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Monthly Meetings 
will be held in the Nature 
Conservation Council of NSW 
offices,  Level 1, 79 Myrtle St, 
Chippendale, at 6.00pm on the third 
Wednesday of the month, March 
18,  April 15, May 20 and June 17 – 
members and visitors are welcome. 
The AGM will be held on 
Wednesday April 29 at 6pm (see 
AGM notice inside for details and 
venue location).

So many questions
by Ian brown

THE 2019-20 fire season has 
thrown up so much media 
and so many issues, that 
even unaffected people are 

exhausted. And grieving. People with 
knowledge of bush fire are disgusted 
with the volume of misinformation. But 
amidst all the tragedy, with an ember 
attack of opinion blasting at us, we 
who love our wildlife, wilderness and 
national parks must fight through the 
red noise and focus on outcomes. What 
do we want, and how do we get there?

We certainly want our governments 
to take real and urgent action on climate 
change. At the same time, we must 
adapt to the reality of one degree and 
more of warming that is super-charging 
bush fires. Both the natural and political 
responses to this situation pose huge 
risks to our biodiversity and bushland.

Natural values
While we await a full analysis of the 

impacts on natural values, we already 
know that more than one third of 
the total of NSW protected areas has 
been affected, much more in the east. 
This includes 80% of the Greater Blue 
Mountains World Heritage Area, 54% of 
the Gondwana Rainforests of Australia 
World Heritage Area in NSW, all or most 
of many wilderness areas, numerous 
cultural sites and the habitat of many 
threatened plants and animals.

While the scale of the fires is 
enormous at more than 5 million 
hectares, the intensity is varied and 
patchy. The media spotlight on house-
burning disasters gives a false impression 
of the overall impact. Its not complete 
devastation, because while fires burn 
intensely on ‘blow-up’ days and uphill, 
for much of the in-between time they 
burn at low to middling intensity. Some 
of the largest areas of intense fire are in 
Morton National Park, the Grose Valley 
in Blue Mountains National Park and in 
state forest east and north of Chaelundi 
National Park. It is worth noting in the 
context of some ‘debate’, that protected 
areas only make up half of the burnt 

area in NSW. The rest includes large 
areas of State Forest, as well as orchards, 
vineyards, pine forest, paddocks and 
backyards.

The ecological picture is complex, 
made worse by the ‘island’ effect of our 
surviving natural areas, as well as the 
double or triple ‘whammy’ of drought, 
feral animals and other impacts. The 
most serious recovery issues attach to 
sensitive communities like rainforest 
and threatened species, as well as what 
happens next. Ongoing drought and 
repeated fires will exacerbate recovery, 
and may in fact lead to wholesale 
ecological shifts, changing rainforest 
to open forest and forest to heathland: 
disaster for dependent fauna. While fire 
of the recent scale cannot happen every 
year, it could easily happen again.

To face up to these serious risks, it is 
essential that resources for biodiversity 
management and monitoring are amped 
up, yet governments at both levels and 
of all persuasions have for years been 
downgrading our public conservation 
agencies. Independent scientists are 
saying that these agencies no longer 
have the capacity to even keep track of 
extinction and degradation, let alone act 
to prevent them.

Bush fire policy
Another immediate risk comes from 

fire management policies which are 
fact-free, based on ideology or populist 
slogans, and ignore ecological reality. 
There has been a steady stream of both 
informed and uninformed commentary 
on what caused the disaster and what 
can be done to prevent another one. 
Ideas range from the ludicrous and 
self-serving, such as logging national 
parks, to the widely accepted, like 
boosting community preparedness and 
firefighting resources.

Better things must come from the 
catastrophe. These fires represent a 
large dataset with huge opportunities 
for science to inform evidence-based 
policy. There are so many questions for 
which we need answers. How many fuel-
reduced areas assisted fire control and 
how many didn’t? Where and under 
what conditions? How effective were the 
big air-tankers? Which control strategies 
worked and which didn’t? Can initial 
attack be faster and stronger? Did we have 
enough remote area firefighters? Can 
command arrangements be improved? 
Are there enough skilled fire strategists?

Pyrocumulus over Grose Valley generated by Mt Wilson backburn, 19 Dec 2019 Photo: Ian Brown
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Colong and its future
by alIx GoodwIn

OVER THE PAST six months, 
the Board of The Colong 
Foundation for Wilderness has 
been reflecting on Colong’s 
arrangements for governing 
itself. In part this has been 
in response to the indication 
by Executive Director, Keith 
Muir, of his intention to retire 
soon and the consequent need 
for a smooth transition to new 
management arrangements. 
It has also been driven by 
the Board’s desire to improve 
the effectiveness of our 
governance structures while 
increasing opportunities for 
member participation in the 
work of Colong.

With this in mind, Board 
members participated in two 
planning workshops last year 
– one in May and a two-day 
workshop in November hosted 
by Rob Pallin at Ben Ricketts 
Environmental Preserve. Both 
workshops were facilitated 
by Eugene Fernandez. Both 
Eugene and Rob are Board 
members. 

As one might expect, 
the workshops were full of 
challenges – the biggest being 
how to retain the essence of 
Colong as conceived by Milo 
Dunphy over 50 years ago – 
and carried out to this day by its 

successive Executive Directors 
– while acknowledging that 
the present heightened threats 
to the environment and 
wilderness require changes to 
the way we organise ourselves 
and the way we campaign to 
protect what we have won in 
the past.

Nevertheless, through 
considered discussion and 
surveys of directors about the 
functioning of the Board and 
future staffing requirements 
we have agreed to a number of 
changes. These include:

 � establishing four Board 
committees – a governance 
committee, a finance 
committee, a fundraising 
committee and a Give a Dam 
campaign committee; and

 � reducing the size of the 
Board to nine directors 
including officers and company 
secretary.

The committees are now in 
place and membership of them 
is open to members who are 
not on the Board of directors. 
Charters have been developed 
to govern the work of each 
committee.

A number of directors have 
signalled their intention to 
retire from the board at the 
next annual general meeting. 
This means that the proposal 
to reduce the size of the board 

can be managed through 
attrition. 

In accordance with the 
constitution, directors will 
put a resolution to reduce 
the size of the board at the 
March 2020 general meeting. 
All members are encouraged 
to attend. If passed, the 
resolution will take effect 
from the commencement of 
the annual general meeting 
on Wednesday 29 April 2020. 

The Board is now actively 
considering future staffing 
arrangements for The Colong 
Foundation following Keith’s 
retirement, including how best 
to draw on his knowledge and 
skills in the future. We are 
committed to ensuring that we 
are supported by those with 
deep knowledge of wilderness 
and wilderness policy locally, 
nationally and internationally, 
as well as the campaigning 
skills necessary to continue to 
protect and expand wilderness 
in NSW. 

If you have any questions 
about the work being 
undertaken by the Colong 
board covered in this 
article please contact Alix 
Goodwin, Chairperson, 
Governance Committee 
at governancecmte@
colongwilderness.org.au.
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Notice of Annual General Meeting 
The AGM will be held on Wednesday 29 April 2020 from 

6.00pm at the Mitchell Theatre, Sydney Mechanics’ School 

of Arts, Level 1, 280 Pitt Street, Sydney, near Town Hall 

Station – guest speaker to be announced.

The AGM will:

• Consider the minutes of the preceding AGM;

• Receive and consider the report of the auditor and 

annual report of the Colong Foundation for 2019;

• Elect a Board of Directors for the ensuring year, 

including Chairperson, Vice-Chairperson, Secretary, 

Treasurer and an Auditor, nominations for which should 

be received by 6pm on Wednesday 15 April 2020;

• Appoint and fix remuneration for the Auditor;

• Set the annual subscription fee;

• Consider any other motion received in the hands of the 

Hon. Secretary by Wednesday 6pm on 15 April 2020.

Nominations for the positions of Chairperson, Vice-

Chairperson, Treasurer and director (6 positions) are 

welcome and should be sent to the Secretary by no 

later than 6pm on 15 April 2020 at governancecmte@

colongwilderness.org.au. Nomination forms can be 

obtained by contacting the Governance Committee at the 

email address above. 

Proxies must be submitted to governancecmte@

colongwilderness.org.au no later than 6pm on Monday 

27 April 2020. Proxy forms can also be obtained from the 

Governance Committee.

Thank you for your support!
Our supporters enable us to defend wilderness, 
through the GIVE A DAM campaign and our 
conservation programs, especially those for 
the Gardens of Stone. Your help last year 
enabled us to produce two short films that 
got conservation messages out to the broader 
community, as well as various expert reports.

You have enabled us to employ Wilson Harris 
and Harry Burkitt, who are now using new 

technology to build greater community support, 
and taking the fight for wilderness to the 
government. 

Have you considered a bequest?
This year Barbara Winkley left us a bequest. 
Barbara lived in Anchorage, Alaska, but was 
a strong supporter of the Colong Foundation 
and other conservation groups. She was keen 

bushwalker, adventurer, and a friend of Ian 
Sinclair, Haydn Washington and me. If everyone 
who enjoyed wilderness like Barbara left a small 
bequest or was remembered with a gift, then 
the survival of wilderness would be assured. 

Yours sincerely,

Keith Muir 
Director 
The Colong Foundation for Wilderness Ltd
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Keith Muir retires
BOY DO I hate that word 
‘retire’! However, renewal of 
Colong has been underway for 
many years, and fortunately 
we have two excellent 
campaigners, Harry Burkitt 
and Wilson Harris, who are 
keen, willing and able to take 
over, and it’s time for me to 
go. That’s the natural flow – 
the next generation takes over 
from the older one and carries 
on the fight. If I hang round, 
our talented young leaders 
may become frustrated and 
leave, or bundle me out with 
the recycling one day. So at 
this year’s AGM, it’s goodbye 
from me, and hello to a new 
vibrant Colong.

I wish the organisation and 
its committed members and 
supporters every success. It 
is vitally important that the 
Colong Foundation continues 
the tough fight to protect wil-
derness.

Goodbye and thanks for 
everything

I’ve really had the best job in 
the world, working to save wil-
derness for thirty-five years. I 
was trained and mentored by 
the best, Milo Dunphy, Jeff 
Angel and Alex Colley, who 
were my friends and bush-
walking buddies. Since Alex 
died, John Robens has been 
the Chair of the Board and I’ve 
shared many bushwalking ad-
ventures with his young fami-
ly. How great is that! 

Wilderness has been my life 
and the Colong Foundation 
and supporters my extended 
family. 

Now through the Board’s 
hard work, my departure leaves 

the Colong Foundation, both 
financially and structurally, 
ready for the challenges ahead.

Where did all the time go?
My life as a professional 

conservationist started in De-
cember 1984 initially as a vol-
unteer at the Total Environ-
ment Centre where I worked 
on natural area campaigns for 
twelve years. My first cam-
paign successes were reserve 
extensions for Royal Nation-
al Park and better catchment 
protection for its life-blood, 
the Hacking River. Perhaps 
the greatest irony of my work-
ing life is that the coal miners 
of Helensburgh supported this 
conservation push, and so it 
happened fast, while miners in 
Lithgow oppose similar initia-
tives and we remain stuck in 
trench warfare with them over 
the Gardens of Stone.

By 1988, the Bi-Centena-
ry year, there was a new Ga-

rawarra State Conservation 
Area, additions to Royal Na-
tional Park, and an Environ-
mental Protection zone over 
the Hacking River catchment. 
Landcom’s plans for urban 
sprawl across the tops of the 
Illawarra Escarpment linking 
Wollongong with Sydney were 
also thwarted. My efforts at-
tracted the eye of Alex Colley, 
and in 1986 the Colong Foun-
dation adopted me, and I be-
came Director in 1992. It was 
Alex’s wish I be a Director like 
Milo Dunphy, not just an Ex-
ecutive Director.

From 1991, the major phase 
of my Colong working life be-
gan. It saw major national park 
extensions and World Heritage 
listing for the Blue Mountains, 
and most importantly, a whop-
ping two million hectares of 
wilderness protected!

Along the way I came to 
know and fight for each wil-
derness area in NSW, and 

they’re all so wonderful, as 
Henry Gold’s images attest. 
Collectively NSW has proba-
bly one of the best, if not the 
best national park estate in 
the world, and I played a small 
part in making it better.

I’m not going away, I’m 
going bushwalking 

My plan is to promote vis-
itation of wilderness areas 
through telling stories that ex-
plain how to access and enjoy 
them, including stays in sur-
rounding regions. Each wil-
derness visit will see online 
posts. The Dunphy Kowmung 
Adventure blog illustrates how 
historical information, photo-
graphs and film footage can be 
compiled onto a blog. The Dun-
phy blog can still be found at 
the foot of the Colong Founda-
tion website, and if you check 
it out, you’re in for lots of fun.

So goodbye work for me, 
hello adventure!  �

Much more research and 
critical review is essential, but 
the ongoing and unseemly 
political bunfight does 
not inspire confidence. 
Conservationists should not be 
afraid of facts and evidence, but 
we should be very critical of 
many politicians and cashed-
up vested interests.

One factor receiving little 
attention is how we suppress 
wildfires. Many began as 
lightning strikes, the sort that 
NPWS puts out every year, 
including this last season. 
But a lack of resources and 
other priorities meant some 
ignitions were not quickly or 
adequately tackled. It is also 
disturbing to realise that many 
blazes which spread abruptly 
and burnt down houses were 
actually backburns: backburns 
intended to stop the main fire 
but which escaped. Perhaps 
some fires did not need to get 
as big as they did.

The way ahead
So many questions. We 

need much more investment 
in ecological assessment 
and threatened species. The 
aftermath of the fires, if based 
on poor policy, could be worse 
than the fires themselves, and 
threaten the protected area 
system as we know it. We 
must demand proper review 
and study, and evidence-
based responses. We owe 
nothing less to the people 
killed and areas burnt out, to 
the incinerated wildlife, to 
the exhausted firefighters, to 
our communities, and to the 
future. Any alternative will 
lead to even greater catastrophe 
on all fronts. �

So many questions
continued from  p. 1

Where to now? Twelve days on the Wilderness Coast with Edward Farrell, Keith Muir, Ian Brown, July 2019. Photo: 
Geoff Luscombe

Run for Wild Places
by wIlson HarrIs

This April, you have the chance to take 
part in a fantastic fundraising initiative 
to help protect and restore wilderness in 
Australia. Following a distressing start 
to the year for our wildlife and natural 
areas, it feels good to be proactively 
supporting environmental causes,
The Colong Foundation has agreed 
to be a partner organisation for the 
inaugural ‘Run for Wild Places’, an 
initiative that asks people to get active 

throughout the month of April to raise 
money for a charity of their choice. 
GIVE A DAM is one of the three lucky 
campaigns chosen to be part of this 
inaugural event, run by Simon Harris, 
the organiser of the hugely successful 
Takayna Ultra. 
Whether you are an experienced trail 
runner who uses rugged trails in our 
national parks, or you run a few laps 
at your local oval to burn off that 
lunchtime takeaway, you can sign 
up to this event. In fact, everyone is 

encouraged to register, regardless of 
your fitness level or mobility. Once 
signed up, you can get sponsored by 
your friends, family, colleagues or even 
by organisations and businesses, with 
the donations raised going directly to 
the campaign of your choice, which we 
hope is GIVE A DAM!. 
Unable to participate? No problem! You 
can support this initiative by sponsoring 
any runner signed up to take part in Run 
for Wild Places. The donations given to 
runners will help support key campaigns 

that are protecting our wild and natural 
places which are under unprecedented 
threat in Australia.
If you are looking for someone to 
sponsor, you can always sponsor me! 
I have signed myself up and need all 
the support I can get. I have committed 
myself to running 150km.
I don’t run very often, so this could be a 
serious challenge! 
For more information and to sign up 
or to sponsor a runner, please go to: 
https://runforwildplaces.com.au/
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Native Fauna of the Greater Blue 
Mountains World Heritage Area
overvIew by Judy smItH

IN 2000, THE Greater Blue 
Mountains was listed as 
a World Heritage Area in 
recognition of its outstanding 
natural values. In the 20 
years since, the area’s rich 
flora, particularly the 98 
different eucalypts, diverse 
vegetation communities and 
many threatened species, 
have received considerable 
attention. The fauna’s 
biodiversity contribution has 
been less appreciated. In our 
new book, Native Fauna of 
the Greater Blue Mountains 
World Heritage Area, we seek 
to make amends. 

Peter and I are ecologists 
who have lived and worked 
in the Blue Mountains for 
almost 40 years, studying and 
enjoying the local fauna. Kate 
grew up in the Blue Mountains 
and assesses the fauna closely 
through a critical artistic eye. 
The fauna has never been 
static but, lately, changes have 
both jolted and motivated us to 
document it – we should know 
what we are fighting for and 
risk losing.

In 2015, we received an 
Australian Government 
Community Heritage and 
Icons grant to help us prepare 
checklists of the native 
terrestrial vertebrate fauna 
(mammals, birds, reptiles and 
frogs) of the World Heritage 
Area. Four years on, our 
reviews of wildlife databases, 
published and unpublished 
reports, explorers’ journals, 
our own and other naturalists’ 
records, have identified a total of 
432 species (68 mammals, 254 
birds, 74 reptiles and 36 frogs) 
that have been reliably recorded 
within the World Heritage Area 
since European settlement. This 
outstanding faunal diversity 
reflects the diversity of habitats 
in the World Heritage Area 
abutting each other. It is also 
a consequence of the location 
of the World Heritage Area, 
where fortuitously, species 
from surrounding moist coastal 
areas to the east, dry western 
slopes, cool southern tablelands 
and warm northern sub-

tropics, converge. Additional 
wide-ranging species and a few 
local specialists, notably the 
Blue Mountains Swamp Skink 
Eulamprus leuraensis, contribute 
to a fauna of international 
significance. 

In Native Fauna of the 
Greater Blue Mountains World 
Heritage Area we describe 
the World Heritage Area’s 
environment and habitats. 
Accounts of the mammals, 
birds, reptiles and frogs follow. 
The status, local distribution 
and ecology of each of the 432 
fauna species are detailed. A 
checklist indicates in which of 
the eight constituent reserves 
of the World Heritage Area 
(Blue Mountains, Gardens of 

Stone, Kanangra-Boyd, Nattai, 
Thirlmere Lakes, Wollemi and 
Yengo National Parks, and 
Jenolan Karst Conservation 
Reserve) each species has been 
recorded and the dates of the 
last records. Currently, 73 of 
these species (28 mammals, 
34 birds, 4 reptiles and 7 frogs) 
are considered threatened at 
state or national level and 12 
bird species are protected under 
international migratory bird 
agreements.  An extraordinarily 
high number of the fauna 
species are at or near the edge 
of their range in the World 
Heritage Area, and hence are 
likely to contribute substantially 
to genetic variability within 
species: one fifth (20 species) 
of the mammals, a tenth (29 
species, not including vagrant 
species) of the birds, half (37 
species) of the reptiles and 
almost three-quarters (25 
species) of the frogs. A few, 
such as the Southern Water 
Skink Eulamprus tympanum 
and Fletcher’s Frog Lechriodus 
fletcheri, occur as isolated 
populations well away from 
other populations beyond the 
World Heritage Area.

Where possible, we 
document species population 
trends. For 25 species, we found 
no recent (post-1999) records 
in the area. Nine of these are 
mammals not recorded for 
many years and these appear 
to be locally extinct. It is not 
always appreciated that even 
in uncleared tableland forests 
in the World Heritage Area, 
mammal fauna has suffered 
many losses. Trends across 
the World Heritage Area, a 
vast area one-third the size 
of Belgium, are not uniform. 
Too many species, while still 
fielding recent records, have 
suffered range contractions 
or population declines. 
Recent local decliners include 
threatened species such as 
the Greater Glider Petauroides 
volans, Gang-gang Cockatoo 
Callocephalon fimbriatum and 
Flame Robin Petroica phoenicea, 
and species not yet recognised 
as threatened, such as the 
Dusky Antechinus Antechinus 
swainsonii, Rose Robin Petroica 

rosea and Pink-tongued Lizard 
Cyclodomorphus gerrardii.  
Recent increasers include the 
Powerful Owl Ninox strenua, 
Sooty Owl Tyto tenebricosa and 
Bar-shouldered Dove Geopelia 
humeralis. The collated records 
reveal various patterns, for 
example, the six local frog 
species most closely associated 
with rainforest and wet 
sclerophyll forest are all now 
rare in the area. From such 
patterns arise many questions.

In bringing together Native 
Fauna of the Greater Blue 
Mountains World Heritage 
Area, many local naturalists, 
both amateur and professional, 
have generously shared their 
observations. Field surveys 
undertaken over the years by 
the NSW National Parks and 
Wildlife Service, on-ground 
managers of the World Heritage 
Area, have also provided 
invaluable information. It 
would be a huge pity not to 
adequately fund and support 
the NPWS to continue to 
undertake field-based fauna 
and flora surveys in the World 
Heritage Area.

Some animals are known 
in the Greater Blue Mountains 
only from the writings of early 
explorers and travellers or from 
sub-fossil skeletal remains. 
Three different species of 
bettongs once occurred in and 
around the World Heritage Area 
and were favourites with the 
local children. It seems deeply 
sad that all three are now gone. 
Even among the species that 
remain, there is still much to be 
learnt. We do not know which 
species of Mountain Brushtail 
Possum occurs in the area (at 
least one species, maybe two), 
if the Brush-tailed Phascogale 
Phascogale tapoatafa persists, 
or even which subspecies of 
the Common Ringtail Possum 
Pseudocheirus peregrinus lives 
there. 

As the 20th anniversary 
of the World Heritage Area 
listing approaches next year, 
it is timely that we take 
stock of both our fauna and 
flora and celebrate their 
diversity, scientific value and 
conservation importance. �

Native Fauna of 
the Greater Blue 
Mountains World 
Heritage Area 
by Judy, Peter and Kate 
Smith. 
published by P&J Smith 
Ecological Consultants
RRP softcover $40.00, 
including postage
172 pages, soft cover, 
two locality maps, over 
200 colour photos and 20 
illustrations. 
Available direct from the 
Colong Foundation online 
shop, the authors (email 
smitheco@ozemail.com.
au) or from Blue Mountains 
bookshops and visitor 
centres, Abbey’s Bookshop 
in Sydney, and the National 
Botanic Gardens bookshop 
in Canberra.

Destination 
Pagoda 
showcased at 
Global Ecotourism 
Conference
by Janine Kitson
The Gardens of Stone 
Alliance’s Destination Pagoda 
visitor plan was showcased 
at the 2019 Global Eco Asia-
Pacific Tourism Conference in 
Cairns last December.
Leading ecotourism operators, 
from around the world, 
gave encouraging support 
for Destination Pagoda, 
including Dr Claire Ellis, 
Chair, Ecotourism Australia 
who recognised its potential 
to create long-term positive 
outcomes for regional Lithgow.
Alysia Brandenburg, Director, 
Ecotourism Australia, 
who chaired the Colong 
Foundation’s Destination 
Pagoda presentation 
congratulated the Gardens 
of Stone Alliance’s efforts to 
protect Lithgow’s geodiversity 
and biodiversity.
Destination Pagoda as a 
geotourism destination was 
highlighted by renowned 
Geoparks expert Angus 
Robinson in his presentation.
The University of Queensland’s 
Dr Marcus Curcija made 
genuine offers to assist 
Destination Pagoda with future 
community engagement.
John Doorbar, from New 
Zealand Maori Tourism, 
encouraged Destination 
Pagoda to include an 
Indigenous Ranger program 
such as the one at Mossman 
Gorge in Queensland. 
Masungi Georeserve, a 
privately-led conservation 
project in the Philippines, 
featuring massive karst 
pinnacle formations, resonated 
with Lithgow’s Gardens of 
Stone. Managing trustees Ann 
and Billie Dumaliang showed 
photographs of tourists 
walking above these fragile 
rock formations on suspended 
wire netting. 
A conference highlight was 
Ecuador ecotourism operator 
Francisco Dousdebés who 
talked about the challenges of 
ecotourism in the Galapagos 
Islands.
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Can it get much worse for Kosci?  
We must make sure it doesn’t
by wIlson HarrIs

THE WORST FIRES since 
2003 have ripped through 
the high country of NSW and 
Victoria. The sensitive, alpine 
ecosystems found in this vast 
area are not well adapted to 
fire. Their recovery post-fire 
is far more complicated than 
other ecosystems in Australia, 
and they are subsequently 
more vulnerable to threats in 
a post-fire landscape. 

The 25,000 feral horses 
that roam this region will 
make recovery impossible. 
The science is clear: ungulates 
with hard hooves in a burnt 
landscape are far more 
damaging than usual. The 
soil compaction, vegetation 
degradation and subsequent 

erosion caused by horses is 
significantly concentrated on 
unburnt areas, dramatically 
reducing the capacity of 
ecosystems to regenerate. The 
remnant feed in unburnt areas 
is critically important for native 
species following bushfire – 
feral horses, the dominant 
herbivore, will outcompete 
native animals, and push them 
away from crucial feed.

Professor Jamie 
Pittock’s recent article in 
the Conversation, which 
was written following an 
aerial survey of Kosciuszko 
following the recent fires, 
outlined how the remaining 
refuges available to our 
native animals are now under 
threat. Wetlands, swamps and 
grasslands that have survived 

the fires will be attracting 
horses due to the feed and 
water located here. Creeks and 

rivers that have been spared 
the worst of the fires will see 
a greater concentration of 
desperate horses seeking grass 
and clean water, which will 
further damage stream banks. 

The need for a feral horse 
cull has never been greater. 
An aerial survey which 
calculated the feral horse 
population in this area was 
released in December 2019. 
The government knows there 
is a staggering number of 
horses in the region. Many of 
these horses will suffer terribly 
from starvation in this post-
fire landscape. 

The logistics in the 
Australian Alps for feral horse 
culling will never be better, 
with the burnt landscape 
allowing marksmen a clean 

line of sight in most areas, 
ensuring humane deaths for 
horses in these areas. The 
horse population is out of 
control and we have run out of 
time to rely on mechanisms, 
like mustering, which have 
proven to be extremely slow 
and ineffective in lowering 
their numbers.  

If action isn’t taken soon, 
Kosciuszko will not recover 
and horses will displace 
wildlife. Threatened species, 
like the corroboree frog, 
that call this sensitive alpine 
ecosystem home, will be 
doomed to extinction. The 
science is in, the data has been 
collected, and the situation 
has presented itself. A feral 
horse cull has to happen now 
– the time is right! �

Crown Lands Rejects Airfield Proposal
by denIse tHompson 
Katoomba aIrfIeld 
CommunIty Group

THE NSW DEPARTMENT 
of Planning, Industry 
and Environment (Crown 
Lands section) has released 
their long-anticipated 
recommendation regarding 
the FlyBlue lease proposal 
for Katoomba Airfield and 
provided the following 
comments:

A total of 1582 submissions 
were made, with more than 
85 per cent opposing the 
application and only 13 per 
cent in support, or offering 
conditional support;

A final decision has been 
made by the department not 
to proceed with the lease 
application in its current form;

A revised application 
may be considered if 
commercial helicopter 
flights were removed 
from the application;

FlyBlue has been 
advised to further engage 
the community and reach 
a balanced approach to the 
management of the concerns 
expressed during the recent 
community engagement;

The current licence to 
operate the site will cease 
on 28 February 2020. A new 

licence that prohibits 
helicopter flights will be 
issued at that time;

The airfield will 
remain open to 

emergency services.

What next for Katoomba 
Airfield?

While the decision to 
reject the current proposal 

is very exciting news, the 
announcement leaves the door 
open for FlyBlue to submit a 
new proposal with helicopter 
flights removed. Let’s not forget 
the current licensee statement 
to the Sydney Morning Herald* 
that they wish to offer their 
own helicopter charters and 
light plane flights – so will 
planes become the new focus? 
Is this why several thousand 
tonnes of soil were delivered 
to the airfield, deposited along 

the runway for months and left 
uncovered and exposed to the 
elements?

The community feedback 
was a clear rejection of a 
commercial lease at the site 
regardless of the type of aircraft 
proposed. Fixed wing aircraft 
will also have a significant 
negative impact on the local 
environment.

It seems the department 
may have misinterpreted 
the primary message from 

the community – that is, 
NO commercial lease, NO 
commercial airfield in the 
mountains.

The Department has failed 
to provide the requested 
outcome and to even recognise 
the 43.9% of submissions 
reiterating the point that the 
airfield should be part of the 
national park and available for 
emergency use only.

So we are left to wait and 
ponder the plight of this land, 
and while we have won a 
battle, a war might still await.

* ‘Potential to scare tourists away’: Bitter 

dispute engulfs Katoomba airfield, Josh 

Dye, SMH, 1 Sept 2019

A recent government survey has 
confirmed that feral horse numbers 
in Kosciuszko National Park have 
exploded – with the impact of recent 
bushfires many threatened species are 
now in peril.

Under the local community group’s action plan, emergency services would continue to use Katoomba airfield if added 
to the national park. Image: supplied.

What if the 
conservation vision 
of National Parks 
around Sydney had 
failed?
The success of Myles 
Dunphy’s splendid national 
park vision prohibited 
urban sprawl. He got it 
right!

Imagine the wildfire 
disaster if those national 
parks were instead 
bushland suburbs.



Wilderness and the Lithgow incinerator
by KeItH muIr

A WASTE INCINERATOR 
is proposed north of Lithgow 
that, if built, will generate 
toxic pollution by burning 
recyclable materials. It 
will produce electricity 
less efficiently and more 
expensively than the existing 
coal-fired plant. The plan is 
to construct a separate furnace 
and direct its steam into the 
existing Mt Piper power plant. 

Burning waste to generate 
electricity will block 
development of a circular 
resource economy for NSW. 
Under NSW EPA rules, the 
proposed plant can burn 
mixed waste and a proportion 
of recyclable materials. 

The Boomerang Alliance, 
which includes Sea Shepherd, 
Total Environment Centre and 
the Australian Conservation 
Foundation, believes that 
mixed waste incineration 
undermines community 
recycling efforts, and is 

incompatible with circular 
economy principles to: 

 � minimise resource 
consumption; 

 � decouple economic growth 
from resource consumption;

 � design out waste and 
pollution; and 

 � keep products and materials 
in use. 

Burning mixed waste only 
recovers the energy embodied 
in these materials, and because 
it uses a less energy dense 
resource compared to coal, 
greenhouse gas emissions 
are actually higher. This 
inefficiency must not be 
encouraged with a renewable 
energy subsidy, that should 
instead be used to assist real 
green energy projects, such as 
wind, wave and solar power.

The New Plastics Economy 
Pact – a vision for a circular 
economy for plastics developed 
by the Ellen Macarthur 
Foundation – is endorsed by 
over 400 major corporations 
including Nestlé, Pepsico, 

Unilever, Coca-Cola, global 
plastic packaging producers 
such as Amcor, APHLA Group, 
and Berry Corp, and global 
retailers including Walmart, 
Schwartz and Target. The 
Pact states that all plastic 
packaging should be reusable, 
compostable and recyclable 
by 2025. All Australian 
jurisdictions have endorsed 
this position. Landfill or 
incineration, and waste-to-
energy projects (with respect 
to plastics incineration) are not 
part of this circular economy 
target. 

Businesses producing 
or selling packaging have 
acknowledged a social 
responsibility that includes 
contributing towards it being 
collected and reused, recycled 
or composted in practice. If 
recycling and avoidance were 
focused on, as opposed to the 
waste-to-energy technology, 
there would be more 
community pressure on the 
packaging industry to produce 

less plastic waste, and to reuse 
what is produced. 

Despite the New Plastics 
Pact, it appears that industry 
would rather burn resources 
than recycle and reuse them. 
Millions of tonnes of waste 
that were sent for recycling 
in China, Malaysia and India 
are now accumulating in huge 
stockpiles around Australia. As 
the Herald reported, Australia 
isn’t recycling, we’re collecting. 
Waste-to-energy incinerators 
reduce these vast volumes 
of collected resources to ash, 
which is then buried. Australia 
seems to be losing its way. 

Appropriate disposal 
of incinerator ash and fly 
ash residues will become 
problematic due to the large 
volumes and toxicity of the 
material. If waste containment 
fails, these contaminants can 
escape into groundwater and 
ultimately the Coxs River, part 
of Sydney’s water catchment. 

Air emissions from the 
proposed incinerator will 
include highly toxic and 
carcinogenic, persistent 
organic pollutants such 
as dioxins and furans, 
hexachlorobenzene, PCBs and 
bromides. Air emissions will 
also include nanoparticles of 
toxic heavy metals such as 
lead, mercury and arsenic and 
acid gases all of which have 
serious human health impacts. 

What has this to do with 
wilderness?

Wilderness is the ultimate 
recycling system and our 
society must follow its example 
to stabilise its resources and 
become a circular economy. 
Our resources need to be 
conserved through reuse, 
recycling and composting, not 
burnt and destroyed. 

The proposed Lithgow waste 
incinerator will increase the 
amount of plastic packaging 
being burnt, instead of being 
recycled, or being produced 
less. The cynical packaging 
industry will be delighted 
with this proposal, as it will 
lessen impacts on the way they 
currently operate, and forestall 
corporate social responsibility.

The incinerator will help 
entrench a wasteful society, 
pollute Blue Mountains’ air 
and water, and create toxic 
waste. It is not a sustainable 
solution to our waste problems 
in the 21st century.

Blue Mountains wilderness 
is under enough pressure 
already thanks to the horrific, 
climate change induced 
bushfires. 

This proposal will also be 
on the nose to Blue Mountains 
residents and visitors who 
will have to tolerate up to a 
hundred smelly, rubbish truck 
movements a day interfering 
with local and tourist traffic.
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This photo by Carmel Delprat shows trade unionists and environmentalists at the conclusion of the screening of 
award winning film maker Tom Zubrycki’s documentaries ‘Gardens of Stone: Living Landscape’ and ‘Vern & 
Joyce Moffitt - strong unionists & environmentalists’ at Sydney Trades Hall on Tuesday 26 November, 2019. Photo 
includes Vanessa Seagrove, Assistant Secretary Unions NSW;Barney Gardner, Chair, Combined Retired Union 
Members Association (CRUMA); John Koch, Secretary, Retired CFMEU; Janine Kitson Chair, Retired Unionists; 
Keith Muir, Director,Colong Foundation; as well as members of CRUMA, Retired Unionists, Retired CFMEU, 
Unions NSW and the Gardens of Stone Alliance.

Last Christmas, the world changed
Climate change denial has been incinerated. Let’s hope this fact 
free, politically indefensible notion soon fades away into obscu-
rity, where it belongs. It is merely a question of how long coal 
can hold out against the economic forces moving against it. 
Former Liberal Leader, Dr. John Hewson explained that both 
major parties have failed to urgently address the magnitude of 
the climate change threat. ‘We are left in the unimaginable po-
sition of still having no climate action plan, no energy policy, no 
national disaster plan, no waste-management policy, no fuel se-
curity strategy, and no transition strategies to achieve a low car-
bon society by mid-century’ (SMH, 16 Jan 2020).
The Colong Foundation believes coal mining should end as 
soon as possible. 
Our state conservation area proposal for stage 2 of the Gardens 
of Stone reserve, initially published in 1994 is a pragmatic pro-
posal, because current coal leases cover these state forests. 
Our Destination Pagoda proposal is the only realistic choice for 
Lithgow’s future – the region’s chance to smoothly transition to 
a tourism economy is quickly running out. Lithgow must accel-
erate to a low carbon economy, and the Gardens of Stone re-
serve proposal must be proclaimed. 
Calling for responsible coal mining no longer makes any sense 
– it has not worked, and will not work.
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FEATURED WILDERNESS 

Levers
by KeItH muIr

PROPOSED FOR 
RESERVATION in 1992 by the 
Colong Foundation, the 15,321 
hectare Levers wilderness was 
finally declared in 2003 over 
part of the World Heritage-
listed Border Ranges National 
Park (formerly Roseberry State 
Forest). It adjoins the NSW-
Queensland border on its 
southern side, 60 kilometres 
north-west of Lismore and is 
within the traditional lands 
of the Githabul Aboriginal 
People.

Levers Wilderness lies on 
the McPherson Range, one of 
the Border Ranges west of the 
Tweed Range. It is also a part 
of the Mount Warning Caldera 
that is made up of eroded lava 
flows of rhyolite and basalt that 
cover mesozoic sediments to 
a depth of up to 2,000 metres. 
The area encompasses the 
headwaters of Findon, Long, 
October, Sawpit, Terrace and 
Cedar Getters Creeks, which are 
all tributaries of the Richmond 
River, and waterfalls occur 
on these streams where hard 
rhyolite cliffs have withstood 
erosion.

A large number of rainforest 
sub-types occur in Levers 
Wilderness: lowland subtropical 
rainforest dominated by 
Booyongs (Heriteria spp) and 
also Yellow Carabeen (Sloa-
nea woollsii); cool subtropical 
rainforest, containing species 
with Antarctic affinities; 
warm temperate rainforest 
comprising species such as 
Crabapple (Schizomeria ova-
ta), Corkwood (Ackama pa-
niculata) and small pockets 
of Coachwood (Ceratopetalum 
apetalum); dry rainforest of 
Hoop Pine (Araucaria cunning-
hamii), Yellow Tulip (Drypetes 
australasica), and Whalebone 
(Streblus brunonianus); and in 
moist south-facing headwaters 
small patches of cool temperate 
rainforest occur, dominated 
by Antarctic Beech (Nothofagus 
moorei) and Pinkwood (Eucry-
phia moorei).

Levers Plateau contains the 
finest stand of Hoop Pine in 
NSW, with individual trees 
measuring over 5 metres 

in girth. Giant Red Cedars 
also occur in the brushwood 
rainforest. 

Sclerophyll forest is located 
on drier sites, particularly 
where the soil fertility of the 
sedimentary rocks is low, and 
fires are not uncommon. Both 
wet and dry sclerophyll forest 
are found in the wilderness. 
These forests include the 
southernmost occurrence of 
the Moreton Bay Ash (Euca-
lyptus tessellaris). It is one of the 
few NSW wilderness areas that 
did not burn during this fire 
season.

Sixty-one plant species in the 
area are considered threatened 
and there is also a high diversity 
of 40 mammals, 170 birds, 33 
reptiles, and 29 amphibian 
species. The main reason for 
high species diversity is that 
many distinct habitat types 
occur within a relatively small 
area in the zoo-geographically 
interesting transition between 
the Torresian (northern or 
tropical) and Bassian (southern 
or temperate) faunal regions. It 
is the last refuge of the Double-
eyed Fig Parrot, considered 

to be in imminent danger of 
extinction, and the Eastern 
Bristlebird, and Marbled 
Frogmouth. The Southern 
Angle-headed Dragon, 
Stephens’ Banded Snake, Long-
nosed Potoroo and Eastern 
Chestnut-mouse are among its 
other threatened fauna species.

This rainforest wilderness 
only just survived as, from 1916, 
extensive State Forests were 
dedicated along the State border 
abutting Lamington National 
Park, with selective logging 
below 1,000m continuing for 
50 years, and higher areas 
remaining inaccessible. In 1975 
the NSW Forestry Commission 
announced its intention to 
construct a logging road onto 
Lever’s Plateau, a proposal 
steadfastly opposed by local 
sawmiller, John Lever. He had 
supervised the building of a 
tramway up Long Creek to 
harvest Hoop Pine, but believed 
the rainforest patriarchs on the 
high plateau were a natural 
cathedral worthy of protection. 
In that year the Colong 
Committee released a National 
Park proposal for the whole 

of Wiangarie, Roseberry and 
Mt Lindesay State Forests and 
received strong support from 
other conservation groups. 

Shortly before Mr Lever’s 
death in 1977, NSW Premier, 
the Hon. Neville Wran, 
promised him that Levers 
Plateau would never be logged, 
but it took until 1983 to extend 
the Border Ranges National 
Park to include the whole of 
Roseberry State Forest. World 
Heritage listing for the new 
rainforest parks, including 
Border Ranges, soon followed 
in 1986.

Most current threats to 
this wilderness arise from 
insufficient park management 
funding and lack of research. 
The border fence maintained 
by the Moreton-Darling Downs 
Rabbit Board (Queensland) 
and Department of Primary 
Industries, necessitates 
slashing and burning off, 
and doing so encourages 
colonisation of the border 
area by weeds. In the eucalypt 
forests below 700 metres, 
the rainforest understorey is 
infested with Lantana (Lan-
tana camara) which arrests 
forest regeneration. Bell Miner 
Associated Dieback (BMAD) 
opens the forest canopy 
and promotes understorey 
dominance by lantana. 
Lantana supports superior 
nesting sites for bell miners, 
potentially accelerating BMAD. 
The NPWS should be funded 
to regularly release a range 
of biological control agents to 
control lantana infestations. 
The control of introduced pest 
species and the regeneration 
of indigenous plants are 
important objectives to restore 
this unique wilderness.

Massive infestations of 
riparian weeds on streamlines 
occur beside the lowland 
forests that were logged in the 
1960s and 1970s. As a result, 
lantana and riparian weeds 
make bushwalking access from 
the south along streams and 
ridges a daunting task. The 
best walking access is from the 
east by the border management 
road from the Lions Tourist 
Road over the McPhersons 
Range.

Alex Colley and giant cedar, Levers Plateau 1976. Photo: Henry Gold

Urban sprawl in 
Royal National 
Park wildlife 
corridor
IT’S BEEN TWENTY years 
since an environmental 
protection zone was 
established to protect the 
headwaters of Royal National 
Park. Now a new proposal has 
been lodged with Wollongong 
City Council to remove 
that protection, and allow 
residential sprawl along the 
eastern side of Helensburgh.

The proposal threatens 
important tall forests in the 
Hacking Valley that link tree-
dwelling wildlife in Royal 
National Park with populations 
on the Illawarra Escarpment. 
Urban expansion would also 
introduce more pets that will 
predate on threatened fauna, 
and greater traffic will see 
more wildlife road kills.

The proposed stormwater 
controls for the development 
will be ineffective, and 
release nutrients that will 
further pollute the Hacking 
River. The level of bushfire 
protection required for the 
residential development will 
also degrade the adjoining 
high conservation value, 
tall hardwood forests. If 
development proceeds, these 
forests will become further 
infested with weeds like 
Lantana and Honeysuckle.

Helensburgh was within 
the Green Belt of the 1948 
County of Cumberland Plan 
and has since remained a 
village. Bushland surrounding 
Helensburgh survived, partly 
due to its limited suitability for 
housing, and partly due to wise 
state and local government 
management. The proposed 
residential development 
will create expectations for 
more development south of 
Helensburgh.

This inappropriate proposal 
must be refused, and instead 
the green space enjoyed 
by generations of Sydney 
and Wollongong residents 
retained and strengthened. 
The proposal to allow a sprawl 
of buildings on land zoned 
environmental protection is 
currently before Wollongong 
City Council.
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em
ber of the Colong Foundation for W

ilderness Ltd. I subscribe to the 
Foundation’s aim

 of preserving Australia’s wilderness rem
nants. I accept the liability provided in the Colong 

Foundation’s Articles of Association to guarantee $20 should it be needed in the event of the winding up of 
the Foundation.   Signed  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

 

A BEQUEST
Please remember us
in your Will. 
The Law Society of NSW 
recommends the following 
wording…

 “I bequeath the 
sum of $…

 to the Colong 
Foundation for Wilderness Ltd. 
for its general purposes and 
declare that the receipt of the 
treasurer for the time being 
of the Colong Foundation 
for Wilderness Ltd. shall be 
complete discharge to my 
executors in respect of 
any sum paid to the 
Colong Foundation for 

Wilderness Ltd.”

ABOUT THE COLONG FOUNDATION
The Colong Foundation, the successor to Myles Dunphy’s National Parks and Primitive 
Areas Council, is Australia’s longest-serving community advocate for wilderness. Its 
proposal for a Wilderness Act was accepted in 1987. To supplement this legislation, our Red 
Index, audits NSW

 wilderness areas, identifies threats and formulates site specific protection 
remedies. There are now 2,100,000 ha of protected wilderness in NSW

. However, many 
beautiful and environmentally highly significant wilderness areas are not protected, such as 
the Pilliga and Goonoo on the north west slopes, the Deua Valley on the South Coast and 
the Tabletop and Main Range in the Snowy Mountains.
The Colong Foundation for W

ilderness has had a long and successful history. From its 
foundation in 1968 until 1975 it was the fighting force that prevented limestone mining and 
the destruction of native forest for pine plantations in the southern Blue Mountains. The 
Foundation not only played a leading role in realising Myles Dunphy’s plan for a Greater 
Blue Mountains National Park, it pushed for its W

orld Heritage listing, as well as the 
reservation of a Border Ranges National Park and Kakadu National Park. It has initiated 
successful campaigns for the protection of over a million hectares of wilderness in NSW

.
The realisation of Myles Dunply’s vision of a comprehensive system of national parks with 
protected wilderness areas remains the primary objective of the Colong Foundation.
Now, more than ever, the Foundation needs your support. W

ell financed and powerful rural 
interests, miners, loggers, resort developers, as well as four wheel drive enthusiasts, horse 

riders and others, have greatly increased the threats facing Australia’s wild places.
Only with your help, through continued membership and donations, can the 
Foundation continue its campaigns for the preservation of the natural environment 

and effective nature-based national park management, and by concentrating on 
wilderness, these rare areas can be kept safe from development and misuse.
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