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What is World 

Heritage?

- UNESCO World Heritage 

Convention, November 1972

- Mission is ‘the identification, 

protection, conservation, 

presentation and rehabilitation’ of 

world’s cultural, natural heritage

- Over 190 countries

- Over 1000 properties listed

- Iconic sites such as Pyramids of 

Egypt; Grand Canyon in USA; Mt 

Everest;  Yosemite NP

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list


The Tasmanian Wilderness (Australia) 
Four natural criteria for World Heritage: 

Wild coast, ancient rainforests, giant trees, glaciated mountains, 

lakes, moorlands, marsupial carnivores, large wilderness.



The Tasmanian Wilderness (Australia) 

Three cultural criteria for World Heritage – artefacts and paintings 

in caves, and story of the Tasmanian Aboriginal people’s 35,000-year 

occupation



Wilderness destroyed by hydro dams in 1972

- Spirited campaign brought national attention

- Charismatic defeat led to audacious new proposals.

Lake Pedder



In 1974 

conservationists 

proposed a VERY 

LARGE new national 

park and World 

Heritage Listing

- Internal debates about 

‘asking for too much’

- Audacity of proposal 

captured imagination of 

supporters

- A long-term vision 

provided direction to the 

movement for decades



1970s: ENGOs develop and promote their vision

Journals, magazines, picture books, 

films, posters, car bumper 

stickers



CONFLICT 

develops over 

new dam 

proposal

- Franklin River 

becomes focus of 

new campaign

- Events unfold as 

a POLITICAL and 

HUMAN DRAMA





World Heritage 

Nomination 

November 1981

- Bi-partisan political 

support

- Support at state and 

national levels

- Response to long-term 

vision of ENGOs



1982: Conflict intensifies

- New Tasmanian Premier Robin Gray committed to dams seeks 

withdrawal of  World Heritage nomination, starts dam construction

- Australian Prime Minister ensures WH nomination proceeds



Tasmanian Wilderness Listed as World Heritage 

14 December 1982

Franklin River Blockade begins on same day – over 1300 peaceful 

protesters arrested in three months















UNESCO expresses concern 

The Committee is seriously concerned at the likely effects of dam 

construction … considers that flooding of parts of the river valley 

would destroy a number of natural and cultural features of 

great significance… The Committee suggests that the Australian 

authorities should ask the Committee to place the property on the List 

of World Heritage in Danger... 

14 December 1982

Dam construction now an 

international issue



Franklin River big issue in Australian national election 

March 1983



New Australian 

Government elected 

March 1983

- ‘The dam will not be 

built.’ (PM-elect Bob 

Hawke, election night, 5 

March)

- World Heritage Properties 

Conservation Act 1983 

- Tasmanian Government 

keeps building the dam

- Conflict goes to the High 

Court



High Court Decision 1 July 1983 confirms Australian 

Government’s power to protect World Heritage



Implications

- National laws to protect 

World Heritage *

- Civil society empowered 

and emboldened

- New campaigns for 

wilderness areas across 

Australia emerge

*These laws subsequently subsumed into broader 

Environment Protection Biodiversity Conservation Act 

1999



National and 

International  

Implications

- Federal responsibility to 

protect World Heritage 

confirmed 

- Subsequent use of 

powers to protect 

Queensland rainforests, 

Kakadu, Tasmanian forests

- Political status of 

environment led to 

Australia spearheading 

international treaty to 

protect the Antarctic



Ancient forests with giant trees threatened next to the 

World Heritage Area 

ENGOs develop case for WH extension



CONFLICT AGAIN!

Logging industry versus conservation movement 

dramatizes the issue







1986:  Conflict intensifies
Violent against protesters galvanizes public, leads to 

intervention in Tasmania by the Australian Government



Flawed 

World 

Heritage 

Extension

1989

- WH area almost 

doubled

- But most oldgrowth 

forests left out

- Conservationists 

realise it will be a very 

long haul



The conflict continues: wilderness invaded, giant 

trees destroyed



The conflict continues: the mangled remains of logged 

forests are burnt in fires lit by forest authorities



The campaign continues: 1990 to the present
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2008-2012: 

Tasmania’s Biggest 

Logging Company 

Goes Broke

- Company failed to 

force huge pulp mill on 

population

- Company tried to sue 

conservationists

- Company caught out 

manipulating political 

system

- Company’s share price 

and markets collapsed 

due to tarnished 

reputation



Industry wanted a 

peace deal

The Signatories recommend that 

Government nominate to the World 

Heritage Committee, for consideration 

in June 2013, the … proposed minor 

extension to the Tasmanian 

Wilderness World Heritage 

Area…



Australian 

Governments 

propose WH 

extension January 

2013

- Covers the major tracts 

of oldgrowth tall-eucalypt 

forest

- ‘Minor modification’ 

means a short timeline for 

UNESCO approval



Extension adopted by UNESCO June 2013

World Heritage Committee unanimous



2014:  New Australian Government 

seeks to de-list World Heritage

forests



World Heritage Committee, Doha, 2014

UNESCO takes just 10 minutes to unanimously reject the proposal to 

excise 74,039 ha from the Tasmanian Wilderness

Portugal describes proposal as ‘feeble’



Australian Government proposal 

dismissed (23 June 2014)

Indigenous groups opposed excision and lobbied in Doha



Tasmanian 

Wilderness 

World Heritage 

Property

Still unfinished business 

– see the shaded areas 

west of the property

And new threats to 

property have emerged



Proposed extension of the World Heritage 

property post-2013

NGOs push for additional areas of rainforest, mountains, moorlands, 

rivers, coast and cultural landscapes into WH area



Proposals for intrusive accommodation 

complexes, cable cars and other tourism 

developments that would destroy wilderness



Threat from Climate Change

Large wild fires caused by dry lightning strikes threaten rainforests 

and ancient trees in places never before burnt



Rainforests, tall trees, wild coast, glaciated mountains, 

lakes, Aboriginal heritage, caves have strong 

international recognition and national protection
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Rainforests, tall trees, wild coast, glaciated mountains, lakes, 

Aboriginal heritage, caves have strong international recognition and 

national protection



Conclusions

• Photography combined with people power built public 

ownership of World Heritage site

• Engagement with WH processes necessary but not sufficient

• WH bodies should engage strongly with NGOs which are 

often the best sources of knowledge and corporate memory

• Formal recognition of wilderness would assist in recognition 

and listing of large-scale landscapes

• In Tasmania, the World Heritage Convention has been 

provided enduring protection, transcending local politics.

Wilderness and World Heritage:

• Drawing lines on maps: campaigners’ intimacy with 

the landscape leads to audacious vision

• Evocative photography combined with people 

power builds public support

• CONFLICT between conservationists and 

resource industries dramatises the issue, generating 

media coverage

•Engagement with UNESCO processes necessary 

but not sufficient – local action also crucial

• In Tasmania, the World Heritage Convention 

provides enduring protection, transcending ups and 

downs of local politics




