
 
 

 

 

                                               

 
Where a remote track needs clearing, and the only way in is on foot, who wouldn’t want a horse along – 
not for the ride, but to carry your chainsaw? Safety tip: remove the bar before strapping it onto your pack 
animal. 

HORSES HAVE A PLACE 
It’s 2021 and the question hangs out there: why would current-day parks staff embrace 
something as low-tech as pack horses and mules to get a job done? The broad answer 
comes from Mike Dower, Parks Victoria Area Chief Ranger, as he explains a recent 
outside-the-box trial up on the Howitt Plains, deep into Victoria’s High Country. “The 
mountains dictate why we took this approach: the landscape drives the decision. It’s 
easier and safer to use the old methods and access this type of terrain with pack 
animals.” 
 
In March, a collection of individuals – human and equine – were part of a successful 
experiment that’s very likely to be repeated. In the weeks before hand, two members of Mike’s 
Alpine National Park’s team – rangers Alex Jennings and Bernie Connor – worked with a 
group of volunteers to plan what would be a three day session to clear and repair a section of 
track that’s seriously walk-in-only. Working with the two rangers were members from two 
bushwalking clubs – Ben Cruachan Walking Club and Bushwalking Victoria – as well as pack 
animals and expert handlers from the National Trail Association. Together they made a plan to 
get the job done, sorting the logistics behind transporting tools, camping gear, food and fuel, 
as well as the movement of people through a challenging landscape. 



 
 

 

 
Here’s a shot of almost everyone involved in the trial: (LtoR) Dan Anderson, Sue Wesson, Michael Dowie, 
Bernie Connor, Greg Bryant, Evan Jones, Bob Edwards, Paul Dorrington, Kim Rockman, John Green, Phil 
Ryan, Neil Ward, Joe Van Beek, Tran Nguyen, John Kasch and Peter Jupp.   

Alex explains how this was broken down. “I walked in with the walkers and all the equipment 
from Guys Hut, following the Conglomerate Spur which leads down from around 1500 metres 
into the Dry River Valley at 600 metres. At the same time, the camping equipment was loaded 
onto the pack animals and they were led down via the Bicentennial Trail, following Bernie, 
arriving before us and leaving our gear ready to set up base camp later that day.”  
 

 
These animals via the National Trail Association formed the basis of the trial: a lead horse at left and 
three loaded pack mules.  

The walking group worked on the track as they made their way into the valley, “We got a lot 
done, despite the rain and the sloppy track.” Armed with chain saws and brush cutters, they 
did the usual, cutting back regrowth and clearing fallen timber. By scouting ahead, sections 
were marked where the track needed clearing from above to re-route the track along its 
original alignment. 
 
The next day smaller groups were formed to make the most of everyone’s level of ability and 



 
 

stamina. One group headed back up the track to work its way back down, dealing with the 
areas marked the day before, while others worked on further clearing.  
 
And on the final day the pack animal team arrived back in camp and together, everyone 
walked back out along the Bicentennial Track, this time clearing the track with riders in mind as 
the animal handlers helped spot low-hanging growth. All up, the trial cleared nine kilometres of 
track thanks to close to 200 volunteered hours. With gratitude, Alex says, “It would have taken 
two rangers quite some time to do it alone: it’s a real privilege for us to have assistance from 
such willing, knowledgeable people, who care about the Alps as much as we do.”   

 
If you clock the tight contours on the map (above), a photograph of the terrain won’t come as a shock. 
Maintenance in a landscape like this arrives on foot. Having the pack animals to support operations 
makes a lot of old-fashioned sense.  

TWO TOP TIPS 
If you’re clearing a track for riders, imagine walking with someone on your shoulders to gauge 
what’s in the way for people on horseback. 
Spend some time watching an expert pack a set of saddlebags so you can help maximise 
loads by avoiding useless counter-weights (rocks) to balance the load. 
 



 
 

 

After a day of clearing, time at the Dry River camp site was welcome even if it came with big ants, 
leeches and mosquitoes. 

DOMESTIC Vs FERAL 
Many readers may be a little confused as to why domestic horses may be regarded as a 
positive, while feral or wild horses hold concern for Alps national park managers.  As 
someone who has dealt with the community and stakeholder conflicts over horses in national 
parks, Australian Alps Program Manager, Rob Gibbs explains. “The subject of horses in 
National Parks can be a controversial, highly emotive and hotly debated topic in the 
community with lots of differing views and opinions that Park managers need to balance and 
contend with. Managing horses in the Australian Alps can be complex but is more easily 
understood when you understand the distinctions between domestic or working horses and 
feral or wild horses. For example, working horses are used for recreational horse riding and 
this is a legitimate and welcomed activity by Park managers within many areas across the 
Australian Alps. And from the earliest days, working horses have also played a valuable role 
in supporting the work of parks agencies’ staff in the Alps. On the flip side, feral horses can 
be pests when left unmanaged, but can also have heritage links to the pioneer and grazing 
history in the Alps. The decision to manage and control feral or wild horse numbers is based 
on the fact that they can have a significant negative impact on the ecosystems and natural 



 
 

balance and functioning of the Australian Alps. And just like feral or wild horses, the use of 
domestic or working horses can also have negative environmental impacts if not managed 
appropriately. This is why there are designated areas, seasons, rules and guidelines for 
domestic or working horse use and recreational horse riding in the Australian Alps.”  
More info can be found on horse riding as an activity to appreciate and enjoy the Australian 
Alps National Parks, and how you can help care for and protect them at the same time by 
following the Australian Alps Horse Riding Code. 

 

WELCOME TO TIDBINBILLA’s 50TH: former staff of Tidbinbilla may be interested in taking 
part in the celebrations to mark the gazetting of Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve 50 years ago, on 
November 11th 1971. Let us know if you’d like to join current staff at a re-union BBQ lunch on 
November 11, 2021. If you have ever worked at Tidbinbilla or know someone who has, we’d 
love to hear from you. For more information and to be added to our email list for this event, 
please contact Tidbinbilla@act.gov.au . Places are limited and covid restrictions will apply. 

 

TELL US YOUR STORY: We are always looking for stories to include in this newsletter. 
What’s happening in your part of the Alps? If you’ve built a new bridge, or cleared a track or 
installed some new signs, why not send me a photo and a few words. Maybe you just went for 
a particularly fabulous walk and would like to share your experience. We accept stories from 
staff members, volunteers and members of the general community. 

 

SUBSCRIBE: WWW.THEAUSTRALIANALPS.WORDPRESS.COM                                                
News from the Alps issue number 71 was published in July by the Australian Alps National Parks. Program 
Manager and Editor, Rob Gibbs, NSW National Parks & Wildlife Service, Rob.Gibbs@environment.nsw.gov.au. 
For more information about the Alps, including information about the Parks, other publications and news, visit the 
Australian web page, https://theaustralianalps.wordpress.com/. You can also catch up and stay connected on 
current Alps related happenings and issues on the Australian Alps National Parks Facebook page:  
https://www.facebook.com/australianalpsnationalparks/.  And many thanks to those people who’ve been 
interviewed, and to the photographers for their images. Without this support, News from the Alps wouldn’t be 
possible. 

                                        

The Australian Alps National Parks Co-operative Management Program 
‘people working together beyond borders’ 

https://theaustralianalps.wpcomstaging.com/experience/activities/horse-riding/
https://theaustralianalps.wpcomstaging.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/code-horse.pdf



