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Introduction





Rather than spending the whole session discussing definitions of interpretation, let’s assume that in terms of parks it refers to a communication process involving the parks, the organisation and the visitors that aims to increase visitors’ enjoyment, understanding and appreciation of the natural and cultural values of the parks, and to assist in their management.





Interpretation in national parks isn’t new, in Victoria or elsewhere.  Some early Victorian rangers like Rudd Campbell at Wyperfeld and Ken Morrison at Mallacoota were famous for their knowledge of nature in their parks and the stories they told visitors about it.  Naturalists like Philip Crosbie Morrison (whose great influence Rachel Faggetter details), Alex Chisholm and Norman Wakefield used interpretive techniques such as story-telling and a focus on first-hand objects and personal experiences to hold and develop their radio or newspaper audience’s interest in the natural world.  TV presenters like David Attenborough and David Bellamy have taken on that mantle and use some of the old techniques, as well as new ones made possible by technology. 





In the USA interpretation had become a role of national park rangers earlier this century.  Indeed right back in the 1870s John Muir, 19th century proponent of national parks, had said that he would ‘interpret the rocks, tell the stories of the trees’ that inspired him and would inspire others.  The US Park Service’s Freeman Tilden wrote the definitive text Interpreting our Heritage in the 1950s.





Back in Victoria, the role of national parks as detailed in the 1970 Ministerial definition and the 1975 National Parks Act included ‘education and inspiration’.  Don Saunders, then a Senior Technical Officer with the National Parks Service, visited US parks on a Churchill Fellowship in 1970 and saw interpretation being carried out as a major role of the US Park Service.  On his return to Victoria he determined to raise its profile.  The first full-time interpretation officers were appointed in the mid-70s; the emphasis was on holiday programs, ranger training in face-to-face interpretation, and the production of publications, especially nature trail leaflets, and materials for schools.  





I joined the NPS as an Interpretation Officer in late 1976, after seven years of secondary teaching in history and geography and with a strong interest in the natural and cultural history of Victoria.  Those early years were exciting: it was a thrill to write, edit and produce new park brochures, bringing the boxes back to the office in triumph from the Government Printer and then dispatching them to the far corners of the State.





By the early 80s there were six or seven people in the Interpretation Branch, under Robin Crocker as Manager, and they included some highly creative and talented individuals like Georgie Waterman, Barbara Cameron-Smith and Malcolm Turner.  There were also some very talented and enthusiastic rangers and seasonal staff.  For me it was a privilege and a career highlight to work with these committed people.  The focus of the work now moved to setting up displays in park information centres, which were established in Port Campbell, Wyperfeld, Wilsons Promontory, Lower Glenelg and many other parks.  The Prom centre in particular was a great team effort (not easy to achieve with several strong and competing egos involved), and the display won the Australian Museum of the Year award for 1983.





Other activities included annual displays at the Royal Melbourne Show, where we learnt basic exhibition techniques and tried various creative interactive display ideas, and the ongoing production of publications.  In 1984-5 came the amalgamation of the five or six previously separate conservation agencies to form the mega-Department of Conservation, Forests and Lands. To cope with the ever-increasing demand for publications but still contain costs, we replaced many existing folded brochures with single page masthead information sheets - the famous “A4s”, of which several hundred titles and millions of copies were eventually produced, and which became our basic workhorse for community environmental education.  Thanks mainly to the work of Philip Ingamells (now an interpretation consultant), we expanded the production of national park posters, still to be seen in homes, schools, hospitals and waiting rooms all over the State.  Phil also took up working on slide-tape audio-visuals, which became, and still are, important components of many park visitor centres.





Not everything was sweetness and light, of course.  There was on-going criticism of the interpreters from the natural and cultural history gurus who said we were just creative layabouts pandering to the masses, or distorting or watering down the stories.  It was noticeable though that some of them modified their attitudes when we involved them in developing a display or publication, or staffing an exhibit, and they realised that most people “out there” had far less knowledge of, and interest in, the subject than they themselves had, that the stories therefore had to be presented as simply and effectively as possible, and that this did actually require some skills!





The later 80s saw the appointment of seconded teachers, among whom Deirdre Slattery, present at the Parks History Symposium, did a great job in developing materials (such as the award-winning Australian Alps Education Kit), advising teachers and students, and running workshops to help rangers deal effectively with schools.  Teachers were placed at Wilsons Promontory and Grampians national parks in 1990, and later we had TRIP (Teacher Release to Industry Program) teachers working with us on an annual basis.  





1988, the Bicentennial year, was a high water mark, with four or five visitor centre displays (including Point Nepean and the Grampians) being developed in the one year and funding freely available.  But soon the recession came and began to bite, budgets were cut, staff began to leave and the value of visitor centres was being questioned. By the end of 1992 we had a new State government. 





Some useful evaluation of holiday interpretation programs was carried out in the early 90s, an Interpretation Handbook for national parks was produced, ranger training in interpretation was expanded and improved, the Interpretation Australia Association was formed in 1992, and five Regional Interpretation Officer positions existed from 1993 to 1996.  On-site signs were being used more widely for nature trails and cultural features, in some places replacing leaflets, and more saleable publications were produced to help control the proliferation of free material.  





But the long-term trend was downhill.  Victoria’s National Parks Service was no longer the leader in interpretation in Australia; other organisations were picking up the interpretation baton and running with it.  In many ways this was a positive development as museums, the National Trust, local councils, Aboriginal people and ecotourism operators began using interpretation more to help get their stories across, and it became a component of tertiary courses.





A major change came in December 1996 with the announcement of Parks Victoria, to be a corporate “provider” of services to government formed by amalgamating most of the National Parks Service staff with Melbourne Parks and Waterways.  The NPS had already begun inviting commercial providers to run holiday programs in parks, and the development and production of much non-personal interpretation were increasingly outsourced.  This has continued under Parks Victoria, but in addition the new organisation has no head office focus on interpretation (the few remaining interpretation staff mostly moving into other roles), and it became a policy that rangers would no longer be involved in face-to-face interpretation.  Non-personal interpretation, however, is still seen as an important component of development projects such as those at Wilsons Promontory and Port Campbell.





This year ANZECC, the Australia and New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council, is funding an Australasia-wide benchmarking and best practice study on interpretation and education services in parks and reserves.  This is being run by the Victorian Department of Natural Resources and Environment, the “purchaser” of services from Parks Victoria, and the results will be of interest to all park agencies in the country.  Interpretation has been through many vicissitudes; many people would hope, and expect, that it will always be present, in some form or another, as a vital part of the park management scene.





Discussion





The workshop then discussed a number of issues related to interpretation both past and present. These included:





Why has interpretation in parks tended to decline as a priority?  Has it not been effectively “sold” to management?  Is it seen as elitist or ineffective as a vehicle for public education?  Or is it seen in some quarters as a “threat” in that it educates people and makes them ask awkward questions?





To what extent can, and should, personal environmental education services be replaced by material on the Internet?





What are the trends in interpretation in other states and countries?





How does the commercial provision of interpretation work in other states and countries?  What are its benefits and negatives?  How can quality and consistency be maintained under this model?  Can, and should, commercial providers be accredited, and if so, how?





Should interpretation be seen as core business or not?  Is it a vital component of park management?  Should field staff have a role in this area?  How do field staff regard interpretation - a vital role, a distraction, nice but not essential?  Can the cost-benefits of interpretation be quantified?








How can we ensure that interpretation reaches more of the population, given declining literacy levels and the increasing gap between rich and poor?  In what ways does interpretation itself need to change?





Postscript





At the time of publishing, th
