
by Keith Muir 

ON Saturday 24 March citizens 
of NSW are again called 
upon to select from among 
our NSW parliamentary 

candidates those that they wish to support. 
The following is my attempt to review the 
environmental performance of the major 
parties. The review focuses only the last 
18 months, as Morris Iemma only became 
Premier in August 2005 and Peter Debnam 
Opposition Leader in September, 2005. It 
is perhaps unfair to judge over such a 
short time, but there are many indications 
as to what the alternative futures for 
the environment could be under each 
leader. My opinions on what has or has 
not been done by politicians, and what 
is promised, should not be considered as 
recommending a voting preference. The 
choice is up to you.

Since Morris Iemma became Premier 
there have been a number of environmental 
gains, including the reservation of the 
Chaelundi Wilderness and the declaration 
of the Forbes, Hastings and Brogo Rivers, 
and Washpool Creek as wild rivers, with 
more wild rivers promised. The core of 
the Coolangubra forests has received a 
form of management that could permit 
a future wilderness designation, and a 
new Native Vegetation Act has been 
introduced to curb land clearing. On the 
other hand, the Yengo Wilderness Area 
and about 15,000 hectares of wilderness 
lands purchased with the Dunphy 
Wilderness Fund have not been declared 
under the Wilderness Act. In the last ten 
years three legislative regimes have been 
introduced to curb lands clearing, but land 
clearing continues at an unacceptable, 
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Environmental 
performance of 
Political Parties 

in NSW

Meeting Dates 
Meetings will be held at our 
office on level 2, Fortuna 
House, 322 Pitt Street, at 
2pm on the second Thurs-
day of the month: April 19th, 
May 11th and June 14th.



page 2 Colong Bulletin 220, March 2007

though much reduced, rate. Only time 
will tell if the Government will enforce 
its new reforms, but no prosecutions 
for land clearing have taken place in 
the last 3 years. On the otherhand, the 
Coalition Parties would make it easier 
for landholders to remove bushland by 
scrapping existing land clearing laws.

The Iemma Government has created 
a Port Stephens-Great Lakes Marine 
Park and a Batemans Marine Park, and 
established a $100 million Riverbank 
scheme to buy back water for our dying 
inland waterways. A major urban reform 
initiative, the BASIX program, will 
ensure that energy and water conservation 
measures are applied within the State’s 
urban expansion areas. The Government 
announced in November a new policy 
on climate change with a commitment 
to a 15% renewable energy target by 
2020. Unfortunately greenhouse gas 
reduction legislation, created only last 
October, did not require further efforts 
by electricity generators, suggesting 
Labor has a limited commitment to 
solving this serious problem. Without 
further efforts, it will be impossible to 
achieve the 30 per cent reduction in 
greenhouse gasses by 2020 as proposed 
by environment groups and prominent 
scientists.

Premier Iemma has had the 
opportunity to build upon Labor’s 
conservation gains, and to reverse some 
worrying trends that developed in the 
last 18 months of the Carr Government. 
Yet in the last 15 months or so, Premier 
Iemma has overseen some damaging 
decisions, such as opening up our 
public forests to hunting, and seems 
determined to introduce an energy 
intensive desalination plant, rather than 
recycle, for drinking purposes, water 
that is currently wasted by discharge to 
the ocean. 

The Opposition Parties in the 
meantime have only recently developed 
positive environment initiatives, that 
include providing solar power schemes 
for NSW schools and up to $1000 rebates 
for home solar hot water installation. 
The Coalition has announced support 
for cleaner fuels, urban water recycling 
and reuse schemes for Sydney, and 
opposed longwall mining in the main 
water supply catchment for the Central 
Coast.

Lib-Lab destruction of development 
controls

Since August 2005, new laws have 
further undermined the planning and 
development control system, attacked 
community participation and court 
challenges, and created an uncertain 
future for threatened species (Owen 
Pasco, February 2007). In almost all 
cases these new laws were supported 
by the Opposition, with ‘environmental 
conscience’ left largely to the Greens 
and Democrats of the NSW Parliament. 
This bipartisan windback of citizen 
participation in development control has 
snatched away the public accountability 
and transparency provisions in the 
planning system, that were achieved 
through the Green Ban battles in the 
1970s. This severe loss also illustrates 
the controlling influence that property 
developers now exercise over the major 
political parties regarding planning and 
development control. 

In February, the Coalition Parties 
promised to commence building the Bells 
Superhighway proposal in the first term 
of government. The proposal would cut a 
swathe through the World Heritage Area 
at a cost that could never be justified: a 
mind boggling $3.3 billion! In response, 
Labor did not rule out the super road, 
but instead just ridiculed the Coalition’s 
funding plans for the road. 

Parks, Wilderness and Biodiversity
The Coalition Parties have 

distinguished themselves by supporting 
grazing of national parks and horse riding 
in wilderness areas, which would degrade 
the natural integrity of these areas. 
The Coalition is more closely aligned 
with high impact user groups than the 
Government, and if elected this allegiance 
would influence park management to the 
detriment of nature conservation. The 
Coalition has promised to undo 350,000 
hectares of reserves in the Brigalow 
Belt, revoke the 80,000 hectare Yanga 
National Park, and cancel the Batemans 
Marine Park. 

Old political hands would know 
that the Coalition says these things to 
appease its constituents, and doesn’t 
always act on these promises, knowing 
just how unpopular revocation of parks 
will be with the electorate. When it 
gained government in 1988, the Coalition 
reneged on its promise to revoke the 
rainforest parks. But while the Coalition’s 
bark may be less than its bite, it will still 

bite, and I believe its political allegiances 
with user groups will see it bite down 
hardest on wilderness.

During the last four years the 
Government has added a further 50,000 
hectares of parks in the north east forests 
and another 7,000 hectares in the south 
east forests, including the protection of 
the Deua River headwaters. On the other 
hand, the Government is attempting to 
sell off thousands of Crown leases to 
the detriment of nature conservation. 
The Coalition Parties would, of course, 
also sell off the Crown leases, and 
probably with less consideration for the 
environment.

In October, 2006 the Government 
introduced legislation to reserve new 
national parks in the Lower Hunter 
Region, but as part of a package that allows 
residential development on 5,000 hectares 
of privately-owned bushland. This is a 
new ‘strategic’ approach to conservation, 
where reserves are established as a trade 
off during the development planning 
process. Conservation contingent upon 
development also forms the foundation for 
the badly flawed ‘Biobanking’ scheme.

Biobanking is an optional scheme 
that enables development of sites with 
environmental values to be off-set by 
funding conservation at another site. 
Environment groups oppose Biobanking 
because it allows environmentally 
sensitive areas to be exploited, and thus 
causes a continual loss of environmental 
capital, particularly as high conservation 
value sites are not automatically protected 
under the scheme. Even the sites that 
are bio-banked for conservation are 
not permanently protected. These sites 
can be cleared by a future exploitative 
proposal. In response to the Biobanking 
legislation, environment groups called for 
legislation that would end land clearing 
caused through urban expansion, which, 
if adopted, would effectively address 
environmental decline. The Coalition 
Parties successfully amended the 
legislation to ensure a two year trial period, 
which may prove to be an important 
escape clause should Biobanking fail to 
deliver good environmental outcomes.

In April 2006 the Nattai parks system 
was attacked by the Government when it 
removed 1000 hectares from the Bargo 
State Conservation Area near Hilltop. 
The conservation reserve was given over 
to shooting clubs. The area, which is 

NSW Political parties
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by Ian Brown
Hon. Fire Management Officer

THE Grose Valley fire began 
on 13 and 14 November 2006, 
apparently from two lightning 
strikes. One was on the eastern 

edge of the Hartley Valley, the other on 
Burrakorain Head in the upper Grose, 
in the World Heritage Blue Mountains 
National Park. The Hartley Valley 
fire (known as Lawsons Long Alley) 
crossed the Darling Causeway into the 
Grose and a section 44 emergency was 
declared early on November 15, with 
a multi-agency incident management 
team (Rural Fire Service, National 
parks and Wildlife Service, NSW Fire 
Brigade) established to fight the fire.

Early containment failed, including 
some backburns, and a few days later 
major backburns were commenced 
that ultimately rimmed the upper 
Grose Valley from Medlow Bath to 
Mount Tomah. Fire was prevented 
from crossing Bells Line of Road and 
entering Blackheath, but containment 
backburns at the critical south-eastern 
(downwind) end of the fire failed and 
spread fire eastward.

Severe north-west weather arrived on 
21 and 22 November, blowing up the 
uncontained fires into a large convection 
column and burning rapidly across Blue 
Gum Forest and into an area of light 
fuels (burnt by a previous fire in 2002). 
The convection column dropped two 
spotfires 12 km to the south-east (leap-
frogged over the old fire into heavier 
fuels) to threaten townships in the lower 
mountains.

Direct attack suppressed the 
dangerous spotfires, then the weather 
moderated and turned east. Ultimately, 
the fire was stopped by a combination 
of direct attack on the main front in 
light fuels, aided by damp weather. 
Even while this was happening, a 
large backburn was commenced from 
Faulconbridge.

Human life and private property were 
not impacted, but it was a close call. 
Many people in the local community 

and in the fire agencies were dismayed 
by what happened, and the impacts 
on the too-frequently-burnt, World 
Heritage bushland of the upper Grose 
Valley. They feared that much of the 
extensive backburning was not only 
unnecessary but added to the problems. 
They were alarmed that there was 
constant pressure from a high level to 
burn the whole valley (against local 
advice). There is a history of some 
of these problems. Local plans like 
the Blue Mountains National Park Fire 
Management Strategy have lots of good 
motherhood statements about protecting 
biodiversity, but when it comes to the 
crunch does anyone apply them?

There has been a lot of media 
coverage. A large group of residents 
called for an independent review of the 
fire, and the political response was rapid 
and fierce. Local Member Bob Debus 
and Rural Fire Service Commissioner 
Phil Koperberg (now on leave to contest 
the state Blue Mountains seat for Labor) 
made misleading and pre-emptive 
statements about the success of the fire 
and the lack of problems, making it 
nearly impossible for any government 
officials to properly address or even 
acknowledge issues. The timing of 
the fire during the election run-up has 
been unfortunate. Some RFS volunteers 
have protested about ‘interference’ by 
‘armchair critics’.

Lessons from the 
Grose Valley Fire

near Warragamba reservoir, will now 
be cleared, fenced and subjected to a 
rain of lead bullets. Wildlife habitat will 
be fragmented by this highly intrusive 
activity. The previously promised 
additions of parkland do not compensate 
for the large hole cut in the middle 
of the Bargo reserve. The Opposition 
supported the reserve’s revocation, with 
the Greens and Democrats and a handful 
of independent members left to raise a 
protest vote.

Water
In November 2005 the Iemma 

Government introduced legislation, 
supported by the Opposition Parties, that 
brought to an end the Government’s 
environmental flow guarantees for rivers 
in NSW. Now the environment will 
only receive water if any is left over 
after commercial extraction ‘rights’ of 
irrigators and other users are allocated. 
Some of these ‘rights’, however, are 
being purchased for the environment 
through the Riverbank scheme.

The damage caused by longwall mining 
under drinking water catchments has not 
been addressed by the Government, except 
through the announced desalination plant 
to be located at Kurnell and a badly 
flawed inquiry to be conducted by mining 
experts. The Coalition on the other 
hand, has announced large scale water 
recycling and stormwater harvesting for 
drinking water purposes, but also would 
build a desal plant somewhere other than 
Kurnell. The Coalition so far remains 
silent on threat posed to Sydney’s water 
supplies by longwall mining.

Peter Debnam’s water recycling 
proposal would see several western 
Sydney sewage treatment plants connected 
to the water supply system via two water 
filtration plants in series. This proposal 
would add 86 billion litres to Sydney’s 
water supply during drought periods. It is 
also proposed to divert this treated water 
to the Hawkesbury-Nepean River system 
to enhance environmental flows when 
the extra drinking water is not needed. 
Under pressure from this initiative, the 
Iemma Government has released a less 
ambitious recycling scheme, which would 
provide water for industrial and other 
non-drinking purposes. Such a limited 
scheme cannot be large enough to address 
Sydney’s water needs. ■

NSW Political parties
continued from page 2

The remains of the ‘No Fires’ sign is a 
poignant reminder of the fragility of the 

formerly lush Blue Gum Forest. 
Photo: Wyn Jones

continued on page 4
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But of the many questions asked 
about this fire, very few have been 
answered. The official response has 
been to attack critics while avoiding the 
real issues:

Was the initial backburn along 
Darling Causeway over-extended, 
adding to the number of breakouts into 
the Grose Valley?

Were firefighters and helicopters 
withdrawn from the Burrakorain fire 
to deal with the expanded Darling 
Causeway problem, allowing that fire 
to grow?

When the operation fell back to broad 
containment, was there progressive 
escape of several backburns which 
moved fire rapidly to the east?

Was the ‘blowup’ convection column 
fed by the escaped backburns, while 
much of the ‘real’ fire was still further 
up the valley?

Why was there continued pressure to 
burn the whole valley even when damp 
weather and direct attack were saving 
the day?

Does the firefighting system over-
emphasise broad containment strategies 
(large backburns from roads and other 
‘hard’ lines) over remote firefighting 
and close containment working with the 
landscape?

There is no public sign yet that these 
nitty-gritty questions will be adequately 
addressed. Despite consultations 
behind the scenes, agencies don’t want 
to talk about them. The main issue 
has now become the extent to which 
the government and the fire agencies 
are willing to examine problems 
and develop solutions. Parts of the 
firefighting culture seem to be resistant 
to external scrutiny, objective analysis 
of fire events and constructive comment 
from the community. Any comment at 
all is taken as criticism of volunteers 
(and this view is promoted by those 
in power). The media is uncritical and 
submissive.

It is obvious that firefighting is a very 
difficult and complex task, risks have to 
be taken, decisions made in crisis, and 
everyone does their best with a great 
deal of commitment. Firefighting has 
come a long way in the past few decades 
and human life and property are being 
better protected. The simple objective 
of minimising the fire area reduces risk 

■

■

■

■

■

■

to communities, firefighters and the 
environment, as well as costs – but is 
this happening well enough?

There is very little research or 
empirical information to support good 
decision-making. Suppression strategies 
from past fires, and alternatives, are 
not fully analysed. There is little 
investment in developing advanced 
strategy skills. We have no objective 
basis for determining what works and 
what doesn’t. It seems that as many 
backburns fail as work. Rapid first 
attack is not working well enough. 
Remote area firefighting (RAFT) is 
under-resourced compared with truck-
based operations. These issues are 
statewide and have been raised many 
times before.

There seems to be some recognition 
at the local level (in the Blue Mountains) 
of these shortcomings, and some 
commitment to addressing them. But 
the higher levels have gone into full 
lock-down mode, apparently aghast at 
the very idea of independent review. We 
should not have to wait for a coronial 
enquiry when things go wrong, or some 
sort of media witch-hunt. There should 
be no blame or punishment and the 
system should support open reflection. 
The costs of post-fire analysis will be a 
drop in the fire-bucket against the $10 
million plus for fires like the Grose.

There needs to be a routine process 
of impartial scientific analysis of large 
fires: what the fire did, what was done 
to control it, what worked, what didn’t, 
why or why not, and what can be 
done to make things better. The focus 
should be on barriers and shortcomings 
within the system, not on individual 
accountabilities. For example, if a 
backburn failed, why did it fail? Were 
conditions too severe, was information 
inadequate, was it poorly implemented, 
were not enough resources available? 
How can the system be changed and 
improved to make success more likely?

Currently there is no procedure or 
support for such a process. Standard 
debriefs are carried out by the same 
people who ran the operation. They are 
poorly resourced and lack independent 
input. No matter how professional 
those involved are, they are exposed to 
interagency issues, the understandable 
solidarity of shared effort and an 
unwillingness to be critical. The status 
quo is simply not good governance.

The issues raised by the Grose Valley 

fire will not go away, and could lead 
to disaster in the future – not only for 
our bush environment, but communities 
too. The government and fire agencies 
need to decide if they will be part of 
the solution. They should crack open 
the closed shop, hear the community, 
embrace greater transparency and 
comprehensive, scientific review of fire 
operations. ■

Grose Valley Fire
continued from page 3

The Cause of the 
Symptoms
In his article Wilderness in the 
Future, in the attractive coffee-
table book Celebrating Wilderness, 
Geoff Mosley writes that the 
conservation movement has targeted 
the symptoms, not the cause of 
environmental deterioration. The 
cause of the symptoms is our endless 
growth way of life, which can only 
end in disaster. Rather than endless 
growth we should give some serious 
thought to the objective of a stable or 
steady state society.
Geoff is critical of the Australian 
Conservation Foundation, which 
a decade ago decided to deal 
with causes as well as symptoms, 
but has yet to act “on this ground 
breaking decision.” The NSW 
environment movement has also 
ignored root causes of environmental 
degradation. Some years ago the 
Nature Conservation Council annual 
conference voted for a policy of net 
zero immigration. Nothing has been 
heard of it since except from Colong.
On the subject of inspiration and 
confidence building, Geoff writes:
If we examine the history of 
wilderness conservation we will see 
a number of ingredients relevant to 
the march to a steady state society. 
First, the initiators of the movement 
had a strong feeling that what they 
were doing was good for the whole 
community and environment. They 
also had confidence that they could 
achieve their goals. Then, with full 
understanding of their difficulties, they 
worked intelligently for their ideal and 
did not compromise it, regardless 
of the pressure on them to do so. 
Finally, they never gave up! Summing 
up, their formula was one of VISION, 
plus FAITH plus INTELLIGENT 
CAMPAIGNING plus PERSISTENCE, 
all relevant to the much bigger task 
which confronts the movement now.
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THE Colong Foundation 
supports Aboriginal 
aspirations to be more involved 
in managing and conserving 

their cultural heritage within the Blue 
Mountains World Heritage Area. 

The Department of Environment 
and Conservation, through its World 
Heritage Unit, is working with 
Aboriginal communities to develop a 
co-management strategy for the Greater 
Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. 
They are working on a World Heritage 
renomination. The Colong Foundation, 
however, does not support a restricted 
re-nomination of the Blue Mountains 
World Heritage Area, for indigenous 
values only, as proposed by the Co-
management Strategy. All outstanding 
universal values should be given due 
recognition and protection by World 
Heritage listing.

The Co-management Strategy should 
be amended to establish a well defined 
plan that nominates for the World 
Heritage List all outstanding universal 
values in the Area which are not yet 
listed. There is already State-Federal 
bipartisan support for this approach to 
the re-nomination. 

The Colong Foundation believes that 
natural beauty/wilderness, indigenous 
and modern cultural associations, 
and geoheritage values should be re-
nominated for inscription on the 
World Heritage list for the Greater 
Blue Mountains property. This vision 
was outlined by Bob Debus at the 
World Heritage dedication ceremony. 
On May 12, 2001 he said “Needless 
to say, all these attributes, not just 
the vegetation, deserve international 
recognition and after allowing a bit of 
time for the assessors to complete their 
education (and helping them to do it) I 
believe this area should be renominated 
in respect of additional criteria and 
extended boundaries for its significance 
for understanding the evolution of land 
forms, for the beauty of its natural 
scenery, and for its cultural landscape 
values.”

As part of the process of working 
toward a World Heritage renomination 
of the Area’s other values, the 
Foundation has nominated the Blue 
Mountains World Heritage Area for 
National Heritage listing. This National 
Heritage nomination recognises the 
long-standing Aboriginal presence in the 
area. This aspect of national significance 
is described in the nomination as having 
‘direct and tangible associations with 
a longstanding Aboriginal presence in 
the area, including any examples of 
rock art’. This aspect of the nomination 
is linked with recent history by 
stating that ‘The ‘Australian spirit’ 
theme is represented by the stories 
of both Aboriginal occupation and the 
rediscovery of spiritual values in the 
environment by the modern people of 
the Sydney Basin.’

Progress toward Co-management for 
Blue Mountains World Heritage Area

The draft co-management strategy 
recently on public exhibition has five 
key areas of operation: conservation 
of cultural heritage; development of 
Aboriginal employment opportunities 
and training including favourable 
leasing and licensing arrangements; 
wild resource use and (vehicle) 
access to restricted areas of the World 
Heritage Area; Aboriginal involvement 
in fire and pest species management; 
and promotion of Co-management. 
The Colong Foundation believes that 
the strategy needs to provide more 
discussion and detail about these aims. 
The Strategy needs to specify the purpose 
of the consultative process, and most 
importantly, detail the proposed actions, 
particularly regarding the proposed land 
management implications. 

The draft Strategy examines lease-
back; land use agreements; and 
memoranda of understanding options. 
So far no parks in the World Heritage 
Area have been nominated for lease-
back arrangements, but both indigenous 
land use agreements and MOUs are 
being actively developed for the Area.

To date, a MOU between Central Coast 
Hunter Range Regional Aboriginal Co-
management Committee and DEC has 
been signed to further involve Aboriginal 
people in park management. A steering 
committee with 26 Aboriginal members 
was established under the MOU that 
will ensure Aboriginal engagement in 
all aspects of park management and 
planning. The MOU specifies that 
Aboriginal community members need 
not pay park entry fees and requires 
commercial Aboriginal cultural tours to 
use local Aboriginal guides. 

Indigenous Land Use Agreements 
are being negotiated over those parts of 
the World Heritage Area that are subject 
to native title claims under Federal law. 
These Agreements are legal negotiations 
and so very little information is available 
on them until they are signed off. We 
know that the Gundungurra claimants 
are close to settling an Agreement, and 
the Darug people also are developing an 
Agreement.

The Foundation believes that Park 
management should always remain an 
open and transparent process, and that 
arrangements should not be hidden 
away in legal Agreements. Agreements 
should be constructed so as to uphold the 
integrity of national parks and wilderness 
areas. They should of course not create 
any conflict with the provisions of the 
National Parks and Wildlife Act, 1974 
and the Wilderness Act, 1987.

The Foundation believes that all 
national park management, including 
all forms of co-management, should 
remain consistent with the general 
aims and objectives of the National 
Parks and Wildlife Act, 1974 and the 
plans of management made under that 
Act (see section 81 of the NPW Act, 
1974). Similarly, the provisions of 
the Wilderness Act, 1987 need to be 
respected in relation to identified and 
declared wilderness areas.

Public consultation regarding the 
particulars of the proposed forms of 

Aboriginal Co-management Strategy 
for the Greater Blue Mountains 

World Heritage Area

continued on page 6
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Reviewed by Pat Thompson

PAUL Collins is an historian. 
His book Burn was published 
during 2006 and quickly 
sold out. A reprint is under 

consideration. Those interested in the 
subject will find his work an important 
one and the book is available through 
libraries.

The author rightly says that fire is a 
controversial subject in Australia and it 
is one that people hold very strong views 
about. The author is no exception. In his 
introduction he says, ‘We are yet to 
accept that fire is part of the very fabric 
of our continent. Australia would be 
completely different without it.’ In his 
view ‘fire should be seen as a positive 
force; it does not come to destroy but 
to sort things out, to probe our strength, 
and ultimately to renew.’

As an historian Collins has relied 
on a vast number of sources to bring 
us an account of the worst bushfires 
from the 1851 Black Thursday fire, 
the 1939 Black Friday fires to the 
Canberra inferno of 2003 and many 
other serious bushfires experienced 
throughout regional Australia. His work 
is thorough (over 400 pages) and makes 
interesting and compassionate reading, 
but it is in the last part of the book, 
‘The Great Fire Debates’ that the author 
endeavours to answer the question: To 

burn or not to burn?
The evolution of the landscape with 

the emergence of the dominant species 
of Eucalyptus and Acacia are central to 
the story of fire in Australia and were 
dominant long before the arrival of 
Aboriginals. It is what happened after 
Aborigines began arriving that the debate 
begins. Collins argues persuasively that 
whilst Aborigines used fire, they did not 
go about torching the country the way 
many of the scholars have suggested. 
He shows the real pyromania followed 
the arrival of the post-1788 settlers.

It is in the modern context that Collins 
advances the interesting view that it is 
the pro-development lobby who like to 
support the fire-stick farming theories. 

‘Their argument is that if we can recover 
the Aboriginal way of ‘managing the 
landscape’ we will find a convergence 
of modern theories of land-clearing 
and regular burning with pre-European 
Aboriginal fire regimes.’ 

‘There are those,’ according to 
Collins, ‘who are imbued with a zealot-
like doggedness to conquer and subdue 
the continent by any means available 
in order to promote an ideology of 
‘development’. Many of these 
people seem to almost hate nature. 
Developmental mania has degraded the 
landscape. After almost 220 years of 
this kind of assault the time has come 
for a serious rethink of how we relate 
to the continent. And rethinking our 
relationship to fire will be an integral 
part of that process.’ 

Certainly, Collins is an advocate for 
nature. He points out that aside from the 
effects of constant an excessive burning 
with its resulting loss of topsoil, the 
landscape has further been altered by 
settlement and clearing. Soils are then 
less able to retain moisture and this has 
been compounded by the compacting 
effect of hard-hoofed animals. The 
introduction of feral plants and animal 
pests and the loss of native small 
animals has also been a factor in making 
the landscape vulnerable to fire. He 
cites the examples of the loss of such 
animals as bettongs, bandicoots and 
bilbies, once common to the Australian 
bush, and their role in breaking down 
vegetative matter.

In Burn, the author also embraces 
deeper ecological, spiritual and 
philosophical questions. ‘Perhaps,’ he 
writes, ‘the time has come for a few of us 
to speak about the rights of other sentient 
beings, the landscape and the natural 
world itself.’ Paul Collin’s contribution 
is certainly useful and what we can say 
is that whilst fire remains endemic to 
Australia, and it looks likely to be more 
significant with global warming, then the 
debate will continue. ■

BOOK REVIEW

BURN 
The Epic Story of Bushfire in Australia

by Paul Collins | RRP $35.00 | Published by Allen and Unwin

management in the World Heritage 
Area should be through NPWS plan of 
management processes. General park 
policy development should be part of 
the Department of Environment and 
Conservation’s policy review process, 
which is also subject to public comment. 
It would be expected that these planning 
and policy documents be revised by due 
process to incorporate co-management 
agreements.

We will be keeping a close eye on the 
Co-management Strategy, and the World 
Heritage Unit. The Colong Foundation is 
concerned about the long term security 
of any management arrangements 
that remove public land tenure from 
national parks. Such proposals would 
not properly reflect the significance and 
collective responsibility toward the Blue 
Mountains World Heritage Area held by 
all the people of Australia. ■

Aboriginal Co-Management
continued from page 5
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SCIENTIST, James Hansen, director 
of the NASA Goddard Institute 
for Space Studies, believes that the 
consequences of global warming may 
be worse than the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has 
predicted. It could cause a ‘gorilla 
of a sea level rise’ and our biggest 
danger from climate change.

Hansen was one of the first scientists 
to voice public concern about the effects 
of Global warming when he raised it in 
Washington hearings in the late 1980s. 
He was criticised at the time for lack of 
evidence, but time has shown that he 
was right. 

Hansen suggests that when global 
average temperatures rise one degree 
celsius above year 2000 levels (which is 
within the range expected by IPCC) sea 
levels could begin rising massively - a 
metre in twenty years and five metres 
in a century. 

The following is a summarised 
transcript of a Steve Curwood interview 
of Dr Hansen for Living on Earth, 
an independent US media program 
supported by public donation:

“The IPCC report concedes that a 
lag in the global climate system means 
average temperatures would continue 
to rise by 0.1 degrees Celsius a decade 
even if we managed to stop all sources 
of emissions today. The message is 
that we have to make big reductions 
in global emissions in the near future, 
starting immediately.

The Panel on Climate Change says 
there’s little doubt that the earth will 
be a much hotter place by the end of 
the century. But some of the world’s 
leading climate experts say there is a 
glaring omission regarding another key 
impact of global warming, sea level 
rise.

The Panel predicts a sea level rise 
of about a half a metre over the next 
century. But NASA scientist Dr James 
Hansen has just written an article in 
the journal Science asserting, among 
other things, that this estimate may be 
far too low. 

He looked at how the rate of growth 
of carbon dioxide, the change of global 
temperature, and the change of sea level 
interact. Contrary to what critics have 

often said, IPCC has not overstated 
or overestimated those changes. The 
changes of carbon dioxide have been 
very accurate. Temperatures actually 
increased somewhat faster than 
projections. And sea level has also 
increased notably faster than the prior 
estimates by IPCC.”

“We have very limited time to get 
on a different path with our energy 
use and greenhouse gas emissions or 
we’re going to end up with unstoppable 
problems in the future. 

IPCC addresses a lot of things but 
there are a small number which deserve 
very great attention. [Sea level rise] is 
the number one item just because of the 
inertia of the system. If we get it started 
it will become very difficult to stop it, 
perhaps impossible to stop it.

We do have a lot of information 
available to us both from paleoclimate, 
the history of the earth and how ice 
sheets responded in the past, and also 
the new data from satellites, and on 
surface measurements on the ice sheets 
which show that there are processes 
beginning to happen there, exactly 
the processes that we’re afraid will 
accelerate. The last time a large ice 
sheet melted, the sea level went up at 
a rate of five meters per century. That’s 
one metre every 20 years… Simple ice 

sheet models available now just cannot 
[model such rapid changes] because 
they don’t have the physics in them to 
give you the rapid collapse that happens 
in a very nonlinear system.

So you get a very rapid change. And 
you can imagine that in the case of large 
ice sheets. There are several processes 
that contribute to more rapid loss of 
ice. As you have melt on the surface of 
the ice sheet it descends through holes 
and crevasses and lubricates the base so 
that the ice sheet begins to move faster. 
There’s ice at the edge of the continent, 
both Greenland and especially West 
Antarctica, which holds back the ice 
streams but as the ocean warms and 
those ice shelves melt that’s like taking 
the cork out of a bottle and stuff can 
come out much more rapidly. 

IPCC could not estimate the ice sheet 
contribution because it is a nonlinear 
problem and they don’t know how to 
do it. I think they should warn people 
more strongly about that danger because 
I think it’s the greatest danger that 
humanity faces in the global warming 
problem.

We need strong actions, not some 
weak actions that slow down the 
growth rate a bit. We’ve got to get on 
a path where emissions are actually 
decreasing.” ■

A Gorilla of a Sea Level Rise
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by David Burgess
Natural Areas Campaigner for Total 

Environment Centre

THE NSW Government 
continues to resist efforts by 
environment groups to protect 
Sydney’s southern drinking 

catchments and other precious water 
resources from the impacts of longwall 
coal mining. It is surprising that so far 
the continuing destruction of rivers, 
creeks and other water resources by 
longwall mining has gone largely unseen 
and unreported, while water has become 
firmly entrenched as a major issue on 
the NSW political landscape.

Longwall mining commenced in 
Australia in the late 1960s. It allows 
mining companies better coal recovery 
rates and profitability when compared 
with the older bord and pillar methods 
of underground mining. The method, 
however, also results in far more 
dynamic ground subsidence, and reports 
of widespread damage keep coming in 
from all of the state’s major coalfields.

The Metropolitan Special Area 
catchment south of Sydney contains 
four dams that provide the city with 
20% of its drinking water. Managed by 
the Sydney Catchment Authority (SCA), 
they are largely in a pristine condition 
with no public access and heavy fines 
apply, even for entering them on foot. 
Six coal mines, mostly owned by BHP 
Billiton, are operating under these water 
supply catchments, with leases that 
extend from the Illawarra escarpment 
inland to the Macarthur Region.

Tributaries flowing into all four dams 
in the Metropolitan catchment, as well 
as in the Woronora catchment, have now 
been cracked and drained by longwall 
mining. The NSW Government’s 
standard response to this damage is that 
no water is being lost. This is despite 
comments by bodies, such as the SCA 
and CSIRO, that state there is simply 
no baseline data available from which 
to draw this conclusion. Another typical 
response is to blame decreased flows 
following the cracking of a riverbed on 
the drought. In the case of the Waratah 

Rivulet in the Woronora catchment, this 
just doesn’t wash as other creeks in the 
area are currently flowing healthily. 
The same evidence is found in the 
Metropolitan catchment, where only 
those streams above longwall mining 
operations have been damaged.

Late last year the Waratah Rivulet, 
which makes up 30 per cent of the 
Woronora Dam catchment to south 
of Heathcote, was discovered to be 
cracked in thousands of places and 
entirely drained for two kilometres 
of its length following mining by the 
Metropolitan Colliery. The ensuing 
television reports prompted the Minister 
for Mineral Resources, Ian Macdonald, 
to acknowledge that there was a problem 
in the Waratah Rivulet, but claimed that 
the damage would be fixed and no water 
was being lost.

Following years of community 
indignation and after the NSW Scientific 
Committee’s listing of longwall mining 
as a key threatening process affecting 
endangered upland swamps, and the 

Department of Primary Industries (DPI) 
has introduced a new approval regime 
in an attempt to address the damaging 
effects of coal mining. The new process 
involves the preparation of Subsidence 
Management Plans (SMPs) by mining 
companies. After three years it is clear 
that these SMPs are doing little to 
prevent damage to the environment and 
are, in fact, being used as a means of 
justifying the destruction of precious 
water resources. The Director-General 
of the DPI alone makes the final decision 
on approving an SMP, even where 
mining operations could affect our 
precious drinking water catchments.

The SMP process is failing, as new 
areas for longwall coal mining are 
routinely approved without modification 
by the DPI. Documents obtained through 
Freedom of Information applications 
have shown that recommendations to 
further restrict mining by independent 
experts engaged to advise the DPI are 
ignored. Mining companies are using 
the SMP process merely to monitor 
subsidence and disruption to water 
flows, without doing anything to prevent 
the damage being caused.

There is growing disquiet in 
communities whose essential water 
resources are being damaged or 
threatened by longwall mining. Along 
with the Rivers SOS coalition, whose 
membership consists of 35 peak and 
local environment organisations, new 
groups have formed in the Sutherland 
Shire in response to the Waratah Rivulet 
debacle and in the Wyong Shire, whose 
supply catchment is under threat from 
a Korean company’s proposal to mine 
directly under Jilliby Creek.

In an attempt to diffuse the 
situation until after the election, the 
NSW Government has announced two 
inquiries into longwall mining – one in 
the southern coalfields and the other into 
a Wyong coal mining proposal. Apart 
from the possible use of the inquiries as 
a delaying tactic, there are significant 
problems of mining industry bias with 
the terms of reference and in the make-up 

Evidence mounts against 
longwall mining in catchments

Rocks from a cliff fall are scattered 
across the bed of a once deep pool 
on Native Dog Creek. Longwall mining 
has drained this pool and many others 
in our water supply catchments. Photo: 
K. Muir

continued on page 10



Colong Bulletin 220, March 2007 page 9

by Jane Gye

FOR a small group of walkers it 
has become a bit of a ritual that 
after Christmas we spend a few 
days’ walking in Kosciuszco 

National Park.
The year before last (Xmas 2005) was 

a scorcher (in Sydney on New Year’s 
Day it reached 45ºC), and because that 
year we were in an area of Kossi 
burnt in 2003, shade was at a premium: 
needless to say it was not pleasant for 
walking. 

One of the group, Keith Muir, made 
the suggestion that next time we should 
explore an area which has not been 
recently burnt, hence last Xmas we 
spent 4 days in the Goobarragandra 
Wilderness area, north of Kiandra. 

What a treat! – open grassy valleys, 
magnificent tall eucalypt forests, 
and delightful campsites along the 
Yarrangobilly River. Any prior 
reservations we felt because of names 
like Starvation Creek and Fiery Range, 
and the general perception of the rugged 
country around Yarrangobilly quickly 

evaporated once we were under way.
Although we photographed many 

pleasing sights such as the majestic 
Alpine Ash forests, our cameras 
were used increasingly to record the 
devastation being wrought by feral 

horses, and the disturbing number 
of pine trees which have become 
naturalised.

The impact of the horses has certainly 
worsened over the years. The lengthy 
drought has meant that the horses 
access the limited vegetation close to 
creeklines, graze native pasture closer 
to the ground and forage further into 
the forests.

Cattle grazing stopped in this area 
around the mid 70s, but the impact 
of horses seems to me to be just as 
destructive (I’m relying on memories of 
visits to the area off and on since about 
1965). Some of the effects of horses we 
observed were:

Creeklines trampled and turned into 
muddy, boggy drains;

Turbid water flowing from where 
horses visit creeks or swamps 
upstream;

Creek banks being destroyed and 
eroded;

Very few wildflowers blooming on 
the grassy flats at a time of year when 
they should be abundant;

An incredible abundance of horse 
faeces - piles occur every few metres 
over much of the area;

The huge abundance of horse faeces 
made it unpleasant for walking and 
camping;

Large numbers of well-worn horse 
tracks network the entire wilderness;

Many large patches of bare dirt where 
horses have worn away the vegetation;

Closely cropped open grassland 
areas are ‘mown’, unlike the snow 
grass tussocks where horses were not 
so evident;

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

Goobarragandra 
Wilderness, a haven for 
horses, pigs and pines?

Starvation Creek is being ruined by 
feral horses trampling its bed and 

banks. Photo: Jane Gye

continued on page 10

Left: Feral horses have worn 
many large bare patches in the 
delicate grassy stream flats of the 
Goobarragandra Wilderness. Photo: 
Jane Gye
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Evidence of horses in every terrain, 
including the more rugged areas;

Horses grazing beside the main road 
that posed a danger to cars.

The Jounama pine plantation at 
Yarrangobilly is the source of the feral 
pines in the Goobarragandra Wilderness. 
A pile of poisoned dead pines near Long 
Flat Hut is an encouraging sign but living 
pines are scattered erratically throughout 
the area, well away from firetrails.

Steve Horsley from the Parks and 
Wildlife Division, Tumut, reports 
that the 250 hectare plantation was 
planted in the 1930s but only about 40 
hectares remain, due to a long-running 
rehabilitation program. Logging 
operations have removed over 200 
hectares of the pines, and the remaining 
parts of the plantation could be gone by 
the end of the year.

Seedlings from the plantation have 
been found up to 20 kilometres to the 
east of the plantation, the distribution 
influenced by the prevailing westerly 
winds. Significant effort has been 
undertaken in recent times to remove all 
pinus wildlings east of the Long Plain 
Road. Wildling removal is programmed 
into the field staff’s annual work program. 
More effort, however, is required for the 
area between the Long Plain and the 
plantation. Mr Horsley wonders whether 
volunteer labor could assist with this 
eradication program, something that our 

■

■

walking party also thought would be a 
good idea. 

It was a bit depressing for me to 
leave the area having not seen a native 
mammal, but instead dozens of horses, 
two pigs, countless pine trees, and the 
inevitable blackberry. However the 
inherent beauty of the Goobarragandra 
Wilderness remains, and hopefully 
more resources can be directed toward 
managing the pest species problems. The 
resilience of the bush, given the right 
ecological intervention, is amazing.

North Kosciusko Fire burns 20,000 ha
Steve Horsley was the Fire Incident 

Controller for last February’s wildfire 
in northern Kosciuszko National Park, 
that was caused by two lightning strikes. 
About 20,000 hectares have been burnt, 
nearly all in areas previously undamaged 
by wildfire. The area between Spices 
Trail the Snowy Mountain and Long 
Plain was burnt due to lightning strike 
on Mount Yarrangobilly. The intensity 
of this fire, caused mainly by the 
prevailing drought conditions, has killed 
parts of the Alpine Ash forests in the 
Goobarragandra Wilderness.

The second fire started on Peak Back 
Ridge, which is west of Tantangara 
Dam. The area burnt is all west of the 
dam and stretches from Mosquito Creek 
fire trail down to Nungar Fire Trail, and 
the Gooandra area but was contained by 
the Snowy Mountains Highway, Pockets 
Saddle Road and Circuits Trail area near 
the park boundary. ■

Stephen  Gye and Nancy Pallin were disappointed to find pine wildlings scattered 
over most of the Yarrangobily River catchment. Photo: Jane Gye

Goobarragandra
continued from page 9

of the panels that will hear the evidence. 
A small concession by the industry was 
also made to conservationist’s efforts in 
the western coalfields. Felix Resources 
has promised it’s Moolarben Mine 
would not come closer than 500m to 
the Great Dripping Wall - still close 
enough though to produce significant 
subsidence, and possibly damage.

With both climate change and water 
issues dominating the election, the 
conservation movement has proposed 
sizeable buffer zones to protect our 
water resources from longwall mining. 
The Greens and the Democrats support 
this position, while we are still waiting 
for protection policies from both major 
parties. Clearly the ongoing industry 
culture of monitoring and repairing 
stream-bed cracks, without any long-
term proof that such remediation 
works, is just an extended experiment. 
Such damaging mining should not 
be allowed to continue and precious 
water resources must not be traded 
away by the NSW Government for coal 
royalties. ■

Evidence Mounts
continued from page 8

It can be done
It has been estimated that $63 bil-
lion will be invested this year in clean 
energy. In the U.S. a boom of invest-
ment in clean energy is under way. The 
NSW Government has stated that its 
desalination plant will be powered by 
renewable energy, but has not stipu-
lated how this will be produced.
In an article entitled Solar-powered 
desalination plant leads the way, ECOS 
describes how, in South Australia, 
Aquasol Pty. Ltd. is investing $370 
million in a solar powered desalina-
tion plant at Point Paterson, near Port 
Augusta. The solar field will cover 2 
square kilometres and the plant will 
produce enough water for 34,000 
people. Aquasol’s Managing Director, 
Michael Fielding, states that the plant 
will be configured to enable ready 
expansion to produce more than 45 
gigalitres of water- enough for more 
than 250,000 people for a year. He 
believes the country’s reliance on burn-
ing coal for electricity needs can be 
reduced by 80%, and desal can relieve 
our 90% reliance on natural waterways.
So we don’t have to drink what Morris 
Iemma calls “recycled sewage” or rely 
on water produced by coal powered 
recycling plants.
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FOR several decades the world 
has had a widely accepted 
method of classifying 
protected areas according to 

their management objectives. This has 
undoubtedly assisted the development 
of the protected area systems. The 
latest version of this is expounded 
in Guidelines for Protected Area 
Management Categories which was 
published by the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature and Natural 
Resources (IUCN) in 1994. Recognising 
six main protected area categories, the 
categories had been approved by the 
World Congress on National Parks and 
Protected Areas meeting in Caracas in 
1992. Earlier category systems had been 
produced by IUCN in 1973 and 1978.

The new Guidelines made clearer the 
distinctive objectives of each category. 
Because of this and its international status 
it is widely believed to have had a positive 
impact on the expansion of the protected 
area systems. Importantly, the category 
classification is based on the objectives 
of management of the protected areas not 
on their titles. So, for instance, applying 
this approach, a national park in Britain, 
whose main management objective is 
to conserve the values of the modified 
rural landscape, is placed in Category V 
– ‘Protected Landscape/Seascape, not in 
Category 11 – ‘National Park: protected 
area managed mainly for ecosystem 
protection and recreation’.

Australia, with a large number of 
names for its protected areas had much 
to benefit from this system and has been 
assiduous in applying it. The Australia 
and New Zealand Environmental 
Council produced Draft Australian 
Guidelines for Establishing the National 
Reserve System and the categories are 
enshrined in the provisions of the federal 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act, 1999. Of course, no 
system is  ever perfect and there is 
always more that can be done in the 
light of experience to make the system 
clearer. In addition there is the problem 
arising from the fact that in some large 
parks different parts could well be placed 
in different categories. Examples are the 
nature reserves in British national parks 
and the different zones in the Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park. How do you 
go about classifying these correctly and 
avoiding double counting?

One of the new features of the 1992 
category system was the recognition 
given to wilderness as a sub-category 
of Category 1 ‘Strict Nature Reserve/
Wilderness: protected area managed 
for science and wilderness protection’. 
In this, Category 1b is ‘Wilderness 
Area: protected area managed mainly 
for wilderness protection’. People who 
were around in New South Wales in 
the 1950s and 1960s will remember the 
long saga which resulted in the eventual 
disentanglement of these two reserve 
types in the national parks and wildlife 
legislation of 1967. The wilderness sub–
category came to fruition as a result 
of a resolution on wilderness (strongly 
supported by Australian representatives) 
at the 1984 Madrid  session of the 
IUCN General Assembly and the work 
of a Task Force which was set up at this 
time and reported to the IUCN General 
Assembly in Perth in1990.

In 2003, after the best part of a decade 
of use of the 1992 category system, 
and following a decision of the Vth 
World Parks Congress, the IUCN began 
a review of the system’s effectiveness. 
The first step was the production of a 
191 page report Speaking a Common 
Language (SaCL): The Uses and 
Performance of the IUCN System of 
Management Categories for Protected 
Areas (2004). This SaCL report confirmed 
the usefulness of the 1992 system. It 
concluded that IUCN needs to do more to 
promote understanding of the full range 
of categories and identified a number 
of potential improvements. The SaCL 
report also recommended the preparation 
of a new version of the guidelines and 
noted a degree of confusion over the 
application of the categories.

The topics which it was suggested be 
covered in the new edition include some 
welcome proposals including: giving more 
emphasis to marine, freshwater and forest 
protected areas; overcoming the problem 
of different management zones in large 
multi-use national parks without double 
counting; and giving ‘more consideration 
to the linkage between protected areas and 
sustainable livelihoods’.

What has caused negative reaction 
is that one of the items earmarked for 
possible revision was that it should 
‘consider removing generic names of 
protected areas from the category system 
and using only management objectives and 
numbering for each category’. This would 
be a great pity because the names have 
contributed strongly to understanding of 
the management objectives, being based 
on longstanding usage. For instance the 
name ‘wilderness’ is very effective in 
representing the management objectives 
in land with this designation. 

There is also a concern that one of the 
motivations for the proposed removal 
of the names may be opposition by 
some with a prejudice against wilderness 
whose main concern is the interest 
of indigenous people and whose 
understanding of fundamental facts 
about wilderness is flawed. In Australia 
there has been an attack on the use of 
the terms wilderness and wild rivers by 
some self appointed spokespersons for 
Aborigines based on misunderstandings 
and misrepresentations of its nature in 
spite of the fact that there are successful 
examples of wilderness management on 
Aboriginal lands (eg the Escarpment 
country at Kakadu) and some Aboriginal 
groups have supported wild river 
declarations (eg rivers flowing into the 
Gulf of Carpentaria).  

Unfortunately, the SaCL report 
has added to the confusion by stating 
that ‘the term ‘wilderness’ tends not 
to reflect indigenous peoples’ reality 
as in their experience there are few 
landscapes without people or cultural 
significance’ (page 134). It is implied 
that wilderness is land without people, 
which is clearly wrong. Or, perhaps we 
wilderness visitors are ghosts! History 
shows that wilderness has enormous 
cultural significance – think of how both 
indigenous history and contemporary 
wilderness values combined to stop 
a dam in South West Tasmania? Also 
dragged into the discussion has been 
the red herring that there can be no 
wilderness because all parts of the earth’s 
environment have been affected by 
humans. To underline this false premise 

Categories review poses 
threat to wilderness

continued on page 12
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that wilderness implies ‘pristine’ the 
report speaks of wilderness as “so-called 
wilderness”. I believe the truth of the 
matter is that wilderness conservationists 
are more aware of history including the 
tens of thousands of years of Aboriginal 
history than the general population.

The SaCl report (page 142) misquotes 
the definition of the wilderness category 
as ‘a land untouched or unmodified by the 
influence of people’ whereas the actual 
definition in the Guidelines is ‘Large area 
of unmodified or slightly modified land, 
and/or sea, retaining its natural character 
or influence without permanent or 
significant habitation, which is protected 
and managed so as to preserve its natural 
condition’. In Australia this has been taken 
to mean that these are relatively large 
protected areas where, with wilderness 
management, there is a good chance that 
the land, will be a place where on-site 
natural forces and processes will come 
to dominate. The scientific value of such 
places is obvious but if more information 
is needed on this readers could well 
read Professor Kirkpatrick’s essay in 
Celebrating Wilderness (2006) (which 
can be downloaded from the Colong 
website www.colongwilderness.org.au). 

This section of the SaCL report 
makes reference to a paper by ANU 
academic Deborah Bird Rose who has 
written a working paper for a Categories 
Summit of IUCN/World Commission on 
Protected Areas (WCPA) to be held in 
Madrid on 7-10 May, 2007. Rose makes 
the additional point that the land needs 
the active presence of humans for the 
retention of biodiversity.  

Any changes to the Categories 
Guidelines must be endorsed by the 
WCPA Steering Committee and by 
the full membership of IUCN at the 
World Conservation Congress in 2008. 
The world be very much the poorer if 
undisclosed bias against wilderness was 
to prevail. Over to you.

Electronic copies of the SaCL report 
and the Deborah Bird Rose paper can be 
obtained from the Colong Foundation. 
Submissions can be made to SaCL 
consultants Sue Stolton and Nigel 
Dudley (‘Equilibrium@compuserve.
org’) and David Sheppard of WCPA 
(‘david.sheppard@iucn.org’).

Geoff Mosley, 3.2.07 

Categories review poses threat
continued from page 11

There is no procedural fairness or 
natural justice in the system as it is. 
Currently the Minister is the Gilbertian 
Pooh Bah of Planning in NSW. A comic 
joke yes: but very dangerous indeed. A 
Fascist trend that should have no place 
in our democratic society. 

(Doug Lithgow, Parks and 
Playground Movement Inc., 

commenting in response to the big 
turn out at the Planning Protest 

Rally held in Hyde Park, 11.2.07)

THE NSW Planning Minister, Frank 
Sartor, and the Federal Minister for 
Environment and Water, Malcolm 
Turnbull, have both allowed the Emirates 
to exhibit their 6-star Wolgan Valley 
resort proposal that does not explain it is 
now partly located in the World Heritage 
listed Wollemi National Park. The public 
will of course assume that the proposal 
remains on private farmland where it was 
originally proposed, or just be confused 
due to the lack of information. 

It appears that the Emirates plan 
to take advantage of the Ministerial 
discretion that exists in the State and 
Federal planning laws. These laws make 
Sartor and Turnbull the sole arbiters of 
what is an acceptable environmental 
assessment. So if you are a developer 
with a bit of gumption, just publish what 
you want, minus the critical information 
(like relocation of the proposal onto the 
national park), and ensure your political 
deal is secure with government. 

The Emirates are judging that for 
both Frank Sartor and Malcolm Turnbull 
fast tracking this big resort proposal is 
more important than preservation of the 
World Heritage park from development 
and defending the public’s right to know 
where the proposal is located. Incredibly, 
official directions from state and federal 
government departments to the Emirates 
regarding the environmental assessment 
of their proposal have been ignored.

The bravado of the Emirates 
disregarding departmental directions is 
pretty well unprecedented. The NSW 
Director-General of Planning has required 
that the recently exhibited Modification 
of the Concept Plan Approval must 
specify, the details of any ‘Changes to 
the layout of the resort; Incorporation of 
National Parks and Wildlife Services land 

to accommodate the relocation of the 
resort facilities and buildings.’ Also the 
environmental assessment must include 
... ‘a detailed description of the project 
including the need for the project’…

The Emirates Modified Concept 
Plan report just ignores these primary 
departmental directions, because under the 
notorious Part 3A of the Environmental 
Planning and Assessment Act, 1979 the 
Minister can still approve the proposal, 
despite a glaring disregard of the key 
department direction. The plan does 
not indicate what parts of the resort 
are now proposed to be situated on the 
Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage 
Area. The direct impacts of locating the 
proposed resort on the World Heritage 
Area are not described in relation to the 
nature, location and extent of the facilities 
proposed on the Wollemi National Park 
(that include a reception centre, and six or 
seven private swimming pools and villas). 
Nor are these proposed actions justified 
or mitigated. The relocation is thoroughly 
unnecessary in any event, as the resort can 
be located within 1000 hectares of cleared 
farmland.

The Federal Environment Minister, 
Malcolm Turnbull has also been presented 
with a similar Public Environment Report 
under the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act, 1999 that 
ignores consideration of the first order 
direct effects and the justification for the 
project’s relocation onto part of Wollemi 
National Park. The Emirates chose 
to ignore directions from the Federal 
Environment Department to specify all 
parts of the development in the World 
Heritage Area. So the Emirates have 
twice not told the whole truth about their 
development, and if I was Debus, Sartor 
or a responsible bureaucrat I would be 
getting pretty annoyed with the Emirates. 

If Federal environmental laws and 
World Heritage listing are to be worth 
anything, then Malcolm Turnbull and 
Frank Sartor should throw the Emirates’ 
proposal out. But I suspect that both 
Governments will approve the proposal, 
because to them development matters, but 
World Heritage listing, due process and 
public accountability don’t. And if that 
proves to be the case, then development 
control in NSW is in a fine mess. ■

The Emirates’ smoke and 
mirrors accountability


