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Introduction





This is an account, of necessity incomplete of how in five remarkable years a very small government agency � the National Parks Service, with few resources, few friends and many who did not wish it well, and fighting for its life, was turned into a skilled and competent land and resource manager which changed the way Victoria's elite real estate � the National and State Parks � were managed and used by the public.





In the five years the number of parks increased from 24 to 57 and in area from 205,300 to 777,800 ha. Visitor numbers increased and the recreational facilities provided increased greatly in number, type and standard. Also the standard of management of the natural assets of the parks improved significantly.





It is m excellent case study of how a comparatively small group of competent. dedicated and motivated people properly supported and using simple, time proven management methods and organisation. can cause major changes in perception and performance standards in the industry of park management.





It is, however, painful to contemplate how the 1970s National Parks Service (NPS) would perform (or even survive) in today's management climate. It would seem to belong to a simpler, and now bygone age.





The Early Days





One hundred years ago the first task was to convince the State Government to reserve National Parks. The second was to look after them somehow, and the obvious thing was to form a Committee of Management. All sorts of public resources were managed in this way. Governments had little money and little expertise in resource management in those days. Victoria owes a huge debt to the Committees of Management. They held the fort for many years when there was little interest in National Parks.





It is often forgotten that in these early times there, was another group of people whose interest was to preserve the best forests for perpetual use as productive forests. They did not want to see them cleared or plundered. They were supported by the State Government much earlier than were the park enthusiasts.








That they did a good job is demonstrated by the big areas of magnificent forests that In recent yew have be~ national parks.





Park management in the early days was limited to the bare essentials as money and materials were not abundant and 


National Parks did not attract large numbers of visitors. But they had to be


protected from the people who wanted to exploit them in various ways.  Neither the concept of


National Parks nor the way they should he managed were widely understood in those days. When the Governor of Queensland went to officially open the Lamington National Park he took his gun with him!





After World War II





After World War II there were a series of changes in the way parks were managed. First a National Parks Authority was formed with a Director and some staff. It was a big first step but it did not function as well as hoped. It was disbanded and replaced by a new Act with a Director and an Advisory Council.





The new National Parks Service, like its predecessor the Authority, was attached to a Government Department for staff and administrative support. The Committees of Management still ran most of the parks. The National Parks Service had very limited resources.





It was in this condition that the National Parks Service entered an entirely new phase in its life in the early 1970’s.














The Land Conservation Council





The Government had created the Land Conservation Council (LCC) and given it the task of reviewing all public land and recommending appropriate uses for it. The LCC rapidly got down to work and produced recommendations which included large areas of new National Parks and other conservation reserves. The Government wanted to accept the LCC recommendations but the problem was the condition of the NPS which was obviously quite incapable of handling large areas of additional parks. The Chairman of the LCC, though a supporter of Parks, informed his Minister that the LCC could not recommend more National Parks for the NPS to manage in its present state of incompetence. 





1t was obvious that the stream of recommendations from the LCC was, if accepted, going to push the NPS into the big league of public land management. which was led by the Forests Commission. It was also obvious that to meet the Government's target for National Parks, the Forests Commission was going to lose management control of substantial areas of Reserved and State Forests.





In those days governed agencies and departments were much more stable than. they are now and the big resource managing agencies like the Forests Commission were very powerful and independent, and often strongly territorial.





Naturally the Forests Commission of Victoria did not wish to see the NPS grow big and strong. The FCV was well supported with funds and staff and was responsible for fire prevention and suppression on all public lands. It had a strong presence throughout rural Victoria and strong support groups in the timber industries and the rural community. It managed Victoria's public forests competently. It had formed its own Park Management Section (Forest Environment and Recreation) and naturally believed that it should be the Government agency to manage parks.





The stumbling block then, but apparently not now, was that traditionally National Parks were managed by National Parks Services all over the world. Park supporters and the Government wanted it this way.





The FCV however put up a prolonged  and stiff resistance to change in management responsibility. It use as a weapon, fire. or rather the danger to the rural community of un-managed, un-protected land � National Parks. Add to this, supposed threats of native and feral animals in parks and the stage was set for a really difficult time for the NPS. The opposition to parks was in many cases led by rural Shire Councils well briefed by the FCV.





The Department of Crown Lands which was the department responsible for most public land, except for fire protection and timber extinction, was the department most likely to lose big areas to the NPS. It accepted Government policy and in the LCC and other areas was co�operative and supportive of the NPS.





It is difficult to realise just how different things were in those days. A battle for control of public land management was waged by one government land management agency (FCV) against another (NPS) and even the Government itself!  Nowadays Public land�use battles are between Government and private conservation or preservation groups. The tactics and weapons are also different. 


The days of the public land barons competing with each other to be seen to be managing the land under their control better than other land managers are over. Whether it is a good or a bad thing to have lost this competitive situation only time will tell.





The Ministry for Conservation





In the early 1970s the Government formed a new department � the Ministry for Conservation where the various conservation agencies, previously spread around a number of government departments, were brought together � the Soil Conservation Authority, Fisheries and Wildlife, Environment Protection Authority, Land Conservation Council and the National Parks Service.





At last the NPS was in a sympathetic and interested department but the NPS took with it to the department all its handicaps, inadequacies and weaknesses. It was still under siege and naturally had a siege mentality, The NPS had neither been allotted nor had it attracted enough high quality staff seeking a career in conservation land management. The few top performers were greatly overloaded and hampered by such things as an unworkable management structure and inadequate resources. The new ministry was unable to help greatly as it too had teething problems and other agencies clamouring for help.





Morale was still low in the NPS and not surprisingly either. But it just kept on trying to do its job. If it had failed and been disbanded the story of National Parks in Victoria would have been somewhat different.





The Turning Point





In the early 1970s the Premier (The Hon R.J. Hamer) and the Minister for Conservation (The Hon. W.A. Borthwick) were aware of the problems in the NPS and were determined to resolve them, so the Government could achieve its objectives of substantially increasing the numbers and area of National Parks and other Conservation Reserves.





In early 1975 a new National Parks Act was prepared and it was proclaimed on December 1st 1975. At the same time the Government substantially increased its support for the NPS in funds and staff. Inter alia, the new Act dissolved the Park Committees of Management which became an Advisory Committee for the park they had managed for so long � sometimes not an easy transition.





The NPS was now on its own � or not quite. The war being waged by the rural Councils and other groups continued, but the NPS now had some 'clout'.  The great expansion had begun. 


The NPS was about to begin an astonishing five years growth in responsibility and the acquisition of many and varied new skills. It was not, however, easy.





The NPS could not afford to make a mistake. There were still those about who were watching its performance as each new park was taken over � Tidal River Resort, the Back Beaches on the Mornington Peninsula,. Mt Buffalo, including the newly purchased Tatra Inn and its ski field, and many others





The NPS not only took over existing facilities from Committees of Management and others, and improved them, but it produced many new facilities as well. It improved the camping grounds, car parks, walking tracks, etc. And it provided interpretive facilities, education services and holiday programs. It managed visitors efficiently and unobtrusively. It was carrying out one of its new policies: "Parks are for people to use and


and enjoy."





�






�
National Parks�
Other parks�
Area (ha.)�
�
June 1975�
24�
-�
205,300�
�
June 1980�
27�
30�
777,000�
�



Table 1 : Growth in number and size of parks 1975-1980


	


�
Head Office*�
Districts�
Parks�
Total�
�
June 1975�
50�
-�
94**�
144�
�
June 1980�
78�
41�
307�
426�
�
*Includes Engineering and Interpretive staff working mainly in   


  the Parks


** Includes a significant number of staff employed by 


     Committees of Management staff�
�
			


Table 2 : Changes in number and distribution of staff 1975-1980


�
�
It is worth comparing the resources and responsibilities of the NPS in 1975 and 1980 given in the tables above.





Giving the visiting public good quality and varied services not only increased their enjoyment and understanding of parks but it built a support group.





It was the greatest period in the history  of park management in Victoria. The NPS did what few human organisations public or private. can do - expand rapidly in size and complexity of functions and improved quality of performance at the same time.





The NPS and its Neighbours





In addition to the public face there was another less public but no less important thing for the NPS to do � to build better relations with neighbours, both public and private. Parks had been regarded as bad things to have on your boundary because of fire, vermin and noxious weeds,  etc.





The must important thing to resolve was how the NPS would work with the Forests Commission of Victoria (FCV) and the Country Fire Authority (CFA). The FCV had the responsibility for fire prevention and suppression on all public lands and the CFA on private lands. Parks adjoined both other public land & private property.





The NPS were required under their Act to prepare, with the FCV, fire protection plans for Parks. With the reputation of National Parks it was vital to get fire protection plans agreed. To have had a stalemate would have been disastrous as the FCV could have just stepped in and under its Act done what it thought necessary. The reputation of the NPS would then have been very much damaged.





There was no stalemate A top level Joint Committee was formed. Plans were agreed, both parties behaving in a very sensible way. Some conservationists felt that too much fuel reduction burning was prescribed in some National Parks � perhaps more than there was in some valuable Reserved Forests. If so, it was a small price for the NPS to pay for the good field working relationship that developed between the NPS, the FCV and the CFA.





The FCV had the major fire fighting capability and managed fires. The NPS which had little equipment and few people in 1975 built up efficient first attack capability throughout the parks. Its rangers were trained at FCV fire schools.





The NPS dealt directly with local CFA Brigades. Many regarded National Parks as un�tracked high fuel deathtraps. Very few had, even though locals, ever been inside their local parks.





NPS organised pre-season meetings in the parks with the CFA and their equipment. Plans were explained,  equipment demonstrated and a familiarisation tour of fire access tracks inside the park was made. The CFA Brigades learned that the NPS was serious about fire prevention and suppression. Relations with the  Brigades improved & the reputation of the parks improved sharply in the local communities. But there was still the problem, real or imaginary, of vermin,  noxious weeds and kangaroos in parks.





Public lands generally were not regarded highly by farmers as neighbours,  in some cases with justification. Parks had been built up to be seen as the worst harbourers of unpleasant things. The most serious problems were feral dogs, dingoes and kangaroos.





What the farmers did not realise was that the NPS disliked harbouring feral dogs and cats, etc. and noxious weeds just as much as they did, as they damaged parks considerably. There was motivation within the NPS to do something about them and as resources became available, a lot was done, mostly successfully, especially against goats, dogs, cats,  etc.





But the NPS was not able to act against native animals and dingoes took more than their due share of blame for stock losses. In extreme and proven cases dingoes wore destroyed.





The NPS position with the regular surfeit of kangaroos was worse than that of the farmer. He could obtain a permit from Fisheries and Wildlife to shoot some. The NPS, even though its park was being severely damaged by too many kangaroos in dry conditions could not cull because of public opinion stirred up by concerned and well-meaning but ill�informed people.


In time the relations with park neighbours improved.





How the NPS was Organised





So much for the NPS 1975-1980, It is time to tell more of how it organised to do its job. There are a few simple lessons of value even for the sophisticated land managers of today.





Beginning in early 1975, staff and resources gradually became available and a simple organisational structure was built in the field and at Head Office. Not everything could be done at once. Some things had to wait until the new National Parks Act was proclaimed in December 1975.





The first thi to be done was to set clear objectives and to boost morale. New staff, new resources and new parks were not enough on their own. The NPS had to believe in itself � believe it was going to do a first class job � as one of the objectives said:





To he an efficient and respected National Parks Service.





It had to develop a more positive attitude towards people and recreation in National Parks.





Parks are for people to use and enjoy.





Management of the Parks


 


The most important thing. possible once the National Parks Act was amended to dissolve the Committees of Management, was to build a strong presence in the parks. Park management begins with rangers in the parks, well equipped and well trained.





Many parks had few or no facilities for visitors and visitors did not know much about National and State Parks. The important things to do first were to provide access, camping and other facilities and to tell visitors about parks.





The emphasis in those days had to he on a strong ranger presence in the parks, especially on weekends and holidays � rangers to be seen and talked to by visitors. Parks were made to be looked upon as special pieces of land and interesting places to visit. By today's standards, these policies might seem to be an extravagant use of staff. but they were net The proportion of 'front line’ staff in parks to ‘support’ staff in the various head quarters was higher then, and parks had to create a 'presence’.





Head Rangers in parks are firstly supervisors and organisers of their staff. They need other skills as well but the key one is being able to run their park well and efficiently.





The guideline to management of National Parks was of course the National Parks Act, Park regulations and management guidelines. National Pub had to be seen to be different to other public land � and better looked after. They were, after all, elite pieces of Victoria's real estate.





Park management plans were required . They were in the early days kept short and simple. There was no hope of preparing for each park a long detailed plan. There were too many parks


being declared. Management plans in later years appeared to become an end in themselves rather than a tool to help managers. They were among the first of a plethora of evermore complicated  aids, gimmicks, reviews, assessments, consultative processes et alia which 		iews, assessments, consultative processes. et alia which 9~


seem to have been mistaken for management and leadership in recent times. 	





The overall management structure was a simple one. Parks were grouped into Districts � by 1980 Melbourne, Nepean, Geelong, South West, North West, North East,  East Gippsland and Central Gippsland, each with their offices in the most convenient town and close to local government and other government offices.


Each District was ran by a District Superintendent, an officer with professional training and classified by the Public Service Board appropriately. This was very important as it mirrored the field organisation of other government agencies.





The NPS presence was upgraded and strengthened by these superintendents who were supported by a District Chief Ranger. The District Superintendent was directly responsible to the Operations Manager in Head Office.





The Rangers were an important group. They were the only uniformed staff in the Service and were the first and main contact with the public. They were given a career structure with about four seniority levels and effort was put into training them. The smallest parks had a relatively junior ranger in charge generally with an employee assistant. The larger parks had a number of rangers under a senior ranger supported by employees of various categories.





An important policy was giving the ranger in charge of a park a ‘whole’job. He was responsible for helping prepare the park budget and carrying it out and all activities within the park This did not mean the ranger in charge could do what he liked. There were general management policies of the NPS to be followed. Fire prevention and suppression, vermin, weeds, etc. have already been mentioned.





In government service (and in big corporations) small specialist units are often not given their own supporting specialists. They have to rely on the major departments for reasons of economy. The result is often delay and frustration on the part of the small unit wanting service. NPS was, in 1975, in this position. Buildings,  housing, road works, etc. were done by others. The big agencies like FCV had long ago fought this battle and broken free to build their own support groups. The NPS gradually broke free of the most irksome 'help'. The NPS Engineering section did all manner of small road works, car parks, etc. in a manner the NPS wanted and cheaply. It also built quite substantial Information Centres in some parks.





It was never a policy to try to do everything. There wore some very competent groups available. The problem was to get them keen to work for the NPS. Many did so.





Head Office Organisation





The organisation at Head Office was small and simple with five branches..





Administration


Park Management


Resources and Planning


Park Protection


Interpretation





Resources; and Planning reported to the Deputy Director of National parks. The other branches reported to the Director.





A headquarters group of branch heads 


met the Director and Deputy Director regularly. A simple action list was circulated after each meeting with action to be taken and listing by whom


it was to be taken. The item remained on the Action List each week until it was resolved which provided a simple but effective system.





One of the pressing problems was to sort out the many administrative problems and deficiencies. The NPS needed good administrative support which had to be provided by the Ministry and the NPS itself. Divided control is always difficult but gradually performance was improved.





From the beginning much emphasis was placed on getting good management cost figures quickly for the management branch and the parks. It paid off. People knew where they were financially before it was too late to take corrective action.





The NPS was fortunate in having its head office all in one building. But propinquity does not ensure good communication and cooperation across an organisation. It must be actively fostered. As a result the Park Management Branch and Resources and Planning Branch did work very well together and much gain resulted.





In the 1970s there were frequent state and federally funded rural unemployment relief schemes All required the government agency having trained supervisory staff in rural Victoria with facilities to usefully employ the unemployed. The NPS had these in its parks and there were always, in the top drawer of the Operations Manager's desk, work proposals ready to submit as soon as a new scheme was announced. In this way the NPS obtained a lot of relief funds which it used well in many parks in all kinds of jobs. It is not exaggerating to say that many parks were equipped with headquarters, stores and workshops and other facilities from walking tracks to car parks. These would have taken years to accumulate from normal government budget allocations





The success of the Parks Service depended upon more than doing its job well. Many people and outside organisations and groups within government could have significant influence on the NPS for good or for had. In 1975 many were openly hostile,  disenchanted with the NPS performance or disinterested. The NPS could not achieve its objectives without changing people’s perceptions of it.





The best way to do this of course was to perform well but that took time to demonstrate. So. much time and effort was put into talking to organisations and people, being very careful not to claim extravagant success before it occurred The most frequent, early on, was fronting rural Shire Councils who were nearly all anti-National Parks. In time hostility was at least replaced by neutrality and in many cases by support for Parks. In the early days it was however a very trying time





There were many other people to get to know and influence so as to view parks favourably and provide support for the service. The Ministry for Conservation was the contact with Treasury and in staff matters the Public Service Board. In those days the Public Service was strongly controlled from the centre in staff and money matters. The PSB decided how many staff an organisation should have and what classification levels and skills they should have.  Many funds were tied to specific items or projects of Treasury. The days of delegation were still to come.





The Ministry for Conservation had a number of agencies all clamouring for staff and funds. It had to be even handed and it had to reflect the government's current policies.





It was up to the NPS to open up channels and ensure that Treasury and the PSB knew its needs and that it was an important Government initiative.





There were other government departments and agencies who were important such as the Public Works Department, State Rivers and Water Supply Commission, Victorian Railways particularly through its chalet in the Mt Buffalo National Park, the Country Roads Board because it had control of main roads in parks and also received grants to maintain park roads, the Parliamentary Draftsman (who often got briefed wrongly by departments on behalf of parks) and also the Premiers Department.





There was one specially important task and that was to perform effectively and get what the NPS wanted from the LCC. A team effort was mounted for each new study area of the Council. It was led by the Deputy Director and the Resources and Planning Branch but many other staff had input. As a result a thorough and competent submission was made for every study area. This made the Director's job as a Council member much easier and the NPS did very well out of the LCC.





The early 1980s saw consolidation and more new parks The NPS was by then an experienced and multi�skilled organisation well on top of its job. The major changes in resource and environmental management, as yet unabated, were yet to come.





Conclusion





It was a great privilege to be chosen to lead the NPS during 1975�1980. 1 owe a great deal to the staff in both Head Office and the field and in particular to the branch heads:  Park 


Management (B. Dexter and R. May). Resources and Planning. (I Weir), Park Protection (R. Yorston). Interpretation (R. Crocker), the NPS Secretary (G. Willingham) and most of all to the Deputy Director, D. Saunders. a most knowledgeable, experienced and dedicated ‘parksman’ who kept me on the rails many times, He became Director of National Parks in 1979 when I became Director of Conservation.





Without the continuous support of the Premier and Minister for Conservation the NPS could not have done the job the government gave it.





There were also many people in Government Departments and Agencies, Local Government and the various Conservation Organisations who gave strong and effective support to the NPS. It is ever so much easier to work well when one has a strong base to rely on.
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