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Abstract


The establishment of almost all of Australia’s national parks has reflected a history of parochialism and individual State interests.  It is only in the last fifteen years that we have moved towards a national parks system to tries to ignore State borders and other barriers imposed by the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia.





The Australian Alps Co-operative Management program involves four different governments agreeing on the strategic directions and priorities for management of a bio-geographic area that crosses three State/Territory borders.





The Memorandum of Understanding in relation to the management of the Australian Alps national parks turns twelve years old today and the successes of over a decade of co-operation are evident both in the direct management of the conservation reserves and in the attitudes of the field staff entrusted with this responsibility.








Introduction





The history of national parks establishment and management in Australia has been heavily influenced by parochialism and concerns about constitutional rights.





The Federation of Australian colonies and States was established in 1901, a mere three years after the first national park was created in Victoria, and only twenty years after the first national park was established near Sydney.  The rights of individual States of the Commonwealth of Australia to preside over almost all matters relating to land within that State enshrined an inward-looking approach to the declaration, management and promotion of virtually all of the national parks we currently have in Australia.





For over one hundred years, special-interest groups in individual States, together with the State government of the day regarded the establishment of parks within their area of jurisdiction as the exclusive responsibility of that State.  External interference was either not sought or was actively discouraged.





In the 1970’s and early 1980’s, the emergent federal environment department played a key role in establishing major national parks and conservation reserves in Territories and other areas without formal State Government authorities (eg, Kakadu in N.T., Gudgenby Nature Reserve in ACT, and Great Barrier Reef off the Qld coast).





The developing notion of World Heritage properties also brought the increased involvement by the Federal Government in the declaration and protection of nationally significant sites, often without the unqualified and full support of the State government involved (eg, South-West World Heritage Area in Tasmania).





It was not until the early 1980’s that park managers made the first steps to establish meaningful management arrangements for national parks that attempted to ignore the administrative borders and rights of the States as laid down in the Constitution.





The beginnings of co-operation





While a number of small-scale and field-based co-operative ventures existed between the managers of national parks with common borders, such as in fire suppression and vermin control, it took the declaration of Victoria’s first national park abutting a New South Wales national park to start the process of co-operative cross-border management being considered at the highest levels of government.





In 1979, following the declaration of the Victoria’s Cobberas-Tingaringy National Park, the NSW Minister responsible for national parks (Paul Landa) wrote to his colleagues in Victoria (Ministers Bill Bothwick and Vasey Houghton) expressing his concern about cattle grazing that was to continue in the Park as per the accepted Land Conservation Council’s recommendations.  Other discussions between the two national park services revolved around baiting for wild dogs and a reciprocal visitor pass to the parks in the two States.





District Superintendent for East Gippsland at the time, Ian Smith cited ‘joint works/patrols would involve rubbish removal, track maintenance, fire control, cattle control and possibly wild dog control’ as suitable issues to pursue and noted that under such arrangements there are ‘side benefits to the rangers involved in working with another service’.





In another corner of the two States field staff (along with staff from the South Australian park service) were also co-operating on fire management and discussing options for joint training and pest species operations. 





Australian Alps national parks





The schedule of parks listed in the Memorandum of Understanding comprises 1.6m. hectares reserved in eight linked parks and includes :





Namadgi National Park (ACT)


Brindabella National Park (NSW)


Bimberi Nature Reserve (NSW)


Scabby Range Nature Reserve (NSW)


Kosciuszko National Park (NSW)


Alpine National Park (Vic)


Avon Wilderness (Vic)


Snowy River National Park (Vic)





The co-operation is assured under a Memorandum of Understanding (first signed by conservation Ministers in 1986).  The Memorandum of Understanding identifies that contiguous (or linked) conservation reserves should form the basis of the co-operative management arrangement.  This ignores significant other alpine and sub-alpine conservation reserves that also might benefit from co-operative management arrangements.  These other areas include the alpine resorts in Victoria, Mt Buffalo and Baw Baw national parks, contiguous (but as-yet unproclaimed) historic areas such as Mt Wills, Grant, Mt Murphy and Howqua Hills, and even the alpine/sub-alpine conservation reserves in Tasmania and Australia’s offshore islands.





Participating organisations





Four different governments (often representing different political parties) are party to the Memorandum of Understanding via their departments responsible for management of national parks:


Environment Australia - Federal government


Environment ACT : Parks & Conservation Service  -     Australian Capital Territory


National Parks & Wildlife Service - New South Wales


Parks Victoria - Victoria





Despite their often different perspectives on park management priorities, there is a strong degree of agreement and consistency in the decision-making of the Australian Alps Liaison Committee.





The co-operative management program is under-pinned by a Ministerial-level Memorandum Of Understanding in relation to the management of the Australian Alps national parks.  It:





was first signed by Conservation Ministers in 1986


was re-signed in 1989 with declaration of Alpine National Park (Vic) and self-government of Australian Capital Territory


was updated and signed by Ministers in 1996


commits departments to co-operate


operates via a 3-yr Strategic Plan and annual program  of projects





The annual works program is funded by contributions totalling $ 400,000 per annum in the following proportions:





Environment Australia : $120,000


NSW National Parks & Wildlife Service :	$120,000


Parks Victoria :  $120,000


Environment ACT	 :  $  40,000





These contributions enable the Australian Alps Liaison Committee to fund joint projects that develop best practice approaches to alpine park management, increase regional understanding and awareness of the Australian Alps, or result on co-operative on-ground works or staff training.





Impediments to co-operation





Cynics often point to possible impediments to successful park management co-operation due to either differences in the way management agencies have developed  and are resourced, or as a result of concerns about what the outcomes of co-operation might bring.





Differences sometimes cited include:


  different objectives and priorities of   agencies,


uneven stages in the development of agencies, and


available funding to address common issues.





Similarly, concerns are raised that co-operation may lead to :


a ‘lowest common denominator’ results as Agencies seek a comparable level,


loss of competitive advantage of a State or Territory (eg. tourism visits to the State), and


changes to traditional approaches to park management.





While some differences and concerns may appear to be legitimate, experience with the Australian Alps program has tended to show these impediments to not only be non-existent but rather to have positive counter-points.  These positives will be discussed later.





Management of co-operative program





The Australian Alps Co-operative Management program is primarily directed by a three-year Strategic Plan endorsed by the Head of each of the participating conservation agencies.  This Strategic Plan identifies five Key Result Areas (representing major facets of park management).  The Australian Alps Liaison Committee (comprising a senior officer from each Agency) oversees the allocation and progress of the annual works program and implementation of the Strategic Plan.





Major Key Result Areas (KRA) in turn are co-ordinated by Working Groups containing ranger staff and functional experts from the participating Agencies.  Current Working Groups are:


Community Relations co-ordinating the Community Awareness KRA,


Recreation and Tourism co-ordinating the Visitor Facilities and Services KRA,


Natural Heritage co-ordinating the Natural Heritage Conservation KRA, and 


Cultural Heritage co-ordinating the Cultural Heritage Conservation KRA.





Over the years, a large number of issues have been addressed by the Working Groups.  These have all helped to raise the awareness and understanding of the Australian Alps and to help park managers to approach visitor, natural heritage and cultural heritage management in a consistent way.  Examples of outputs in each Key Result Area include:





Community Awareness


Identifiable logo


Information displays, exhibits, signs


Schools Education Kit


Australian Alps tourist map (AUSLIG)


Australian Alps brochure


Regional media publicity


Children’s activity booklet (Clue Kit)


Frontline of the Alps tourism training


Internet Site





Visitor Facilities and Services


Australian Alps Walking Track


Facilities along Bicentennial National Trail


Minimal impact codes of behaviour for visitors


Tour operator training


Track stabilisation trials & monitoring


Monitoring visitor attitudes & numbers


Consistent management of recreation activities


Tourism marketing & promotion (eg. 2WD/ 4WD guide)





Natural Heritage Conservation


Management of weeds: blackberry, willows, Broom


Weeds Manual & Weeds Identikit


Fox predation (prey-switching) studies


Brush-tailed Rock Wallaby survey


Spotted-tail Quoll staff & landowner training


Studies of frogs in the Alps


Feral horse monitoring (numbers, impacts)


Report on international significance of Alps


Fire management to protect native species


Scientific plots survey (Costin, Carr, etc)





Cultural Heritage Conservation


Cultural Heritage Symposium (1991)


‘Trash or Treasure’ staff training


Oral history (Aboriginal and European)


Database of historic huts


Interpretation of border historic site (Willis)


Cultural landscape management guidelines


Atlas of human pathways through Alps








Major successes?





So what have been the major success of the Australian Alps program?  They can be summed up in a few key positives:


Agency staff are committed to co-operation and joint programs


There is an improved understanding and management of Australian Alps parks


There has been some stakeholder involvement - tour operators, land owners


The Alps have achieved national and international interest in and recognition of the co-operative process


The Australian Alps program has represented value for money.





Weakest aspects?





As with any major program there are always areas for improvement.  With respect to the Australian Alps co-operative management program, the following challenges still exist:


Identify other alpine and sub-alpine areas that should be included (eg. resorts, Mt Buffalo, 	Baw Baw Plateau) 


Promote and secure joint tourism promotion and co-operation


Develop greater external stakeholder involvement 


Continue progress towards international protection (possibly even World Heritage recognition)


Further improve community awareness.
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Impediments to co-operation





Earlier, a number of potential impediments to cross-border co-operation were raised.  The Australian Alps program has turned these into positive outcomes thus:





Differences:�
Resolved through:�
�
different objectives and priorities of agencies�
agreed priorities for co-operative projects�
�
uneven stages in the development of agencies�
willingness to help other agencies develop�
�
available funding to address common issues�
alps-wide strategies that can assist in obtaining funding�
�
Concerns:�
Resolved through:�
�
‘lowest common denominator’ results�
agency objectives remain paramount�
�
loss of competitive advantage (eg. tourism)�
joint promotion of whole alps as  a unique area�
�
changes to traditional approaches�
willingness to adopt new approaches and techniques�
�



Where to from here for the Australian Alps national parks?





maintain involvement and enthusiasm of field staff and increase stakeholders


more on-ground works to implement strategies and recommendations


monitor usefulness and value of co-operation to the alpine parks


promote the Australian Alps and the co-operative approach to management





Challenges for co-operation elsewhere





Involvement of and co-operation with private landowners, LandCare, catchment management groups


Co-operation based not just on Reserves (consider a Biosphere approach)


Potential for joint tourism promotion


Seed funding to initiate joint programs


Early involvement of field staff (eg. joint training)











Australian Alps national parks 





Created when time began...


Protected for time to come
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