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Namadgi National Park rangers Ben Stevenson and Mark Elford take time out from feral deer surveys
to enjoy a moment in the Bimberi wilderness.

THE WILDERNESS
Wilderness is universally understood. Those who have been in truly wild places
appreciate what it is and how it affects us all. And strangely, there are many more
people who feel the same, yet they have never spent time in a primitive landscape.
Why is it then that whatever their experience, most people* consider wilderness to
be precious, valuable and something that should be protected for all future
generations?
Taking this conservation stance is not easy, and that’s because we humans tend to
support progress: progress of the sort that runs hand-in-hand with economic growth and
the loss of natural landscapes. Several centuries of largely unfettered industrial expansion
has chipped away at the world’s wilderness. Dissecting it and developing it. Criss-crossing
it with roads and powerlines; the pulsing arteries of civilization. But for all our impressive
industrial and scientific achievements, we have simultaneously diminished the very thing
that sustains us. In recent times we tread with far more care, increasingly mindful of the
need to retain, maintain and protect this world’s last few primitive areas. They are – after all
– where we began, and perhaps sensing that, our default position is to keep and care for
those pieces of wilderness where they still exist.
Looking at how wilderness is managed in the Australian context, though delivery differs in
detail from state to state, the general approach is the same: we know it is precious and
valued, so we aim – mostly successfully – to protect it for future others. We’ve plenty of

evidence - take a skim through the history of the Australian conservation movement - to
show there have always been thoughtful, inspired and focussed individuals on the case. In
every era, people have stepped forward to do what they can to support the great
wilderness conservation decisions that have protected the primitive areas we currently
enjoy. Since some of these sit within the Australian Alps, it’s interesting to consider the
mountain wilderness areas with the help of a conservationist, a parks manager, and some
of the people who head out into it…
Let’s begin with a conservationist, Dr Geoff Mosley, an ideal person to explore
wilderness for many reasons. To begin with, he’s spent time in wild places. “When I went
into a true wilderness, what I felt is like no other. It’s specific. It was like going home. And
returning to civilisation I felt quite upset at the difference.”

A walker in the wilderness: specifically, on the Australian Alps Walking Track which passes through
wild places in Victoria’s High Country.

This almost mystical response is that of an academic who lectured in natural resource
conservation since the mid sixties: someone who was on staff at the Australian
Conservation Foundation for almost 20 years (CEO from ’73 to ’86): someone who
consults in World Heritage assessment. Geoff therefore has ample experience of the
pragmatic side of conservation to set against his personal connection to wilderness. Over
those years he’s worked with a series of current political decision-makers, always with the
same eye on the prize – to protect truly primitive areas.
Geoff’s explanation for his, and possibly many other people’s response to these primitive
landscapes is simple. He points out that humans have evolved over millions of years, living
in a wild landscape with limited impact on it. Fast forward along to the relatively recent
section of the-timeline-of-man, and most of us live in areas that are highly affected by our
presence. We venture out our front doors and we see roads and other travel-related
infrastructure, buildings and their associated services. Move further afield and there’s
evidence of manufacturing, agriculture and mining. Yes this is the reality of ‘home’ for most
of us. What Geoff refers to, when he finds a sense of ‘home’ out in the wilderness, harks
back to the beginnings of human existence.
Perhaps that primordial connection is supported by the way children respond to wilderness.
Anecdotal as it may be, Geoff’s own family’s experience shows a keen connection. “It

began at four years old. It was very special taking them off-track walking, punching through
the bush, climbing a peak.” He notes the pleasure to be had, the resilience that was built.

This is where an Australia city – in this case Canberra – gets its drinking water…the upper Cotter
River in the Bimberi Wilderness.

And there are other reasons why we back decisions to protect these nurturing landscapes.
Along with the fundamental need to protect our water catchments, there are the invaluable
scientific benefits, “Wilderness is where we can study natural processes without
interferences”.
Perhaps it’s no surprise that the Australian Alps – the broader bioregion along with the
wilderness gems within it – is managed using guidelines that share many similarities with
those proposed by august bodies such as the International Union for Conservation of
Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) and the Australian Conservation Foundation.
The IUCN describes wilderness as “… usually large unmodified or slightly modified areas,
retaining their natural character and influence, without permanent or significant human
habitation, which are protected and managed so as to preserve their natural condition.”
It then goes on to put some practical handles on the definition, giving land managers
around the world a set of useful tools with which to get the job done, and do it well. Among
them are these gems. You can’t go far wrong if you keep these aims in sight as you handle
the day-to-day job of managing something like a primitive area within a national park. Keep
major human activity to a minimum. Let people in, by all means, give them opportunities to
stay a little while but manage access so that the wilderness stays the same for future
visitors. People with cultural connections need access to these primitive landscapes. And
minimally invasive educational or scientific activities should be given the ok so we can all
benefit from what these natural systems can teach us.

*As for the number of people who are ‘thumbs up’ for wilderness conservation:
Late in 1996, Robert Hill, then Federal Environment Minister, announced the results of a
Roy Morgan research study aimed to gauge the Australian view on wilderness.
Respondents – there were 1,059 of them – were asked whether they agreed or disagreed
with a series of statements about wilderness. The media release that followed stated:
"Ninety nine per cent of people surveyed believe that wilderness should be conserved,
while ninety seven per cent support the conservation of wild rivers. Ninety eight per cent of
that interviewed consider that there is a duty to conserve wilderness for future generations,
while eighty seven per cent believe that wilderness should be conserved for its own sake."
For the record, the IUCN’s ideal wilderness is:
! free of modern infrastructure, development and industrial extractive activity, including
roads, pipelines, power lines, cellphone towers, other permanent structures, mining,
hydropower development, oil and gas extraction, agriculture including intensive livestock
grazing, low-flying aircraft preferably with highly restricted or no motorized access.
! characterized by a high degree of intactness: containing a large percentage of the
original extent of the ecosystem, complete or near-complete native faunal and floral
assemblages, retaining intact predator-prey systems, and including large mammals.
! of sufficient size to protect biodiversity; to maintain ecological processes and ecosystem
services; to maintain ecological refugia; to buffer against the impacts of climate change;
and to maintain evolutionary processes.
! able to offer outstanding opportunities for solitude, enjoyed once the area has been
reached, by simple, quiet and non-intrusive means of travel.
! free of inappropriate or excessive human use or presence, which will decrease
wilderness values and ultimately prevent an area from meeting the biological and cultural
criteria listed above.
Even for people who do not use it, the wilderness has a function. It is simply there – they
may come to its edge and look into it, or they may hear about it or simple know it is there. If
it vanishes all men are diminished. Ian Gordon Simmons

how to manage wild places
Pam O’Brien works for the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, managing the Snowy
River Area of Kosciuszko National Park. And within that sits two wilderness areas - the
Pilot and the Byadbo; each roughly 80,000 hectares, bisected for roughly 40km by the
Barry Way.

The Pilot Wilderness

These two areas may have their wildness in common, but they are very different. Pam
explains: “The Pilot Wilderness is higher in altitude ranging from 1800m at Mt Pilot to
roughly 800 at the Murray River. It contains the head waters of the Murray River as well as
the feed snow melt into the Snowy River. The Pilot has a range of landscapes and
vegetation types including sub alpine, tall alpine ash, forests, open high altitude snowgum
forests and several pockets of remnant temperate rainforest. Parts of the Pilot Wilderness
Area is snow covered for several months of the year and is a popular cross-country touring
destination. The Pilot is easily accessible from the Thredbo ski resort and so also attracts
bushwalkers and mountain bikers. And the Australian Alps Walking Track passes through
it.”
On the other side of the Barry Way and sitting in a rain shadow, the Byadbo Wilderness is
much drier. “It’s a very dry, rugged environment, not a popular bush walking destination
especially in summer as there’s virtually no water”, and as a result, Byadbo doesn't get
anywhere near as many visitors as the Pilot Wilderness. Not that it doesn’t have its fans,
particularly amongst Parks staff. This is a dry landscape that can burn at any time of year,
and it’s one that supports many rare flora and fauna species.
If these two wilderness areas are different, the broad approach to their management is
similar. “We are trying to manage the natural processes; we’re trying to keep that area
(modern) human-impact free, allowing the plants and animals to do their own thing; it’s
about keeping it ticking along like is might have done for thousands of years.
“And we want people to be able to come and see these places. We’re not managing a
museum and we certainly have no intention of locking these areas up. We want people to
value these areas and to do that we need to encourage them to come. It’s a two-prong
approach: to allow them and to encourage their safe interaction. To offer safe ways, we
work closely with the commercial tour operators who are able to provide experiences for
people to learn, enjoy and respect the wilderness and then take home these values and
encourage others to come. We actively promote our long distance walking tracks – the
Australian Alps Walking Track for example – to people who are resilient, can pack their
gear and camp out. Schools are one of the biggest users of wilderness areas – as the
experience not only teaches young people about the environment and fosters a
connection, but it teaches them about themselves.”

Byadbo captured by NSWPWS Fire Planning Officer Tristain Ricketson.

In terms of hands on management, fire is the biggest issue as it shapes everything parks
staff do in managing these landscapes. “The fire trail network we maintain must provide
quick and efficient access for fire crews and so these tracks are maintained on a three to
four year cycle. The tracks are then also used for people who are accessing the wilderness
areas – mountain bike riding, bushwalking.” It’s a neat solution where infrastructure is kept
to a minimum by servicing more than one function. But nothing is straightforward and a
great deal of thought goes into the detail of the execution. For example, “In the Pilot area,
fire access tracks form part of the Australian Alps Walking Track and so we aim to maintain
these tracks’ natural character and flavour. In the Byabo, given the increased fire risk, the
tracks must be wider, there are helipads along the way and submerged water tanks. It is all
about staff safety and community protection.
Weeds and feral pests are also on the wilderness management hit list, along with
landscape-scale climate change induced die back - becoming more obvious in recent
years. At present weeds are not the greatest threat in these two wilderness areas, and
Pam believes weed infestation can be successfully tackled: she cites the willow eradication
program as an example where a good program of works and full support has achieved its
goal. The same approach is now needed for the issue of deer control which has
exponentially outstripped control efforts to date. “Deer are removing the understory,
grazing on trees, preventing regrowth. The effect on the smaller bird populations alone is
clear. The staff love Byadbo which is why the negative impact of the deer on that
landscape – which is already doing it hard – is so concerning… Staff can see the
landscape changing before their eyes.”
It may be obvious but it is worth pointing out that management of the Byadbo wilderness
and other highly visited areas of Kosciuszko National Park do differ. Pam and her team
have a different approach to the Thredbo Valley. In no way a wilderness, this is an area
with high visitation numbers. “There are entry stations, track heads, picnic areas, the
Alpine Way road, the ski resort, the ski tube, and mountain bike tracks. We mow and carry
out frequent weed control. There are also powerlines through this part of the landscape. On
Easter Saturday there were thousands of people walking to Mt Kosciuszko. That’s a lot of
people and that’s good because while they aren’t actually in wilderness, they are looking
out over a beautiful landscape, some of which is wilderness.”
There are no words that can tell the hidden spirit of the wilderness that can reveal its
mystery, its melancholy and its charm. Theodore Roosevelt

take The Track to wild places
If you want to go wild, this is the track to take you there – the Australian Alps Walking
Track. It covers a total of 650km of south-eastern Australia’s mountain country including
spectacular tracts of alpine and sub-alpine scenery, iconic rivers such as the
Murrumbidgee, and the headwaters of the Snowy, the Murray and the Mitta Mitta. The
Track crosses large expansive wilderness areas and takes in the highest mountains of
Australia: it links a landscape of not only natural beauty but of human occupation,
exploration, hardship, nation building and endeavour through the legacy of Aboriginal
routes, stockmen’s huts, fences, old towns, ruins and former sites of mining and hydroelectric endeavours. In short, it’s brilliant.
You’ll see all sorts of people along the way: day or short trip walkers who use part of the
Track as a section or loop as a local walk; overnight walkers taking part in an organised
commercial tour; track runners carrying light loads who attempt to complete the full 650 km
distance in the shortest possible time (sometimes as short as two weeks!); and the end-toend walkers who either walk from one end to the other over six to10 weeks, or others who
are happy to tackle sections of the track each year, progressively completing the entire

distance. Find out more at https://theaustralianalps.wordpress.com/experience/aawt/ and
start planning.

Moments like this are just foot-falls away. Start planning, and you’ll soon be on the Track.

What makes wilderness areas most susceptible to annihilation is that arguments in favour
of roads are direct and concrete, while those against them are subtle and difficult to
express. Bob Marshall

read the reviews…
Eliza Rowe: A journey that saw our days filled with no walls or clocks, just stars and a hot
sun, hours sweating up hills, moments spent smiling unconditionally and often unknowingly
at horizons and wildflowers, stumbling down to valley floors, floating in mountain streams,
and waking to the buzz of march flies and mosquitoes dancing above our heads. A
summer in the mountains we won't ever forget.
Adriaan Homburg: While I would not have said it at the time, probably the best experience
of my life. Would I do it again? Most definitely! My favourite moment was the sunrise over
mount Bogong, simply spectacular.
Mark Wiebenga: We Argued for days on which Biscuit was more complex, a TimTam or
an iced Vovo. It was a great opportunity to really talk about the important things in life.
Darcy Blair: At the end of a long day, I sat alone on a mountain top. There was nothing but
wilderness as far as the eye could see. No roads, no buildings, no signs of civilisation. The
sun set and the stars rose. It was simply sublime.
Rachel Slatyer: Challenging, wonderful, splendidly peaceful with many days passing
without seeing another person, through some of the most beautiful places I know. When I
got to Namadgi I wanted to turn around and do it again.
Michelle Richmond: Without doubt the best experience of my life! Oh for the simplicity of
living with just the things in your pack and being fully immersed in nature! I loved the
constant swing between soaking up vast horizons and observing the minute details of the
landscape.
Geoff Mosely: Looking towards a mountain many miles ahead then two days later seeing
it from the other side.
Carl Turn: Equally as challenging on the mind as the body.

Mount Feathertop

The thought of ‘the calm, the leaf and the voice of the forest’ is itself a refuge from stress, a
wilderness at the back of the strained mind. When we finally know that the last forest has
gone, that there is nowhere to go but along the runways of our steel and concrete anthills,
that the last link with our past has snapped, the perhaps we will snap too. We will have no
refuge left at all. Judith Wright McKinney

snippets
DRONES & HORSES: There are strong mixed feelings about wild horses in the Australian
Alps’ national parks, but one thing is certain, they damage sensitive ecological systems. In
a project funded by the Australian Alps Liaison Committee, the impact of horses on
streambanks is being monitored. The approach is to use drones to fly aerial photographic
surveys above selected stream channels over successive years. The photos are
processed using a technique called Structure-from-Motion to create high-resolution 3D
computer models. Year to year comparisons can then be made to assess change taking
place to the streambanks. Other sites where horses are absent are included in the study,
which aims to quantify the amount of sediment lost over time due to trampling.

From a drone or standing on the ground, the destructive impact of feral horses is hard to miss.

For more information contact David Paull, Senior Lecturer at UNSW Canberra,
d.paull@adfa.edu.au

THE GOLD BLACK PLAGUE: In recent months, European wasps (Vespula germanica)
have been reported in record numbers across the Australian Alps. When the Program
Manager put a picture of a European wasp at the Mount Buffalo Chalet onto the Alps
Facebook recently, responses came from far and wide reporting similar encounters.
Jamieson, Long Plain, Mt Beauty, the Brindabellas, Jindabyne, Cooma, right across the
Snowy Mountains and down to Tasmania (where they were first recorded in 1959). It
seems likely that a mild 2017 winter and minimal spring rainfall set the scene for this
explosion in numbers. The Canberra region has had its worst European wasp season on
record. Up until May first, there were 861 verified nests located with some of these
containing more than 10,000 individuals (see image of large nest, below). There were also
more than 91 stinging incidents reported to the eWasp hotline, with some of these requiring
hospitalization.

This nest was home to more than 10,000 feral wasps, pictured top feeding on a praying mantis.

This resilient and aggressive introduced wasp is a clear threat to both public safety and
recreational amenity. They are also an immediate threat to biodiversity across the
landscape. They are turning up everywhere: remote forests, alpine bogs and mountaintops. And out there, largely unseen and unnoticed, they are feasting on the small
invertebrates that underpin a healthy mountain ecosystem. Creatures that graze, predate,
pollinate and scavenge are all on the menu. Studies from New Zealand show that a
European wasp’s diet consists mainly of Diptera (flies), Lepidoptera (butterflies and moths)
and Araneae (spiders). Depending on nest density, population and topography, occupants
of a single nest can consume up to 10 kilograms of invertebrates per season. I wonder how
many Bogong moths or Alpine Funnel Webs or Mountain Katydids there are in a kilogram.
There isn’t much hard data on what the wasps are eating in the high country and more
research is urgently needed. Around Canberra they have been observed preying on
winged queen ants, scarab grubs, locust grasshoppers and praying mantis. It would seem
that they’ll take on whatever is available when it’s hunting season. While the impact of
European wasps on human safety and amenity is serious, the impact on the environment
could well be catastrophic. It would be good to think that 2018 is an aberration but I
suspect it is a portent.
For more information about the species: https://australianmuseum.net.au/european-wasp
& http://ewasp.com.au/european-wasp/
By Jenny Connolly, ACT P&CS and John McRae, Australian Alps Program Manager
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