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by Alex Colley

IN HIS talk on the future of the
environmental conservation move-
ment (reported in the last Bulletin)
Geoff Mosley said that “society in
general and the developed world in
particular is using up the natural
resource capital of the past…all this
is happening because of the expan-
sionist nature of our society... Ours is
a culture which equates progress
with growth in economies and popu-
lation.” As world population
increases so does the demand for
food, most of which is produced on
once natural land, cleared for farm-
ing. Thus the pressure on natural
areas is ever increasing. In developed
countries, and in the less developed
countries, natural areas are con-
stantly being exploited, endangering
or causing the extinction of many
species. There is abundant evidence
that the earth has already exceeded
its regenerative and absorptive
capacity 

Wilderness is the word which has
been used by the Colong Foundation
and its supporters to describe the

larger remnants of the natural
environment. It is generally accepted
that the minimum area of such rem-
nants is about 5000 hectares. The
reservation of smaller remnants is
very desirable, and sometimes essen-
tial for the preservation of some
threatened species, but the smaller
areas, though they preserve flora and
some fauna, are vulnerable to the
intrusion of both human and feral
predators. The margins of wilderness
areas are equally vulnerable, but
most of their area affords habitat for
native wildlife. The only completely
secure habitat is a fenced area within
which all feral wildlife has been
eliminated and the fence is ade-
quately maintained. As the troubles
of Earth Sanctuaries prove, this is
beyond the capacity of private enter-
prise, and an outlay not favoured by
governments. Wilderness preserva-
tion, though it provides imperfect
preservation, is therefore the only
practical means of protecting habitat
for native wildlife. 

Although a survey commissioned
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Never deny the power of a small
group of committed individuals to
change the world. In fact it is the
only thing that ever has.

Margaret Mead

Correction…
In Bulletin 209 the ACF was cred-
ited with accepting the recom-
mendations of Task Force 2005. It
was Task Force 2025. Professor
Ian Lowe chaired the Advisory
Council which produced, not the
first, but the second State of the
Environment Report.



by the Australian Heritage Commis-
sion found that, in the words of the
former Minister for the Environ-
ment, Senator Robert Hill, “the
overwhelming majority of Aus-
tralians want to see action to con-
serve our wilderness and wild
rivers,” the minority opposed to
wilderness get much publicity.
Business interests, mainly miners,
loggers and graziers, oppose any
restriction of their access to natural
resources. In Bulletin 206 Haydn
Washington refutes 20 of the criti-
cisms by the anti-wilderness
brigade. The criticisms include:
describing wilderness as a cultural
creation, failure to recognise that it
was ‘home’ to native peoples, that it
victimises the disabled, that it is the
recreational preserve of yuppie
bushwalkers and that it does not
protect endangered species. Most
unrealistic of the opponents of
wilderness are the academics, who
fail to recognise the conservation
significance of preserving the unde-
veloped remnants of the natural
environment. In his book The Future
Eaters Tim Flannery, although
admitting that Australia’s system of
reserved lands, as flawed as it is, is
the major tool presently available to
protect biodiversity, rejects the con-
cept of wilderness because “the
entire continent has been exten-
sively managed for 60,000 years by
its Aboriginal occupants”. This does
not render them unnatural. They
are the best natural remnants we
have.

In their book Going Native, Dr.
Archer and Bob Beale deny the eco-
logical relevance of wilderness and
national parks. They too deny that
wilderness exists because “The
entire continent has been exten-
sively managed for 60,000 years by
people”. They rightly point out that
national parks are “unwanted ‘left-
overs’ of land, with soils too poor or
topographically too rough for agri-
culture or settlement” though they
acknowledge that “these bits and
pieces of remnant bush are our
genetic libraries”. They quote a
Deakin University program which
sets a biodiversity threshold of 30%

of original plant cover for the conti-
nent and call for national parks to be
augmented by 100%. Since most
non-park land is privately owned,
even if land suitable for parks could
be found, this would cost mega $bil-
lions. They advocate commercial use
of wildlife as a means of countering
the inadequacy of parks. In South-
ern Africa farms have been con-
verted to private reserves which
charge hunters for the killing of wild
animals. Kangaroos, emus and
wombats are no substitute for lions,
giraffes and hippopotamuses, even
if killing for pleasure is condoned.
The means they advocate for the
preservation of flora and fauna is “a
new revolution.” This is to be
achieved by turning farms into mul-
tiple use areas where nature conser-
vation goes hand in hand with tradi-
tional farming. In support they
quote Andrew Campbell, who has
devoted a quarter of his land to tree
plantations and anticipates good
returns from them. They report that
tree plantations are springing up on
grazing land. Should such planta-
tions be sufficient to provide the 15-
20 million trees estimated to be
required to arrest soil salinity, this
would be a more practical remedy
than the $60 billion which the
National Farmers Federation and
the ACF estimates is needed for the
purpose, but it is unlikely that many
farmers will devote a quarter or
more of their farmland to this use,
and pay for the establishment of
plantations, unless they are sub-
sidised. The $66 billion of estimated
budget surpluses would cover the
farmers/ACF estimate, but these
sums will be devoted to promoting
growth. The protection afforded to
native flora and fauna in national
parks and wilderness is far from
adequate, but it is practical.

For 37 years the Colong Founda-
tion has successfully campaigned for
wilderness. It has been supported by
the public and by the NSW Govern-
ment. Conservation oriented acade-
mics should get real and support the
campaign rather than denigrate it.
And conservation NGOs should use
the word instead of evading its use,
thereby undermining the campaign,
by calling wilderness “wild country’
or ’caring for country.’ ■
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Wilderness Reality
continued from page 1

Dozerwatch 2003-04
DAVID PAULL reports on land

clearing in NSW. He plays a key role
in ‘Dozerwatch,’ which monitors
land clearing. The following data on
clearing approvals were obtained
from the regional offices of DIPNR
(Department of Infrastructure, Plan-
ning and Natural Resources) for the
first quarter of 2004: Far West
14,038 ha; Central West 3,180 ha;
Hunter 4,579 ha. Dozerwatch also
reports that Far West has the highest
DIPNR land clearing approvals with:
34,545 ha in 2000; 42,393 ha in
2001; 16,440 ha in 2002; 9,027 in
2003 and 34,994 ha in 2004. Further,
cultivation approvals in the Western
Division have gone from 3,000 in
2003 to 35,631 ha in 2004.

Obviously the Native Vegetation
Conservation Act has not produced a
downward trend in ‘legitimate’
clearing, but hopefully clearing of
the most endangered ecological
communities will be curtailed at the
very least. 

Dozerwatch also monitors illegal
activity. There were over 1000 com-
plaints about clearing made to
DIPNR over a two year period up to
the end of June 2004. The Depart-
ment took action on 331 of these
complaints, mostly in the Hunter
Region and only 5 in the Far West
where clearing is greatest. There
were 10 prosecutions made and 16
stop work orders, although there has
been some remediation action with
31 remediation agreements and 42
remediation notices issued. Only 16
stop work orders have been issued
over the two year period monitored.

DIPNR found that 414 concerns
raised were considered to comply
with the Native Vegetation Conser-
vation Act, while a further 150 were
considered not worth pursuit. 

As the NSW Government and the
NSW Farmer’s Association are united
in their stand that the farmers are
“doing the right thing”, David Paull
urges that the environment move-
ment establish monitoring groups in
country NSW and purchase satellite
images to hunt down illegal land
clearing. His strategy would build
some needed alliances to save rural
environments from the degradation
caused by land clearing. ■



by Keith Muir

THE recently released Living Parks
strategy has rejuvenated the NPWS
nature tourism and recreation strat-
egy released in 1997. This new strat-
egy will guide investment in park
infrastructure and benefit regional
economies, including Aboriginal
communities. This driver, perhaps
with beautiful on-park photo oppor-
tunities for Government politicians in
the run up to the 2007 election, will
motivate park managers to ‘roll out’
the strategy during this period of
budgetary constraint that flows from
the slow down of the NSW economy.
If Regional Managers wish to retain
technical officer staffing levels it may
well be necessary to apply for capital
works funding under this new strat-
egy.

Integrating parks with local com-
munities through capital works is a
formulae for bad park development.
At Myamba Creek and Pheasants
Peak in the South East Forests
National Park and in the Mongarlowe
River catchment of Monga National
Park development of facilities has
preceded park management plans
because the funds were made avail-
able to soften the loss of logging
opportunities. In this case, money
drove park development and the
planning will now follow the money.
Just because a local community sup-
ports national park development, it
does not become a good thing. It can-
not be nature-based planning, rather
such developments are short term
expedients and money driven. There
is a serious risk that more ‘Wow-Fac-
tor’ lookouts and elevated walkways
(which may be well designed by
architects) will jut out and intrude
into prominent and sensitive park
landscapes.

The Living Parks strategy addresses
these mistakes by entrenching
regionalism for the purpose of facili-
tating development through consul-

tation with local stakeholders. The
process instead should be tied into
existing planning processes and the
on-going audit of national park facili-
ties. An expanded capital works bud-
get for national parks is certain to be
spent and the key issue is to ensure
this money is not spent on monu-
ments to architects, politicians or
enthusiastic but misguided regional
advisory committees.

At its worst, regional focussed
planning of capital works, such as
lookouts and walkways, could see
parks themed such as the Man from
Snowy River Park. And before you
think this vision is unrealistic (if not
paranoid), just look at the Kosciuszko
National Park Visitor Centre in Jind-
abyne, which presents the pastoral
history of the park almost to the
exclusion of the park’s natural values.

A zero-growth model
A sustainable visitation strategy for

NSW National Parks is essential and
there is a great need to encourage
people to visit our wonderful national
parks. For the many newly created
national parks, new visitor infrastruc-
ture may be required and for older
parks, existing infrastructure should
be reviewed and where appropriate
replaced or upgraded. These capital
works priorities must be regulated
through the existing plan of manage-
ment processes. 

The Living Parks Strategy appears
to want to create a new money-driven
planning process where parks are
required to pay their way and thereby
win regional support. Misunder-
standing parks as a product in a
tourism market place through some
sort of parallel planning process,
ignores the tried and tested nature-
focussed and community-based plan-
ning processes currently in place.
Such a tourist-focussed approach
would be complicated and unreason-
ably afford priority to projects that,
when seen in a larger context, would

be rejected (eg the ‘Man from Snowy
River’ Park Visitor Centre in Jind-
abyne).

Instead of identifying products to
market and ways to increase tourism
growth exponentially, parks should
be managed well within the carrying
capacities of existing facilities. Most
established parks are already devel-
oped enough. National parks are not
the next cornucopia of economic
opportunity and the regional commu-
nities that seek to exploit parks for
tourism development will run into
conflict with conservationists. Before
a dollar is spent on infrastructure, all
parks should be audited and bench-
marks set regarding the carrying
capacity of each park through the
‘State of the Parks’ process. At least
then there will be a framework for the
community to have a rational debate
on the issue of park development. ■
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Tourism Plans For
National Parks

Colong Foundation 
Accounts and Expenditures

INCOME 2004 2005  
General donations 60647 54972
Membership 3925 5050  
Interest received 3874 3774  
Dividends 24266 22105  
Bequests —— 300  
Miscellaneous 1153 4258  
Bulletin subscriptions 164 132
Government grants —— 4841  
Blue Mtns book 23792 ——  
Totals 117821 95432  

EXPENDITURE 2004 2005  
Bulletin 2041 2160  
Staff 59511 56352  
Office 10072 12161  
Bank Charges 487 357  
General wilderness 6900 1945  
Miscellaneous —— 158  
Audit fee * 13650  
Depreciation * 640  
Blue Mtns book 28329 4841
Totals 107340 92264  

SURPLUS 10481 3168  
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by Michael Archer and Bob Beale
Review by Haydn Washington

GOING NATIVE. Isn’t that what
environmentalists have been on
about for decades? Apparently not,
as I found as I read through this
book. The back page provoked
interest – asking why it is illegal to
keep a quoll as a pet, argued we eat
more native food, and especially
the call for a ‘revolution in our
thinking about our relationship
with this amazing continent’. How-
ever, it did not take long to realise
that the title was a misnomer. It
wasn’t about going native at all. It
seems Archer and Beale had missed
the point. Almost all native cul-
tures operate from a worldview
totally different from that of West-
ern Society. They operate from
being part of nature, but according
it respect, wonder, and love. They
don’t just see it as a pool of
resources to be used by humans.
This book should rather be called
‘Going Western – but with native
species’. Archer and Beale seem to
totally ignore the need for an actual
revolution in our thinking about
how we see the world. This book in
based on resourcism, anthropocen-
trism and instrumentalism – nature
is nothing but a resource for
humans, it has no intrinsic value or
rights of its own. National parks
should be harvested for resources.
Mining is not harmful. Wilderness
does not exist (except perhaps on
the surface of Pluto!) and anyone
who believes otherwise is either
arrogant or ignorant – or even
worse, believes in terra nullius. They
claim that ‘The Australia we all
know today is just as much a
human construct as a natural one’.
Genetic engineering is fine, because
bacteria swap genes all the time
anyway. More forests should be
planted, but all of these should be
used for biomass production (to
produce electricity, or ethanol for
vehicles or for charcoal). 

This is not to say there are not

some valuable ideas amongst the
polemic that the whole landscape
should be just a production-line for
humans. They point out the need
for massive reforestation, they raise
valid arguments for using bush
foods (some of which have been
used for decades by the same con-
servationists they deride). They
provide a compelling argument for
kangaroo farming, rather than
sheep or cattle (this is one point
which the conservation movement
has slowly shifted stance on over
recent years). They write movingly
of Archer’s pet quoll who died at
the hands of a cane toad. They
advocate ‘conservation through
sustainable use’, but see no reason
why any land should be free from
being a resource for humans. They
‘see no special reason … why well-
regulated harvesting of abundant
species could not take place in parts
of national parks that have no spe-
cial ecological significance’. I sup-
pose my question would be ‘signifi-
cance to who?’. Presumably, the
answer would be to humans. The
implication here is that we know
everything about all ecosystems in
Australia. This is sheer human-cen-
tred hubris. We do not, and proba-
bly never will know everything
about every ecosystem. 

Animal rights are dismissed as
‘an unnatural intellectual con-
struct’ of those who were ‘pro-
foundly detached from the natural
world’. Nowhere is there any inves-
tigation that it might be a revolt
against the very resourcism and
instrumentalism that underlies the
authors’ thinking. People have
asked themselves if animals have
rights. This is a step on the way to
asking whether the whole of nature
has rights, to accepting that we are
only one part of nature, not the
master (a view many of those
native peoples in fact held). Simi-
larly, bushwalkers may be surprised
to find out that the loss of our sense

BOOK REVIEW

Going Native

continued on page 5

Trees impede
development
In the Hunter Valley 32,000 hectares
of spotted gum and ironbark trees
are threatened by residential subdi-
visions, industrial developments and
vineyards. The Independent Scien-
tific Committee has listed spotted
gum and ironbark forests as threat-
ened species. They are home to
koalas, bats and gliders. The Urban
Task Force, a property development
lobby, claims the listing will delay
development.

Down with 
the trees
The Statewide Landcover and Trees
Study shows that, before the 2004
law to ban broadscale land clearing
was passed, more than 1 million
hectares of Queensland was cleared
between September 2001 and
August 2003. This included clearing
of approximately 162,423 ha of
mulga species used for stock feed
during the drought. Approximately
60% of the total clearing (641,390 ha)
was remnant vegetation. Satellite
data showed that the highest level of
clearing was in the SW Queensland
mulga lands, whereas in the previ-
ously heavily cleared brigalow belt
and desert uplands it decreased sig-
nificantly due to the lack of vegeta-
tion left to clear. 
NPA of Queensland News, March
2005

Call for a Blue
Mountains World
Heritage Centre
The Blue Mountains City Council is
considering the redevelopment of
the 19 ha of Crown Land which was
occupied by the Lawson golf course.
The Blue Mountains Conservation
Society calls for it to become “a
World Heritage Centre which
belongs to the people of the Blue
Mountains as well as attracting eco-
tourists – a place where people can
learn about, care for and appreciate
our unique environment.”



of being part of nature is not sym-
bolised by the car, or the McMan-
sion, or the city … but by the back-
pack! Apparently the fact that we
carry food or sleeping bags when
we head off for days into the wild
shows just how isolated we are
from nature. We are urged to
believe that Aborigines did not do
this, did not carry possum skin
cloaks to keep warm, did not carry
food from one area for a meal in
another? 

The authors argue that isolating
what remains of natural environ-
ments and not interfering with
them is almost certain to ‘send
them to their doom if that is the
only conservation strategy that
humans pursue’. They do not seem
to acknowledge the hard work of
community groups which were out
there for decades trying to reserve
wilderness and national parks from
the relentless tide of humanisation.
They also promote the fantasy that
(1) conservationists are only inter-
ested in ‘locking up’ isolated rem-
nants, and (2) conservationists
advocate total non-interference.
Have they never heard of the Great
Gorse Walk in the Grose, or the Wil-
lows Out of Wollemi project? They
clearly have not done their research
to find out that it was in fact the
conservation movement who first
advocated the protection of Travel-
ling Stock Routes out west, started
the campaigns for rainforest and
woodlands, rushed to the protec-
tion of roadside vegetation. They
argue on p. 280 that our parks are
small token remnants that have
been ‘almost totally transformed’.
They don’t fully acknowledge the
vision of the Wild Country Project
of the Wilderness Society, which
aims at connectivity, connecting the
wilderness and national parks
together across Australia. 

In Chapter 7 we are asked to
believe that mining is not a prob-
lem, and Australia should promote
it, along with tourism. Having
worked for 7 years in CSIRO on
water pollution from heavy metal
mines, I was astounded by the shal-
lowness of the argument. Because

it takes up 0.02% of the land, min-
ing is seen as minor. There is no dis-
cussion of water or air pollution, of
tailings dumps that can leach for
thousands of years, of salinity
caused by open-cut mining in the
Hunter, etc. Elsewhere, renewable
energy such as wind and solar is
barely mentioned. Rather, all our
forests are to be for biomass pro-
duction for alcohol or power sta-
tions. ‘Multiple use’ is to rule the
land. They argue that it has done so
for thousands of years, never con-
sidering that firstly there are far
more of us today, and secondly we
use a high energy/ high material
life style totally alien to traditional
Aboriginal culture. The idea of a
few percent of reserves for ‘nature
only’ is dismissed in the book, with
the rather bizarre argument that if
we had these, there would be a ‘risk
that such an approach will inadver-
tently encourage more of the ‘any-
thing goes’ attitude towards land
use outside the park boundaries’.
Apparently we are to change all
areas at once, without any area free
of human use in case we get it
wrong (yet again!). This is a strange
argument when the authors have
spent much of the book showing
just how badly we got it wrong in
the last 200 years. 

So what are their solutions? A
national tree plan. Urban restora-
tion using native species. Reforesta-
tion and use of all forests for tim-
ber/eucalyptus oil/biomass/charcoal
and other products. Water conser-
vation and collection of stormwater.
Creating a ‘Streetcare’ in the city,
similar to Landcare. Building
smaller houses. 

I found this a depressing book –
as I had looked forward to far more
from the authors. I had hoped this
would be about truly going native,
feeling like we were part of this
land, and belong here. But you can
never belong to land when you
think you are the master, when you
have the egocentrism to see it as
being a human artifact. This book
sadly isn’t about going native. It’s
about business as usual, only let’s
use native species too. It is mod-
ernism, resourcism, anthropocen-
trism and instrumentalism, all
dressed up in ‘native’ clothes. It’s

not about a revolution in ideas at
all. It’s about more efficient
exploitation of our native resources.
On many of their points (replant-
ing, use of native foods, etc) we are
in agreement. But their attitude to
conservation is (despite their own
dismissive epithets) both poorly
researched and biased in favour of
exploitation. Their understanding
of the wilderness debate is so cur-
sory as to be meaningless. Yes – we
need to go native. But this is not
the path to truly going native. For
that we need to learn more about
the ‘wisdom of the elders’ (as
Suzuki has put it). ■

Haydn Washington is an environmental con-
sultant, a long time NPA member, former
Director of NCC, and is currently doing a
Ph.D. on the ‘wilderness knot’ at UWS.
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Going Native
continued from page 4

Unprotected Fresh
Water Rivers
Australia signed the Ramsar Con-

vention on wetlands in 1971, which

requires the protection of all wet-

land types – which, under the Ram-

sar definition of ‘wetlands’,

includes rivers. After 34 years no

Australian rivers have been pro-

tected. Similarly, the requirements

contained in the World Charter for

Nature (a resolution of United

Nations General Assembly) and the

Convention on Biological Diversity

1992, with respect to freshwater

protected areas, have not been car-

ried through in any Australian

jurisdiction other than the ACT. Vic-

toria passed a Heritage Rivers Act

in1992, nominating 18 rivers to be

protected. However, 13 years later,

none of the river management

plans have been completed. New

South Wales considered legislation

similar to Victoria’s Heritage Rivers

Act, but there was inadequate par-

liamentary support in the face of

opposition by farmer and fisher

groups.

Jon Neville, Director, OnlyOne-

Planet Consulting, in NPAQ News

April 2005.
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IN HIS BOOK, Let the whales swim
free, Dr Geoff Mosley describes the 30
year campaign which secured a
global moratorium on commercial
whaling. He describes the signifi-
cance of the campaign at “a time
when conservation groups became
more courageous in their criticism of
stupid practices and in their making
of proposals for reform. Most impor-
tantly the ‘people in the street’
demanded that governments take
notice of what they had to say.”

As is usual in conservation cam-
paigns, the Government at first sup-
ported the commercial interests
affected, though soon after the
Human Environment Conference,

held in Stockholm in 1972, the
importation of most whale products
was prohibited. This policy was
replaced in 1978 when then Prime
Minister, Malcolm Fraser, commit-
ted Australia to seek banning of
commercial whaling around the
world.

On 30th March 2004 conserva-
tionists gathered at Parliament
House to commemorate a quarter of
a century of combined effort by the
Australian Government and the
Australian community to protect
whales.

More recently the Indian Ocean
Whale Sanctuary has been declared,
though it will be reviewed every ten

years. A Southern Ocean sanctuary
has been adopted. A South Pacific
sanctuary proposal was not adopted
because it failed to secure the three
quarter majority provision of the
International Whaling Commission
because of Japanese opposition.

The conservation of whales has
many parallels with the quest for
wilderness protection. Dr Mosley
believes there is a great deal to be
learned  from the 30 year history of
the efforts to have the whales com-
pletely protected against commercial
whaling.

The book is available from Peak
Environmental Enterprises at 90
Boyds Rd, HURSTBRIDGE,Vic 3099. 

Saving the Whales
Long before global warming, Homo sapiens had wiped out most of the larger animals,
such as the mammoth, the mastodon and the giant sloth, and there is some evidence that
mankind destroyed Australia’s Megafauna. In modern times two large animals remained.
The elephant survived because it was useful. The whale was headed for extinction when
hunted from steam vessels using the harpoon gun.

Reviewed by Keith Muir

THIS full colour outdoor adven-
ture guide fills a need for families
and young adventurers who want
to explore the central Blue
Mountains. For those wanting
to know the Mountains but as
yet only know the trammelled
paths, this guide is ideal. 

Day walks are covered in
detail with several walks on
formed tracks presented that
are poorly known outside the
local community. For exam-
ple, Centennial Glen and
Popes Glen at Blackheath, a

Mount Victoria to Hartley
Vale loop, a Waterfall circuit, Empire
Pass and Frederica Falls in Lawson,
as well as walks to Terrace Falls and
Bedford Creek at Hazelbrook. Some

interesting mountain bike tours are
also presented, including one from
Lithgow to Mount Victoria. Nearly
all the biking and walking routes
are accessible by train, so the guide
is promoting responsible tourism. 

In addition, the Key Guide con-
tains good introductory sections on
World Heritage values, the national
parks that comprise the World Her-
itage Area and orientation pages on
the scope of adventures in the
Mountains. A detailed nature sec-
tion on the plants and animals of
the Mountains, and reference to
local tourism companies and accom-
modation are found in the back of
the Guide. Clear maps assist readers
to orientate themselves but are no
substitute for topographic maps. 

The book broadens the scope of
day trips known to the public that
are where they should be located –
on the edges of national parks. As
with all books there are flaws, but
the purpose of the book as a Key
Guide is competently achieved,
making it a fine addition to the
series. ■

BOOK REVIEW

Key Guide: Exploring 
the Blue Mountains

by Leonard Cronin
published by Envirobook 
rrp $29.95



by Geoff Mosley

Some influential people see
wilderness as a barrier to their ambi-
tions and it suits them to try to
muddy the waters. In this climate
honest misunderstandings over
meanings also arise.

The following is a preliminary list
in alphabetical order of some of the
most common myths, and distor-
tions. The list is by no means conclu-
sive and there is considerable overlap
between the entries. My comments
are in italics.

■ ANTHROPOCENTRIC. Wilder-
ness is anthropocentric, being con-
cerned first and foremost with human
needs. Although we still see nature as
something separate from ourselves, a deci-
sion to deny ourselves access to all the avail-
able resources in large natural areas and to
regard those places as places were natural
forces will be dominant is a move in the
opposite direction and could be more accu-
rately be better described as ‘ecocentric’.

■ BIODIVERSITY. Being selected
for their value for wilderness-type
recreation, wilderness areas do not
make much contribution to the pro-
tection of biodiversity, and in any
case, without interventionist man-
agement, any biodiversity values
present will be reduced. Wilderness
areas are the last large natural areas and
are chosen because of their potential for
the protection of viable natural condi-
tions. They have both biodiversity and
recreational values. Their size provides the
optimum geographic circumstances for
the protection of biodiversity, geodiversity
ands natural processes. Additional
reserves are necessary for the protection of
the full range of environmental variety.

■ CONCEPT. Wilderness is a con-
cept not a place. Wilderness is no more
a concept and no less a place than any
other term used by humans to describe

spatial differentiation. As with words like
‘mountain’, ‘forest’, national park’,
‘rural’, ‘town’, the answer lies in commu-
nity agreement on definition.

■ ELITIST. Wilderness is elitist
because it is accessible only to those
fit enough to walk through the nat-
ural areas and cope with their nat-
ural hazards. Wilderness areas are avail-
able to all those who are willing to tackle
them on their own terms. They add to the
range of experiences possible and hence to
human freedom. They teach self reliance
and improved understanding of the
environment. Walking is the oldest mode
of human travel and is that which is
available to the greatest number of citi-
zens. In its inclusiveness wilderness is the
opposite to elitist.

■ HUMAN EXCLUSION ZONE.
Wilderness is an area from which
humans are excluded. Humans are
prevented from exploiting resources in
wilderness and from the use of modern
technology (e.g. off road vehicles ) for
travel but one of the main reasons for hav-
ing wilderness areas is for people to be able
to enjoy the special experiences they offer.
Therefore they are people zones. Wilderness
areas are closed to permanent settlement.

■ LOCKED UP. Wilderness areas
are ‘locked up’ and are therefore
against the public interest. This claim
is similar to that of ‘human exclusion
zone’. Wilderness areas are locked up
against materials extraction, and mecha-
nised and other forms of damaging access
but not to their highest public uses –
nature conservation, scientific observation
and enjoyment of the wilderness experi-
ence. Hence the phrase inappropriate.

■ NOT AUSTRALIAN. The idea of
wilderness conservation is an Amer-
ican import. The idea was developed in
NSW by Myles Dunphy between 1914 and
1932 in response to what was seen as a
local need. The National Parks and Prim-

itive Areas Council (NPPAC – formed
1932/33) was the first voluntary group in
the world to have wilderness conservation
as a major objective. Dunphy and the
NPPAC were inspired and encouraged by
parallel developments in the USA.

■ TERRA NULLIUS. Setting aside
areas for protection as wilderness is
insensitive to the culture, rights, inter-
ests and needs of Aborigines and is an
extension of terra nullius, implying
that the lands were uninhabited. Terra
nullius involved the notion that since Abo-
rigines did not own land and occupy it in
the European way it could be appropriated
by colonists. Recent recognition of the exis-
tence of native title on tenures other than
freehold has created a potential competition
for land between Aborigines and protected
areas. The wilderness movement knows
that it has several things in common with
the traditional Aboriginal relationship with
the land including: a belief in sharing;
ownership of land by the community; a
sense of kinship with the environment; love
of quiet contemplation of ones surroundings
and an awareness of the spiritual quality of
places. The conflict arises where Aborigines
want to use the land for modern technolog-
ical processes, have motor vehicle access or
manage the land in a way which interferes
with natural processes.

Note: Wilderness conservation
challenges the conceit of humans
which drives their superior exploita-
tive attitude to the environment. The
reversal of the older meaning of the
word from something second rate –
wasteland – to something of intrinsic
worth – a goodland - is a significant
development in human affairs. It
lays down a challenge to the prevail-
ing economic rationalist outlook and
could become a standard bearer for a
reorientation of our basic environ-
mental value system.

(Geoff Mosley is writing a book on wilderness
conservation in Australia)
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Wilderness Misconceptions
Supported as it is by the vast majority of Australians, wilderness nevertheless has some
influential enemies. This is not surprising when one considers that wilderness protection
is so diametrically opposite to the mainstream obsessions with economic growth.



by Keith Muir

TWO proposals regarding coal
mining on Newnes Plateau have
come forward in the last few
months to exploit the groundwater
that leaks from Newnes Plateau as
the result of coal mining. Centennial
Coal and the Fish River Water Sup-
ply have proposed a scheme to
transfer to Farmers Creek the waste-
water currently discharged into the
Wollangambe River. The scheme
would remove over 12 megalitres a
day of polluted water from the
World Heritage Area, treat it and
subsequently pump it to Farmers
Creek. We understand that this
transfer scheme is a pre-requisite for
the proposed extension of the col-
liery, as new mining will not be
allowed to pollute the World Her-
itage Area. Current discharges have
been plagued with pollution above
the permitted levels, particularly in
dissolved manganese. 

We congratulate Centennial Coal
for its efforts to find a solution to
this problem, which has dogged
Clarence Colliery for many years.
The Foundation believes that the
existing water transfer arrange-
ments, that have severely damaged
a tributary of Farmers Creek, should
cease. The new scheme has the
advantage of discharging water
directly into the creek rather than
into a headwater swamp as cur-
rently. These headwater discharges
have caused substantial erosion that
has cut a deep trench and lowered
the watertable in the swamp.

The transfer scheme should pro-
vide for increase flows to the Coxs
River via Lake Lyell and mimic nat-
ural flow regimes. Unfortunately the
scheme is a commercial venture that
may not provide an environmental
flow but only augment water con-
sumption by Delta Electricity and
others. This is not a wise strategy as
water supply security is based on the

assumption that the continued
transfer of 12 or more megalitres a
day will not deplete the groundwa-
ter resources of Newnes Plateau.
This assumption will be sorely tested
as coal mining continues under the
plateau. 

The Springvale Colliery also has a
development proposal that involves
increased groundwater pumping
from the plateau. If approved, the
scheme will be one of the first under
the new draft Subsidence Manage-
ment Plan process. At this stage, the
Subsidence Management Plan
process risks replicating previous
failed approaches by providing inad-
equate information to the commu-
nity and frustrating more informed
decision making that could limit
environmental impacts. The Subsi-
dence Management Plan does not
provide the key CSIRO groundwater
assessment report, which is labelled
confidential. By omitting this report
the colliery offers no justification for
its proposal to double groundwater
pumping capacities that are cur-
rently about twelve megalitres a day. 

Newnes Plateau has several
botanically important upland
swamps above 1000 metres eleva-
tion that are distinctive, scientifi-
cally important communities of rare
locally endemic shrubs and some
species of snow grass. They do not
occur within the Blue Mountains or
Wollemi National Parks, being
restricted to the Newnes Plateau.
Rare plants occurring within and
adjacent to the swamps include Dill-
wynia stipulifera, Olearia guercifolia,
Boronia deanei and Eriostemon obovalis.
Fringing these swamps are stands of
the Wolgan Snow Gum (Eucalyptus
gregsoniana). All remaining swamp
communities should be protected
due to their poor conservation status
and scientific importance. These
swamps are groundwater dependent
ecosystems and could be destroyed
by coal mining, especially as

groundwater levels fall when the
coal mining passes under these
swamps. The Subsidence Manage-
ment Plan claims no environmental
impacts on shrub swamps from
mining. The existing discharges,
however, have killed the riparian
vegetation below an existing waste
water discharge point. The dead veg-
etation was subsequently removed
leaving only stumps as evidence of
the damage.

Delta Electricity is also proposing
to utilise the groundwater flows
arising from the Springvale colliery,
as well as those from Clarence col-
liery. This is a better solution than
discharging these waters to the
World Heritage listed national parks,
but Delta Electricity should also
reduce its water consumption to
provide adequate environmental
flows to the Coxs River.

Coal mining is probably denying
water to the swamps and streams of
Newnes Plateau as it is very unlikely
that the water pumped from these
mines was trapped during the for-
mation of the rock strata.

Unless nature conservation is fac-
tored into the design of mining
operations, as intended by the new
Subsidence Management Planning
process, environmental impacts
become unavoidable later on as
groundwater levels fall. ■
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Pumping out the

Newnes Plateau

MEETING DATES
Meetings will be
held at our office
at 262 Kent Street
at 2 pm on June

2nd 16th and
30th and July
14th and 28th.


