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1. Introduction

1.1. What is the Illawarra Escarpment State Conservation Area?
The National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 (NPW Act) defines a State Conservation
Area (SCA) as reserved land containing significant landforms, ecosystems, natural
phenomena, or cultural sites, which are capable of sustainable visitor use and
enjoyment. Mining activities are also allowed within an SCA subject to certain statutory 
provisions.

The Illawarra Escarpment State Conservation Area (IESCA) contains approximately
1837 hectares of land in a number of fragments across the escarpment. The location of 
the IESCA and other protected areas is shown in Figure 1 along with the areas of the
escarpment and coastal plan with remnant native vegetation. More detailed maps of the 
reserve are included in chapter 5 on page 20.

Figure 1 The location of the Illawarra Escarpment State Conservation Area (blue) and other
protected areas (red) with respect to the remnant native vegetation present in the region (green).
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1.2. Historical Context
The IESCA was established in 1980 following an initial donation of land from
Australian Iron and Steel Pty Ltd (now BHP Billiton). The terms of the donation
restricted the depth of the reserve to approximately 15 metres below the land surface
and permitted the donor to retain certain access and mining activity rights.

The reserve was formerly known as the Illawarra Escarpment State Recreation Area, but 
was changed when amendments to the NPW Act replaced the reserve category “State
Recreation Area” with the category “State Conservation Area”.

In 1999, a Commission of Inquiry (COI) was held into the long term planning and
management of the Illawarra Escarpment. It found that an integrated and holistic
planning and management approach was necessary to sustain the escarpment’s natural
significance. In response, Wollongong City Council is preparing a management plan for 
the entire Illawarra Escarpment, which will make significant decisions regarding its
future conservation.

The Commissioner recommended that more escarpment land be brought into public
ownership and it is likely that the IESCA will be expanded further. In fact, just before
this document was released the Bulli Pass Scenic Reserve was added to the IESCA.
Other potential additions are currently under consideration.

1.3. What is the Purpose of this Issues Paper?
This Issues Paper is designed to present information about the IESCA and to stimulate
community discussion and feedback on management issues. The National Parks and
Wildlife Service (NPWS) decided to prepare the Issues Paper to gain a better and more 
comprehensive understanding of the issues that are important to the community.

The information obtained will be considered when a new Draft Plan of Management is
prepared for the reserve. The Draft Plan of Management is a NPWS document that
addresses issues specific to the Illawarra Escarpment State Conservation Area. This is
not to be confused with the management plan that Wollongong City Council is
producing to address land use and zoning on the escarpment as a whole (See section
1.2). The later document deals more with broader issues and less with specific
operations.

1.4. What is a Plan of Management?
A Plan of Management is a legally binding document that describes how a reserve is to 
be managed over a specified period. It includes a written schedule of NPWS operations 
to be conducted in the reserve and policies on conservation, management and use.

The NPW Act defines a procedure that must be followed in order to produce a Plan of 
Management for a reserve. Figure 2 illustrates a summary of this process.
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Figure 2 A summary of the procedure for preparing a Plan of Management for a reserve.

1.5. Why is a New Plan of Management Being Prepared?
A Plan of Management was prepared for the IESCA in 1987. A new plan is now being 
prepared to account for additions to the reserve and changes in environmental
conditions and management objectives. For example, since 1987 knowledge of natural
and cultural values of the reserve have increased, a commission of inquiry has been
conducted, and environmental performance requirements have changed.

1.6. What matters must be considered within a Plan of
Management?

The following matters are to be taken into consideration in the preparation of a plan of 
management for land reserved under the Act: 
(a) the relevant management principles, 
(b) the conservation of biodiversity, including the maintenance of habitat, ecosystems

and populations of threatened species, 
(c) the protection and appreciation of objects, places and structures of cultural

significance, and tracts of land, 
(d) the protection of landscape values and scenic features, 
(e) the protection of geological and geomorphological features, 
(f) the protection of wilderness values and the management of wilderness areas, 
(g) the maintenance of natural processes, 
(h) the rehabilitation of landscapes and the reinstatement of natural processes, 
(i) fire management, 
(j) in the case of a plan of management for a national park, nature reserve or karst

conservation reserve, the prohibition of the execution of any works adversely
affecting the natural condition or special features of the park or reserve, 

The Director-General of the NPWS gives notice that the draft has been 
prepared. It is placed on public exhibition for a period of at least 90 days.

Members of the public may make written submissions regarding the draft plan

The NPWS Regional Advisory Committee must consider the draft Plan and all submissions received from the public.

The draft Plan, a summary and a copy of all submissions and any recommendations from the Regional Advisory 
Committee are then referred to the National Parks and Wildlife Advisory Council for consideration.

The Minister considers the advice of the Advisory Council and Advisory Committee and either adopts the plan, adopts the 
plan with alterations, or refers the plan to the Director-General and the Advisory Council for further consideration.

The NPW Advisory Council submits the final draft Plan of Management together with its 
recommendations to the Minister for the Environment and the Regional Advisory Committee.

The NPWS prepares a Draft Plan of Management

The NPWS invites comment (eg Issues Paper) to assist in preparing a draft Plan of Management
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(k) the potential for the reserved land to be used by Aboriginal people for cultural
purposes,

(l) provision of opportunities for public understanding, enjoyment and appreciation of
natural and cultural heritage values, including opportunities for sustainable visitor
use,

(m)the adaptive reuse of buildings and structures, 
(n) the appropriate (including culturally appropriate) and ecologically sustainable use of 

the reserved land, including use by lessees, licensees and occupiers of the land, 
(o) the preservation of catchment values, 
(p) the encouragement of appropriate research into natural and cultural features and

processes, including threatening processes,
(q) the identification and mitigation of threatening processes, 
(r) the statutory natural resource management, land use management plans and land

management practices of land surrounding or within a region of the reserved land, 
(s) the regional, national and international context of the reserved land, the maintenance 

of any national and international significance of the reserved land and compliance
with relevant national and international agreements, including the protection of
world heritage values and the management of world heritage properties, 

(t) benefits to local communities, 
(u) the social and economic context of the reserve so as to ensure, for example, that the 

provision of visitor facilities is appropriate to the surrounding area or that pest
species management programs are coordinated across different tenures, 

(v) the protection and management of wild rivers, 
(w) the impact of the management and the use of land acquired under Part 11 on the

reserved lands management. 

A plan of management must include the means by which the responsible authority
proposes to achieve the plan's objectives and performance measures.

1.7. How to Have Your Say
You are invited to read this Issues Paper and provide a written submission concerning
the management of the Illawarra Escarpment State Conservation Area. Written
submissions can be sent to:

National Parks and Wildlife Service,
Illawarra Escarpment SCA Issues Paper,
P.O. Box 5436, Wollongong, NSW, 2520.
Phone: (02) 4225 1455 Fax: (02) 4225 3545

Or e-mail to: illawarra@npws.nsw.gov.au

All submissions received will be considered during the preparation of the IESCA Draft 
Plan of Management.
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2. The Regional Environment

2.1. Geology, Landscape, Soils and Hydrology
The Illawarra region consists of a plateau and coastal plain that are separated by a
sharply rising escarpment. The plateau dips gently to the northwest and the escarpment 
gets progressively lower in altitude to the north – with Mt Kembla at an altitude of
534m, Mt Keira at 464m, and the escarpment above Scarborough at approximately
300m above sea level.

The slope of the plateau results in a significant amount of the rainfall draining westward 
into the Avon, Cordeaux, Cataract, and Woronora drinking water catchments. Only a
relatively small amount of water drains eastward to the coast, down small creeks that
dry out during extended periods without rain. Foothill spurs form between the creeks
and extend eastward – sometimes reaching the sea (Figure 3).

Figure 3 Generalised landforms of the Illawarra region (from Fuller 1980)

The escarpment consists of layers of different rocks including sandstones, claystones,
shales, and coal seams. These erode when exposed to air and water and provide a
variety of loose and often nutrient rich soils that gather on the slopes and benches. The 
variety of soils is significant because it contributes, along with climate, to the high
biodiversity.

The steep slopes, high rainfall and loose soils also create an environment that is prone to 
landslip, rock falls and landslides. There are over 500 locations on the escarpment
where failures have been recorded and many of these can become unstable after severe
weather. For example, there were around 150 slope failures on the escarpment following 
the August 1998 rainfall event.
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2.2. Climate
The landforms of the escarpment, the Illawarra’s latitude and the proximity to the coast 
are the main factors that determine the climate of the region. The escarpment’s slopes
and the variations in aspect and altitude result in differences to the exposure to sun, rain, 
fog, and wind. This influences the amount of evaporation, the soil moisture, and the
humidity at different locations. The resulting range of microclimatic conditions is
important, as it is a significant determinant of the type, distribution and diversity of the
Illawarra’s plants and animals.

The rainfall on the escarpment is high as the steep terrain causes warm, moisture laden
air from the sea to rise, cool, and condense as fog or fall as rain. The average annual
rainfall for the escarpment is about 1500-1600mm compared with 1000-1200 on the
coastal plain and plateau (Figure 4). Severe rainfall events occur periodically, such as in 
August 1998 when 900mm fell within 48 hours.

Figure 4 Average annual rainfall for the Illawarra region (Fuller 1980 – adopted from Young 1976)

2.3. Biodiversity

• Plants (Flora)
In 2002, a comprehensive bioregional assessment of the Illawarra’s vegetation found
that the escarpment’s rapid rise from the narrow coastal plain creates an environment
that is rare within the Sydney Basin. The associated climatic and geological conditions
support many vegetation communities that are only found in the Illawarra, and the
Illawarra Escarpment is recognised as the most extensive area of rainforest in the
Sydney Basin Bioregion and the southernmost of only six major locations of rainforest
in NSW.
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The 54 vegetation assemblages that were identified in the Illawarra include tall open
forests, woodlands, heaths, and rainforests as well as endangered species and
communities. The species distribution varies from north to south with a marked
vegetation transition zone in the vicinity of Mt Keira and Mt Kembla. The escarpment
marks the southern limit to the distribution of many species and communities found
along the eastern seaboard, and the northern limit of many others.

• Animals (Fauna)
Almost 70% of the native vertebrate animals found within the Sydney Basin Bioregion
have been recorded in the Illawarra region - including 23 species of frogs, 49 reptiles,
74 mammals, and over 300 birds. Many of these species are regionally significant. For
example, the sooty owl is an endangered species and the population of logrunners in the 
Illawarra is isolated from the other populations.

The 2002 Illawarra Bioregional Assessment also surveyed animal communities and
identified seven distinct bird assemblages, five reptile assemblages, three arboreal
mammal assemblages, and five assemblages of microchiropteran (insect eating) bats.
The wide variety of fauna on the escarpment is attributable to the wide range of habitats 
provided by this landform from the sandstone plateau to the foothills.

• Wildlife Corridors
The IESCA forms part of a north-south wildlife ‘corridor’ that links natural areas in the 
north (for example, Royal National Park) with natural areas that extend south to the
Victorian border. This corridor helps maintain species viability by allowing genetic
mixing to occur and by providing an opportunity for species to repopulate areas
following fires or other localised catastrophic events. It also provides a natural passage 
for migratory species.

The Yallah-Calderwood valley is the most intact remaining east-west wildlife corridor
linking the Illawarra Escarpment with the coastal plain and the shores of Lake Illawarra. 
While this corridor is heavily fragmented, its remnant patches of vegetation are
relatively large and inter-connected. As a result, a large number of faunal species are
likely to move through these closely linked remnants, including animals that cannot use
small corridors such as along the region’s creeklines.

2.4. Fire
The NPWS is a fire management authority in NSW and is responsible for fire
prevention, detection, and suppression on all lands under its control. It may also be
called upon to assist with fire suppression on neighbouring lands in accordance with
agreements made with the Bush Fire Coordinating Committee or the Wollongong
District Bushfire Management Committee.

The NPWS recognises fire as a natural phenomenon and an integral component of many 
plant communities in Australia. There is a long history of both natural and human
induced fires. For example, hazard reduction burning has been routinely used since
Europeans arrived in Australia to reduce the risk of fire to human life, property,
sensitive ecological communities and cultural heritage sites. In response to the history
of past fires, many native plants have adapted to cope with specific fire regimes.



Illawarra Escarpment State Conservation Area Issues Paper 8

Vegetation communities vary in their susceptibility and sensitivity to fire. The
sandstone plateau above the escarpment is characterised by heaths, woodlands, and
open forests that are highly flammable and contain species that are stimulated to
reproduce by fire. Below the escarpment, rainforests and moist eucalypt forests occupy 
areas where moisture levels remain high and fuel build up is restricted by rapid
decomposition. Fire sensitive communities can be found in these locations because fire
is a relatively rare occurrence.

The NPWS is currently preparing a Fire Management Plan for the IESCA that will
identify fire risks and management needs for the reserve. The plan will accord with the
Wollongong District Bush Fire Risk Management Plan and the NPWS will continue as
a member of the Wollongong District Bush Fire Management Committee.

2.5. Cultural Heritage
Cultural Heritage is the value people have given to any physical or non-physical items
through their association. They can be natural or modified with examples including
landforms, flora, fauna, minerals, cultural practices, knowledge, songs, stories, art,
buildings, relics, paths, and human remains. The community determines the cultural
value of a heritage item, and different groups may have different values attached to the 
same item.

The NPWS is responsible for protecting and conserving cultural heritage on parks and
reserves. Activities such as fire management, feral animal control, recreational
activities, restoration works, track construction, and building works may disturb or harm 
cultural heritage items and require prior environmental impact assessment.

Information on cultural heritage in the IESCA is recorded in NPWS files and
Geographical Information Systems. Objects and places may also be recorded in registers 
such as the State Heritage Register, the NPWS Aboriginal Heritage Information
Management System, and the Register of the National Estate. Items recorded in the
State Heritage Register must be managed in accordance with the Heritage Act 1977 and 
it is NPWS policy that a conservation management plan will be prepared for these
items.

• Aboriginal Cultural Heritage
The NPWS recognises that Aboriginal people are the original occupants of the Illawarra 
and original custodians of all its land, water, animals and plants. There were a number
of family groups that lived in the Illawarra region. They are now generally referred to as 
the Dharawal tribal group, which covers the area from Botany Bay to the Shoalhaven1.

The Illawarra Escarpment has significance to local Aboriginal people, as it was used for 
ceremonial practices and gathering food and medicine.  For example, Aboriginal people 
know Mt Keira as a gateway to the ‘hereafter’2. Aboriginal Dreaming stories tell how
Mt Keira, one of the West Wind’s six daughters, was left isolated and alone after the
other five daughters misbehaved and were blown into the ocean where the Five Islands 
are now found2.

Aboriginal people travelled over the escarpment to ceremonial sites on the plateau and
there are a number of places within the IESCA where rock engravings, cave art, and

1 Organ (1990) page xlii
2 Hagan and Wells (1997) page 9, 11
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other archaeological evidence can be found2. Most of these sites are not widely known 
and are not publicly promoted for cultural reasons and to protect them from damage.

Aboriginal cultural history continues to be passed down through the generations and
traditional activities are still carried out. Areas where traditional food and medicine can 
be sustainably used are as valuable to conserve as archaeological sites.

• European Cultural Heritage
The escarpment has influenced the settlement patterns and development of the Illawarra 
by creating a physical boundary to urban growth and a cultural barrier between
Wollongong and the rest of NSW. It dominates the coastal plain and provides a
backdrop that is a significant part of the local identity.

During the late 1700s, European explorers such as Captain James Cook, George Bass
and Mathew Flinders noted the economic potential of the Illawarra region and this
attracted settlers to the area in the early 1800s. Cedar getters were unofficially
exploiting the escarpment’s red cedars as early as 1805, and the industry had virtually
exhausted the region’s supply by the late 1820s. Land clearing continued until the 1860s 
- to obtain the remaining cedar or to create farmland for grazing cattle. This resulted in 
significant disturbance to the escarpment’s original vegetation.

The Illawarra’s first coal mine opened at Mt Keira in 1849. The industry has been an
integral part of the Illawarra ever since and more than 60 mines have been established.
Coal was the driving force behind the creation of Wollongong’s ports and railway, and
led to a rapid increase in the local population during the 1880s.

The escarpment has been popular with artists since the 1800s and the landscape has
been classified as a “scenic landscape of statewide significance” on the register of the
National Trust of Australia (NSW). It is popular with Wollongong’s residents who
enjoy views of the escarpment from their homes and can oversee the coastal plain from 
the mountains. The extensive vegetative cover and the limited development enhance the 
escarpment’s aesthetic values and create unique opportunities for tourism, recreation,
and spiritual pursuits.
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3. Management Issues

3.1. IESCA Management Context

3.1.1. Reserve Design
The IESCA consists of a number of small geographically separate ‘islands’ amongst the 
natural environment of the broader Illawarra Escarpment (see Figure 1 on page 1). This 
is an issue as the reserve on its own may not be large enough to sustain the existing
populations of native plants and animals, and integrated management by all landowners
on the escarpment is necessary to maintain important corridors that permit wildlife to
roam within the broader escarpment.

The shape of the reserve also creates a large perimeter, which adds to the ‘edge effects’ 
in the reserve. For example, forest boundaries expose plants and animals to disturbance, 
favour some species over others and lead to weed infestations. The numerous roads and 
utility easements that pass through the IESCA increase the edge effects and break the
ecological continuity of the reserve.

There are a number of inholdings within the IESCA that were originally excluded from
the reserve. These include sections of the Mt Kembla and Mt Keira Ring Tracks (See
Figure 6 on page 21). The result is more fragmentation of the IESCA and management 
complications.

3.1.2. Disturbance by Non-Park (Alien) Uses
The IESCA has a long history of disturbance caused by early land clearing and cedar
forestry, mining operations, roads, and the installation of utility infrastructure. This
disturbance is significant, as it has contributed to many of the problems facing the
reserve today. For example:
• Vegetation clearing typically causes weed infestations and increases land instability
• Disturbance and impervious surfaces contribute to erosion and land instability by

decreasing rainwater infiltration and increasing runoff
• Power lines and coal waste can contribute to fire hazards

Land use within or near the IESCA can also be a source of pollution. Examples include 
those lands in the upper catchment where fertilisers, effluent, soil from erosion and
development sites, and coal wash from mines and waste emplacements are not properly 
managed.

Pollution may effect native animals (particularly aquatic species) as well as people in
the IESCA and on the coastal plain below. It is known that many native plant species
cannot tolerate high nutrient soils and if pollution causes enrichment, weeds may
replace the native vegetation. For example this has been identified as one of the threats
to the endangered White Flowered Wax Plant (Cynanchum elegans).

A large number of alien uses are still operational within the IESCA including collieries,
power lines, sewerage infrastructure, water pipelines and telecommunications towers.
The EPA manages pollution discharges from existing sites, however pollution from
abandoned facilities may still pose risks to the environment such as where mine waste
and steel works materials have been dumped on the escarpment or used in the
construction of management trails.
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3.1.3. Biodiversity Conservation
The NPW Act states that conservation of biodiversity is a core principle for the
management of State Conservation Areas. The Illawarra region contains a wide variety
of plants, animals and communities, however many of these are not adequately included 
in the IESCA or other reserved areas. For example, of the 54 vegetation communities
identified by the Illawarra Bioregional Assessment, 24 have less than 30% of their area
within established reserves, and six have less than 5% within reserves.

The Threatened Species Conservation Act, 1995 (TSC Act) lists native species,
populations and communities that are in danger of becoming extinct under current
conditions. Their presence in the IESCA is significant, because land managers need to
consider whether or not they will be impacted by operations in the reserve. They may
also influence the prioritising of sites for pest control or bush regeneration activities and 
the selection of additions to the reserve.

The Bioregional Assessment Study identified eight Endangered Ecological
Communities that are found in the Illawarra region but only one of these, Illawarra
Subtropical Rainforest, currently exists within the IESCA. It also identified 39
endangered or vulnerable vertebrate animal species (TSC Act) that have been recorded, 
or suitable habitat located, within the Illawarra region. Table 1 lists the threatened
species that have been recorded in or immediately adjacent to the IESCA.
SPECIES/POPULATION/COMMUNITY PROTECTION
Giant burrowing frog Vulnerable species
Red-crowned toadlet Vulnerable species
Rosenberg’s Goanna Vulnerable species
Superb fruit-dove Vulnerable species
Turquoise parrot Vulnerable species
Masked owl Vulnerable species
Barking owl Vulnerable species
Powerful owl Vulnerable species
Sooty owl Vulnerable species
Olive whistler Vulnerable species
Barred cuckoo-shrike Vulnerable species
Grey-headed flying-fox Vulnerable species
Common bent-wing bat Vulnerable species
Squirrel glider Vulnerable species
Koala Vulnerable species
Illawarra Subtropical Rainforest Endangered ecological community
White flowered wax plant (Cynanchum
elegans)

Endangered species

Pultenaea aristata Vulnerable species
Acacia baueri subsp. aspera Vulnerable species

Table Threatened species that have been found in or immediately adjacent to the IESCA and are 
listed under the TSC Act.

3.1.4. Geotechnical Instability
The Illawarra Escarpment is inherently prone to rock falls, landslip, and other slope
failures. Vegetation clearance, development and land use can exacerbate the instability
and increase the hazard for park visitors and properties below the IESCA.
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The NPWS has commissioned geotechnical assessments for some sites within the
IESCA and aims to produce occupancy, management or evacuation plans for areas
where risks have been identified. Similar assessments may need to be undertaken if new 
areas are added to the reserve.

3.1.5. Extensive Urban Interface
The IESCA adjoins urban areas in many locations along the escarpment. This
significantly adds the management requirements of the IESCA, as activities need to be
conducted to protect human life and property, and to mitigate the human impacts on the 
environment. The risks to human life and property include bushfire and geotechnical
instability. People who dump waste or allow domestic animals in the park, or illegally
using land within the IESCA are causing damage to the reserve.

Raising community awareness of these management issues is critical to the success of
reserve management. Education may help deter activities that can threaten conservation 
values of the IESCA or increase hazards to adjoining properties.

3.1.6. Additions to the Reserve
There are many reasons why land may be added to the IESCA. Unfortunately, some
land that could be reserved is degraded and may need extensive work to resolve issues
related to geotechnical instability, unrehabilitated mine sites, coal waste emplacements,
land instability, and risks to public safety. These sites may not be appropriate additions.

A number of threatened species, populations and communities are found in isolated
areas on the coastal plain. These locations are important to conserve, but including them 
in the IESCA may not be the most appropriate option. Other options include
conservation agreements or reservation by other government organisations.

3.2. Fire Management

3.2.1. Property Protection
At the IESCA-Urban interface, property protection often requires bushfire risk
management including the periodic reduction of fuels from the reserve or adjoining
properties. In some instances fire can promote the growth of flammable vegetation and
actually increase the hazard. In these areas slashing and weed control may be more
appropriate hazard reduction activities.

There is the potential for neighbours to work with the NPWS and reduce the fuel load
by eliminating weeds and rubbish near their properties. Rubbish and green waste from
gardens add to the fuel load and therefore increase the fire risk to neighbouring
properties.

The NPWS participates with other members on the Wollongong District Bush Fire
Management Committee to reduce the risk of bushfire damage in the Wollongong City
local government area through implementation of bush fire management plans under
section 52 of the Rural Fires Act 1997.

3.2.2. Fire Sensitive Vegetation
While firefighter safety and the protection of human life and property are the paramount 
concerns in managing fire within the IESCA, land managers and fire authorities are also
responsible for ensuring that fire management activities are ecologically sustainable.
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There are situations where sensitive flora or fauna communities are damaged because
fire managers are unaware of their existence.

Many plants have adapted to specific fire regimes (fire season, frequency, intensity and 
spatial distribution of fires) and respond differently to certain fire regimes. For example, 
some plants are favoured when a prolonged period without fire allows them to mature
and store many seeds in the soil profile. Heath plants respond better when hot fires
occur relatively frequently, whilst rainforest plants need to be protected from fires.

Arson and hazard reduction burning may ignite areas outside the normal bushfire season
or more frequently than in prehistoric times. These activities can change the distribution
and abundance of native plant and animals communities and their habitats. “High
frequency fire resulting in the disruption of life cycle processes in plants and animals
and loss of vegetation structure and composition” is listed as a Key Threatening Process 
under the NSW Threatened Species Conservation Act, 1995.

3.3. Pest Species

3.3.1. Pest Animals
Feral and uncontrolled domestic animals are a major issue in Australia and have
contributed to 54 native species becoming extinct on the mainland since European
arrival. Recent studies have shown that some of these can be successfully reintroduced
if fox and cat numbers are controlled.

Deer, foxes and feral cats are significant problems in the IESCA, and feral dogs, goats, 
rabbits, and wild pigs are also present. Many of these pests originated from the
dumping, escape or release of domestic animals and are a problem for the reserve as
well as its neighbours. Some people still take domestic animals into the reserve.

Predation by foxes and feral cats are both listed as Key Threatening Processes under the 
TSC Act and a Threat Abatement Plan has been prepared with respect to foxes. Deer
accelerate erosion, damage endangered plants and other vegetation, spread weeds and
diseases, damage property, and compete with native herbivores.

The NPWS recognises that the management of pest species is rarely successful without 
an integrated approach by all landholders on the escarpment. Any programs conducted
at isolated locations would not be effective, as the area would rapidly be recolonised by 
animals from other areas.

The NPWS works with the Moss Vale Rural Lands Protection Board, the Sydney
Catchment Authority and other agencies to carefully integrate pest management
activities across the landscape.

3.3.2. Pests Plants
Any plant that is growing outside its normal geographic range can become a pest plant
(weed). Weeds typically have a highly negative impact on biodiversity because they
spread and reproduce rapidly and compete with native vegetation. Significant weeds in
the IESCA include lantana, pampas grass, cassia, privet, and crofton weed, however
common garden plants such as asparagus fern, ginger lily and agapanthus also spread
rapidly into bushland and outcompete natives.
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The extensive distribution of weeds in the IESCA is largely due to previous disturbance 
from mining, roads, the urban interface and other human activities. Disturbance to the
natural environment often encourages weed infestations.

Weed management is difficult and requires significant resources. The NPWS utilises a
variety of management strategies including community bushcare groups. Weed
management programs will be most effective when they are conducted with
neighbouring landholders to hinder weeds spreading between the IESCA and
surrounding lands in both directions.

The NPWS works with the local control authority (Wollongong City Council), the
Roads and Traffic Authority and the Sydney Catchment Authority to integrate weed
management activities across the landscape and to implement the provisions of the
Noxious Weeds Act 1993.

Some weeds may have benefits for wildlife if they have replaced native species that
fulfilled a similar role. For example, a number of native animals are able to use lantana
as habitat3, it provides some protection against erosion, and it is less flammable than
other weeds that may replace it if it is removed. The control of lantana and other
beneficial weeds needs to be carefully planned and executed to avoid negative
environmental impacts.

3.4. Cultural Heritage Management

3.4.1. Identification and Conservation of Aboriginal Heritage
For Aboriginal heritage to be appropriately managed, the NPWS needs to work in
collaboration with local Aboriginal communities to identify, protect, conserve and
present Aboriginal places and objects. There has been no systematic survey to identify
Aboriginal places and objects in the Illawarra.

The NPWS is currently undertaking a project to improve its understanding of
Aboriginal culture by consulting with the local Aboriginal community. The NPWS and
the Aboriginal community would like the consultation to continue and properly address
the management of Aboriginal heritage in the IESCA. 

The majority of places within the IESCA currently have European names, and it is
recognised that there is a strong case for Aboriginal naming or dual naming of places
within the reserve.

Destruction of Aboriginal cultural heritage is an ongoing concern. Damage can be
caused by bushfire, vandalism, or as an unintended consequence of poorly planned
activities. Under the NPW Act, the NPWS is responsible for the care, preservation and 
protection of any Aboriginal object or place. Awareness of the location and significance 
of Aboriginal objects and places will assist their protection.

Availability of traditional food and medicine is important to Aboriginal people and the
plan of management is required to address this issue. Traditional hunting and gathering 
within the IESCA is not currently permitted.

3 Including bowerbirds, catbirds, logrunners, and bandicoots.
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3.4.2. Identification and Conservation of European Heritage
There are many historic places and objects on the escarpment - mainly associated with
mining and early European settlement. It is suspected that many important heritage
items in the IESCA have not been identified. Items need to be recorded, assessed, and
their management requirements understood so that their values can be protected for
future generations.

For safety and conservation reasons, public access to many of the cultural heritage items 
in the IESCA is not currently encouraged. There are opportunities for access and
education at some of these sites. 

Adaptive reuse of some historic sites within the IESCA may provide opportunities to
increase both public access and resources for conservation. The provisions of the NPW 
Act state that such sites and the purposes for which they are proposed to be used, must
be identified within the plan of management and that the use must be compatible with
the values of both the site and the park or reserve. Adaptive reuse proposals are under 
consideration for the Coal Geology site at Farmborough Heights and the Mt Kembla
Mine Precinct (including the Pit Pony stables).

3.5. Recreational Use

3.5.1. Environmental Impact
The IESCA is used for a range of recreational activities. The type and scale of
recreational use must be consistent with the conservation objectives of the reserve. All
recreational activities in the IESCA will have some impact on the environment and
management is needed to prevent negative consequences. The socio-economic impact
of these activities must also be acceptable.

• Soil Erosion, Land Stability and Track Degradation
Uncontrolled activities in unsuitable locations can accelerate erosion and cause track
degradation. Degraded tracks can encourage some users to illegally create new paths or 
widen existing ones. Effects are especially severe on steep slopes, near waterways, or
after heavy rain and the land instability on the escarpment makes it inherently prone to
damage.

Maintaining the quality of the management trails is especially important because they
are used for fighting fires, emergency operations, and maintaining critical infrastructure
such as power lines. Unauthorised use of the IESCA is causing severe erosion of some 
management trails and increasing the threat to native animals and other users.

• Weed Dispersal
Weeds rapidly colonise disturbed areas or bare ground near roads and trails. Unless care 
is taken, recreational users have the potential to carry and spread highly invasive weeds 
into the IESCA. Seeds may attach to clothing, tyres, shoes, or fur and be transported to 
new locations. Some of these weeds are particularly threatening to the environment. For 
example, “The invasion of native plant communities by exotic perennial grasses” is
listed as a Key Threatening Process under the TSC Act.

• Impacts to Native Plants and Animals
Native plants and animals may not be able to cope with the impact of recreational
activities. The effects could be critical for endangered species such as the White
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Flowered Wax Plant  (Cynanchum elegans) which grows in the IESCA. Effects may
include a decrease in soil or water quality due to erosion, or an increase in nutrients due 
to pollution. These can lead to changes in vegetation communities.

3.5.2. Public Access
Some sections of the IESCA are landlocked by privately owned land and cannot be
accessed without the permission of neighbouring landholders. This may limit the usage
of these areas of the reserve.

3.5.3. Public Safety
The IESCA contains features such as cliffs and mining facilities that are inherently
dangerous and need to be managed to protect public safety. Some walking tracks and
lookouts will be maintained and signposted to facilitate safe and easy access by all
users, whilst other less formed, more remote access routes will give people a sense of
achievement, isolation, and solitude. Access routes such as walking tracks and
management trails within the IESCA and other NPWS reserves within the region are
managed to meet this range of user needs.

The IESCA includes lookouts and walking tracks along the top of the escarpment. The 
NPWS recognises that fencing off natural features near these sites may detract from
their appeal. Reasonable safety measures will be taken based on the expected usage and 
risk. Safety measures are reassessed following any incident. For example, the August
1998 severe rainfall event and the 2002 bushfires both caused damage to a number of
locations within the IESCA. To reduce risks to public safety, it was necessary to
temporarily close some areas until repairs could be completed.

People undertaking adventure activities in the IESCA expect that there is a certain
degree of risk involved, however these activities may also endanger other users. For
example, rock climbing and abseiling may draw spectators to hazardous locations and
mountain biking on downhill bushland trails can achieve high speeds and the steep
slopes and poor visibility hinder evasive action.

3.5.4. Commercial Recreation and Licenced Operations
Licenced commercial operations provide an opportunity to increase the range of
ecologically sustainable and culturally appropriate activities that are available to park
visitors. Certain commercial operations may be approved where they are consistent with 
the management objectives for the reserve. Existing licenced operations within the
IESCA include the Rhododendron Gardens at Mt Pleasant, and the Scout and Girl
Guide Camps at Mt Keira.

The NPWS is looking for sites which adjoin the protected area system to establish what 
has become known as 'gateway facilities', being partnerships with private or public
operators for the provision of facilities and services in managing recreational use and
impacts on reserves in a sustainable way.

3.6. Research and Education
The 1999 Commission of Inquiry into the long term planning and management of the
Illawarra Escarpment resulted in a series of “Landuse Constraint Studies”. These
included research on land stability, riparian (zones near rivers and creeks) corridors, and 
native plants and animals. This was possibly the most comprehensive study that has
been undertaken for any area of NSW and is being used to improve environmental
planning and management in the Illawarra.



Illawarra Escarpment State Conservation Area Issues Paper 17

There is a need to consolidate and expand upon the information made available by these 
studies. Information on pest species, invertebrates, lower plants, and cultural heritage
can be improved and continued monitoring is necessary to identify trends in the
constantly changing environment. The NPWS currently supports students undertaking
projects at institutions such as the University of Wollongong and licences have been
issued for independent research within the IESCA.

Educating IESCA visitors about the natural environment and cultural heritage of the
Illawarra Escarpment can add to their enjoyment of its values and give them a greater
appreciation of the reserve. The NPWS currently employs a variety of methods such as 
brochures, interpretive signs, media releases, talks to targeted groups, and ranger guided 
‘Discovery Tours’. The NPWS Head Office at Hurstville also maintains a substantial
library on the cultural and natural history of the escarpment and public use is
encouraged.
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4. Summary of Issues
SUBJECT MANAGEMENT ISSUE SECTION

The IESCA is not large enough to sustain existing biodiversity 3.1.1
Biodiversity conservation requires integrated management of the 
entire escarpment

3.1.1
3.3

The reserve has a large perimeter which promotes ‘edge effects’ 3.1.1
Roads and power lines add to the edge effects 3.1.1
There are landlocked sections within the IESCA that have been 
excluded from the reserve.

3.1.1

There is a long history of disturbance on the escarpment 3.1.2
Disturbance may lead to weed infestations and land instability 3.1.2
Some alien uses pose increased fire risks within the reserve 3.1.2
Human activities can cause pollution within the IESCA 3.1.2
A number of native species, populations and communities are poorly 
reserved in the Illawarra

3.1.3

A number of species and communities in the IESCA may become 
extinct under current conditions

3.1.3

The IESCA is inherently prone to land instability 3.1.4
Urban areas are adjacent to the IESCA in many areas 3.1.5
People are dumping rubbish/green waste in the reserve 3.1.5
Some people are encroaching/illegally using land within the IESCA 3.1.5
Some potential additions to the IESCA are severely degraded 3.1.6

IESCA
Management

Context

Location of some significant species, populations and communities 
are isolated on the coastal plain

3.1.6

The IESCA-Urban interface requires risk reduction 3.2.1
Hazard reduction burning can promote flammable vegetation 3.2.1
Dumping waste and weed dispersal in the IESCA can increase the 
fire risk to neighbouring properties

3.2.1

Some sensitive communities may be damaged by fire 3.2.2
Changes to fire regime can cause vegetation changes 3.2.2

Fire
Management

The cooperation of neighbouring landholders and public authorities 
is needed to ensure successful bush fire risk management

3.2.2

Deer, foxes and feral cats damage native plants and animals 3.3.1
Domestic animals are present in the IESCA 3.3.1
The cooperation of neighbouring landholders and public authorities 
is needed to ensure successful pest control activities

3.3

Weeds and exotic plants compete with native vegetation 3.3.2
Weed management requires significant resources 3.3.2
Poorly planned weed control activities can cause problems 3.3.2

Pest Species

Disturbance leads to weed infestations 3.3.2
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Lack of knowledge on Aboriginal objects and places 3.4.1
There is insufficient information on local Aboriginal culture 3.4.1
Lack of Aboriginal names for sites 3.4.1
Lack of educational facilities for Aboriginal culture 3.4.1
Risk of damage to Aboriginal objects and places 3.4.1
No legal provisions for Aboriginal use of traditional food and 
medicine in the IESCA

3.4.1

Lack of knowledge on European Cultural Heritage sites 3.4.2

Cultural
Heritage

Management

Restricted access to European Cultural Heritage sites 3.4.2
Recreational activities may have environmental impacts 3.5
Recreational activities can also have a socio-economic impact 3.5
Use of tracks in the IESCA may cause erosion 3.5
Weeds may be dispersed by recreational users 3.5
Pollution and noise from recreational users can disturb or 
damage native plants, animals, neighbours and other users

3.5

There is no public access to some areas of the IESCA 3.5.2
Some places within the IESCA present a risk to public safety 3.5.3
Fencing off natural features can detract from their appeal 3.5.3
Adventure activities are inherently risky 3.5.3

Recreation

Some activities can be dangerous for other park visitors 3.5.3
Research and 

Education
Knowledge of natural environment is incomplete and needs to 
be continually improved and applied.

3.6

Table 1 Summary of management issues for the IESCA
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5. Detailed Maps of the IESCA

5.1. Bulli and Corrimal Units

Figure 5 Detailed location of the Bulli and Corrimal Units of the IESCA

The Bulli Unit includes the land and walking tracks that were formerly reserved as the
Bulli Pass Scenic Reserve as well as the area to the south of Bulli Pass and part of the 
Lower Escarpment Management Trail. It does not include Sublime Lookout, Bulli
Lookout, Bulli Pass, or any of the buildings at Bulli Tops.

The Corrimal Unit includes the land immediately below the escarpment at Brokers Nose 
eastward to Corrimal Mine lands.
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5.2. Mt Kembla and Mt Keira Units

Figure 6 Detailed location of the Mt Keira and Mt Kembla Units of the IESCA
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The Mt Keira Unit includes the Mount Pleasant Management Trail, the Mt Keira Ring
Track, the Dave Walsh track, Byarong Park, Robertson’s Lookout, the Scout and Guide
Camps, and the Rhododendron Park. It does not include the Archery range, Kemira
Colliery, public roads, or the Council owned Mt Keira Summit Park.

The Mt Kembla unit includes the Mt Kembla Summit Track, the Mt Kembla Ring
Track, part of the Ridge Track, and a number of closed mines including the Mt Kembla 
Mine and Pit Pony Stables.

5.3. Wongawilli Unit

Figure 7 Detailed location of the Wongawilli Unit of the IESCA

The Wongawilli Unit is located on the escarpment above Elouera Colliery. It is
landlocked by privately owned land.
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6. Glossary
BHP Broken Hill Proprietary Ltd. (now BHP Billiton)
EPA Environment Protection Authority
IESCA Illawarra Escarpment SCA
NPW Act National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 (NSW)
NPWS National Parks and Wildlife Service
NSW New South Wales
SCA State Conservation Area
TSC Act Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995 (NSW)

Table 2 Glossary of terms used in this document
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