Tyndall Range proposed as site of ‘Next Iconic Walk’ development
By Grant Dixon
18 August 2020

An earlier version of this article was published in TNPA News #30, in July 2020
The State government promised $20 million at the last election to develop Tasmania’s ‘Next Iconic
Walk’, intended to be another hut-based multi-day Three Capes Track-style development.
After a public call for ideas in 2018, some two dozen submissions were apparently received, mostly
from regional tourism organisations and similar groups. The full list has only belatedly been made
public (see below).
The TNPA was critical of the Three Capes Track Development at the time it was proposed (2011),
arguing for an approach with a lighter touch across the region that we felt could have had broader
community benefits. Originally costed at $12 million, recent announcements indicate the Three
Capes Track eventually cost $40 million to build. The result has seriously diminished the wild
character of Tasman National Park and introduced a massive amount of public and private
commercial infrastructure into the reserve. Despite this, the government claims the development
has been a financial success, although no detailed cost-benefit analysis has been released. Hence its
justification for developing another ‘iconic walk’ (although how something can be iconic before it
exists and has stood the test of time and societal judgment is unclear).

The “Next Iconic Walk”
After an internal assessment process involving an unidentified assessment panel without public
scrutiny or clearly detailed selection criteria, the government’s chosen ‘Next Iconic Walk’ option was
announced on 26 July 2019. Probably inspired by a proposal from the West Coast Tourism
Association for a series of linked walks under the moniker ‘The Philosopher’s Tale’, it focuses on the
Tyndall Range. The original proposal didn’t do this, instead mentioning it only as a possible finalstage option.
There is little doubt the chosen west coast location is more political than practical, creating a
perception of government development dollars being spent in an economically struggling part of the
state and playing to their perceived electoral base.
According to the government announcement, the next steps include a feasibility study and market
testing to “guide the walk’s route and design of facilities”, and that this process will be “informed by
consultation with the public”. But, once again, the fundamental issue is the lack of transparency in
the selection process. We are left attempting to tweak an inappropriate proposal without the
capacity to adequately scrutinise the alternatives.

PWS assessment
The slightly-redacted Parks and Wildlife Service’s (PWS) Assessment Report of the various ideas for
the Next Iconic Walk was released in November 2019, after the Greens moved to seek it via a
request under the Right to Information Act. Thirty five locations across the state were considered;
the 24 public proposals and 11 from internal and other sources. In our view, the assessments of the
various proposals are somewhat superficial and inconsistent. From this has emerged the Tyndall
Range as the preferred option but exactly how is unclear. The Tyndall Range is noted as a sub-set of
the ‘Philosopher’s Tale’ proposal in the West Coast Range but does not receive any ‘location specific
assessment’ detail in the report’s Appendix, like all the other proposals do.
The PWS Assessment Report concludes:


No proposal in its own right, offered a truly unique world class experience with enduring
appeal to specific international, interstate and Tasmanian visitor markets; and,



All locations and proposals comprised strengths and weaknesses, with the assessment
process seeking to identify the optimum combination of success factors.

The Tyndall Range was chosen despite ‘access’ and ‘climate’ acknowledged as ‘challenging
impediments’, and undescribed ‘environment’ issues are also a noted as a potential concern.
Furthermore, according to the PWS Assessment Report, merits of the Tyndall Range location include:


The development of a walk and associated tourism infrastructure is consistent with the
reserve status of both the Regional Reserve and Conservation Area, subject to all necessary
assessment and approvals; and,



The area is not subject to a PWS management plan, is not part of the Tasmanian Wilderness
World Heritage Area, and occurs on land managed by the PWS.

In other words, the major reason for the selection of this proposal is that the existing land tenure,
which fails to reflect the area’s outstanding values (see below), provides sufficient management
flexibility to allow for another major development on reserved land.

Left: The spectacular glacial cirque of Lake Huntley cuts into the eastern side of the Tyndall Range. Photo: Rob Blakers.
Right: Trampling-sensitive alpine plateau of Tyndall Range which, thankfully, more recent Next Iconic Walk route options
propose to avoid. But we remain concerned about impacts due to increased visitation following publicity given to the area
by promotion of the proposed new walk. Photo: Grant Dixon.
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Concerns and issues
The Tyndall Range is part of the greater West Coast Range, lying between Mts Lyell and Murchison.
It is unique in the West Coast Range and rare in a Tasmanian context being historically unburnt
(perhaps for 1000s of years) and displaying quite limited degradation from past mineral exploration
and mining activity.
The Tyndall Range includes areas of very high environmental sensitivity (low resistance and
resilience to trampling impacts) and ecological significance. Ecologist Prof. Jamie Kirkpatrick has
noted “the Tyndall Range is a floristic extreme of Tasmanian alpine vegetation and is unusual among
the western mountains in that virtually all the alpine zone is unburnt and dominated by
gymnosperms or deciduous beech”.
There is currently nowhere else in Tasmania where such large numbers as proposed (1000s) are
encouraged into this western alpine ecological community. Construction of any hardened track on
the Tyndall Range and Plateau would mar the landscape and destroy its wild and natural character.
The Plateau is open country and it would not be possible to constrain walkers to a narrow track
corridor. The presence of large numbers of walkers in an area, and indeed the publicity for the area
that is generated by a high profile walking experience, would lead to the development of unplanned
trampled routes.
The Tyndalls has long been proposed as an addition to the adjacent Tasmanian Wilderness World
Heritage Area. That the area lacks even national park status, let alone World Heritage listing, is an
indictment of successive governments, not a reflection of its calibre. The walk proposal straddles the
Tyndall Regional Reserve and Lake Beatrice Conservation Area. Neither of these have management
plans and the designated reserve objectives are quite inadequate to protect the world heritage level
values of the area.
One also has to question the recreational rationale for the walk selection. If the aim is to emulate
the Three Capes Track and attract large numbers of often inexperienced walkers all year, this is the
wrong location. The Tyndalls are a high range in the wettest region of Tasmania. Even if the route
(the exact route has yet to be determined) does not include the highest parts of the range it seems
unlikely to receive much use outside the summer months.
Soon after the announcement of the Tyndall Range as the preferred location, the Bob Brown
Foundation proposed an alternative route, east of the range, that avoids the alpine plateau. This is
certainly desirable as, with the envisaged 10,000 plus walkers in a currently little-visited area, it is
difficult to see how impacts on any higher-level route would be contained.
Better options also exist for developing more environmentally-robust walks elsewhere in the West
Coast region. For example, Zeehan to Trial Harbour, the Heemskirk Coast (Trial Harbour to Granville
Harbour) and Eastern Macquarie Harbour.

Engagement with PWS
Following the announcement of the Tyndall Range location, both TNPA and some other concerned
stakeholders approached PWS in an attempt to understand the reasoning behind the Tyndall Range
proposal, emphasise the sensitivity and values of the area, and perhaps propose alternatives.
Written responses from the PWS Project Manager in September 2019 noted the following:
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It is also important to understand that the Tyndalls was selected for a feasibility study, the aim of
which is to fully test whether a multiday walk can be developed and operated sustainably in that
location. The study may find that the challenges are manageable with, for example, careful design
and specific operational procedures and a successful walk is possible, or the combination of
considerations (may) make this unlikely.
I also want you to understand that although the Philospher’s Tale and in fact another public
proposal identified the Tyndalls, the PWS is under no obligation to deliver anything in either
proposal.
PWS also attempted to reassure us by noting:
We have access to a natural values library, populated by specialists, that identifies the range of
species that exist and their significance and this was used. I have indicated that on ground surveys
will be required to verify and likely add to this knowledge.
There has been no decision to locate a track on the plateau. While an option was identified in the
Philospher's Tale proposal, I have indicated we are not obliged to select this route and route
selection will consider a range of issues, including those you have identified.
There has been no decision about walker numbers, where and when they will visit and how they
will be accommodated; so while I understand your concerns about the impacts of mass tourism, in
the absence of a specific walk design determining the nature and extent of any impacts is
speculative in this case, however the potential impact to alpine areas from unconstrained boots is
understood.
Since the above, TNPA has had several discussions and other communication with PWS regarding
progress with the feasibility study, most recently in early May 2020.
In our initial briefing last year, we emphasised the inappropriateness of an alpine plateau route but
such concerns were deflected by arguments that all that will be taken care of during the feasibility
study. It was emphasised that the feasibility study will be a serious exercise, but acknowledged that
it is now exceedingly unlikely that any alternative proposal other than one within the same region
would be politically countenanced.
There seemed to be no clear plans at that stage to adequately cater for public input, apart from
perhaps to the eventual development proposal and EIS. We emphasised the need for real rather
than tokenistic scrutiny/input at an early stage and throughout to reduce controversy and ensure
the best outcome. Typically, the more developed a proposal is before it receives such scrutiny, the
greater the reluctance to respond with significant changes. ‘Targeted stakeholder consultation’ is
apparently planned to be ongoing and TNPA has agreed to participate in this at this stage.
By our second meeting with PWS, in early November 2019, a working draft route for the walk had
been developed, largely from a desktop study with limited field inspection, starting from Anthony
Road, north of the Tyndall Range, and running east of the range with a partial circuit to Farquhar
Lookout, and return. We were pleased to see that this route now avoided the Tyndall Range’s alpine
plateau but unhappy that the chosen site for a hut or hut complex was Lake Huntley. A hut complex
at the site indicated would be unavoidably conspicuous.
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Aerial view of Lake Huntley basin and cloud-capped Tyndall Range from the east. The proposed site for the overnight hut(s)
is atop the buttongrass spur overlooking the lake, near the centre of the photo. Photo: Rob Blakers.

By February 2020, PWS’s ideas had evolved to consider three route options and associated user
models:






An in-out partial-circuit route from Anthony Road to Farquhar Lookout with an overnight
node at Lake Huntley, as noted above. Track standard on this option was envisaged as
similar to the Overland Track.
A through walk from Anthony Road to Lake Burbury impoundment. As well as the open
buttongrass country east of the Tyndall Range, this would traverse steep and pristine
rainforested terrain above Lake Beatrice. It would also require two overnight nodes, at Lake
Huntley and above Lake Beatrice, as well as boat transport on Lake Burbury at the walk’s
end. Track standard was envisaged as similar to the Frenchmans Cap Track.
An adventure hub/base camp model with a new track similar to that proposed for Option 1
but perhaps not as long and with the overnight node located further north, perhaps near the
Lake Plimsoll impoundment (i.e. not at Lake Huntley) and also promoting and utilising other
existing day walk tracks in the region. This would require upgrading of a number of these
existing tracks.

Of these options, we much prefer the latter, considering it would involve less impact on currently
undeveloped country, facilitate the repair of some existing neglected tracks in the region, and
potentially bring greater benefits to the local community and businesses. But we do have concerns
regarding which existing walks in the region would be promoted as part of the package. For
example, Mt Murchison was mentioned as a possibility and we feel the terrain and environmental
sensitivity of this area means it should not be promoted for mass use. More appropriate options in
the region include Mts Zeehan, Black and Farrell, and Montezuma Falls.
PWS planned to market test these walking experience options in order to decide which to focus on
for the more detailed feasibility study. We contacted them in May 2020, when this was to have been
completed; they wrote in their response:
The PWS had planned market testing of walking experience options in March 2020, however this
has been postponed due to the current and ongoing (COVID-19) pandemic. We have instead used
the time to talk further with stakeholders and explore route options, based upon the themes (e.g.
through, circuit, return, and adventure hub/base camp models) we showed you, to identify their
benefits and impediments. The PWS has acknowledged your and the conservation sector’s
concerns about sensitive areas, including the mountain plateaus, and we are avoiding these
areas. We have also added the sector’s suggestions to the route options mix.
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We are currently seeking advice from the Tasmanian Minerals, Manufacturing and Energy
Council, Hydro Tasmania and the Department of State Growth about traversing land under their
control or encumbered by existing exploration licences. Once we have a clearer understanding of
their positions, then we will be able to consult further on the options.
By early August 2020, when we met with the PWS General Manager to discuss a number of issues,
the foreshadowed market testing was apparently imminent, but the “conceptual route” being
considered had evolved to a single through-route corridor from the Anthony Highway near Lake
Plimsoll to Lake Margaret, via Glacier Valley and Lake Huntley, then onwards south through the
cluster of male-named 'M' lakes, then female-named 'M' lakes, and northwest of Lake Margaret. Up
to four potential huts sites were indicated, one being Lake Huntley. The 'market research' is
supposedly testing whether a 1, 2 or even 3-night model is most attractive. Hut locations are then
dictated by the outcome of this, although Lake Huntley remains favoured. The number of huts would
likely influence the actual track standard (more huts means less $s for track building, from the $20
million budgeted by government).
We continue to actively provide input as the feasibility study and other planning for the ‘Next Iconic
Walk’ progresses.
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