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The story of national parks in Victoria must be seen in the context of our history and our good fortune. Our good fortune lies in being part of a great continent, still lightly populated, with a splendid growing climate; it lies also in our beginnings here at a time when town planning of new settlements was becoming accepted as normal, so that nearly all our towns, including Melbourne, were laid out from the outset. Most important, it was not acceptable for such a plan not to include areas of public parkland, not to mention large police paddocks for the police horses, which later offered increased areas for public recreation.





Thus it became part of our experience, and our expectation, to have large areas of parkland in public ownership. And here our history comes into play. Victoria has been blest by some far�sighted people in positions of authority, beginning with our first Governor La Trobe, who loved the Aust�ralian countryside and spent many days on horseback exploring Victoria. If he had his way, Melbourne would have had more than 2500 acres of parkland on its flanks; as it is, we do of ourse have, thanks to him, a series of magnificent parks which are our pride and joy, as indeed do most of our major cities and towns in Victoria.


Next in influence I would rank the political leaders who in 1881 decreed


public riparian reserves along all our rivers and bay and ocean frontages


not already alienated. Those reserves still exist today, and they have


prevented the building of structures along our beaches and rivers, such as


has happened along the Gold Coast; even though some riverine reserves have been fenced in for grazing, and a number of fishing huts, some quite substantial, illegally occupy the banks of the Murray.





Little wonder then, that against such a background, as our population and their mobility increased, there should develop a growing interest in permanently reserving further areas of crown land of special interest for the enjoyment of the people. Thus the national parks movement began. The seventies saw the greatest advance for our national parks, but this too needs to be seen in the context of a deeply felt and growing concern for the environment.





It is my view that the sixties will, in the perspective of history, be seen as a great watershed for Australia, the period when it shook off many of the trappings of a pioneer society and began to become involved in things of the spirit, of the quality of life, of all the delights and advantages of a fully civilised community. This change in turn was due in part to the advent on the scene of the leading edge of the baby�boomer generation, and the growing influence of the 2 million immigrants who had flocked into Australia from all parts of the world in the postwar period.





All we were experiencing then was economic growth, minimal inflation and nil unemployment; but as we looked at the world around us, our sense of optimism in the future was distinctly tempered. We were becoming aware that the growth of world population and rising standards of living, and hence of growing demand upon world resources, were becoming a real threat. It had


taken the whole of human history on this planet for the world population to


reach 1 billion in about 1840. That number had doubled in the next 40 years, was approaching 5 billion and still growing. The depletion of world resources and the pressure on hitherto virgin areas, were all too evident.





I remember speaking as strongly as 1 could at that time about the spectre of a great river in America being declared a fire hazard, because of the floating debris and oil; of one of the great lakes, Lake Erie, being devoid of oxygen and hence of all life; of most of the great rivers of the world being polluted and unswimmable; of 2 billion plastic bottles floating around the North Pacific; and of the loss of tropical rain forests (still hundreds of acres a day).





Nor surprisingly a great concern about the global environment was arising in the early seventies, and we were determined to do something about our corner. The first step was the creation of a new Department of Conservation � the first in Australia � which brought together all our efforts in protecting the environment � soil conservation, fisheries and wildlife, the Victorian Land Conservation Council, and the Environment Protection Authority, which was for the first time a body with real teeth committed to preventing pollution of our atmosphere and waterways. Most important, we added a new initiative, namely the Victorian Conservation Trust, a body through which ordinary citizens could commit their properties for ever for conservation purposes, either by donating them, or by imposing permanent convenants upon them.





We had appointed the Victorian Land Conservation Council in 1970 to study all the crown land in Victoria � still about one�third of the state � and recommend the best future uses for each section, including, most importantly for present purposes, which areas should be permanently reserved for national parks.





The council proceeded with great thoroughness, studying region by region and consulting widely, before producing their recommendations. It was probably the single most important influence in bringing about a dramatic increase in the number and area of our national parks in the last five years of the seventies. I appointed a vigorous and committed minister, Bill Borthwick, to the new department, and we agreed that a vital topic to be considered was that of our national parks. He travelled to America and Britain to study parks management � what to do, and importantly, what not to do, including not allowing commercial interests too great a control, e.g. as had occurred at Yosemite.


The first attempt to provide some control of national parks was in 1956, an act which established the National Parks Authority and provided for the appointment of qualified officers. Most of our existing parks were at that time under the control of committees of management who although devoted, lacked the resources and the professional skills to manage them adequately. There was also a growing public interest in visiting our parks; for instance, in 1958 the number of visitors to Wilson's Promontory  was 28,000. By 1973 it had quintupled to 150,000. It was part of our strategy to embrace and protect the environment, to increase the number of national parks in victoria and afford them the best possible management; it was time for positive action.





There was much discussion about the shape and contents of the new National Parks act, but eventually Bill Borthwick, as Minister for Conservation, was able to introduce it into the Victorian parliament on the10th of December 1974. The minister quoted the definition of a national park adopted on a national basis by all the responsible ministers meeting in Melbourne in August 1970, and it is worth reminding ourselves of it:





. . . A national park is a relatively large area set aside for its features of predominantly unspoiled natural landscape, flora and fauna, permanently dedicated for public enjoyment, education and inspiration, and protected from all interference other than essential management practices, so that its natural attributes are preserved.





Noble aspirations indeed! Of course, a number of parks in Victoria did not comply with this description, and yet for various reasons they equally had to be preserved and skilfully managed, and the bill made provision to classify, for instance, areas with important eco�systems but not large enough to be classified as national parks; or areas set aside for recreation and enjoyment of the people � sailing, fishing, swimming, and so on.





The important thing was that all were to be expertly cared for and preserved for ever. 





The act set up a Director of National Parks as head of a first�class National Parks Service. There was to be a National Parks Advisory Council with representatives from the Conservation Council of Victoria, the Victorian National Parks Sssociation, from academia, from the Municipal Association, and two experienced members to represent the community.





We introduced this act with firm resolution and high hopes. They were not disappointed. The first director was John Brookes, who had impeccable qualifications as a former director of APM forests and a dedicated forester, as indeed were many of the parks rangers. You will be hearing from him later, and I will not impinge on his contribution except to say that he gave strong and emphatic leadership, which resulted, for instance in the first 5 years, in an increase in the number of victorian parks from 24 to 57, and in their area from 205 to 778 thousand hectares.





I must also add that we set about increasing the parkland for Metropolitan Melbourne, especially along the Yarra, where we purchased new parks such as Banksia and Westerfolds Parks; along the bayside and the Maribyrnong river, and further west, by the purchase of Werribee Park.





I will not deal with subsequent history beyond my term of office. No doubt others will do that. Recently, of course, all Parkland in Victoria came under the control of Parks Victoria, and Iunderstand that it now comprises more than 150 parks and one�sixth of our total land area of the state. It is at the same time a reason not only for pride, but also for commitment to make sure that past achievements are matched in the generations ahead.





I would like to conclude with a few words about the future. The impetus which has been generated in this field of endeavour must never be allowed to flag or dissipate. The tug�of�war between those who would exploit or develop and those who would preserve, will not go away. The need to set aside further areas of land for public enjoyment of various kinds will persist well into the future.





You will know of the government's determination to treble the timber 


plantation areas in the state by the year 2010. 1 would commend that policy in every way, and I would hope it would intensify in the future, if only to replace the $2 billion of wood products imported into Australia every year. Australia can lead the world in developing its agroforestry, in replacing some of the forested areas which should never have been cleared. Questions of soil erosion, air and water pollution, salinity, and simple good farming practice, all unite to support such development, and I am glad to have a position on the government's Private Farm Forestry Council, which is working hard to develop effective plans.


For our present purposes, of course, it eases the strain of the demands upon native bushland and enlarges our vision of what may be possible in the future.





As we look back 100 years to the beginnings of this place, Mt Buffalo, and of our other famous national park, Wilson's Promontory, our appreciation of what has been achieved in one century should surely inspire us to equal that achievement in the next.
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