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Introduction





The purpose of this paper is to review at least some of  the various assumptions which appear to underlie Australian thinking about parks.  Inevitably this will also draw upon non-Australian experience because much of our cultural history is a history of the importation of ideas from other cultures.





I recognise that I am venturing upon this paper at a time of immense change in thinking about public responsibilities. It is thus timely to review past experience and the assumptions underlying that experience. Some of the complex history of our parks may well shed some light on what are currently but often incorrectly assumed to be new ideas. 





The paper firstly reviews the context of park establishment by examining the fundamental assumptions about the relationship with the land. It then, very briefly,  reviews the historical events which have shaped our current park systems and moves from this to identify the varying assumptions about the nature and purpose of parks.  


Finally, it comments upon some of the issues and ambiguities which characterise the current situation.





Land and People





In 1788,  the overall context of Australian land management underwent a truly catastrophic change in direction.  The Aboriginal cultural tradition had placed a collective value and meaning upon the land which transcended any notion of ownership, and which was based in a holistic sense of relationship with the land (Swain 1993). 





The new arrivals, soon to dominate most of the continent,  brought with 


them both a militaristic social organization and an evolving capitalistic ethos. This laid the foundation for what then became a legalistic pattern of social organisation, owing a great deal to Benthamite thinking (Collins 1985) and an exaggerated emphasis upon the notion of land as a commodity which is owned. 





This concept of the land  has a complex origin, involving not only the  migration of the new capitalism from Britain, but the nature of colonial land tenure policies,  the early nineteenth century visions of the nascent nationalist movement, the vigour of the squatters and of the selectors who followed, all being finally confirmed by the rhetoric and practice of the closer settlement movements throughout the present century (Powell & Williams 1975). Its very complexity, bringing together a multitude of causative factors, certainly contributed to the strength of sentiment about land ownership. 


So, the claims of private landowners (and more recently, even lessees) are given a much higher standing in Australia than, for instance, in many European countries. The boundary lines which give expression to ownership assume a special importance, and we are all too familiar with disputes about both ownership and boundaries. 





What we forget is that rights over land and the significance of boundaries is not a given, but is a product of historical experience and the consequent cultural assumptions. Even worse, our assumptions about ownership serve to remove questions about the meaning of land from the national agenda. Thus, although we have been prepared to restore (some) lands to the Aboriginal people, this is transformed into ownership according to the assumptions of white Australians, rather than the holistic partnership and stewardship of the Aboriginal people. 





The next, and perhaps strangest feature of our assumptions (although shared, to a lesser extent, with some other countries) is that rivers or waterways provide appropriate land boundaries - partly because they are natural barriers to movement, but probably more because they were often the only landmarks upon which decision-makers (who operated at some remove from the land itself, even from London) could readily determine boundary lines. The result is that management of any one watershed is often divided between two or more land-holders, while the divides, which are the more rational boundaries, are ignored.





Given that land is seen as a commodity which can be owned has had a variety of consequences. Probably the most important is the further  (inter-related rather than consequent)  assumption that the proper use of land is production and capital accumulation.  In turn this led to the unwise and exploitive consumption of land  resources, with little or no thought about sustained yield, and hence to destruction of much of the land resource. Interestingly, the well-known  'tragedy of the commons',  as propounded by Hardin (1968) and others, assumed  that this destructive over-use was inherent to common property. They failed to recognise the extent to which the same phenomenon is even more a characteristic of most privately-owned lands, at least within countries such as Australia and the United States. 


 


Now the point of all this, for our purposes, is that we can see all of these assumptions about ownership intruding upon public land management, even though public land is in theory under common ownership by the citizenry as a whole. Frank Moorhouse (1976) put it nicely : 





But the parks do not ‘belong to the people’, they belong to those who control them., the rangers. . . . a highly attenuated delegation stretching from the State Parliament through the Cabinet to the Minister . . . to the Director . . . down to park superintendents and eventually to the rangers and their forbidding signs. . . . I was told the signs can’t say please because this implies an option.





So, we assume that a park 'belongs to' the agency responsible for its management ; that the agency has 'control' over the land  for which  it is responsible ; that the same agency has no 'control' over any ecologically determined tract of land, but only over that sector which falls within the 'proper' boundaries as determined, almost by accident or default,  by statutory or administrative decision ; and that the agency must make appropriate 'productive' use of the land. 


Today, governments are in the process of redefining the public / private distinction in all matters, and so new issues are emerging and about to emerge in relation to public lands.





Origins of the parks 





The  first white settlers brought with them a long tradition of  parks and other public lands being set aside for enjoyment and communality within human settlements.   Chadwick (1966)  argues that ‘. . .the town square or place is probably as old as settlement itself.’, and both Thacker (1979) and Hamilton-Smith (1996) demonstrate that urban parks and gardens have existed for at least 3,000 years. Interestingly, the notion of wildland parks also has a long history.  European monarchs had their forest preserves wherein they enjoyed deer-hunting or other royal pastimes (Schama 1995). However, the democratisation of wildland parks is a relatively recent phenomenon, and seems to have originated almost independently,  but concurrently, in both Australia and the United States. 





Before advancing further, we must note that the relationship between the character of a land area and the label we apply to it varies immensely from place to place and over time. The first use of the term ‘National Park’ seems to have been at Yellowstone in 1872, and it was duplicated in Australia in 1879. Even these two examples are very different kinds of land area, set aside for very different reasons, and the term has since been applied to a great diversity of sites, with very different meanings. 





So to fully understand the story of ‘national parks’, we have to commence long before that term came into use. In Australia, the settlement on the southern shores of Port Jackson developed around the prominent headland which was set aside as the governor’s domain, and indeed is known as The Domain to this day. Immediately to the South, the ridge-top area was similarly kept open, but as common ground for the common people, then progressively became known as the cricket-ground, and then in 1811 as Hyde Park. This infant open-space system thus not only reflected the British ancestry of white settlement, but demonstrated the great class division of early Australia. Further, the regulation of parks which commenced with MacQuarie in 1816, points very clearly to the role of parks as a site of social control and as a public statement of social class differences (Ellis 1973).





By the 1830s, when Melbourne and Adelaide were established, British imperialism was at its height and so both these cities (and a number in other colonial settlements of that period) enjoyed the establishment of large and deliberately planned park systems. These is a sense of both public aesthetics and city grandeur about the parks and boulevards of this era. Both cities also gave early recognition to the role of Botanic Gardens, and these also were seen not simply in scientistic terms, but as places of beauty and respite for the population (Bate 1996). We can only fully appreciate and understand the continuing establishment of parks in these states if we recognise the hegemony of open space set in place by Governors LaTrobe and Hindmarsh, and their planners Hoddle and Light.





Early land management in New South Wales reserved various areas from sale, but this generally appears to have been in order to keep options for future development open. Regrettably, most records of these early reservations seem to have been destroyed  (A. Wakeman, pers. comm., 1998) and so it is extremely difficult to fully understand their significance and meaning. However, at least two remain as protected areas to this day. Both Wombeyan Caves (1865) and Jenolan Caves (1866) were formally set aside as water reserves, but it is clear that John Lucas, M.L.A., who was responsible for at least the Jenolan reservation, saw this as being for protection of the caves (Havard 1934). 


Thus, while not named as such, these two reservations were similar in character to and enshrined some of the key principles which would distinguish future national parks, with Jenolan Caves almost certainly being Australia’s first conservation-based park.





From these beginnings, we have seen the progressive establishment and evolution of both urban and wildland park systems, and with the National Parks idea first appearing at Port Hacking with the 1879 gazettal of what is now known as Royal National Park. The remarkable John Lucas again played a role in preparing the way for this new park, and then in acting as one of its foundation trustees. Regrettably, we know all too little of the influences which led Lucas to become an advocate for the establishment of parks. He had earlier ensured that all township plans in the new colony should include provision for parkland, and was certainly ahead of his time in assigning a high priority to both parkland provision and to conservation. Hopefully, someone will soon undertake a biographical study of this great pioneer figure.





However, the trigger for the establishment of the Royal seems to have been the widespread and vociferous concern about the appalling public health situation of Sydney at that time. Declaration of the park seems to have been something of an attempt to demonstrate the government’s responsiveness to public needs and to divert attention from the criticism of the government’s failure to deal adequately with water quality, sewerage disposal and other health issues.





At the same time, it replicated the earlier experience of London, in recognising the establishment of parks as a positive response to health problems. There is much in common between the speech by Slaney (1833), who first popularised the term “Lungs of the City’, which then became a core idea in the rhetoric of public parks in London throughout the 1830s, and the corresponding rhetoric of New South Wales politicians in 1879 (Pedder 1991). At the same time, there were certainly other ideas underlying the park establishment, partly as a way of gathering broader public recognition of the government’s responsiveness and initiative. The inauguration of the New South Wales Zoological Society under the leadership of Walter Bradley occurred at the same time, and the park was also seen as providing space for the Society’s acclimatisation program. Pettigrew and Lyons (1979 : 17) commented that :





Such a move was good politics. For a start, it cost the government nothing (in the short term at least). More positively, it could be presented as government support for the influential gentlemen in the new Zoological Society, and it indicated to the urban reformers that the government shared their views about the need for more recreation area.





Conservation was certainly not a major force in the establishment of the park, although it entered into some of the discussion at the time. The acclimatisation movement, as expressed through the Zoological Society,  certainly believed that nature could be improved upon through the importation of exotic species of both plants and animals. Their concern for protection of ‘useful’ native species was simply to ensure that stocks remained for future exploitation. The deed granting the land to the appointed trustees spelled out a range of purposes for which the land might be used, including a wide range of recreational, commercial and military functions, all congruent with the ‘productive use’ perspective.





Purposes of the Parks





I have demonstrated that the early Australian parks served a range of purposes. It is now appropriate to identify review some of the various assumptions which we make about this diversity of purposes. Not surprisingly, even the precise nature of any one assumption may well change over time, and some attention will be paid to these changes.  Then in any one park, we will often see a number of justifications and ideas about purposes being cobbled together and expounded concurrently, no doubt in part reflecting political opportunism, but also certainly reflecting some very muddled thinking.  





The Wastelands Hypothesis : That parks can well be declared over lands which are no use for anything else. The idea that parkland status will not constitute any disadvantage and not detract significantly from productivity has been used as an argument over many years. When introducing the bill which ceded Yosemite to the State of  California and decreed that it should be managed as park, Senator John Conness (1864) argued that as there were no viable alternative uses for the lands concerned, they ‘. . . certainly could afford to recognise the valley for its substantial intrinsic worth’ and then concluded with the words ‘The property is of no value to the Government.’ Similarly, it was only agreed that Yellowstone night be set aside as a park after the head of the U.S. Geological Survey assured Congress that such a declaration would take ‘. . . nothing from the value of the public domain. Runte (1987) cites these and many other examples from the U.S.





It is also significant that the land comprising Royal National Park had remained in public hands simply because it was seen as being of poor quality. Hall (1988) has reviewed the general evidence for the worthless lands hypothesis in Australia and demonstrates the extent to which it is true. 





Most explicitly, a number of Tasmania’s early reserves were established pursuant to the Waste Lands Act 0f 1863. Even today, the wastelands hypothesis is borne out by the reluctance of governments to acquire any other than minor land packages to create parks ; the consideration of other ‘more productive’ uses before dedicating any new park ; and the continuing compromise which endeavours  to maintain logging, mining and/or grazing rights over some of the parks which have been declared as a result of massive public concern. 





Interestingly, all of this utilitarian resistance to park dedication persists in spite of the growing evidence that parkland is often more economically productive, and that productivity is more sustainable, than would be the case if other exploitive uses continued.





That parks provide for the health, well-being and good order of urban society. There is no question that open space does have a positive impact upon health and well-being. However, the social order argument is at best an ambiguous one, and helps to disguise the extent to which social disorder reflects inequality, injustice, marginalisation and disenfranchisement. While social justice demands that all people should have equal access to public goods, including parks, there is no evidence that the establishment of parks will genuinely reduce social disorder. Rather, parks often provide a refuge and hence focal gathering point for the marginalised people of our society. 





This in turn results in greater visibility of what is perceived as anti-social behaviour and a response through tougher social control strategies, including policing, to deal with the apparent problem of the parks ! Governor MacQuarie found exactly that in the Sydney Domain in 1816, and had three offenders against the good order of the Domain flogged (Ellis 1973), yet we still see occasional reports or presentations claiming that urban parks will result in a reduction of delinquency and disorder. An invaluable comprehensive review of these ideas and the resulting experience in the United States is provided by Galen Cranz (1982).





The origins of Centennial Park lie in the establishment of the Sydney Common in 1811 (Ashton & Blackmore 1988). This area was set aside to provide for grazing, firewood gathering and other uses by the general populace in order to reduce the extent to which such activities were intruding upon private property in the more settled areas of the city. At least in a de facto sense, Albert Park and Royal Park served similar functions in Melbourne (Barnard & Keating 1996). So common lands served as a safety valve in our early cities, and perhaps did contribute to the good order of society. But it is questionable whether they are of any relevance today. Not surprisingly, even the few remaining commons reserves in some small country townships have been redefined in the last 20 years.





That parks represent the dignity, importance and standing of a society. I have already referred to the early establishment of parks in Melbourne and Adelaide. The dedication of new parks has also been justified or used to celebrate landmark events in the life of a city - think again of Centennial Park, then of Bicentennial Park and Millennium Park. Parks also accumulate gateways, monuments and other statuesque constructions. We see this theme being constantly expressed through parks management, city marketing, and the political claims about the urban parks of today. 





That parks provide an important scientific resource. The new rationalism and scientism of the nineteenth century gave a new impetus to the development of parks. It is quite clear that although Hayden argued the worthlessness of Yellowstone and thus convinced congress that it should be dedicated as a park, he also had a passionate personal conviction of its value as a scientific wonder and resource for future research Haines 1977). Similarly, Muir’s vision for Yosemite had a basis in his understanding of the geological meaning and significance of the wondrous glacial landforms which give the Valley its remarkable beauty (Muir 1912). Powell (1895) saw the geological history of the Americas portrayed for all in the walls of the Grand Canyon - and so on.





Even Bradley’s Zoological society can well be seen as representing the scientistic perspective on the dedication of Sydney’s Royal National Park, while years earlier, Von Mueller and others had constantly advocated the establishment of Botanic Gardens in terms of their value to botanical science (Wyborn 1996). It is this assumption which has taken a lead in the continuing evolution of national parks and other forms of conservation-based protected areas. The central role of both parks advocates such as Myles Dunphy (Dunphy 1979) and of field naturalist clubs and other scientific organisations in advocating parks development has led to the conservationist assumption, which follows.





That parks are the major means of conserving our natural (and often cultural) heritage. There is no question that this is a major driving force in the development of wildland parks throughout the 20th century. Great importance has been assigned to the intrinsic value of the natural heritage, and although in the public arena this may well be overshadowed, usually for reasons of political advantage, by other arguments, I contend that it remains a primary motivating force.





It certainly underlies much of the work of the International Union for Conservation of Nature, and in particular, the World Commission on Protected Areas. It also is central to the importance assigned by UNESCO to the World Heritage Convention and the declaration of World Heritage areas. 





Although initially seen as relating to specific aspects of  heritage, such as a single endangered species or a particularly picturesque phenomenon, it has increasingly come to be based in ideas of ecological integrity.  However, the very notion of ecological integrity is experiencing some major problems or ambiguities in implementation, some aspects of which of which I will discuss in the concluding section of this paper.





That parks provide places of beauty and so lift the human spirit. This assumption, of course, can be seen at work in both urban parks and wildland parks. The remarkable beauty of such urban parks as Melbourne’s Botanic Gardens, or on a small scale, places such as Hedgley Dene and Maranoa, show just how effectively some urban gardeners have laboured to produce places of enduring beauty. Our disappointment at the careful paving, manicuring and good order but boredom and sterility of spirit in some of the new generation of urban parks and even national park planners is a sad contrast. 





When we turn to the wildland parks, we see Runte’s monumentalism at work. Many parks are established because they contain outstanding scenery or phenomena. Yosemite remains the prototype of such parks,  but in Australia, we only need to think of  Uluru, the Warrumbungles, Ball’s Pyramid, Mt. Tambourine, Cradle Mountain, the Flinders Ranges, Peak Charles, the Valley of the Giants and a horde of others - including, of course, Mt. Buffalo. In the nineteenth century, monumentalism was expressed as the search for the sublime in both the United States and Australia (Burke 1756, McKinsey 1985, Snowden 1988)





 That parks are an important resource for the recreation of the populace. As we have seen, recreational provision was central to the thinking about establishment of Royal National Park. It was also important in many other near-city National or equivalent Parks : King’s Park (Lovekin 1927), John Forrest, Belair (Cordes 1983), Ferntree Gully, Mt. Cootha, Mt Wellington and others more recently established. 





The evidence of park visitor numbers and behaviour patterns over the last 80 years in Australia shows how much this provision is appreciated in providing for informal and family-based recreation, as contrasted with the much more limited use made of formalised and organised recreation sites. The world evidence over some thousands of years all points to the importance of parks as place for rest, informal interaction, freedom from stress (Hamilton-Smith 1996). Overlying this, we have seen changing fashions in park recreation. Although initially important at the Royal in 1879, it faded into the background over succeeding years. Then in the 1930s, it was reborn, and it came to be seen that good parks should provide for camping, tennis courts, swimming pools, cricket grounds and the like. As an example, at Buchan in Victoria, the Minister insisted on this range of  ‘improvements’ being implemented before granting National Park status.





A further renaissance occurred in the 1970s, partly triggered by the visit of Seymour Gold of California, but essentially driven by the new recreation professionals who wished to ensure more adequate use of community resources. Today, we see a further transformation, because the notion of recreation is now almost synonymous with the sale of an organised and pre-packaged experience, and the sale of such experiences makes the parks ‘more productive’. Resources for restfulness and reflection are being turned to the ends of utilitarianism and capital accumulation. One aspect of this is the vision of parks for tourism.





That parks are a major resource for economic development. This is a relatively new set of assumptions, which expresses itself, as suggested above, in tourism development and the new commercial provision of amusement and recreation. It is certainly true that parks can generate considerable income, often more than any alternative uses, and that with proper management, that can be implemented on a sustainable basis. It is also leading to improved services for park visitors. It must be remembered that Parks Canada, with an enviable record of quality in park management was founded primarily as a resource for tourism development, and has always maintained a strong emphasis on the relationship to tourism (Bella 1987). But it certainly raises very serious questions by simultaneously marginalising a significant proportion of the population - the third of the Australian people who are now living in poverty.





A  Critical  Look  at Current Assumptions





That parks should be owned and managed by government. This has certainly been perhaps one of the most central assumptions about the nature of parks, particularly National and other Conservation Parks. The recent collection of papers edited by Charters et al (1996) certainly provide both challenge to and support for this position, while Hummel (1987) presents a strong case for the role of the private sector within the U.S. national parks system. The challenges arise out of the increasing fiscal crisis of government, the domination of economic irrationalism, the excessive and non-productive managerialism which now characterises much governmental activity, and the demonstrated failure of government in environmental stewardship. There is also the growing number of private operations in parks management which are of the very finest quality.





At the same time, there is good evidence that we are seeing some unthinking political opportunism at work , which gives scant regard to the well-being of the Park systems. 





This is not the place to tackle these contemporary issues, but there is no question that this particular debate demands the most thoughtful and cautious analysis of which we are capable. Part of that analysis would be to thoroughly assess the impact of the range of assumptions which I have outlined here in a very preliminary way. We cannot afford to rush into simplistic solutions based solely upon ideology, or even worse, upon ignorance.





That recreation and tourism  are contrary to the conservation mandate. I must say that I have little patience with this as an assumption. Parks have always been established for the pleasure of people. We certainly need the politicians to ensure that parks are adequately resourced and that boundaries are properly sited, and we also need the managers to ensure that an appropriate balance between visitor access and environmental protection is achieved. The problem is not that these two faces of parks are in conflict, but rather that the resources of land, money and expertise for park management are inadequate. Of course, at the same time, there may well be a place for conservation areas which do not provide for visitors, and this relates to the next and most worrying problem.. 





That modern conservation is based in ecological integrity. This is the pillar upon which modern ‘scientific’ conservation is based, yet it raises many issues that are all too rarely challenged. Writers such as Chase (1986) demonstrate that dis-satisfaction with public management of national parks is not confined to Australia. 





In particular, we suffer from a whole series of assumptions about the relative importance of various features which mean that park managers are forced to systematically favour one component of the environment over others. The winners include mountains and monumental landscape features, vascular plants (preferably large or beautiful ones), birds, larger (preferably diurnal) mammals and literate English-speaking park visitors. The loosers generally include most smaller land forms and geomorphic features, bryophytes, small nocturnal mammals, fish, reptiles, amphibians, invertebrates and illiterate or non-English speaking visitors. 





This is compounded by the relative paucity of the appropriate management resources and the political imperative that no sector of the public should be alienated, including all those whose interests are antithetical to conservation. This results, for instance, in a complete failure to deal with the feral and weed species tragedy and hence the continuing destruction of elements of our Australian environment. The controversial John Wamsley (1996) is the most outspoken critic of our conservation record on this basis alone - and I have the uneasy feeling that his lack of popularity amongst land managers is because he is absolutely right. 





Perhaps we need to adopt the Thai strategy of dedicating large areas as wildlife reserves from which visitors and anti-conservationist actions are excluded, while concurrently developing a National Park system where the visitor-conservation balance is maintained. 





Technologism or Holism





Finally, let me come to the world-view which underlies our society. It is based in scientific rationalism and hence in Cartesian philosophy. This is extremely problematic in many areas of our lives, but in relation to parks, it separates man from nature (however we define that) and so defines park visitors as intruders upon the environment ; it justifies management by regulation and by technological means. By contrast, the holistic philosophy of much of central Europe and of the Buddhist world provides for a unity of man and nature, defines park visitors as a component of the environment, and seeks ways of maintaining harmony within the environment through education and park design (Hamilton-Smith 1980, 1989, 1991, 1996, Wirth 1979). This is the central challenge to park policy and management - how we can move towards a holistic approach in a society dominated by managerialism and economic irrationalism.
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