candidates polling strongly, and the 
revamped shuttle bus service has commenced.

However, unless appropriate measures to manage 
visitors are implemented, the popular eastern face is 
at risk of dying the death of a thousand cuts whilst the 
cable car debate rages on. 

A long term planning strategy for the mountain is called 
for by Shaun Wilson in his Talking Point article “More 
than two paths ahead for our mountain” (Mercury, 16 
November 2018). Critically, he observes: “…We need 
a strategy – one that works for us, rather than just 

How not to keep kunanyi wild 
—continued

by Jane Wilson and Nicholas Sawyer

grasping in a panic at whatever private investors put 
forward, and assessing on their terms…”. Such a strategy 
would take account of the need to provide recreational 
opportunities for the public, while ensuring that the 
park’s natural and cultural values remain protected and 
preserved.

So why isn’t there a guiding strategy in place for our 
mountain? The Wellington Park Management Plan 
advises that such a tool is critical for park planning and 
recommends its preparation, referring to it as a Visitation 
Strategy (incorporating a Recreation Strategy). The 
Wellington Park Management Trust (the Trust) advised it 
would begin preparing the strategy in May this year but 
all we know is that a report on progress was presented 
to the July 2018 Trust meeting. The preparation of 
this strategy needs to be progressed urgently and 
information about it needs to be made public.

In the absence of a long term strategy the Trust is de 
facto endorsing an ad hoc approach to mountain 
management. It signed off on the HCC’s favoured 
infrastructure development projects for the 2016 – 2021 
period. These were promoted under the banner One 
mountain, one destination, three new visitor experiences 

of increasing tourism numbers, at any cost, has all 
the hallmarks of previous governments’ obsession 
with logging, damming and mining. It is cloaked in 
secrecy, critics are maligned, the ‘divide and rule’ tactic 
is employed, there is deliberate misinformation, the 
interests of locals are ignored, the agency tasked with 
protection and management of Tasmania’s national 
parks and reserves is forced, instead, to use its limited 
resources to facilitate commercial tourism ventures – 
and the natural environment and Tasmanians’ national 
parks and reserves, are ‘mined’ and degraded.

Conclusion

Make sure you read Eroding the Edges of Nature. I learned 
so much about the Tasmania I thought I already knew. 
Kevin Kiernan writes as a conservationist, as a scientist, 
as an outdoor adventurer and caver, as a researcher who 
has unearthed a vast number of sources to inform his 
work, and as a passionate Tasmanian. And he writes well, 
although the book could have been helped by some 
more ruthless editing. 

Kiernan, Kevin: Eroding the Edges of Nature, Mount Field 
and the Florentine Valley: Tasmania’s first national park 
and a century of lessons, Fullers Publishing, Hobart, 2018
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Organ Pipes Track before resurfacing - 31 December, 2017	 Image credit: Jane Wilson

Same bit of track after resurfacing - 11 March 2018	 Image credit: Jane Wilson

A bit later on - June 2018	 Image credit: Jane Wilson
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and were costed at $7.3 million. They were conceived 
with an acknowledged economic focus – to bring more 
tourists and dollars to the city of Hobart, but without 
adequate consideration of the consequences for 
mountain values and visitor management.  One of these 
projects was the resurfacing of Organ Pipes and Pinnacle 
Tracks, promoted by the HCC as the Great Short Walk 
rejuvenation (cost $2.3 million). It went ahead without 
any evidence to indicate that attracting more visitors 
to these tracks is a good idea and despite a severe 
shortage of parking for walkers. The wild character of 
the Organ Pipes Track has been sanitised. There was no 
opportunity for public comment.

Behind all our concerns is the HCC’s embrace of the State 
Government’s Tasmanian Visitor Economy Strategy T21, 
which aims to deliver 1.5 million visitors to Tasmania 
by 2020. kunanyi is seen as a site which can help serve 
up the target numbers. Yet the HCC is well aware that 
the eastern face, Tasmania’s third most popular tourist 
attraction, is struggling to cope with visitors at peak 
holiday periods – traffic congestion on the mountain 
road is getting worse and car parking increasingly 
inadequate. This needs to be addressed immediately. 

Expanding the shuttle bus service is an obvious solution 
which could be introduced immediately and cheaply 
while the Visitation / Recreation Strategy is prepared. 
The cable car is not necessarily the best, or only, long-
term solution, if it would in fact solve the problem at all.

Above all the HCC needs to abandon the T21 imperative 
to attract more visitors and instead focus on how to 
provide the best experience for a sustainable number 
of visitors. A moratorium needs to be placed on eastern 
face infrastructure projects until the strategy is available. 
If the Trust cannot be supported to write a gold standard 
strategy then a review of the Trust planning model for 
the park is warranted. 

kunanyi cannot be called ‘pristine’, nor is it ‘wilderness’, 
but much of it is definitely ‘wild’. This wildness, so 
close to a capital city, is something to cherish, not to 
destroy. The 25th anniversary of the establishment of 
the Trust and the creation of Wellington Park passed 
by unheralded and uncelebrated in September this 
year. Let’s hope that the next anniversary is cause for 
celebration.

Crowded Mt Wellington pinnacle	 Image credit: Nick Sawyer
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It’s been tickling the minds of many scientists for more 
than half a century. 

Today, the question that lies at the heart of the vast 
moorlands of Tasmania’s iconic button grass is still 
puzzling Tasmania University Natural Sciences Professor 
David Bowman.

The mystery is whether the humble sedge, which has 
taken up residence in about a million hectares of the 
state, has dominated its habitat due to human burning, 
or whether there were other natural forces at work.

Professor Bowman said the state needed to understand 
the system better.

 “My preference would be to work out appropriate 
patterns of burning and link that to how the Aboriginal 
people were using country. 

“To get the spatial scale and mosaic (of burns) because 
scale would change the way fire moves through the 
landscape.”

Buttongrass, western Tasmania	 Image credit: Grant Dixon

Tasmania's intriguing button grass 
mystery

The following article appeared in The Advocate, 
August 4 2018: - https://www.theadvocate.com.au/
story/5563144/tasmanias-intriguing-button-grass-
mystery/?gws_rd=ssl

by Leah McBey



 TNPA NEWS 27     19

He said Tasmanian Botany Professor WD Jackson 
published a really fascinating paper in 1968 about 
western Tasmania and the role fire had in shaping its 
landscapes.

“He formulated the theory that the landscapes that 
existed were finely balanced between treeless or 
forested, and that was all entangled with fire regimes 
used by the indigenous people.

“My thought experiment is this: if there were no people 
here and explorers rocked up, what would they have 
found? Would they have found button grass plains and 
mostly a great big rain forest?”

Professor Bowman said the local Aborigines had a 
view and there was no question that humans had had 
an effect. Maps from the 1830s showed that native 
grasslands in the Surrey Hills were being invaded by 
forest.

 “It shapes the way we think about our state and the 
way we manage our world heritage area. If those button 
grass plains are hard wired into the environment, then 
the notion that they are fire resistant and can act as fire 
breaks is questionable.”

Professor Bowman said working out the intensity of 
burns was crucial. “You could actually burn the (organic) 
soils off. Possibly under climate change it’s never going 
to be replaced.”

Persuading the button grass to give up its secrets is the 
topic of ongoing research.

“It’s valid to call it a mystery - the question of its origins 
and maintenance and management is a mystery.”

Professor Bowman said he’d written a review of the 
button grass issue. “My conclusion is, I like to say – if it’s 
a coin, it’s balancing on its edge.”

Recently he wrote a paper which outlined a structured 
research program.

“With the program you could sort this out, and hopefully 
it gets funded and I can implement that research before 
I die.

“The outcome will not only help towards wildlife and fire 
management, but the legacy of Tasmanian Aboriginal 
people and their practices towards fire management, or 
patch burning.”

Button grass landscape, western Tasmania	 Image credit: Grant Dixon
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Have your say...

ABC Local Radio: Mornings - Sarah Gillman 
tasmornings@your.abc.net.au or 1300 222 936

Letters to the Editor at The Mercury 
mercuryedletter@dbl.newsltd.com.au or https://www.face-
book.com/themercury.com.au/

Letters to the Editor at The Examiner 
mail@examiner.com.au or https://www.facebook.com/TheEx-
aminerLaunceston/

Letters to the Editor at The Age  
letters@theage.fairfax.com.au

Premier and Minister for Parks 
 will.hodgman@parliament.tas.gov.au

Opposition (Labor) Spokesperson on Parks
ella.haddad@parliament.tas.gov.au

Tasmanian Greens Spokesperson on Parks
cassy.o’connor@parliament.tas.gov.au

Patron: Peter Cundall

TNPA Management Committee
President: Nicholas Sawyer
Vice President: Chris Bell
Vice President: Catharine Errey 
Treasurer: Craig Allen
Secretary: Val Baxter
Public Officer: Craig Allen
Other committee members: Grant Dixon, Jane Wilson

Contact Details
Email: info@tnpa.org.au 
Website: www.tnpa.org.au 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/TasmanianNational 
ParksAssociation/
Postal address: GPO Box 2188, Hobart, Tasmania, 7001
Meetings: Management Committee meetings are held 
approximately 10 times per year. Members and supporters are 
welcome to attend meetings. The TNPA attempts to advise of the 
date, time and venue of meetings in the Buttongrass Bulletin (the 
TNPA's email newsletter to members and supporters) but there may 
be last minute changes - please check with info@tnpa.org.au.
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