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Missed Opportunities: 
Land tenure in the Tasmanian 
Wilderness World Heritage 
Area
A TNPA REPORT

T he history of the Tasmanian Wilderness World 
Heritage Area (the TWWHA) from its initial listing in 

1982 is told in TNPA News 34 (https://tnpa.org.au/tnpa-
news-no-34-spring-2022/). It describes the extensions 
which have brought it to its present 1.58 million hectare 
size: a major extension in 1989, followed by a series of 
smaller extensions in 2010, 2012 and 2013.

The 1989 extension, which almost doubled the 
area of the TWWHA, was soon followed by a major 
rationalisation of land tenure within the TWWHA which 
saw most of the additional land (formerly a range of 
different tenures) incorporated into the three major 
national parks (Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair, Franklin-
Gordon Wild Rivers and Southwest), with the newly 
included Walls of Jerusalem National Park substantially 
extended to incorporate much of the former Central 
Plateau Conservation Area. The number of discrete 
land parcels and tenures was increased compared to 
the three national parks of the 1982 TWWHA but this 
reflected the greater complexity of the land included 
in the TWWHA. The 1992 TWWHA Management Plan 
(TWWHAMP) described the TWWHA as comprising 

10 discrete major reserves (national park, state reserve, 
game reserve) and 11 conservation areas (which 
included several tiny blocks).

The 2010 boundary extension comprised 21 sections 
of existing reserves located around the periphery of the 
existing TWWHA and subject to1 the then-current 1999 
TWWHAMP. The 2012 boundary extension followed 
the cessation of small scale mining in the Melaleuca 
area, with the area between Melaleuca and Cox Bight 
incorporated into Southwest National Park. The areas 
added in 2013 were an outcome of the 2011 Tasmanian 
Intergovernmental Forests Agreement.

In contrast to 1989, there was no immediate attempt 
to rationalise the confusion of land parcels of different 
tenures that resulted from the 2013 extensions so the 
2016 TWWHAMP noted that the TWWHA includes a 
range of tenures but is mostly comprised of 52 separate 
reserves declared under the Nature Conservation 
Act 2002 (NCA). Some limited progress towards 
rationalisation has been made with the reservation in 
early 2023 of some of the former forestry land (see 

1These 21 sections of reserves are listed in table 2 of the 1999 TWWHAMP.

https://tnpa.org.au/tnpa-news-no-34-spring-2022/
https://tnpa.org.au/tnpa-news-no-34-spring-2022/


TNPA NEWS #36: WINTER-SUMMER 2023� 07

	» Tall forest in the Styx Valley, within the TWWHA. This could be included in a new national park. 
Image credit: © Grant Dixon

below) but considerable scope for consolidation of the 
large number of discrete reserves remains.

The difference between the almost immediate 
rationalisation of land tenure following the 1989 
extension and the lack of action a decade after the 2013 
extensions can be explained by the difference in the 
political context:

	» The 1989 TWWHA extension was the outcome 
of negotiations (primarily over forestry) between 
the conservation movement and the federal 
government and was integral to the 1989-90 
Labor–Green Accord which made Labor leader 
Michael Field the Premier. The associated tenure 
changes/rationalisation were in place before the 
Accord broke up in October 1990. 

	» In 2013, in a situation with similarities to 1989, the 
Tasmanian government agreed to the TWWHA 
extensions in return for concessions to the 
forest industry in areas outside the TWWHA. 
The difference from 1989 was that the majority 
Tasmanian Liberal government had no incentive 

to do more than the bare minimum of permitting 
the negotiated TWWHA extensions to proceed 
and there was an attempt to renege on this in 
2014 when Prime Minister Tony Abbott backed an 
unsuccessful proposal to delist over half of the 
2013 extension.

The opportunity remains for a major rationalisation of 
land tenure as occurred in 1989-90. The most exciting 
change would be the creation of a kooparoona niara 
(Great Western Tiers) National Park managed with the 
involvement of the Tasmanian Aboriginal community 
and incorporating the existing Mole Creek Karst National 
Park. Elsewhere, a reduction in the plethora of land 
parcels and tenures would greatly simplify management.

The TWWHA in 2023

In 2023 the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage 
Area (TWWHA) encompasses 1,584,160 hectares2. It 
includes a range of tenures but is mostly comprised of 
54 separate reserves3 declared under the NCA.

²Information on land tenure within the TWWHA is derived from the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area Management 
Plan 2016 (TWWHAMP), primarily Table 1.1 on pages 20-23.  
³The 2016 TWWHAMP lists 52. Proclamations in early 2023 added two new reserves (Dogs Head Hill Regional Reserve and 
February Plains Regional Reserve) as well as expanding several existing reserves.
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Some of the reserves incorporated into the TWWHA 
in 2013 are long-standing (e.g. Mt Field National Park, 
declared in 19164) while some were proclaimed in 2013, 
through the reservation processes that were provided by 
the Tasmanian Forests Agreement Act 2013. The latter 
reserves cover, in total, more than 95,000 hectares, 
mostly along the eastern margin of the TWWHA, from 
Recherche Bay to the southern Central Plateau east 
of Lake St Clair. Following proclamation of the Forest 
Management Act 2013, areas previously designated as 
forest reserves throughout Tasmania were proclaimed 
as either conservation areas or regional reserves under 
the NCA. Within the TWWHA, these areas comprise 
approximately 14,000 hectares.

Three TWWHA land parcels encompassing cave sites 
are vested in the Aboriginal Land Council of Tasmania, 
in trust for Aboriginal people in perpetuity under the 
Aboriginal Lands Act 1995.

A number of freehold properties are within the TWWHA. 
Some are subject to conservation covenants through the 
NCA. Bush Heritage Australia and the Tasmanian Land 
Conservancy manage these properties for conservation 
purposes. Several other small freehold properties are on 
the Central Plateau and at Kelly Basin.

The TWWHA includes unreserved land classified as 
future potential production forest land (FPPFL) by the 
Forestry (Rebuilding the Forest Industry) Act 2014.

Until 2023 there were approximately 25,400 hectares of 
FPPFL that was Crown Land along the lower margins 
of the Great Western Tiers, in the upper Mersey Valley 
and to the east of Cradle Mountain, with a small area in 
the vicinity of Lake Gordon. In early 2023 these areas 
of FPPFL were proclaimed as reserves5 under the NCA. 
Nearly 2,860 hectares were added to the existing Mole 
Creek Karst National Park but the remainder became 
conservation area or regional reserve.

The remaining area of FPPFL, comprising approximately 
9,700 hectares of freehold and vested land mostly 
throughout the eastern Central Plateau and adjacent 
Great Western Tiers, is managed by Hydro Tasmania.

The TWWHA also includes some enclaves of 
unreserved land classified as permanent timber 
production zone land (PTPZL) by the Forestry 
(Rebuilding the Forest Industry) Act 2014. These 942 
hectares of land were retained as PTPZL at the time of 
the 2013 TWWHA boundary extension to provide for 
harvesting of transitional coupes (now completed) and 
thinning of relevant plantation areas.

Issues with the existing land tenure  
within the TWWHA 

The complex system of reserves and other lands that 
comprise the TWWHA has been created over a long 
period and the tenure and boundaries often reflect 
opportunities at the time of designation rather than any 
coherent overall vision for the TWWHA.

While the single 2016 TWWHAMP covers the entire 
TWWHA the area is nevertheless composed of many 
separate reserves with different legislated reservation 
purposes and management objectives. The sheer 
number of land parcels within the TWWHA and the 
associated boundaries, complicates management, from 
both manager and user perspectives. This probably 
explains the common reference to the “TWWHA” name 
for the area rather than particular reserve names.

The TWWHA is legally binding on land within the 
TWWHA reserved under the NCA for which the Director 
of National Parks and Wildlife is the managing authority, 
but the TWWHA contains a number of other categories 
of land. The TWWHAMP attempts to cover this issue 
by including a Strategic Management Statement for 
the land not reserved under the NCA (pages 206-
216). While NCA reserves do encompass the majority 
of the property, significant additional areas have the 
potential to be reserved and simplify the administration 
of the TWWHA, notably the remaining land currently 
designated as FPPFL and PTPZL.

Existing tenure-related recommendations 
for the TWWHA

UNESCO’s Operational Guidelines for the Implementation 
of the World Heritage Convention6, specifically 
paragraphs 96-113, provide guidance for States Parties’ 
management arrangements for World Heritage areas. 
While the guidelines do not include specific tenure 
recommendations, it is clear that it is intended the 
management regime for World Heritage properties 
should be appropriate to protect the integrity of all the 
values for which the property has been nominated.

The Operational Guidelines also include provisions for 
the monitoring of World Heritage properties. In this 
context, an IUCN/ICOMOS (International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature/International Council on 
Monuments and Sites) Reactive Monitoring Mission 
(RMM) visited the TWWHA in late 2015 and made a 
range of recommendations7 regarding the management 
of the property, including some related to tenure, not all 

4There have been several boundary changes over the years.  
5The TNPA submission made during the initial consultation can be viewed here. 
6UNESCO (2016). Operational Guidelines for the implementation of the World Heritage Convention. WHC 23/01, 24 September 
2023. 
7Jaeger, T. and Sand, C. (2015). Reactive Monitoring Mission to the Tasmanian Wilderness, Australia, 23-29 November 2015, 
Mission Report. IUCN & ICOMOS. 

https://tnpa.org.au/reservation-of-future-potential-production-forest-land-in-twwha/
https://whc.unesco.org/en/documents/140379
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of which have yet been implemented.

	» Recommendation 10. All land in the property should 
be managed in a way that is consistent with World 
Heritage status, and the recommended means 
to ensure such a consistent approach is to grant 
reserve status wherever possible. …. 

	» Recommendation 11. Future Potential Production 
Forest Land (FPPFL) within the property should not 
be convertible to Permanent Timber Production 
Zone Land (PTPZL) and should be granted status 
as national park8 (TNPA’s emphasis).

Recommendations 2, 3, 4 and 5 made it clear 
that forestry or mineral resource extraction was 
inappropriate anywhere within the TWWHA.

The formal Australian government response to the RMM 
stated that “The Australian and Tasmanian governments 
support all 20 recommendations of the reactive 
monitoring mission …”. 

The TWWHA Management Plan 2016 (TWWHAMP) 
notes the policy intent of the Tasmanian government 
is to remove the FPPFL and PTPZL designations over 
lands within the TWWHA. The plan further notes that 
a NCA reserve class will then be determined for such 
lands (p. 213-215). The plan also notes management 
of these areas will be in accordance with associated 
prescriptions for surrounding zones set out in the 
TWWHAMP.

The most comprehensive consideration of the 
appropriate boundaries and tenure for the TWWHA 

	» Proposed kooparoona niara (Great Western Tiers) National Park.  Image credit: © Rob Blakers

8UNESCO’s 2021 “reminder” to the Australian Government to complete the implementation of the RMM recommendations 
called for the finalisation of the “on-going process to designate Permanent Timber Production Zone Land (PTPZL) and Future 
Potential Production Forest Land (FPPFL) within the property as reserves”. The state government has chosen to interpret the 
use of the less specific term “reserves” as justification for the classification of most of the FPPFL reserved to date as regional 
reserve or conservation area, contrary to RMM recommendation 11. 
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remains the 1990 report prepared by the [Tasmanian] 
Department of Parks, Wildlife and Heritage on “The 
Appropriate Boundaries of a World Heritage Area in 
Western Tasmania”9. This study assessed lands that 
should be added to the TWWHA in order to ensure 
adequate and appropriate protection and management 
of its values. Many of the areas recommended for 
addition in 1990 have now been incorporated into the 
TWWHA. The 1990 report was focussed on the land’s 
values and World Heritage qualities but, in a concluding 
discussion (including international examples), noted that 
a World Heritage Area should have the highest form of 
local status and protection and hence that the TWWHA 
should consist entirely of State Reserve (i.e. national 
park).

Future tenures

As a general principle, national park is the most 
appropriate tenure for land within the TWWHA, unless 
there is a good reason for another tenure. The values 
of the TWWHA deserve the highest level of protection 
and management, and the existing multiple tenures and 
convoluted boundaries can be confusing for users and 
even for managers. As noted above, statements by the 
UNESCO RMM emphasise that “national park” is the 
preferred tenure for most of the TWWHA.

Government statements (see above) have made it clear 
that resource extraction activities will not be undertaken 
within the TWWHA and the 2016 management plan 
does not provide for them. Regional reserves exist solely 
to facilitate mining and resource extraction so there is 
no need for this tenure within the TWWHA and limited 
justification for the tenure of conservation areas (which 
do allow for some recreational activities that would not 
be permitted in national parks).

Most of the conservation areas and regional reserves 
could be added to the adjacent national parks despite 
containing some impacts from past logging and 
associated roading (e.g. Catamaran and Picton River 
Conservation Areas, Weld River and Styx River Regional 
Reserves). This is consistent with the objective of 
rehabilitating such impacts, listed as a management 
objective for national parks in Schedule 1 to the National 
Parks and Reserves Management Act 2002.

The TNPA’s position is that all of the remaining FPPFL 
and PTPZL merits reservation under the NCA, that the 
appropriate category of reservation is (in most cases) 
national park (as noted above, the incorporation of 
logged areas in a national park is consistent with an 
objective of rehabilitation), and that (in most cases) the 

newly reserved land should be included in an adjacent 
existing reserve.

Conclusion

The remaining unreserved land in the TWWHA should 
be reserved as soon as possible, and most of these 
areas merit national park status. Most of the substantial 
number of small regional reserves and conservation 
areas within the TWWHA merit incorporation into 
the adjacent national park, and a kooparoona niara 
(Great Western Tiers) National Park, managed with the 
involvement of the Tasmanian Aboriginal community, 
should be established.

The state government have had a decade to rationalise 
the land tenure within the TWWHA but they have chosen 
to do almost nothing. One has to wonder why. Do 
they see potential to reverse some of the advances in 
protection or are they just reluctant to do anything that 
makes them appear supportive of conservation? z

9DPWH (1990). The appropriate boundaries of a World 
Heritage Area in Western Tasmania. Report to the 
Minister for Parks, Wildlife and Heritage.

https://tnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/TWWHA-Approp-Boundary-Report-1990.pdf
https://tnpa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/TWWHA-Approp-Boundary-Report-1990.pdf

