Gudgenby Wilderness: ACT
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The Gudgenby Nature Reserve is a large natural area in the southern part of the ACT. As an area managed for conservation and outdoor recreation, the Reserve has three outstanding characteristics which combine to give it a special status among Australian wilderness areas.

It is a relatively large natural area close to the population centres of Canberra and Queanbeyan.

It occupies about 20 per cent of the ACT and if current plans for expansion are successful, this proportion would increase to nearly 40 per cent of the Territory.

It has spectacular unspoilt landforms - a combination of steep, eroded valleys, and rugged granite peaks and ridges make for arresting scenic attractions as well as providing a wide range of natural ecosystems.

These qualities mark Gudgenby as one of Australia's great mountain wilderness areas.

Before describing the events leading up to the declaration of the Reserve, a brief description of the natural resources and history of the Gudgenby area will help to clarify some of the conflicts and struggles during the campaign for dedication.

Physical Characteristics

The present area of the Reserve is approximately 51,000 hectares. The landscapes are extremely varied, generally forming a mosaic of high peaks and ridges interlaced with deep stream valleys. It includes the catchment of the Naas, Orroral and Gudgenby Rivers and several upland swamps in cold mountain valleys.

Vegetation types range from open grassland through extensive lowland eucalypt woodland and forests to subalpine and alpine woodland. True alpine woodlands occur in only a few places in the present reserve. Much more extensive alpine woodland occurs in the ACT to the west along the Brindabella Range. It is a current aim of conservation groups to see this area (which would include the upper Cotter Valley) added to the Gudgenby Reserve. The highest point in the present Reserve area is Mt Kelly (1829 metres). A number of peaks have snow cover for several winter months.

Pre-History

The Gudgenby area, as part of the southern highlands, has an interesting pre-history, although this has only fairly recently been documented1. The Reserve includes the only known Aboriginal art sites in the ACT, as well as stone arrangements and many occupation sites. It is interesting to note that the Aboriginal name for one of the ranges within the Reserve, Namadji, (now generally confined to one of the peaks), was proposed at one stage as a suitable name for the Reserve. In many ways it is a pity that this more ancient name was not adopted in preference to the more recent, European title.

European History

The lower, more fertile valleys in the Gudgenby area have been settled and under grazing since the 1840s. Fortunately, only the Orroral and Gudgenby valleys were extensively cleared, and even here regeneration will be able to mask former scars. These patterns of land use, laid down in the nineteenth century, are, however, still being followed in three areas within the Reserve. It is proving very difficult for conservationists to bring about changes to free the Reserve completely from pastoral land uses and these former patterns are threatening to set a precedent for future long term uses of a number of areas, to the ultimate loss of the integrity of the Reserve as a natural resource area.

The need for a Gudgenby Park

With the rapid growth of Canberra during the 1950s came also a heightened awareness of the importance of the conservation of natural areas and the function of national parks in conserving Australia's natural heritage. A small group of people recognised the importance of the rugged southern region of the ACT and sought to achieve permanent protection for it under National Park status. At that time patterns of land use in the southern ACT had not changed for over one hundred years. The valleys were under leasehold or freehold tenure and were used for grazing stock. The high country remained uncommitted Crown land. Fifteen years before the Helman report, the wilderness values of the Gudgenby area had been recognised by this early lobby group and the core area of the proposed park was to become known as the 'Kelly Wilderness Area.' To help define the wilderness status of Gudgenby, it may help to note that the western section (approximately 50 per cent) of the present Reserve was identified by Helman as part of the Bimileau wilderness area. Under this designation Helman also included the upper Cotter Valley (which forms the present western boundary of the Gudgenby Reserve), and part of the Koscuisko National Park bordering the ACT.

The activities of the initial lobby group led, in 1960, to the formation of the National Parks Association of the ACT to campaign for the establishment of Gudgenby as the first National Park in the ACT. The battle to achieve that aim took another nineteen years; years marked by incredible bureaucratic inertia, a proliferation of unnecessary reports and inquiries, a succession of over ten responsible ministers, enormous delays and obfuscation at the legal level, and at one stage a bitter wrangle between the Commonwealth and NSW over ACT border changes proposed by the Commonwealth which involved the area covered in the park proposal. The whole exercise was, from the NPA point of view, an important and sobering learning experience in the lobbying process.

The need for wilderness conservation was a low priority for the Commonwealth Government during the sixties and early seventies (the first Minister for Conservation was not appointed until 1975 by the Whitlam. Government). A long and arduous education process was necessary to convince both politicians and the bureaucracy of the need to allocate resources for conservation. In this respect Commonwealth action seemed to lag far behind public support for conservation in the ACT.

Campaign History

As noted above, an NPA was formed in Canberra in 1960 with the expressed aim of promoting the need for a National Park in the ACT and the suitability of the Kelly-Gudgenby area to fulfil that need. The initial phase of the campaign was information gathering. This culminated in a presentation to the Government in 1963 of a formal proposal for a national park.

A driving force in the NPA at this time was Dr Nancy Burbidge who, besides being prominent in the scientific world as curator of the National Herbarium, was also well known publicly as a botanist and conservationist. Largely through her efforts, a great deal of both academic and media support for the proposal was obtained. The proposal was also circulated to relevant Government Departments and kindred groups for comment. It is worth noting here that the original NPA proposal covered an area about one third smaller than the present Reserve, in fact, what is now known as the wilderness management zone at the Reserve.

After presentation of the proposal, the long process of follow-up lobbying began. Here, the NPA could muster far less expertise than in the earlier work of preparation and documentation. Due again to the influence of Dr Burbidge, the NPA could call on a wealth of ecological expertise. Their resources and available skills in the political arena were far less extensive and their efforts less successful. By 1964, Anthony (the responsible Minister) would only say that investigations were under way.

This was the Government's stock response for the next four years. By 1968, the NPA had presented further information in a supplementary proposal, and other ACT conservation groups had also added their support in letters and submissions. This continuation of the scientific information approach was no more successful than in 1963. A statement from the next Minister (Nixon) in 1968 declared that the declaration of the park was years away! Lack of resources for management and planning was cited as the reason for limited progress. During 1968, however, the Government did prepare a resource inventory for the whole of the proposed park area plus additional areas to the north and east, and invited comments on this from conservation and other interested groups. This development was, of course, favourably received by conservationists, as much as a sign of progress by the Government as of the quality of the additional material. It is interesting to note that the NPA was less than enthusiastic about the prospect of additional areas to be included in the park, and reiterated its concern that a core wilderness area be established and adequately protected.

This flurry of activity ended the Government's initiatives for the next four years. By 1972 a new Minister, Ralph Hunt, said, in answer to continued enquiries, that an announcement was expected soon - this statement was to be repeated often during the next five years. Later that year, however, backtracking became evident when the Minister announced that land for the park would be acquired progressively - but there would be no declaration until this process was complete. The following year, 1973, marked the tenth anniversary of the presentation of the proposal for a Gudgenby park, but a decision by the Government seemed remote. To mark the occasion, the NPA produced a history of the battle for the park to serve, amongst other needs, as an inspiration for further efforts.

About this time also, the Whitlam Government was elected and was soon to raise hopes that a successful outcome would soon be achieved. A Department of the Environment was created and, under the new Minister, progress seemed possible at last. Alas, hopes were soon dashed. The Gudgenby Park proposal became caught up, first in reviews and then argument over the functions and priorities of the various interested Departments, Environment versus Territories, and secondly in the protracted inquiries, discussions, and finally acrimonious argument over the expansion of the ACT. Although the Government never stated the matter explicitly - at least not publicly - it was common knowledge that Gudgenby was to be traded for land to the north of the ACT, land more suitable for urban expansion; for Canberra was growing at over 10 per cent per annum and a shortage of land for urban development seemed imminent. These arguments lasted through 1973 and 1974. By 1975 Bryant (the then Minister) was saying to the NPA that Gudgenby would remain a park - but in which State he saw that happening he would not commit himself.

Labor was replaced in 1976 by the Fraser Government without any further definite progress on the park proposal. The one bright spot at this time was a report from the NCDC2 which was working, almost behind the scenes, to reach agreement between various Government departments and authorities on the future boundaries of the park. In 1976 also, the new Minister (Staley) announced, after an internal review, that the park was still 'on' (sic); only a lack of resources was holding up progress - this excuse was served up many times by various Ministers.

The new Government also announced a review of the roles of the Department of Environment and of the ACT conservation authorities; when the results were announced the Department of Environment was given the 'policy and advisory' functions, while planning and operation of reserves in the ACT was to remain the responsibility of the Minister for the Capital Territory. In addition, the National Parks and Wildlife Act (the first Federal Conservation act), passed by the Whitlam Government, to enable the Commonwealth to set up and manage national parks and reserves in Commonwealth Territories, would not apply in the ACT. A new act for this purpose was in preparation. These announcements were a bitter blow to those who had held high hopes of progress during the previous four years. The situation had, in fact, regressed substantially and four years' effort were lost. The NPA replied to these moves with a burst of lobbying actively with the new Minister for the ACT. The only result, however, was that the Gudgenby Park would be declared under the Public Parks Ordinance (an existing ordinance covering city parks), and the new act would then cover the park when - even if - it was gazetted.

In 1976, the first major Government initiative for some time occurred when a land-use study covering the proposed park was released. This study was in fact prepared by consultants for (and funded by) the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service, a body set up under the National Parks and Wildlife Act and attached to the Department of Environment. The study was approved and commenced under the Whitlam Government, but release of the report did not occur until after the change of Government. The report stated that a national park was the most appropriate form of land use for the Gudgenby. It found that the area had outstanding natural values, and recommended immediate declaration of a National Park over the whole of the study area. While this was reassuring to conservationists fighting for the Park, it really represented no radically new knowledge, and it remained to be seen whether it would expedite the declaration of the Park.

Later that year the Minister (Staley) announced acceptance of the report, saying, at the same time, that he was authorizing establishment of the Park; but whether this authorization would lead to positive legislative action was not indicated. At the same time, the Conservation Branch told the NPA that, although Gudgenby would be managed as a national park, that term would not be used. The name they preferred was Gudgenby Nature Reserve, and this was the name ultimately adopted. No reason for the change was ever given, but it seems inescapable that departmental rivalries were still looming large in the decision-making processes. The words 'National Park' would seem to have been too closely associated with 'National Park Service' for the comfort of the ACT Conservation Branch.

In 1977, another body decided to get into the act with an inquiry. The ACT Legislative Assembly - the locally elected body 'advising' the Minister for the Capital Territory - asked the Department to delay gazettal of the Reserve while it held an enquiry on the 'desirable size, boundaries and long term management of the Park’. This at a time (after seventeen years of lobbying) when there was already a small library on the subject. The enquiry came, and went, without adding to current knowledge. A further delay was thus added to the declaration day.

By late 1977, it appeared that the only possible impediment to the declaration was the delay in drafting the Nature Conservation Ordinance, the chosen legal vehicle for enabling the declaration. The plan by the Department to gazette the Reserve initially under the Parks Ordinance had by now been scrapped, but, the Department told the NPA, the new Ordinance would soon be available for public comment. By early 1978, with little further progress, Daryl Hawke, then NPA President, proposed to the current Minister (Elliott) that the Reserve be declared to coincide with the centenary of the dedication of the Royal National Park, the first national park dedicated in Australia. The Minister, to use his term, was 'attracted' to the idea. Suddenly, all difficulties were swept away, after, by now, eighteen years of effort, and on 26 April 1978 the Gudgenby Nature Reserve was proclaimed.

Lessons Learnt

What lessons, besides patience, can we learn from the battle for Gudgenby? I believe that three important lessons emerge from this example.

1. It is initially important to understand the structure of Government and Government decision-making processes for successful lobbying. It is not enough to present to Government an expertly prepared and documented case. It must be followed up with personal contact, to convince politicians and bureaucrats of the merits of the proposal. A knowledge of political opportunities, timing, and the ability to capture the imagination of politicians is also necessary. Nor is the support of the bureaucracy alone sufficient to bring about successful conclusions. This support may be necessary but it is rarely sufficient, especially in conservation matters. In any case, Departments are often cautious and slow-moving in presenting new proposals; investigation rather than innovation seems to be a characteristic of Government bureaucracies. To have maximum impact, lobbying must be concentrated at the political level, where the final decision will be made. In the campaign for Gudgenby the NPA often used its slender resources to poor effect by lobbying too low in the political hierarchy. Its efforts to convince and persuade were dissipated before they reached the appropriate levels. NPA also had internal problems resolving its overall approach to lobbying. Apolitical activities such as information collection and presentation were seen as respectable and acceptable by the membership but there was a reluctance to become involved in more politically oriented activities which were less structured and less easy to master. This reluctance reflected the lack of experience of the early leaders with political processes but there remained, as time went on, a curious resistance to learn from experience and become more deeply involved in national and local politics to achieve their aims.

2. To support a lobbying campaign, a broad base of public and media support is also necessary. This may be even more difficult for conservation groups, with their slender resources, to achieve adequately. Public education and advertising campaigns are both time-consuming and expensive. Throughout the Gudgenby campaign the local media was generally very supportive of the proposals for a national park. The long, drawn-out nature of the battle, however, meant that coverage was only spasmodic. It was thus often difficult, in the press of other events, for local conservationists to capitalize on favourable publicity. The NPA did make diligent efforts to capture and hold public support, especially from other conservation groups and kindred organizations. This activity did result in some additional pressure on the Government from other groups, but again this was fragmented and sporadic. Whether, in the end, it had any bearing on the result it is difficult to say.

3. In the ACT (and for other Commonwealth Territories) special problems exist in lobbying the relevant Minister on conservation issues. The Department responsible for the ACT (currently called the Department of Territories and Local Government) has functions more like those of local government than of national government, as one might expect. Conservation (in the ACT) is only one of a wide range of issues competing for Ministerial attention at any given time. To gain the attention of the Minister, let alone to get priority, has proved to be difficult and time-consuming for conservation groups in the ACT. Unlike the States, where a Minister for Conservation (and a Department) exist and are able to promote conservation ideals at government level, the ACT has to limp along with a small conservation section within a large Department. It has proved difficult for this section to secure resources in competition with other sections in this Department and between various Departments. Land-use conflicts in the ACT also generate disagreements within the bureaucracy, between such bodies as Forest Branch, NCDC, Department of Housing and Construction, Bushfire Council, and the Department of Environment.

As I have already mentioned, when an attempt was made to rationalize this situation and create an Environment Department, and under it, a Parks Service which would be responsible for conservation in the ACT, it struck entrenched opposition from within the Public Service and the plan was ultimately modified by the Fraser Government. Conservation in the ACT thus remained with the Minister responsible for the ACT. This regression has been, and continues to be, detrimental to conservation planning and management in the ACT.

None of these ideas are new or revolutionary, of course. In The Struggle for South West Tasmania, Bruce Davis writes 'The central problem for eco-activists is to gain and hold public support throughout the extensive time horizon or conservation controversies, in a situation where their own organization has limited resources and cohesiveness and is opposed by legitimised bureaucratic forces, political expediency, and the countervailing measures of private sector influence and intransigence3.’ These thoughts certainly apply in the struggle for Gudgenby. I believe we have learnt the lessons from this long campaign, most importantly, to apply our limited resources most effectively and at he appropriate political level where leverage is greatest. I believe this lesson has been well learnt (and applied) by the conservation movement in Australia in recent years.

There are many battles ahead in Gudgenby. I hope the lessons learnt will lead to a speedier resolution of future conflicts - to the ultimate benefit of conservation and conservation decision making in the ACT.
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