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Foreword

Two of the striking things about Sydney are its cultural diversity and its national parks. Initially 
home for millennia to a wide range of culturally and linguistically distinct Aboriginal peoples – the 
Darug, Dharawal, Gundungurra, Guringai and others – the city is now also home to millions who 
have migrated from all corners of the globe, many arriving as refugees. It is also home to national 
parks which, like Lane Cove National Park and Georges River National Park, penetrate deep into the 
city’s suburban heartland. This report shows how these two elements – migrant communities and 
national parks – relate to each other. 
At one level, the parks are areas of public space where people from diverse cultural backgrounds 
experience each other’s distinctiveness. On river banks people notice the different ways others 
go about the act of fishing. In the picnic grounds the aroma of unfamiliar food cooking on the 
barbeques wafts on the breeze along with words from unfamiliar languages. In this sense, parks are 
habitats for cultural diversity. At another level, urban national parks provide the setting in which 
many migrants have their first experience of Australian nature.
The English and Irish who arrived here in the late 18th century, the Italians and Greeks who came 
in the 1950s, the Vietnamese who arrived in the 1970s – these and all the many others who have 
migrated here share something in common: they were all, voluntarily or otherwise, ‘displaced’. 
They have faced not merely the need to learn their way around an unfamiliar environment but 
by the need to make a place for themselves in it. This report looks at park visitation by recent 
migrants through the perspective of place-making. It challenges us to see, for instance, that the 
Sunday picnics that Arabic-speakers regularly conduct in Georges River National Park are not just 
recreational – they are also to do with the business of place-attachment, of building up personal 
associations with particular places.
We anticipate that this report will become a key resource for park staff as they work to better 
understand and reach out to national parks visitors from a range of cultural backgrounds.  The report 
provides valuable insight into the different traditions of park use and nature visitation that exist in 
the home countries of migrants from Asia and the Middle East and how these traditions inform the 
ways people from these places perceive Australian nature and national parks. We also value this 
research in the way that it provides us with an opportunity to hear people of Arabic and Vietnamese 
background relating their experiences of visiting the Georges River parklands and sharing their 
thoughts about how the parks could be improved.

Norman Laing
Director 
Country, Culture and Heritage Division

Sally Barnes
Chief Executive 
Office of Environment and Heritage
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Executive summary

The Office of Environment and Heritage NSW, in a research partnership with the University of 
Technology Sydney, has conducted a five-year study of the ways in which migrants of Arabic and 
Vietnamese background perceive and use Sydney’s Georges River parklands. The study was based on 
in-depth interviews and focus group sessions as well as an extensive literature review.

Multiculturalism and national parks
Multiculturalism is a continuous, long-term project of learning on the part of citizens and 
organisations. It provides a positive source of support and confidence for newly arrived migrants 
in NSW. Multiculturalism also provides a context for situating efforts to increase the amenability 
of national parks in NSW for recent-migrant visitors. In this context, OEH’s experience over recent 
decades in partnering with Aboriginal communities and learning from Aboriginal culture provides a 
valuable basis of experience. (See sections 1.1 and 1.2)

Place-making
The desire to make places out of spaces is a fundamental human behaviour. Migrants do not merely 
visit national parks  — like all of us they engage in processes of place-making that turn the national 
parks they visit into familiar, comfortable places of attachment. This need not and usually does not 
involve physically altering park landscape. Rather it involves regular activities like picnicking and 
fishing. Place-making entails claims of attachment rather than claims of ownership, and the same 
park space can have special meaning to numerous different groups. Recent migrant place-making 
is essentially no different to the place-making engaged in by earlier waves of migrants, including 
nineteenth century British settlers. In the interests of multiculturalism it is important that national 
parks not be regarded as places whose nature and identity is fixed and constant. (See section 1.7)

Parks and nature appreciation in Asia and the Middle East
The report includes an overview of the traditions of park creation, park use, and nature visitation that 
have emerged in Asia and the Middle East. A key development in both areas has been the recent rapid 
growth of an urban middle class with the leisure and means to enjoy recreational visits to natural 
environments. (See sections 1.8 and 1.9) 

Transnationalism
Advances in air travel and electronic media mean that migrants in the present day tend to maintain 
close connections with their countries of origin. Migrants no longer simply adapt to circumstances 
in their new country, e.g. to the ‘Australian’ concept of national parks and park visitation. Rather, their 
continuing everyday contact with their home countries, for example via the internet, means they are 
conscious of and liable to be influenced by the new cultures of park visitation emerging in countries 
like China, Vietnam, Lebanon, and Turkey. It seems more likely that multiple and hybrid forms of 
park-appreciation will come to coexist in a country like Australia than that a single, unitary Australian 
national model will cement itself. (See section 1.5)

Park visitation by people of Arabic and Vietnamese background
From interviews conducted for this project, distinctive patterns are evident in the visitation of 
parks along the Georges River by people of Arabic and Vietnamese background. For the former, the 
pattern includes elements like the phenomena of praying in parks; using parks as venues for fast-
breaking meals during Ramadan; and jet-skiing by young men. Among the people of Vietnamese 
background, fishing is particularly important. Both groups share a certain degree of preference for 
‘garden’ parks rather than bush parks. Both also rank the river as a key attribute attracting them to 
the parks, although water holds different significance for each: for those of Arabic background water 
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is regarded as a scarce and precious resource with connotations of Paradise; among Vietnamese, it 
evokes memories of the ‘water world’ of their homeland with its ubiquitous paddy fields, high rainfall 
and numerous rivers. For both groups, Georges River National Park (NP) constitutes a transitional zone 
between suburban landscapes and the ‘pure’ bush of some of the state’s other national parks. To that 
extent, this park plays a particular role in allowing recent migrants to grow accustomed to Australian 
nature in a non-threatening and easily accessed local environment. While members of both groups 
expressed pleasure in observing the bush, few expressed a desire to walk in it. (See part 2).

Large group picnics
People of Arabic and Vietnamese background both participate in large group picnics in the Georges 
River parks. In a sense, these are successors of the large picnics staged there in the late nineteenth 
century and the first half of the twentieth century by Anglo-Celtic-Australians. They also represent 
continuity with an older pattern of Aboriginal social life on the river, evidence of which is visible in 
archaeological sites in the area. Participation in large group picnics plays a key role in building and 
maintaining intergenerational social networks among recent migrants and can also be seen as a form 
of place-making – generations of migrants have developed attachments to the parks via routine 
attendance at picnics. (See sections 2.3, 2.18)

Parks as spaces for solidarity and mixing
Urban parks like Georges River NP have the capacity to serve both as places where particular migrant 
groups can gather to ‘be by themselves’ and places that facilitate cross-cultural contact and learning. 
In this latter role, as ‘contact sites’, it is perhaps inevitable that a certain degree of inter-group tension 
or non-violent ‘jostling’ over space will occur in national parks (particularly urban parks). A certain level 
of disharmony is not inimical, however, to a democratic, multicultural society. Multiculturalism aims to 
absorb disharmony rather than trying to suppress it. (See section 3.5) National parks are environments 
that can facilitate cross-cultural learning and tolerance insofar as they are spaces where people of 
diverse backgrounds can observe each other in relaxed circumstances and can potentially interact.

Accommodation and explanation
The expectations many recent migrants have of national parks in NSW appear to be very similar 
to those they had of parks in their countries of origin, parks (mostly urban) which were designed 
primarily for recreation rather than biodiversity conservation. A number of the ideas suggested by our 
interviewees for improving Georges River National Park reflect this, i.e. providing sport facilities and 
children’s play equipment, introducing evening opening hours (at least in summer), cafés,  and stalls 
selling a greater variety of food. There appears to be considerable scope for finding imaginative ways 
of explaining to recent migrants the nature-conservation function of national parks while at the same 
time acknowledging their own heritage of park use and nature appreciation.
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Introduction

The Project
This report presents outcomes from a collaborative research project between OEH and the University 
of Technology Sydney (jointly funded by OEH and the Australia Research Council under its Linkage 
program). The project set out in 2005 to study the parklands along the Georges River from the 
perspective of people of Aboriginal, Anglo-Celtic, Arabic, and Vietnamese background who reside in 
the suburbs bordering the river. 
The present report deals mainly with that part of the project which studied the distinctive ways 
that people of Arabic and Vietnamese background perceive, value and use the parklands along 
the Georges River. The history of Aboriginal presence on the river and its environs from 1788 to the 
present day is the subject of the book, Rivers and Resilience: Aboriginal people on Sydney’s Georges 
River, published in September 2009.1 The suburbs along the northern side of the river were settled by 
successive waves of low-income Anglo-Celtic working class families from the early 19th century to the 
mid-20th century. Significant numbers of these people campaigned to have areas of bushland along 
the river reserved for the health and enjoyment of their families in a part of Sydney that had very few 
parks. This history resonates in interesting ways with the more recent history of communities from the 
Middle East and Asia who live along or near the river. A summary of early and changing Anglo-Celtic 
park use has been included in order to provide a comparative dimension to the present study. 
The report considers issues specific to parklands on the Georges River as well as some broader 
issues likely to have relevance to situations elsewhere in NSW, and further afield, where migrant 
communities make up a substantial fraction of the visitors to parks.  

National parks and cultural diversity
In Australia, recent migrants and their children make up an increasing proportion of park visitors. 
There is a tendency, however, to conceptualise the park visitor as being culture-neutral or, mostly 
unconsciously, as a Westerner.2 This research aimed to increase knowledge of culturally specific park 
visitation in order to facilitate more culturally nuanced park management approaches.
The project builds on two earlier studies. In 2001 the Cultural Heritage Division of NPWS produced a book, 
A Multicultural Landscape: National Parks and the Macedonian Experience, which examined the relationship 
between Sydney’s Macedonian community and the national parks in the region.3 This was followed in 
2002 by a companion volume, Moving Landscapes: National Parks and the Vietnamese Experience, on the 
Vietnamese community’s relationship with Sydney’s nation parks.4 The books presented a broad-brush 
picture of how these communities perceived and used national parks in the Sydney region. The present 
study differs in that it takes as its focus one particular area of parkland – that along the northern side of 
the Georges River, in southwest Sydney – and examines in detail the way this particular park environment 
figures in the lives of two recent immigrant communities who live in its vicinity. 
Sydney has a large number of sites relating to migrant heritage. Two of these that are situated in 
national parks are the former Quarantine Station on North Head (Sydney Harbour National Park) 
and the former Scheyville Migrant Hostel in northwest Sydney (Scheyville National Park). The NSW 

1 Goodall and Cadzow 2009. 
2 Similarly, Tim Winter (2009: 315-317) makes the point that in the field of tourism studies, the international tourist 

has been conceptualised as a Westerner, with scholars and commentators paying too little attention to the 
significant ways in which Asian tourists, for instance, differ in their interests and preferences from their Western 
counterparts.

3 http://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au/npws.nsf/content/
a+multicultural+landscape+national+parks+and+the+macedonian+experience

4 http://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au/npws.nsf/content/moving_landscape
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Migration Heritage Centre collates stories and histories of migration to NSW and publishes these on 
its award-winning website.5 A number of local governments have developed ‘heritage trails’ which 
draw attention to heritage sites associated with migrant communities in their areas (e.g., the Liverpool 
Migration Heritage Trail6). The present project differs from these in that it focuses not on the history 
of migration, but on the way present-day recent-migrant communities perceive, explore and form 
attachments to national park environments. 

Methodology

A qualitative approach 
This report presents the outcomes of an exercise in qualitative research. We have studied the 
behaviour, perceptions and beliefs of (principally) two groups of park users, those of Arabic and 
Vietnamese background, but we have not attempted to quantify their behaviour or their views. The 
value of quantitative research is well accepted and is carried out by OEH in various contexts (e.g., the 
triennial ‘Who Cares about the Environment?’ survey). The findings of the present research are based 
on interviews with a relatively small number of park visitors, but given that these interviews average 
two to three hours each, they allow a reasonably in-depth coverage of the interviewee’s opinions, 
beliefs and behaviour. The interviews were semi-structured. They covered a standard range of topics 
and issues but were flexible enough to allow particular threads to be pursued and also to allow the 
respondents to introduce subjects they considered relevant.

5 NSW Migration Heritage Centre:  http://www.migrationheritage.nsw.gov.au/
6 Liverpool Migration Heritage Trail: http://www.migrationheritage.nsw.gov.au/images/places/

liverpoolmigrationheritage.pdf

Two previous books on the relationship between migrant communities and national parks

http://www.migrationheritage.nsw.gov.au/images/places/liverpoolmigrationheritage.pdf
http://www.migrationheritage.nsw.gov.au/images/places/liverpoolmigrationheritage.pdf
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We interviewed 15 people of Arabic background in focus groups and 15 individually. In addition to 
this, Hesham Abdo7 interviewed 16 young Arabic males individually or in groups of two or three, 
the interviews ranging in length from several minutes to two hours. We interviewed 37 people of 
Vietnamese background in focus groups and 16 individually. In the context of the larger study, a 
considerable number of people from Aboriginal and Anglo-Celtic backgrounds with an interest in or 
knowledge about the Georges River were also interviewed. 
A workshop with OEH park and policy staff was conducted by Prof. Setha Low of the City University 
of New York, who has conducted extensive research on park visitation in US parks, including national 
parks. A workshop on the theme of parkland and river use was held with Ethnic Communities Council 
(ECC) staff, some of whom work with OEH as bilingual environmental educators.8 Researchers in this 
study also attended a symposium addressing cultural diversity and responses to nature among newly 
arrived migrants, which presented data from research conducted by ECC staff.9

In addition, we conducted on-park observations of visitor behaviour at the Georges River parklands on 
various occasions between 2004 and 2009. Denis Byrne and Allison Cadzow also spent a series of full days 
on-park in late 2008 (mainly in Georges River NP) observing visitor behaviour and conversing with visitors. 
The present report draws upon literature from the field of inter-ethnic relations (in Australia and 
overseas), and the fields of park management, recreational history, and environmental history. We 
have made extensive use of published and unpublished literature and archival material relating to 
the local history of the Georges River area and its parklands. We have also consulted the available 
literature on recreational behaviour, nature visitation, and nature appreciation in Asia and the Arab 
world. There is a substantial literature on the experiences of recent migrants in Australia, including 
those of Vietnamese and Arabic background.10 Most of these studies have focussed on economic, 
educational or social welfare questions. Some have addressed only crime and conflict, media 
representations and interactions in public spaces like main streets and shopping malls. Very few have 
focussed attention on the role of natural places and environments in migrancy. 

Normativity 
It may be useful to think of the views expressed the interviewees as sampling a spectrum of cultural 
perspectives that are characteristic of a particular culture – Vietnamese, for instance. Where several 
interviewees expressed similar opinions on a certain issue (such as the desirability of having gardens in 
national parks) and where these opinions resonated with what the literature indicated was normative 
among Vietnamese in Vietnam, then it seemed reasonable to assume it was a view or behaviour 
normative among Vietnamese-Australians in NSW. Normativity in this respect does not, however, imply 
that all Vietnamese-Australian in NSW think or act in this way. Variability comes in many forms. Young 
Vietnamese-Australians, for instance, may behave according to one set of norms when accompanying 
their elders and another when with their own age group. Some interviewees took the trouble to point 
out that in certain ways they, as individuals, were not typical of other Vietnamese. For instance, that they 
had no interest in fishing and were in that way (and in their minds) different from other Vietnamese.

A note on terminology
The term ‘ethnic’, as a descriptor of migrant communities was abandoned by the NSW Government in 
2000 amid claims that it had become divisive and derogatory, as ‘ethnics’ were perceived as an entity 
outside the ‘mainstream community’.11 There was also an obvious issue of equity in that the Anglo-Celtic 
Australian majority did not perceive themselves to be an ethnic group. The Ethnic Affairs Commission 
was changed to the Community Relations Commission as part of this shift in thinking. The term NESB 

7 Hesham Abdo, a young Arab-speaking man resident on the Georges River, worked with the project team as a 
community collaborator.

8 4 March 2008. The bilingual environmental educators are part of DECCW’s Ethnic Communities Sustainable Living 
Project, run by the Department’s Sustainability Programs Division.

9 14 August 2008.
10 See for instance Batrouney & Batrouney 1985, Choi 1975, Collins 1991, Hage 2002a, Thomas 1999, 
11 Stephan Kerkyasharian, ‘Outgrowing the “e” word, Sydney Morning Herald, 25 May 2000.
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(people of non-English-speaking background) is of limited use in referring to recent migrants to NSW, 
since increasing numbers of migrants come from countries such as India, Malaysia, and Hong Kong 
where English is widely spoken (including in the home). More recently the category, ‘culturally and 
linguistically diverse’ (CALD) has been adopted by many organisations to refer to recent migrants, 
although clearly in a country such as Australia, the descendants of the earlier Anglo-Celtic waves are 
themselves also components a culturally and linguistically diverse society, as are Indigenous Australians. 
In other words, Australia as a whole is a CALD society and the term is thus not useful in designating more 
recent immigrant groups (such as people of Arabic or Vietnamese background).
In recognition of the fact that all Australians who are not Indigenous are migrants or descendants of 
migrants, the term ‘migrant’ is not used here to describe non-Anglo-Celtic/non-Aboriginal residents 
of NSW. Terms such as ‘recent migrant’ or ‘second generation migrant’ remain valid and useful 
descriptors. The term ‘recent migrant’ is used as a referent for immigrants arriving in Australia from 
approximately 1970 (this includes by far the majority of people of Arabic and Vietnamese background 
in the visitor catchment of the Georges River parks). 
The principal subjects of this study are people of Arabic and Vietnamese background who live in 
southwest Sydney and use the Georges River parklands. They are referred to as Arabic Australians 
or Vietnamese Australians, in contrast to Anglo-Celtic Australians. They are also sometimes referred 
to as Vietnamese or Arabic, it being taken-as-given that they are Australians but that they also 
identify respectively as Vietnamese or as Arabic. Each of these terms might seem to imply or suggest 
homogeneous categories when in fact each has great internal diversity. There are, for instance, many 
different language and ethnic groups within the modern nation of Vietnam and although few outsiders 
distinguish between them, these distinctions do shape inter-Vietnamese relationships both in Vietnam 
itself and in diasporic communities. In particular, many of the Vietnamese Australians living in the 
Georges River area left Vietnam in the years of high tension after Vietnamese national reunification, from 
1975 to 1985, and many of them are Vietnamese citizens of Chinese ethnic background. 
A different sort of diversity is entailed in the category ‘Arabic-background’. In some ways this is the 
equivalent of the term ‘Latino’, officially adopted by the USA federal government in 1997 to denote 
people of Spanish culture or origin living in the United States. The term ‘Arabic-background’ gathers 
together people from many different national citizenships (including Syrians, Lebanese, Iraqis, 
Somalians, Egyptians and others) and from across a number of ethnicities and religions. For example, 
many but by no means all Arabic-background people in NSW are of the Islamic faith. A large proportion 
of Lebanese migrants, and particularly those longest settled in Australia, are in fact Christian. Migrants 
from this community who left Lebanon as voluntary migrants before 1975 differ substantially in terms of 
economic class from those who left as involuntary refugees during the bitter 1975-1990 civil war. Also, 
a significant group among the Iraqi-Australian community are Mandaeans, members of an Abrahamic 
religion which does not identify as either Christian or Muslim and has suffered persecution at the hands 
of both majority religions. There are finally many differences of denomination and practice within Islam 
itself, such as those between Sunni and Shia Muslims. Finally, in the unfamiliar and at times hostile 
conditions of a new country, migrant minority populations often develop new and composite identities, 
drawing on them sometimes strategically as a defence and sometimes finding they develop creatively 
over time.12 All of these diversities shape the interactions among the groups along the Georges River 
who nevertheless generally self-identify and are identified by others, as being of Arabic background 
although at different times they may choose a national or a religious identity as their primary one.

Learning multiculturalism
In the second half of the 20th century, Australia was among a number of mainly Western countries 
which consciously embarked on a program of multiculturalism. This is to say that, rather than 
passively observing the growing reality that immigration programs were producing societies of 
considerable ethnic diversity, governments and other institutions became proactive in providing 
the policies and programs that would help ensure this diversity became a cultural asset. Enormous 

12 Collins et al. 2000.
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potential benefits flow from having a highly diverse society which is able to draw upon a wealth 
of different cultural experiences and histories in solving the challenges of the future. It may also 
be argued that a large migration program is essential to maintaining and growing the economy in 
countries like Australia (e.g., as a counter to its aging population).
No country, however, becomes multicultural merely by the act of passing legislation or signing off 
policies. Multiculturalism is a continuous, long-term project of learning on the part of citizens and 
organizations. With no agreed roadmap for achieving a successful multicultural society, Australia, like 
the US, Canada, the UK and many of the countries of Europe, is learning as it goes. 
One aspect of the learning experience is that in learning about other cultures, we inevitably learn 
more about ourselves. For instance, discovering that migrants of Arabic and Vietnamese background 
have very little interest in bush walking in parks suggests a fresh look at bushwalking in Anglo-Celtic-
Australian culture; where it came from; what cultural-historical circumstances fuelled its popularity; 
and how it plays an iconic-symbolic role in Australian national identity.
Multiculturalism should be seen as a project rather than an absolute state. Australia has been 
developing itself as a multicultural society for the best part of four decades and this process of 
evolution is likely to continue for a long time yet. 

OEH’s partnership with Aboriginal people
Until the 1990s, NPWS13 could have been described as a broadly monocultural organisation, but by 
the late 1990s had embarked on a strategy of employing significantly larger numbers of Aboriginal 
staff, effectively becoming a bicultural agency (i.e., Anglo-Celtic and Aboriginal, in order of staff 
numbers).14 Today the organisation is one of the largest employers of Aboriginal people in NSW and 
a growing understanding of Aboriginal culture informs many of the organisation’s programs. The 
Office has a cultural awareness training program to promote a better understanding of Aboriginal 
culture and history among its non-indigenous staff. Other national park agencies in Australia have 
similar experiences of partnering with Aboriginal communities. These would seem to serve as a good 
background for building greater capability in engaging with recent migrant communities.

The report’s structure
The report’s three parts proceed from an initial review of background issues; through a presentation 
of the research data on the use and perception of the Georges River parklands by Australians of Arabic 
and Vietnamese background; to a summation of research outcomes and their implications.
Part 1 provides background information on multiculturalism and the dynamics of migration. It also 
provides an introduction to the concept of place-making, an overview of nature appreciation and 
park visitation in Asia and the Arabic world. Overall, the purpose of Part 1 is to provide background to 
Parts 2 and 3.
Part 2 outlines and illustrates the key themes that emerged from the interviews with park visitors 
of Arabic and Vietnamese background. The interviews comprise the main data for the study and 
accordingly, the transcripts have been subject to careful critical evaluation and interpretation. 
Part 3 elaborates on key issues and themes that have emerged from the study, placing these in the 
context of national park visitation by recent migrants in Sydney.

13 The National Parks and Wildlife Service NSW was established in 1967. In 2003 it was incorporated in the umbrella 
agency the Department of Environment and Conservation NSW (DEC) which was enlarged to become the 
Department of Conservation and Climate Change NSW (DECC) in 2007 and further enlarged to become the 
Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water NSW in 2009. The NPWS is now part of the Office of 
Environment and Heritage.

14 The first NPWS Aboriginal staff member, Ray Kelly, was appointed in 1973 (see Kijas 2005) and over the following 
two decades more Aboriginal staff were appointed, mainly in the area of cultural heritage.
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Part 1: Background

Multiculturalism

Multicultural Australia
Australia became a multicultural society in 1788 when the British decided to settle in a continent 
which was already home to an Indigenous society. Whether one refers to 1788 as the moment of 
‘white’ settlement, colonisation, or invasion, it very rapidly led to a situation in which Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people were outnumbered by Anglo-Celtic settlers. The settlement process 
also saw other ethnic groups come to settle in Australia, including the Chinese who arrived in large 
numbers during the 1840s gold rush and for the most part stayed. According to the 2006 census, over 
22 percent of the Australian population were born overseas; Australians nominated more than 250 
different ancestries; and almost 400 different languages were spoken in the home.15 
Multiculturalism is thus a contemporary fact in this country, but ‘multiculturalism’ is also an ideological 
or philosophical approach to 20th and 21st century living. The policy of ‘multiculturalism’, adopted 
by Australian governments in the 1970s, recognised the right of migrants to maintain their cultural 
identities, encouraged and assisted them to do so, and endeavoured to ensure they had equal access 
to services and opportunities. This stands in contrast to official policies of assimilation in the 1950s, 
which required migrants, along with Indigenous Australians, to conform to a vision of a “common, 
homogeneous Australian way of life.”16 This vision of homogeneity “not only denied the possibility 
that the cultural traditions of migrants might enrich Australian life, but also denied the existence of 
different ‘ways of life’ among [Anglo-Celtic] Australians themselves.”17 
By the 1970s it was clear that neither Indigenous Australians nor recent-migrant Australians were 
interested in abandoning distinctive elements of their ways of life. In a rethinking of government 
policy, the term ‘multiculturalism’ was borrowed from the Canadians by the Whitlam government 
(1972-75) and was extensively implemented as a policy during the Fraser government (1976-83). In 
the last decade or so, the concept of multiculturalism has been critiqued by some as a patronising 
means by which an Anglo-Celtic majority, by agreeing to tolerate cultural diversity, reinforces the 
superiority of its own position as the arbiter of national belonging.18 One of the most vocal critics has 
been Ghassan Hage, an anthropologist at Sydney University, who in his book White Nation (1998) 
argued that government policies on multiculturalism represent an effort to control a cultural diversity 
that is already a fact of life in Australian society. For a discussion of the politics of multiculturalism in a 
national park context see Martin Thomas’s book, A Multicultural Landscape (NPWS 2001).19

While noting the criticism of Hage and others that ‘multiculturalism,’ as a policy, is no more than 
the continuing control of minorities by dominant groups, we nevertheless strongly maintain that 
multiculturalism retains enormous relevance and value in today’s Australia. Despite policy confusion 
and media polarisation, ‘everyday multiculturalism’ (see below) is a continuing dynamic reality in 
the daily lives of most Australian citizens. Multiculturalism provides a positive source of support and 
confidence for newly arrived migrants in NSW. We further maintain that it provides a context in which 
to situate efforts to increase the amenability of national parks in NSW to recent-migrant visitors.
With an aging population and an increasing labour and skills shortage in areas such as manufacturing 
and healthcare, Australia is likely to continue to need migrants. Aside from refugee and family reunion 
programs, the recent-immigrant population of Sydney seems set to continue to grow. NSW shares 
this experience with northern European countries, America and Canada. The implications of cultural 

15 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 3416.0 Perspectives on Migrants, 2007.
16 White 1981: 160.
17 Ibid.
18 E.g., Hage 1998. Povinelli 2002.
19 Thomas 2002, http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/nswcultureheritage/MacedonianExperience.htm
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diversity for park use in the USA are being grappled with by the US National Park Service as well as by 
state national park agencies in states like California, Texas and Florida. In the last few years England 
has experienced the largest wave of immigration in its history. 
While there is some anxiety about high immigration rates in these countries, the economic-
demographic fundamentals driving the trend make it unlikely this anxiety will limit the flow.20 This 
anxiety and tension does, however, mean that governments are looking at ways to promote cross-
cultural learning. They are also looking at ways to ensure migrants become users of the public 
infrastructure of which national parks (along with public libraries, museums, art galleries etc) are a 
part. This is an important goal if popular support for public funding of parks is to continue but, given 
the arguments of Noble, Ang, Wise and Velayutham, among others (below), it also offers opportunities 
to strengthen the everyday interactions on which more stable and tolerant societies will be built.

Multiculturalism in New South Wales
The NSW Government’s policies on multiculturalism are guided by the Community Relations 
Commission and Principles of Multiculturalism Act (2000). Section 3 of the Act sets out the Principles of 
Multiculturalism, of which the following have particular relevance to national park visitation:

a. All individuals in New South Wales should have the greatest possible opportunity to 
contribute to, and participate in, all aspects of public life in which they may legally 
participate. 

b. All individuals and institutions should respect and make provision for the culture, language 
and religion of others within an Australian legal and institutional framework where English is 
the common language. 

c. All individuals should have the greatest possible opportunity to make use of and participate 
in relevant activities and programs provided or administered by the Government of New 
South Wales. 

The Act established the NSW Community Relations Commission, which “recognises multiculturalism 
as a deliberate public policy and takes proactive steps to ensure a cohesive and harmonious society.”21 
Public sector agencies in NSW make these principles and objectives part of their core business 
through their Ethnic Affairs Priorities Statement (EAPS) and the Community Relations Commission for 
a Multicultural NSW assesses and monitors the performance of public sector agencies, and reports on 
this performance in an annual Community Relations Report. 
Under OEH’s Ethnic Affairs Priority Statement, “OEH fosters a climate of mutual respect and seeks to 
increase the involvement of people from CALD (culturally and linguistically diverse) communities in 
volunteering, recreational, cultural and artistic activities on parks.”22 Elsewhere, the statement notes 
that “OEH conducts research to improve the effectiveness and appropriateness of OEH services and 
ensures all individuals have the greatest possible opportunity to use and participate in relevant 
activities and programs provided or administered by OEH.”

Social inclusion
The concept of social inclusion originated in France and became a field of government action in 
Britain in the 1990s. Social inclusion is now a priority of government in Australia. Federal programs 
for social inclusion are led by The Australian Social Inclusion Board. The ‘aspirational principles’ of 
social inclusion, which aim to maximise participation in economic, social and community life, include 
recognition of the “varied and positive contributions of people from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds.”23 The NSW Government, through the Department of Community Services, 
maintains the Communitybuilders.nsw website, which aims to promote social inclusion.

20 Button 2007.
21 http://www.crc.nsw.gov.au/about_crc
22 http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/whoweare/ethnic.htm
23 Social Inclusion Principles for Australia. http://www.socialinclusion.gov.au/
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Tolerance and intolerance
As in most other countries, only a minority of Australians acknowledge holding views that can be 
described as racially or culturally intolerant. Research over many years has shown that the strength 
and prevalence of such views fluctuate over quite short periods of time (within the space of a decade, 
for instance). Other research suggests that in some people, prejudice and resentment coexist with 
their otherwise supportive views on cultural diversity.24

It often appears that ‘new arrival’ ethnic groups are the target of racism (though generally by a 
minority of the overall population) in the first decades of their residence. Levels of racism and 
intolerance also appear to relate quite closely to current events – the 9/11 terrorist attack in New 
York in 2001 has been shown, for instance, to have triggered heightened levels of Islamophobia 
in Western countries, including Australia. Government leadership has played an important role in 
either minimising or exacerbating the impact of international events. The Hawke and Keating Federal 
Governments, for example, repeatedly rejected the more inflammatory statements about Vietnamese 
and Chinese immigrants, deflecting at least some of the potential public outcry at the arrival of 
asylum seekers. The Howard Government took the opposite approach, endorsing and indeed 
adopting the more extreme of popular arguments about Islamic asylum seekers and immigrants. Yet, 
as Ien Ang and others have shown, even in the years of highest tension after the 9/11 attacks in the 
United States, a significant majority of Australians appeared to be, in practice, tolerant of, accepting 
of, and even enthusiastic supporters of ethnic diversity.25 A more recent 2009 survey similarly found 
that 85% of 1300 respondents supported “cultural diversity and are comfortable with the experience 
of cultural difference.” As the survey’s author commented, “There is a very, very strong strain of cultural 
tolerance here.”26

Multiculturalism as normal
People working in the area of everyday multiculturalism are interested in situations, such as in south-
western and western Sydney, where multiculturalism is not experienced in core-periphery terms. In 
this area, recent migrants do not appear to sense they are on the periphery of Australian society the 
way they might in other areas. In this part of Sydney, being a recent migrant is normal rather than 
exceptional. Migrants do not have a sense of being ‘ethnic add-ons’, they perceive themselves to be 
at the core of modern Australia.27 This is also the situation in the Georges River parklands on a typical 
weekend: there is little or no sense of Anglo-Celtic-Australians being ‘the mainstream’, rather they are a 
cultural group among other cultural groups. For some of them this may be an unsettling experience but 
it is an experience that may open the way for more active learning about how to negotiate difference.

A habitat for cross-cultural learning
This leads us to one of the key values that parks like Georges River NP have in fostering 
multiculturalism, namely the opportunities they provide for people to observe and learn about 
other cultural groups. There is an emerging body of literature that investigates the conditions 
under which contacts between cultural groups can result either in greater tolerance or in 
conflict.28 Parklands offer unique potential to foster the positive outcomes which lead to more 
inclusive social relations. Even without direct contact with each other, groups of picnickers from 
different cultures are able, in the relaxed open-air space of the park, to observe the way others 
prepare a meal, share food, converse and interact with each other. Humans are acute observers 

24 Bloch and Dreher 2009. 
25 Ang 2002, 2003.
26 Professor Kevin Dunn, University of Western Sydney, interview published in the Sydney Morning Herald, 7 April 

2009.
27 Dreher and Graham 2002: 37.
28 For coverage of positive outcomes, see Allport 1954; Thrift 2008; Amin 2002; Watson 2006. For conflictual 

outcomes, see Essed 1991, 2002; Noble 2005; Herbert et al. 2008;  Hewstone and Greenland 2000. Demonstrating 
conditions in which conflict outcomes are moderated and positive outcomes maximised, see Pettigrew 1998; 
Highmore 2008; Wise and Velayutham, 2009b; Wise and Velayutham, 2010. 
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of often subtle distinctions in the behaviour of others – the way hands are used to gesture 
during a conversation, for instance, or how close people customarily stand or sit next to each 
other. The environment of the park picnic ground offers the opportunity to engage in a form of 
‘looking’ which is not invasive and which may be spread over several hours as adjacent groups of 
picnickers while away a lazy Sunday afternoon. This kind of low-key cross-cultural learning is less 
likely to occur in other areas of public space, such as on the street or the shopping mall where 
there are multiple distractions and where the speed of life tends to make observation more 
fleeting. For example, places like Georges River NP are one of the few places non-Muslims can 
observe Muslims praying – see Section 2.5.
The value of national parks as spaces for cross-cultural learning is discussed further in Part 3 under the 
heading, ‘Place for solidarity / places for mixing’ (Section 3.5). 

1.1 Everyday Multiculturalism
The debate on multiculturalism has generated quite sophisticated understandings of the reality 
of ethnic or racial difference as a factor in societies like Australia’s. The newer streams of interest 
have included ‘interculturalism’, a field of knowledge of the dynamics involved in contact, conflict 
and communication between cultural groups and the strategies available to help people learn to 
‘live with difference’.29 Another stream is represented by what Amanda Wise has termed ‘everyday 
multiculturalism’.30 Her approach brings attention to the everyday reality of ‘place-sharing’. In her 
work she focuses on place-sharing in the landscape of suburban shopping centres and residential 
neighbourhoods in Sydney. In support of the approach taken by Noble and others (below), this study 
focuses on place-sharing in parks, and particularly national parks.
More recently, Amanda Wise and Selvaraj Velayutham have discussed the important distinction 
between ‘top down’ and ‘everyday’ multiculturalism.31 Most analyses of multiculturalism, they point 
out, have seen it from a ‘top down perspective’ as “a set of policies concerned with the management 
and containment of diversity by nation states, with a typical focus on group-based rights and cultural 
maintenance, multicultural service provision, multicultural education and attendant legislation.” Yet 
there is a very different experience which is “the everyday lived reality of cultural difference.” When this 
perspective is used to investigate ‘multiculturalism’, they continue, “it explores how cultural diversity 
is experienced and negotiated on the ground in every day situations… in the ebb and flow of daily 
life.”32 This is a particularly relevant approach in this context.

Everyday encounters
 Giovanni Semi and his co-researchers also make a valuable contribution when they “focus their 
attention on concrete, mundane, everyday interactions”, with the awareness that difference is 
“unstable, in constant evolution, and always open to question.”33 Such negotiations allow for very 
different relationships to the often highly polarised positions adopted in policies or in public 
debate, when polemic and defensiveness can overshadow openness to inquiry, mutual learning 
and tolerance. Work by Australian scholars Ien Ang, Greg Noble and others has demonstrated a 
wide divergence between the often hostile and polarised attitudes towards immigrants or ‘others’ in 
public discourse, and readiness to tolerate and accommodate difference in everyday encounters and 
familiar environments.34 These everyday encounters are not insignificant – they allow exploration of 
differences, linking the macro level of policy to the personal everyday experience of cultural diversity 
and leading in the longer term to major shifts in social relations.35 

29 See for instance Amin 2002.
30 Wise 2004, 2005.
31 Wise and Velayutham 2009a.
32 Wise and Velayutham 2009b. 
33 Semi et al. 2009. 
34 Ang, 2002, 2003; Noble, 2005, 2007.
35 Semi, et al. 2009. 
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Noble points out that multiculturalism is an unfinished project.36 He argues it involves effort and 
‘labour’. It involves the familiarity and learning which are stimulated in those ‘everyday’ interactions, 
sometimes easy and comfortable, other times tense and dissonant, which occur in shopping centres, 
workplaces, parks, and on sports fields and beaches. Parks, following Noble, are in fact important 
sites not just for observing cultural differences but for bridging them, for enabling the encounters 
which build tolerance and ‘everyday multiculturalism’.37 Wise and Velayutham discuss a range of 
studies that show that the possible effects of cultural interactions may be either positive, promoting 
greater understanding and tolerance, or negative, generating conflict and hostile isolation.38 This 
Georges River study offers evidence from interviews and observation about the circumstances that 
allow interactions in national parks to be more likely to foster stronger intercultural relations than to 
generate conflict. 

1.2 Migration and identity

The shock of displacement
The experiences that occupy the interval between departure (from the homeland) and arrival (in 
the country of resettlement) have for many people been traumatic and impossible to forget. For 
instance, of the tens of thousands who fled Vietnam by sea after war ended there in 1975, many died 
in the boats, often at the hands of pirates. Those who survived often endured years in refugee camps, 
mourning lost relatives and worrying about the future.39 The experience of escape and living in 
refugee camps has meant that, for some people, large expanses of water, the prospect of swimming, 
and enclosed spaces provoke anxiety.40

Most migrants to Australia begin to build a relationship with the new landscape while still in shock at 
being severed from the landscape of home. The populations of the countries of Southeast Asia are still 
predominately rural. The landscape of Vietnam, as a physical entity, remains important to Vietnamese 
migrants in a way that resonates with the way Indigenous people speak of ‘country’ as being 
physically and spiritually continuous with their own being. For Vietnamese, this is often expressed in 
terms of the sadness of having left the graves of one’s ancestors whose physical presence in the soil of 
Vietnam constitutes a powerful and enduring connection between generations of people, past and 
present, and the land. While many Vietnamese migrants to Australia came from cities like Ho Chi Minh 
City, they have left a homeland where the farming landscape is located on the immediate outskirts of 
urban residential zones and where natural landscapes form a major national iconography. Most of the 
population of today’s cities in Vietnam moved there from the countryside only a generation or two 
ago; their grandparents’ fields continue to evoke the golden age of their childhood, or the imagined 
childhood of their parents. 
These themes have been explored in depth in research relating to this project which resulted in 
the online exhibition for the Migration Heritage Centre, Gold and Silver: Vietnamese migration and 
relationship with environments in Vietnam and Australia.41 Vietnamese Australian interviewees saw 
a number of important links between the Georges River parklands and the homelands of Vietnam, 
which went far beyond any simple nostalgia. The riverside parks offered opportunities to share 
memories and migration experiences with family and community (e.g. for many, the river evokes the 
rivers and ‘waterscapes’ of Vietnam). The parks also provided opportunities to interact with the people 
and natural environments of their new home. 

36 Noble 2009.
37 Ibid.
38 Wise and Velayutham, 2009b: 7-9.
39 For personal stories of Vietnamese who migrated to Sydney see Cadzow and Goodall (2006), Gold and Silver: 

Vietnamese migration and relationships with environments in Vietnam and Sydney, http://www.migrationheritage.
nsw.gov.au/exhibitions/goldandsilver. See also Thomas 1999; Viviani 1984. 

40 Connie Levett, ‘Trauma Survivors Face their fears in the shallow end’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 January 2009.
41 See note above.

http://www.migrationheritage.nsw.gov.au/exhibitions/goldandsilver
http://www.migrationheritage.nsw.gov.au/exhibitions/goldandsilver
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The shock of displacement may be especially severe for refugees for whom the decision to move 
countries, while it has been voluntary, is a choice that has been forced upon them by circumstances. 
For such people, there is some evidence to suggest that the natural environment can be a ‘therapeutic 
landscape’, particularly for those whose personal histories have been traumatic.42 In a recent study, 
Tibetan refugees in Sydney’s northern suburbs reported very positive experiences of visits to 
beaches, the harbour and the bush.43 For those who, like many Vietnamese, had to suffer the fears and 
privations of uncertain conditions as asylum seekers, the insecurity of their ocean-borne escape may 
have amplified the need to come to terms with and feel at home in new physical conditions.44 
Even for those migrating under less stressed circumstances, a key element of the shock of 
displacement is finding oneself in a physical/natural environment that one has never experienced 
before and that one neither understands nor has adaptive strategies for. Researchers in the USA note 
that many migrants arriving in Los Angeles from humid countries (e.g. Vietnam) perceive California’s 
dry Mediterranean environment as a wasteland (Trzyna 2007: 39). 

National identities
The presence in Sydney of large migrant communities of Arabic and Vietnamese background is 
a reflection of a modern world in which media, capital, goods and people flow ever more readily 
and rapidly around the globe. One of the oddities of our times, however, is that even while global 
flows are increasing and we are all increasingly becoming global citizens, individual countries have 
ramped up their efforts to encourage and strengthen the connections their citizens to have to their 

42 Wise and Sait 2008: 68-69.
43 Ibid.: 63, 71.
44 The major implications of terrifying sea journeys as asylum seekers for subsequent environmental needs and 

consciousness is explored in our Gold and Silver online exhibition (Cadzow and Goodall, 2006, op. cit.) 

Vietnamese refugees at the terminal at Sydney airport, boarding a bus to Villawood Hostel, 
Sydney Morning Herald 2 December 1977 (Tony Linsen, Fairfax Photos).
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own specific national terrain.45 Government efforts to strengthen national identity are just as strong 
in places like Vietnam as they are in Australia. This means that migrants arriving in Australia are 
likely to already have a strongly embedded sense of national identity with the country they have 
just left, an identity that is closely integrated with the country’s physical environment. It is not an 
easy thing to put this aside.

Belonging and betrayal
Given the above, it is not difficult to understand how some migrants might experience the act of 
developing a sense of belonging to Australia as a betrayal of their natal land. This may especially be 
the case where people have been forced to leave their homeland as refugees. Abbas El-Zein expresses 
this ambivalence as follows:

[And] if we resist a place, refusing to let it define our identity and become part of us, even as it opens 
its arms for us, it is because we feel – rightly or wrongly – that this unevenness is a threat to our older 
allegiances. Belonging, in as much as it is voluntary, becomes a form of betrayal.46

These feelings probably belong particularly to first generation migrants. This could be contrasted 
with the very low-key account that young second-generation Arabic-background men gave of 
their attachment to the park at Garrison Point, Chipping Norton, on a winter afternoon in 2007.47 
They spoke of being brought there for picnics as small children and then later when they had their 
first bikes. “We grew up here,” one of them said. The park was part of the familiar landscape of their 
growing up, at once unremarkable to them but also intimately known and fondly remembered. 
Belonging, for them, is not a major issue.

What does it mean to be Australian?
The categories ‘Arabic’ and ‘Vietnamese’ should be thought of as identities rather than as exclusive 
and immutable statuses. Most of the interviewees in this study identified firmly with their former 
homeland (e.g., ‘I am Vietnamese’, ‘I am Lebanese’, ‘I am Syrian’) but also identified strongly with 
Australia as a place and society, and with Australia as a home. In the words of a Palestinian-Australian 
interviewed for a separate study:

…of course Australia is home. I’m an Australian citizen and this is the first citizenship I have ever had 
and besides, when I needed a home nowhere else provided one but now I have one why would I not 
call it home.48 

The point is not that migrants have multiple identities but that identity for all people is multifaceted.49

What it means to be Vietnamese, Lebanese, Palestinian or Iraqi in Sydney may vary considerably from 
one Vietnamese or Middle Eastern person to another: different individuals, in defining their identity, 
put greater or lesser emphasis on different traits. All of us have multiple identities that have formed 
around such characteristics as ethnicity, language, city of residence, religion, profession, age, gender, 
sexuality and so on. While most Arabic speakers in Sydney would at a certain level identity with other 
Arabic speakers, they are likely to identify more strongly with Arabic speakers from their own country 
of origin and may also identify strongly, though differently, with the trans-national community of 
Arabic speakers who are either Muslim, Christian or Mandaean. Separate identity formations also 
coalesce around the different sects that exist within Islam, Christianity and Buddhism. 
Identities can also transcend ethnicity. Young men of Vietnamese or Arabic background, for instance, 
often identify with their own diasporic culture, politics and religion, but at the same time share a 
common consumer culture around such things as supercharged Nissan Skylines and Subaru WRX’s 

45 Pollock et al. 2002: 3.
46 El-Zein 2002.
47 Notes by Denis Byrne on a picnic celebrating the birth of a child, held at Garrison Point, June 2007.
48 Cox and Connell 2003: 339. 
49 E.g., Ewing 1990.
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and with young Anglo-Celtic men around black American ‘sports kit’ clothing.50 In a place like 
Australia, the multiplicity of identities is enhanced by the fact that increasing numbers of people have 
parents who themselves each have a different set of identities (e.g., an Anglo-Celtic-Australian mother 
and a Lebanese-Australian father).
The old ‘essentialist’ way of thinking about ethnicity (as a stable essence, like blood) led to the 
assumption that different ethnic identities had to be proportional. It is misleading, though, to 
think of second or third generation Vietnamese as being and becoming more Australian and less 
Vietnamese than their parents or grandparents. A third generation Vietnamese Sydneysider cannot be 
presumed to feel only one third as Vietnamese as his or her Vietnamese-born grandparents. They may 
identify increasingly strongly as Australians but this may have no effect on their separate identity as 
Vietnamese. 
So the first thing to be said about identities is that they are multiple. A second characteristic is that 
they are fluid or mutable. Under colonialism, ethnicity was characterised as a stable, fixed, bounded 
and timeless essence.51 These days researchers understand that ethnicity, like other identities, is in a 
state of constant change. 

Reworking Australianness
It is tempting to think of recent-migrant groups as gradually adjusting to and identifying with 
‘Australia’, a category which we think of as stable or fixed. Actually, the very presence of these 
groups is changing what Australia is. The ‘second generation’52 of migrants of Arabic and Vietnamese 
background are reworking Australianness by asserting an Arabic or Vietnamese aspect to it. While 
they often use the word ‘Australian’ to refer specifically to Anglo-Celtic-Australians, they do not appear 
to see themselves as standing outside the category ‘Australian’. Living in parts of Sydney where there 
are large numbers of people of their own ethnicity, they have grown up in an Australia which has a 
strong Arabic or Vietnamese flavour to it. 
For them what it means to be Australian may be to spend Sunday afternoon in a national park 
zooming around the river on jet skies, watched over by their elders who are sitting under the 
eucalypts smoking hookahs (Arabic: sisha); or to be riding in a Subaru WRX down the Princes Highway 
to do a spot of fishing at Jervis Bay with Viet-rap playing on the boombox.
Cultural theorists these days draw heavily upon the idea of hybridity to describe what happens in the 
situation of migrancy. Greg Noble and Paul Tabar, for instance, have described the hybrid identity that 
Arabic-background youth in southwest Sydney have developed for themselves.53 In groups where 
young Lebanese were in the majority, and where ‘white’ Australians homogenised the whole group 
as ‘Lebanese’, Noble and Tabar found that young Syrians and others strongly identified as Lebanese, 
regardless of which Arab country their parents were from. Furthermore, their ‘Lebanese’ identity 
included things their parents might not recognise as Lebanese at all but which, equally, Anglo-
Celtic-Australians would not recognise as Anglo-Celtic-Australian. Hybridity, as a concept, allows us 
to think outside the limits of the ‘essentialist’ concept of culture which would posit ‘Lebaneseness’ or 
‘Vietnameseness’ as stable essences. Instead, it allows us to focus on emergent cultural practices.  
The Lebanese identity the youth in the above study had constructed for themselves was partly a 
response to the discrimination and racism they had been exposed to in the post-9/11 environment. 
They found strength and comfort in the sense of community this construct provided. In this sense, 

50 Collins et al. 2000.
51 Tilley 2006: 12.
52 ‘Second generation’ strictly speaking refers to Australian-born people with one or both parents born overseas, 

though the term is sometimes used more loosely to include third and even subsequent generations. In 2006 there 
were 4.4 million first generation Australians and 3.6 million second generation Australians in Australia as a whole 
(‘Second generation Australians’, A Picture of the Nation, Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006).

53 Noble and Tabar 2002.
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they may have been more self-consciously Lebanese than Lebanese youth were prior to the 1990/91 
Gulf War. They have constructed for themselves an assertive Lebanese identity as a strategy against 
the vilification directed at people of Arabic background since the Gulf War. 

A southwest Sydney national park
It is worth considering the significance of this reworking of what it means to be Australian for national 
parks. Georges River National Park is managed in accordance with policies and guidelines that apply 
evenly across the NSW national park system. Built facilities in the park, for instance, are constructed 
according to design templates and principles set out in the Park Facilities Manual (NPWS 2008). In this 
sense, the park landscape is continuous with that of other national parks across the state.
So, at one level the park belongs to a network of national parks, which have certain commonalities 
including the ‘naturalness’ of their environments and the style of buildings and signage. At another 
level, Georges River NP belongs in the cultural landscape of southwest Sydney as it is today, with its 
striking mixture of culturally diverse – if still working class – residents. When those people of Arabic or 
Vietnamese background who we interviewed looked at Georges River NP they saw it as continuous 
with the landscape of Cabramatta, Bankstown and suburbs in between. They had appropriated it 
into their neighbourhood. They also seemed to see it as continuous with, and integrated into, the 
reworked Australia which they are citizens of. In other words, they saw it as belonging to multicultural 
southwest Sydney. In social terms, national parks are not insulated from the urban or rural landscapes 
that surround them. 

What about the park’s earlier identity?
At this point it is worth pausing to think back a few decades to the neighbourhood of the Georges 
River before the arrival of waves of post-1970 migrants. Anglo-Celtic residents who have been in 
the area since before the 1970s recall a struggle to secure parkland there. For these residents, the 
current national park is not the first ‘national park’ on that part of the river. All the land along the river 
had been alienated by the Crown in the 1820s, but local residents of the new post- Second World 

Boat sheds and landings on the Georges River at East Hills (Denis Byrne)
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War suburban subdivisions campaigned, in the 1950s, to save certain of these lands from further 
residential expansion. In the Picnic Point area they demanded a ‘national park’ that would both 
preserve the remaining nature along the river as well as provide space for a healthy lifestyle for their 
children and themselves. They won some of the land as permanently gazetted park, but also won the 
title of ‘National Park’54 when the area was designated Georges River National Park in 1961. It was then 
stripped of this title, in the face of bitter local protest, in 1967, becoming a State Recreation Area (and 
then again a national park under the NPW Act in 1992).55 The term ‘national park’ had rather different 
meanings for these 1950s activists than it does to the NPWS today. For them, a ‘national park’ needed 
to contain large areas of natural bushland and other native environments, but they also wanted it 
to contain other important elements, such as picnic grounds, sports fields, bird sanctuaries and wild 
flower nurseries. They insisted this parkland was ‘national’ because it contained native bushland but 
also because it was dedicated to the needs of ‘the nation’, by which they meant the local working 
people who lived around it and used it.56 
In the 1950s and 60s, just as today, the social life of the surrounding landscape spilled over into 
what is now Georges River National Park. The park was and is integrated into the social life of the 
neighbourhood. This of course is how it was during the earlier time of Aboriginal occupation when 
the river environs were meshed into larger networks of Aboriginal activity and sociality in the region. 
It is also similar to the way that, in the 1890s, the Pleasure Grounds57 along the river were integrated 
into the social life of Sydney. 

Citizens or guests?
The great majority of Vietnamese migrants to Australia have arrived here only in the last 30 years, 
as have many Arabic-background migrants. Approximately 70% of Vietnamese in Australia are first 
generation migrants.58 A feature of the Vietnamese population in Australia is that most arrived in one 
wave of migration, beginning in 1975, in contrast to most other migrant groups who have arrived in 
successive waves over an extended period.59

The anthropologist, Ghassan Hage, notes that first generation Arabic migrants in Australia perceive 
themselves to be guests, while youths of their own community who were born here reject this label.60 
While Hage’s concern is mainly with Arabic customary behaviour in preserving the honour of the 
guest, it is pertinent for us to ask whether migrant visitors to parks consider themselves to be guests 
there, rather than citizens, and to ask what implications this might have for their behaviour. Do they, 
for instance, try to minimise their visibility and the extent to which they might be perceived to be 
imposing on the space of their ‘hosts’? By contrast, do the younger Australian-born generation feel the 
need to be expansive in their behaviour, signalling their identity as citizens rather than guests?
There may be a tendency for mainstream Australian society to see not only first generation migrants, 
but even second or third generation migrants as ‘guests’ or as people who are still incompletely 
established here. And yet these latter people are likely to have spent their entire lives in the local 
environment. An interview recorded in 2004 with a woman of Arabic background is pertinent in this 

54 See Picnic Point Regatta Association correspondence files: Annual Report, 1958; Letter from PPRA to ALP East Hills 
Branch, 31 Aug 1958; Letter from PPRA to Mr Gollan, Minister for Lands, Parliament House, c. 1958, with reference 
to previous eight years campaigning to create parklands and demand for action to compulsorily acquire land. 

55 See St George and Sutherland Leader: 23 April 1959, ‘New National Park’; 12 Oct 1961, p.7, ‘Georges River Banks May 
Soon Become a Big Park Area’; Hurstville Propeller: 15 Mar 1962, p.2: ‘New National Park on Georges River’; St George 
and Sutherland Leader: 4 Jan 1967, p.13 ‘Shock by Government: Bill Will Strip Park of Status’; 23 Aug 1967, p.2: 
‘Georges River Parkland Fights for Existence’; The Torch, Wed 23 Aug 1967, ‘National Park Loses Status – and 
finance’.

56 See St George and Sutherland Leader, 8 March 1962, p.1; 8 May 1963 p. 9; Aug 23, 1967; Propeller 15 March 1962, p. 2; 
P. Thompson, Oct 1983, former Trust Member, ‘Georges River State Recreation Area: some early history’, in Georges 
River State Recreation Area Local History (Vertical File), Bansktown Local Studies collection, Bankstown City Library.

57 For Pleasure Grounds on the Georges River see Barhnam 2003; Earnshaw 2001, chapter 6; McLoughlin 1985.
58 Nguyen and King 2004: 173-74.
59 Nguyen and King 2002: 222.
60 Hage 2002b: 4-5.
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respect.61 She was born in Sydney 1974, her parents having migrated from Lebanon (her father in 
1951, her mother in 1968), and until recently had lived in the Bankstown area all her life. Throughout 
her childhood her family picnicked on the Georges River most Sundays, normally spending several 
hours there. “I mean it was almost kind of religious that we did this every weekend,” she said. Most of 
her school picnic days were also on the Georges River. “We… used to again take packed lunches and 
we used to take our little tape recorders and, you know, dance. And in summer we’d have water fights. 
I have many fond memories around this area.” Her sense of belonging to the Bankstown-Georges 
River, so clearly evident in the interview, seemed unquestionable. 
And yet identity is often fraught with sensitivities. While some interviewees spoke of the centrality 
of picnicking in their lives, a Greek-Australian woman told us that, in her experience, the children of 
Greek migrants did not want to accompany their parents to large group picnics in parks because, 
although they had done this when they were young children, they now regarded it as ‘woggy’.62 In 
other words, it was an activity that would identify them publicly as migrants. 
It is ironic that large family picnics are now considered to be something that only migrants engage in. 
Interviews and archival research show that as late as the 1950s, local Anglo-Celtic residents in the area 
were holding large gatherings in these same parks, either as family outings or community sports days, 
church picnics and corporate Christmas parties.63 Family patterns among Anglo-Celtic families, and 
particularly patterns of family sociality, have changed considerably since the 1950s. Nuclear family 
outings are now the norm. Larger houses facilitate private socialising and this may have contributed 
to the decline in use of public parks for these activities. Yet until these changes, Anglo-Celtic park-use 
had been a very socially oriented and collective activity with resonances with Aboriginal activity on 
the river in the era before suburban settlement.

1.3 The multiplicity of landscape

An Aboriginal landscape
In the years 1999-2003, OEH collaborated with Aboriginal people on the mid-north coast of NSW 
in a project that set out to map the local landscape as contemporary Aboriginal people saw it and 
knew it.64 On enlarged aerial photographs the Aboriginal participants in the project marked places 
such as favourite fishing spots; the sites of houses deceased relatives had lived in; places where as 
children they had jumped fences to swim in a farmer’s dam; places where they had fallen in love; sites 
of tension and conflict with local white people; as well as the shops and farms of white people who 
had been friends to their community. They also drew the pathways they had followed between such 
places in the pre-1970s days when people walked everywhere. They recorded on tape memories of 
events – happy, sad or mundane – that had occurred at various places in the local landscape. 
The maps that emerged were populated with the sites of remembered gatherings, like the coastal 
Christmas camps of the 1960s, as well as the ghostly forms of old huts that stood where modern 
houses now stand, and the routes of pathways that that have now grown over. The old picture theatre 
in Taree evoked memories of how Aboriginal people, in the 1950s and 60s had to sit in a roped off 
section up the front. The place has been converted into a surf shop but older Aboriginal people, when 
they look at the building, still see the segregated picture theatre, itself just one point in a whole map 
of segregation that was invisible to most of the town’s Anglo-Celtic residents.65 What struck us, as 
researchers, was that so much of the landscape of the everyday life of Aboriginal people was invisible 
to non-indigenous people. It became clear that Aboriginal people had their own, alternative map 

61 She chose to remain anonymous for privacy.
62 Meeting of DECC bilingual educators, March 4 2008.
63 Goodall and Cadzow 2010a.
64 Byrne and Nugent 2004.
65 Byrne 2003.
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of the area and that it was different from the ‘official’ maps that you could buy at local newsagents 
and petrol stations. Their map was one they kept in their heads. It did not exist on paper but it was 
accurate, it was continually updated, and it was passed on from one generation to the next.

Landscapes over time
The mid-north coast project draws attention to the way any one landscape can be experienced 
very differently by different groups of people. Different versions of a landscape can be thought of as 
coexisting at any one time. The Georges River project reflects a consciousness of the way that other 
versions of a landscape are ‘layered’ below those of the present; but that these older layers, rather than 
being sealed off from later ones, continue to have effects that percolate up into the present.
In research on heritage significance, just as in any historical investigation, it is well recognised 
that ‘forgetting’ – or, rather, remembering only selectively – is another characteristic of the public 
processes of ‘making places’.66 Working class history, for example, is often ‘forgotten’ as an area 
gentrifies, and the physical traces of working class life in the built and natural environment may be 
destroyed, obscured, ‘up-dated’ or simply ignored. 
One example of the effect of time in generating the social significance of landscape can be seen in the 
modification of ideas that define particular types of land, such as the idea of the ‘commons’, a concept 
whose meaning has shifted greatly over time and between different groups. The concept of a ‘park’ 
is also one which has evolved and changed over the last two or three centuries, meaning different 
things at different times to different class and ethnic groups. This study has discussed the distinct idea 
of a national park held by Anglo-Celtic working class people along the Georges River in the 1950s and 
60s.67 It is also clear that the early vision for Royal National Park (declared in 187968), with its emphasis 
on recreation, was very different from the vision of ‘wilderness’ parks championed by bush walking 
groups and others from around the 1930s (see Section 1.10 and 3.2). These earlier or alternative 
meanings of a national park may have been ‘forgotten’ in the official literature but they are often 
remembered and circulated by sectors of the public. 
Also important for this discussion is the changing state of scientific and popular understandings about 
environment and conservation. While the term ‘ecology’ was coined in the 1930s, the recognition of 
the interconnectedness of environmental systems was only coming to prominence among scientists, 
let alone the public, in the 1960s. The term ‘biodiversity’, coined in the 1960s, was not used at all until 
the later 1980s, just before it was enshrined in the Convention on Biodiversity at the Rio Earth Summit 
in 1992.69 So strategies for conservation of nature which were being enthusiastically popularized in 
the 1950s still, at that time, focused only on species rather than on ecosystems. 
To illustrate this changing understanding, it was widely understood to be acceptable that the first 
national park on the Georges River, gazetted in 1961, should contain a wildflower nursery. The goal 
was to protect – and in fact to increase the population of – endangered species of iconic native flora 
by breeding them, at the same time as educating national park visitors by showing them the beauty 
of the flowers as they bloomed over the year. As well, it reflected very strongly the working class and 
gendered dimensions of early 20th century nature loving, whereby exchanging and growing cuttings 
was a major (and inexpensive) way to express nationalistic sentiment but was also a sign of friendship 

66 Lowenthal 1985.
67 Goodall and Cadzow, 2010b.
68 Originally named the National Park, renamed Royal National Park in 1957.
69 Adams and English 2005. 
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among working class women.70 By the time NPWS assumed management of this park in 1992, the 
concept of self-contained ecosystems was dominant and terms like ‘endemism’ had taken hold, which 
greatly complicated the earlier, simple idea of ‘native’ species. Cultivating native species inside a 
national park was no longer considered appropriate, while the translocation and acclimatization of, 
for example, western Australian native flowering species in a ‘national park’ was simply embarrassing. 
The native wildflower nursery had many local followers, so it could not be done away with, but it was 
relocated outside the national park where it resides today, marginalized and clinging to the western 
boundary.71 

A park is not a single landscape
However tempting it might be to think that we all have a common experience of landscape, this is 
not the case. Just as there is an Aboriginal map of the area around Taree, there is an ‘Arabic’ map of 
southwest Sydney, and Georges River National Park is part of the map. It is equally part of the map of 
the area’s Anglo-Celtic community, who remember the days when they had managed and enjoyed 
the river front parks as their ‘national park’. As the anthropologist Hugh Raffles observes, “it is clear 
that there is now no question of imagining locality as simply the biophysical, or even representational 
stage on which social actors huff and puff.”72 The landscape, in other words, is not simply a surface we 
live on. We carry it around in our minds and imaginations, so that it is as much inside us as outside. It is 
constructed socially, and this ensures a diversity of meanings.
From a cultural perspective, then, a national park is not a single landscape. Rather it is a collection 
of different socially constructed landscapes that coexist in one place. The idea of a park as a single 
landscape was a convenient fiction in the minds of an earlier generation of park managers, one that 
allowed them to manage the park on the basis of the way they saw it and understood it. This obviated 
the need to assess the social value of the park across the spectrum of user groups and user cultures. 
This is not to suggest communication across cultural groups does not occur, or that cultural groups 
cannot share the same landscape. The point is that in many respects they perceive it differently. 
Certainly there is overlap – Anglo-Celtic and Vietnamese people, for instance, both fish from the same 
Georges River shorelines – but there is also difference.
This view that there are multiple versions of the same landscape is quite compatible with the 
‘values’ approach to park and cultural heritage management (i.e. the principle that the same site or 
landscape is likely to encompass a multiplicity of values). It can also accommodate the experience 
recent migrants often report of feeling they are in two places at once (their home country and their 
adoptive country). And finally it can accommodate the sense of continuity of place over time which 
is experienced by Anglo-Celtic people who have a long history of using these bushlands as public 
spaces and, in the 1950s and 60s, as a ‘national park’ which they had managed and cared for until the 
creation of the present Georges River National Park in 1992. 

70 The Floral Nursery, initially called Dalpura Floral Reserve, was situated within Fitzpatrick Park and was planned and 
managed from within the Georges River Trust, with strong support from the Bankstown Council and its two 
gardeners, the Packer brothers, who had travelled as far as Western Australia to gather seedlings. The early reports 
of the Trust foreground the diverse and wide-ranging origins of the native floral species within the nursery, and 
there is no attempt to emphasise local origins or endemism. See Georges River National Park Trust 4th  Annual 
Report (1965) and Georges River Parklands Trust 8th Annual report (1969) held at Hurstville Local Studies Collection, 
Hurstville City Library, Georges River National Park Trust 5th Annual Report (1966) held at Sutherland Local Studies 
Collection, Sutherland Library. This approach to gathering wildflowers for propagation far from their origin was 
particularly widespread after the Second World War, reflecting optimistic nationalism as well as expanded travel 
opportunities - see Timms 2006: 170-190.

71 Today the nursery is located at Sylvan Grove, on the western border of the Fitzpatrick Park section of the Georges 
River National Park, and is administered by the Bankstown City Council - see http://www.bankstown.nsw.gov.au/
Sylvan-Grove-Native-Garden/default.aspx 

 The species from distant areas are now mentioned only at the very end of the descriptions of the species held. 
Instead, what is emphasised is the local origins and endemism of the majority of the garden species. 

72 Raffles 1999: 325.

http://www.bankstown.nsw.gov.au/Sylvan-Grove-Native-Garden/default.aspx
http://www.bankstown.nsw.gov.au/Sylvan-Grove-Native-Garden/default.aspx
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This park and its local social history
The park is located in an area which, by Sydney standards, is densely populated and heavily 
industrialised and which is home to a diverse population including many working class and low 
income groups. Over time, the area has often been disadvantaged in planning decisions about the 
provision of public greenspace. This was one of the reasons for the fierce and sustained campaign by 
local Anglo-Celtic community groups in the 1940s and 1950s to protect the undeveloped Georges 
River environs from industrial and residential development. Despite their efforts, the proportion of 
greenspace to population is relatively small. This makes the remaining parklands, including Georges 
River National Park, the focus of high visitation levels and heightens the demands made upon them.  

1.4 The here and there of migrancy
In the little houses the tenant people sifted their belongings and the belongings of their fathers and of 
their grandfathers. Picked over their possessions for the journey to the west…

Think we could get this china dog in? Aunt Sadie bought it from the St. Louis Fair. See? Wrote right on 
it…. Here’s a letter my brother wrote the day before he died… No, there isn’t room.

How can we live without our lives? How will we know it’s us without our past?

John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, 1939

These lines taken from Steinbeck’s famous novel describe tenant farmers of Oklahoma preparing 
to take the road to distant California after being ruined by drought and the Great Depression of the 
1930s. They faced the question that millions of other migrants have faced, including migrants from 
the Arab world and from Vietnam who have settled in southwest Sydney: “How can we live without 
our lives?” When so much of who we are is grounded in the familiar landscape of home, who will we 
be and how can we live when that landscape is gone?
Part of the answer is that people strive to recreate elements of their familiar homeland in the 
landscape of their adoptive country. Migrancy involves a continuing relationship, in memory and 
day-to-day connections, with home countries as well as with new homelands. This study confirms 
and adds to an extensive literature describing how migrants can be ‘in two places at once’. But it also 
suggests migrants draw on what they know from their home country to explore and test out their 
new home, seeking not to recreate a past home but to understand better the new and different place 
to which they have come. 

Being in two places at once 
For most recent migrants, the ‘old country’ maintains a vivid presence in their imagination, their 
conversations and their plans. It’s more than just a matter of being ‘absent-minded’, of being ‘far away’ 
while driving to work, walking to the shops or doing the dishes at home. Many interviewees said they 
often found that elements or aspects of the landscape of Sydney didn’t simply remind them of their 
homeland but made them feel they were in their homeland.73 Localities, in this sense, may be said to 
be mobile, “places travel with the peoples through whom they are constituted.”74

Upon migrating, people leave friends and family behind, often unwillingly. Those who leave in 
circumstances of trauma (e.g. war, civil war, natural disaster) typically carry the effects of trauma with 
them. In their new, adoptive country they live with the daily experience of anxiety for, memories of, 
or grief for, those who have been left behind (who may include the dead and missing as well as those 
still alive). But even for those who are not traumatised, the homeland maintains an acute presence in 

73 Gold and Silver online exhibition (Cadzow and Goodall, 2006, op. cit.) - see especially the sections on Homeland and 
Revisiting.

74 Raffles 1999: 324.
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everyday life. People do not carry around two quite separate landscapes, rather facets of the two – the 
homeland and the new land – are constantly appearing, juxtaposing, and even momentarily merging 
in their consciousness. This could be thought of as a ‘dappled world’.
The reason this study devotes space to this phenomenon is that it seems central to the way recently-
migrated people experience national parks. Upon encountering national parks, they begin mentally 
configuring them in terms of landscapes they already know from home. They also, of course, 
encounter the unfamiliar elements – blue-tongue lizards, bush fires, barbeques, not to mention 
people of other cultural groups – and begin learning about these.

The concept of translocality
The phenomenon of post-war migration has meant Australia is now connected to the global, diasporic 
webs of particular cultural groups – e.g. the global web of Vietnamese culture and Vietnamese-
identifying people. These cultural webs closely parallel the international ‘orders’ that came into being 
from the 15th century as European countries established their own international colonial spheres, 
beginning with the Portuguese, then the Spanish, English, French, Dutch and others following. These 
webs of contact have been described as ‘Eurocolonial worlds’.75 The British convicts and settlers in 
Australia were part of the British colonial world for the first century or so after 1788 (see below).
While the phenomenon of migration is an ancient one, many modern nations have more recently 
encouraged emigrants to continue to regard themselves as citizens in the wider sense of belonging 
to a national diaspora.76 Members of the diaspora are welcomed back on visits and encouraged to 
take part in the cultural life and heritage of their former home.77 The nation in this sense has been de-
territorialised – its borders being conceptually extended to embrace the members of its diaspora.
Over the last ten years, geographers like Doreen Massey and anthropologists like Arjun 
Appadurai have been notable for their focus on the way these transnational ‘worlds’ are not just 
conceptual but are ‘real’ spaces that people live in. Massey’s concept of ‘translocality’ is significant 
here.78 It is customary to think of the global atlas as a mosaic of ‘countries’ that are fixed in space. 
Lebanon, for instance, is located on the eastern Mediterranean seaboard between Israel and 
Syria. And Sydney is a city on the southeast seaboard of a country located between Indonesia 
and Antarctica. Lebanese Australians, however, live in a spatial universe which is a combination of 
Lebanon and Australia. Many of them fly back to Lebanon every year, skipping over the countries 
in between. The ground they tread on in their lives is that of Australia and Lebanon. In terms of 
this particular lived reality, Lebanon is closer to Australia than Indonesia is. 

75 Appadurai 1996: 28.
76 Coles and Timothy 2004: 11.
77 Though this can be a fraught experience for some. 
78 Massey 1994.

The village of Toula, northern Lebanon 2006 (Gereige Charbel) / Migrants from Toula village 
picnicking at Georges River National Park, March 2009 (Allison Cadzow)
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The identity of migrants thus “almost inevitably becomes located between places rather than being 
bound to particular places or homelands.”79 This kind of translocality may seem like an obstacle to 
properly being here in Australia, to properly acclimatising to the reality of living in a new place. But, as 
the people of Arabic and Vietnamese background in this study describe the experience of translocality 
in their own words, one begins to understand that it actually helps them feel at home here. Most 
Vietnamese migrants to Australia come from coastal Vietnam or from areas like the Mekong delta 
where cities are entwined by, or built over, rivers, streams and periodically flooded paddy fields. As the 
numerous Vietnamese place names which relate to water and rivers attest, Vietnamese people have 
come from what might be described as a ‘waterworld’80, part of what has been called the Southeast 
Asia ‘waterfront’.81 Arriving in what at first seemed the strange and even alien landscape of southwest 
Sydney, they were delighted to find that a river ran through it. It wasn’t so much that they discovered 
the Georges River as that they discovered a piece of Vietnam here. 
This resonates with reports that Latino migrants in New York find the beach at Jacob Riis Park 
(managed by the US National Parks Service) reminds them of the tree-shaded margins of the tropical 
beaches of their homelands.82 Though the Riis Park environment is radically different from the 
Caribbean, it still “prompts many Latino visitors to reminisce about the shorefronts in the Caribbean 
and other parts of the Americas.”83 Both landscapes are present for them in this park and one cannot 
understand what the park means to them without reference to the Caribbean. Another way of saying 
this is that you can’t keep the Caribbean out of Jacob Riis Park, any more than, for Vietnamese, you can 
keep the Mekong out of the Georges River.
The proximity of the migrant homeland is reinforced by advances in electronic media including DVDs, 
satellite TV and the internet, as well as frequent return trips. Batrouney notes there were as many of 
20,000 short term visits from Australia to Lebanon in 1993/94.84 Ghassan Hage makes the point that 
the act of watching, reading, or listening to the news from Lebanon is never a matter of entertainment 
for the Lebanese he knows in Sydney.85 They feel connected to and ‘implicated’ in what is happening 
over there: “News items are subjects of discussion and sometimes of intense arguments and operate 
as classical triggers of nostalgic feelings.”86

Lebanon here and there
Hesham Abdo, a young man Middle Eastern Arabic background, living at Picnic Point on the Georges 
River, spoke of a day when he and his Lebanese-Australian friends had gone ‘canyoning’87 in the 
Blue Mountains National Park and had encountered a waterfall where you could jump from the rock 
face into the water pool below. It reminded them strongly of a place at Tripoli in northern Lebanon. 
Hesham recalled their pleasure in unexpectedly finding this connection to Lebanon in the Blue 
Mountains. One of his friends

…was talking about Lebanon and how they jump off and it’s exactly like that over there. And they 
feel…he felt like…you could just see it in his face, how happy he was.88

In describing the place in Tripoli where kids jump off the cliffs, Hesham said, “It’s sort of like a Bondi in 
Lebanon.”89 

79 Tilley 2006: 13.
80 Ngoc 2004. 
81 Jumsai 1988.
82 Low, Taplin & Scheld 2005: 33.
83 Ibid.: 145.
84 Batrouney 2002: 61. A total of 31,800 Australians travelled to Vietnam in 1999 for the purpose of visiting friends and 

relatives (Nguyen et al. 2006).
85 Hage 2002c.
86 Ibid.: 194.
87 Canyoning involves a combination of abseiling, swimming, and free fall jumping.
88 Interview with Hesham Abdo 21-07-06: transcript key 27:32.
89 Ibid.: transcript key 3.21.
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One of the Lebanese women we interviewed described how migrants from her village gathered 
together from time to time in Sydney and went for a picnic in a park.90 These gatherings maintain the 
village as an enduring transnational entity, which is to say that its existence in Lebanon is a reality for 
people in Sydney. It’s present for them physically, somewhat in the way that a pebble dropped into a 
pond has a physical presence in the ripples that radiate out from it across the pond’s surface.  

Intimations of Vietnam
Moving Landscapes was the title chosen for the book published by NPWS in 2002 on the subject of 
Vietnamese migrants and their relationship to national parks in the Sydney area.91 The title expresses 
the sense in which migrants move between landscapes – from the homeland to the new land – but 
also the sense in which they bring their old landscape with them when they migrate. 
A large part of the reason why homelands remain with migrants is the strength of emotional ties 
people have to relatives and friends in the old country. For Vietnamese, this includes people of past 
generations who are linked to them via ancestor worship. Many Vietnamese in NSW maintain shrines 
in their homes where they continue to honour their ancestors. Boi Tran, who came to Australia as a 
young woman in 1995, said: “For me, I feel that my ancestors are with me. It doesn’t matter if I am here 
or in Vietnam.”92 
Many members of the Viet kieu (members of the Vietnamese diaspora) in Australia began  revisiting 
Vietnam after 1989, when it became possible under the new ‘open door’ policy.93 As well as a desire 
to visit kin, in a recent survey most Viet kieu nominated ‘cultural heritage’ as a chief reason for visiting 
Vietnam. In this context, ‘cultural heritage’ denotes a “desire to experience culture, history and 
customs” of Vietnam.94 The extent to which the landscape of Vietnam can have a presence in the 
everyday landscape of Vietnamese migrants in Sydney is illustrated in the following excerpt from a 
2002 interview with Alison Phan.

My family were sort of from the countryside in Vietnam, so she [grandmother] misses those sites, 
and that’s why, whenever my uncle spots some spots that you know have sort of a resemblance of 
what was in Vietnam, kind of thing like an area, very calm, peaceful and… yeah, they would take 
my grandmother there just for a bit of… like, a couple of hours maybe, and just walk around, and 
then they would sort of talk about what happened in Vietnam and things like that.  Something 
that resembles there, what they, you know what they had in their country.95

Finding England and Ireland in Australia
The early Anglo-Celtic settlers in Australia went through essentially the same experience, coming to 
a land that was novel and alien in many of its aspects. Yet in many areas they found ‘park-like’ open 
woodland and grassland that reminded them of country estates in the old country (rather than 
being natural, many of these landscapes had been created by Aboriginal firing). This experience, 
however, goes beyond ‘reminding’. It is more a matter of recognition, of seeing something that you 
already know, or feel you know. And part of the experience of ‘knowing’ a type of environment is 
knowing how to deal with it. The early Anglo-Celtic settlers, for instance, felt they knew how to 
farm these ‘park-like’ areas using animals and crops they were familiar with. They also named many 
landscape features after places they knew from home.
Where the early settlers didn’t find landscapes they felt they already ‘knew’, they created landscapes 
that looked like home so that, in a sense, they could live the illusion of being at home. They laid 

90 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
91 Thomas 2002.
92 Boi Tran Huynh Beattie, interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 21st July 2006.
93 Nguyen and King 2004. This might be seen as an extension of the practice of urban residents in Vietnam return to 

their home villages for major events like Tet (Vietnamese New Year). Those who do not return are widely seen as 
having lost their roots (Boi Tran Huynh Beattie, interviewed by Allison Cadzow 21 July 2006.

94 Ibid.: 179.
95 Interview with Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen, 11 Sept 2002.
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out villages that looked like those in the old country. Space was set aside for churchyards and 
town commons. They laid out English-style gardens around their houses, sowing seeds or planting 
rootstock brought from home. In the 19th century they also created public gardens like the Domain in 
Sydney and the Royal Botanical Gardens. Like the Vietnamese in southwest Sydney, the early Anglo-
Celtic settlers had one foot in England or Ireland and one foot in Australia.

Filtering back
The experience Hesham Abdo related about canyoning in the Blue Mountains suggests that, as a 
result of Lebanese migration, a piece of Lebanon now exists in the Blue Mountains. But it is equally 
true that Australia now has a presence in the landscape of Lebanon. A recent newspaper article relates 
the story of a Lebanese extended family whose members first began migrating to NSW 110 years ago 
from the village of Kfersghab, just a short distance inland from Tripoli. They have maintained close 
ties with the village and have raised money to help modernise its facilities. A few years ago the village 
renamed its main street ‘Parramatta Road’. They also have a Parra Café there.96 
Ghassan Hage notes the presence in Beirut of the Koala garderie, a “childcare centre…which, more 
than the koala concept, has introduced an Australian concept of childcare to Beirut.”97 The point Hage 
is making is that the frame of Australian multiculturalism, rather than being confined to the ‘national 
territory’ of Australia, should be able to encompass the cultures/societies from which contemporary 
Australians have come. Australia is the recipient of cultures or cultural input from elsewhere in the 
world, via migration, but the ‘donor’ countries also receive cultural input from Australia. There is a 
sense in which migration is a round trip rather than just a one-way fare. 
On a very different note, Hesham Abdo, having grown up in proximity to the Georges River 
national park, described in an interview how he was shocked, on visiting his cousins in Gaza, by 
the suffocating effect of fences and checkpoints.98 He was deeply frustrated at being able to see 
the ocean but not reach it. His response, when challenged by Israeli checkpoint guards, was that as 
an Australian he was used to “spaces and not to fences.” He said he was constantly reminded, and 
appreciative, of the sense of physical openness which symbolised the freedom he valued in the 
Australian bush and in particular in the National Park. 
Another manifestation of the ‘reverse flow’ effect can be seen in the influence Australian cultural and 
natural heritage regimes have had on protected area management in Lebanon – e.g. the 2000-2005 
Management Plan for Al-shouf Cedar Nature Reserve, the country’s largest protected area, draws on 
Australia’s Natural Heritage Charter and Burra Charter (and reproduces both as appendices).99

All of this should help us think of migrants in Australia as part of the present and emerging future of their 
homeland cultures, rather than as cultural castaways. They are simultaneously contributing to the present 
and future of Australia; that, like all of us, they are part of the 21st century world of late modernity in which 
people are wired simultaneously to multiple (including virtual) networks, some local, some global.

1.5 Parks are not culture-neutral

A mistaken presumption
There appears to be an assumption on the part of many national park managers in Western countries 
that park management is a universal practice rather than a culture-specific one; in other words that 
a global approach to park management exists that has its roots in global, universal principles. It is 
argued in what follows that national park management in Australia is currently not culture-neutral, 
but rather is a system that has emerged from, in the first place, Australian Anglo-Celtic culture and, 
more broadly and historically, northern European and Atlantic culture. 

96 Cameron 2007.
97 Hage 2002b: 12.
98 Interview with Hesham Abdo, 11 July 2006.
99 Al-shouf Cedar Nature Reserve Management Plan 2000-2005, Republic of Lebanon Ministry of Environment.
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Australia has an essentially Western approach to national park management. However, there is a 
circularity to this statement given that national parks themselves are a Western product, an outgrowth 
of attitudes to wild nature, or wilderness, that developed in the settler colonies,100 including Australia, 
New Zealand, South Africa and the United States, in the 19th century.101 In the course of the 20th 
century the national park concept spread widely. National parks and other protected areas were 
established in European colonies like Malaya in the early part of the 20th century102 and they appeared 
in the independent post-colonial states of the non-Western world in the decades after World War II. 
Space does not permit a detailed history of protected areas, a topic which has been well covered 
elsewhere103 (see also Section 1.10 below)

The invisibility of majority culture
From a global perspective, the fact of cultural diversity is so obvious that one might expect people in 
all societies to be constantly aware of the multitude of different, equally valid ways of living that exist 
in the world. Most people, however, are not. Secure and enfolded in their own cultural worlds, most 
people see their behaviour as simply the normal, proper, natural way to behave. This is true, for the 
most part, for Anglo-Celtic Australians who constitute the overwhelming majority of this continent’s 
population. The word ‘ethnic’, in colloquial Australian usage, refers to recent-migrants who have 
mostly come from Asia, the Mediterranean or the Middle East. Many Anglo-Celtic ‘white Australians’ 
would be bemused or even offended to find themselves referred to as ‘ethnic’. 
The people of Vietnamese and Arabic background in this study live with the day-to-day experience 
of being visibly different from, and thus constantly ‘seen’ by, members of the cultural majority. They 
cannot be unaware of their cultural difference because they constantly see it registered in the eyes of 
the majority. The majority, however, tend to be far less aware of their own particularity.
The tendency to see parks as culture-neutral is an instance of mainstream culture’s difficulty in seeing 
itself as having a distinct culture. This disadvantages minority cultures, whose requests that parks 
be changed to accommodate them is likely to meet with the response that the parks are already 
culture-neutral, so it would be inequitable to make special provision for individual cultures. It is easy 
to slip into a way of believing that ‘migrant’ Australians (forgetting for the moment all non-Indigenous 
Australians are all migrants here) have to be educated in the proper use and enjoyment of national 
parks. This is based on the presumption that they have been un-used to national parks in their home 
countries. It also reflects a blindness to the possibility that they have their own distinctive ways of 
valuing and behaving in the natural environment or open space.

Educating migrants about national parks
The Australian expectation that migrants will adopt the national culture has a number of lineages. 
It has precedents in 19th century ideas about progress that were formulated by applying principles 
of Darwinian evolutionary theory to the social world (to produce ‘social evolutionism’). European 
society was seen to be the fittest and to have evolved further up the evolutionary ladder than, say, 
Vietnamese culture, which was seen as being stuck at an earlier evolutionary stage. This way of 
thinking about history as a unilinear progression encouraged Australians to think of non-Western 
cultures as being ‘on the way’ to what it has achieved. In these circumstances it has been very easy for 
Westerners to think of almost any aspect of their culture (e.g., the legal system, use of national parks) 
as being part of a future that non-Western peoples will move towards. Australians are inclined to see 
their form of nature appreciation simply as modern, rather than as Anglo-Celtic or Western.

100 ‘Settler colony’ refers to those countries where the colonists came to stay, rather than, say, to manage plantations, 
and where they came in sufficiently large numbers that they displaced and dispossessed the pre-existing 
Indigenous people.

101 Campbell 2005; Phillips 2003.
102 Banivanua-Mar, forthcoming; Kathirithamby-Wells 2005
103 See for instance, Grove, Damodaran and Sangwan 1998; McNeely and Schutyser 2003; Phillips 2003; Sellars 2009.
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Nature and normality
While the experience of multiculturalism has accustomed many Anglo-Celtic-Australians to the idea 
that people of other cultural backgrounds have different ways of seeing things, few seem to consider 
that this extends to perceptions of the natural environment. Nature tends to be seen as that part of 
the Australian reality that, though it may be damaged or depleted by humans, is nevertheless stable 
in its essence. And because it is stable it may be assumed that it is perceived in the same way by all 
people, regardless of their cultural background.
This tendency is related to fact that many Australians see national parks as unmodified natural 
landscapes, despite the presence in most of them of numerous built facilities (including roads and 
walking tracks) and despite their often long histories of human modification. Because nature is so 
much a part of the public conception of what a national park is, or should be, those elements of park 
landscape that are not natural may be ‘under-perceived’. 
Over the last decade or so NPWS has worked hard to give Aboriginal people a meaningful role in park 
management – this is reflected in the co-management initiative, the employment of Aboriginal park 
staff and the existence of numerous local Aboriginal consultative groups. It is interesting that park 
managers recognise the validity of distinctive Aboriginal perceptions of nature and ways of using 
nature but appear mostly not to extend a comparable recognition to recent migrant communities. This 
situation is not unique to Australia. Based on their studies of park management in the USA, one group 
of social scientists observe that, “despite the development of pluralistic societies, heritage — and many 
other aspects of the landscape and built environment — often reflects only the dominant culture.”104

Bushwalking and camping
Some people, even though they concede that national parks are specific to mainstream Anglo-Celtic-
Australian culture and to that culture’s northern European origins, would still maintain that the parks, 
as they exist, are culture-neutral spaces in that people of all cultures are welcome to use them. But a 
great deal of the design of parks goes into facilitating activities that happen to be engaged in mainly 
by the Anglo-Celtic mainstream. Bushwalking and camping are two such activities.
A great many people use the bush walking tracks and camping grounds so it is entirely appropriate 
that such culture-specific activities should be catered to. These interviews, however, indicate that very 
few people of Vietnamese or Arabic background are interested in camping or bush walking. It seems 
reasonable, in a multi-cultural society, that some resources be devoted to facilitating and encouraging 
park activities that non-Anglo-Celtic visitors favour (See Section 3.1 below).

1.6 Place-making by migrants

Making places out of spaces
All national parks can be seen to have a human history. Even the most remote ‘wilderness’ park 
landscapes in NSW have a history of Aboriginal presence extending back thousands of years. Often the 
human history of parks has left few detectable physical traces in the form of Indigenous rock art, trails, 
built structures or environmental modification. In other cases such traces are obvious and plentiful. 
When humans have a presence in a landscape it automatically becomes a meaningful ‘place’, rather 
than simply an area of space. In recent decades historians, geographers and anthropologists have 
sought to better understand the human process of ‘place-making’.105 A key lesson from this work is 
that humans make places out of spaces not just by physically altering them but also via the social 
and mental process of making them meaningful. For instance, the Kakoda Trail in Papua New Guinea 
has become a place of great significance to many contemporary Australians, not primarily because 
of its materiality (the physical trail) but because of the memories and legends of the Australian 
soldiers and their Papuan helpers who trekked along it in November 1942, fighting the Japanese. 

104 Low, Taplin & Scheld 2005: 13
105 See for instance Feld & Basso 1996, Ingold 2000, Massey 2005, Stewart 1996, Tilley 1994, 
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So, as Hugh Raffles writes, “It is clear that there is now no question of imagining locality as simply 
the biophysical… stage upon which social actors huff and puff.”106 Locality, or ‘place’, certainly has a 
biophysical element, but it is also brought into being by memory, emotion, imagination and sociality.
Social interactions that occur between people in particular places can be a major factor in the 
attachments they form with these places. This is to say that an association is created between a place 
and the social experiences one has there. Eisenhauer et al. have documented this in a well-known case 
study of recreational use of public lands in Utah.107 Drawing on the work of earlier researchers they 
stress that ‘activity at a locale is necessary for a space to be regarded as a place’.108 This is important in 
helping us understand the significance of activities like picnicking in national parks.

‘Making’ Georges River National Park
As noted earlier (Section 1.4), the same space can mean different things to different people. Different 
groups, at different times, make their own places out of the same area of space. In the case of Georges 
River National Park, migrants of Arabic and Vietnamese background are among the more recent 
groups to have been engaged in making the space of the park a place for themselves. Looking back in 
time, many others have done the same.
Along the Georges River there are dozens of archaeological sites, such as shell middens and rock art 
sites, which demonstrate the river was a home for Aboriginal people long before colonial Australia. 
These remains show that the river’s beaches and sandstone escarpments were a venue for collective 
Aboriginal activities like fishing, toolmaking, feasting and making art. In the period after 1788 English 
and Irish settlers used the privately owned, but undeveloped, bushland along the river in a range of 
ways, many of them involving large groups of people. Large family and corporate picnics, big concerts 
and dances were held at the ‘pleasure grounds’ along the river and people remember coming by ferry 
and row-boat to attend these. There was also the very real work of the informal economy – work that 
later came to be regarded as leisure – involved fishing, hunting, raising chickens, squatting, trysting, 
illegally training greyhounds and gambling. Even in the 1930s the bushland on the sandstone all 
along the river, privately owned but never developed, was criss-crossed with well-worn tracks.109 This 
bushland may have been used for individual meditation and solitude (two Anglo-Celtic interviewees 
recalled that as children in the 1930s and 1950s, respectively, they had retreated to the nearby bush to 
read and gain some privacy), but such use seems to have been the rare exception. 

106 Raffles 1999: 325. See also Henkel 2007.
107 Eisenhauer et al. 2000.
108 Ibid.: 423.
109 These tracks are visible on aerial photographs from the 1940s (see Haworth 1995). 

Old passenger boat at East Hills on the Georges River (Denis Byrne)
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Working class groups in the 1930s and 40s campaigned, largely successfully, to save significant 
parts of this riverfront land from further residential and factory development. The land they 
managed to save was gazetted as a national park in 1961 and managed by a local Trust, which 
aimed to make the park not only a protected area for native species, but a place for both active 
recreation and education of local people about the bush environment. The title ‘national park’ was 
removed, with bitter local protest, in 1967 because the government decided Georges River National 
Park was too small and not ‘wilderness’ enough to bear the name. After some years as a ‘state 
recreation area’, it was reclaimed by government as ‘national park’ in 1992, but under centralised 
government management. This left a frustrated sense of betrayal among many local Anglo-Celtic 
neighbours and visitors.110  

The work of place-making
It would be a mistake to think of these different versions of the same park emerging simply as a 
de facto corollary of cultural difference. These different constructions of the park do not simply 
‘emerge’, they are the outcome of the deliberate work of place-making.111  The relationship between a 
community and its neighbourhood is essentially two-way (i.e. dialectical). Appadurai, who describes 
locality as “a structure of feeling,” observes that the association of a community with a locality can 
never be taken for granted; locality should never be considered a ‘given’.112 
Anthropologists working all over the globe have noticed that local communities never appear to take 
locality as a given. “Rather they seem to assume that locality is ephemeral unless hard and regular 
work is undertaken to produce and maintain its materiality.”113 This is a view reiterated by Tilley when 
he writes that, “Identifying with place does not just happen. It requires work….”114  An example of 
such work would be the relationship of a local Aboriginal community in Australia with its cemetery.115 
The ‘work’ that goes into maintaining the association between the community and the space of the 
cemetery includes not just decorating and maintaining the graves, or maintaining the fence around 
the cemetery that keeps stock from trampling the graves. It also includes the attendance by often 
large numbers of community members at funerals. Australians of Arabic or Vietnamese background 
holding regular large-group picnics in Georges River National Park is similar, in the sense that the park 
only becomes meaningful to them as a place via the ‘work’ of picnicking. 
It can be argued that place-marking and place-making is not just something communities do, it is 
something they must do. The influential theorist of spatial practices, Henri Lefebvre, put it thus:

Groups [or] classes…cannot constitute themselves, or recognize one another, as ‘subjects’ unless 
they generate (or produce) a space… Space’s investment – the production of space – has nothing 
incidental about it: it is a matter of life and death.116

Place-making by earlier migrants
This need for human groups to configure space is evident all around us. European settlers in NSW 
began reconfiguring Aboriginal space/Country from the moment they arrived at Port Jackson. 
The thousands of buildings and sites that make up the non-indigenous heritage record in NSW – 
everything from post-and-rail fences and woolsheds to the Royal Botanic Gardens – is testimony to 
this ‘project’ of place-making. The state’s national parks contain a significant portion of this historic 
heritage inventory and the parks themselves constitute their own particular reconfiguration of 
Aboriginal Country.

110 This section is based on oral history interviews and archival research carried out for the present project, discussed 
in Goodall and Cadzow, 2010b. 

111 Raffles 1999: 329.
112 Appadurai 1996: 182.
113 Ibid.: 181.
114 Tilley 2006: 14.
115 Byrne 2004.
116 Lefebvre quoted in Yang 2004: 741-2.



 Office of Environment and Heritage 29

It is nevertheless understandable that those in the majority culture often fail to see themselves as 
creators of space. There is a taken-for-grantedness about majority culture that leads its members 
to see it not as culture but simply as what is normal or universal. The European-settled NSW 
landscape has been in place long enough now to be regarded as natural, by ‘forgetting’ what was 
here previously. It is understandable that some Australians might worry about recent migrants 
‘appropriating’ or reconfiguring the space of national parks, ignoring the fact that this is no more than 
what they did a long time ago. This is a little like the situation described by Katrina Schlunke who, in 
reflecting on the British seaborne appropriation of Aboriginal space initiated by Captain Cook, notes 
that Australia now has a navy whose job it is to ensure that the same thing doesn’t happen to ‘us’.117

Place-making by recent migrants
It is easy to think of the work of place-making when it takes the form of building things (structures) 
‘in place’, such as the fence around an Aboriginal cemetery or a Buddhist temple that Vietnamese 
migrants build on land they own in southwest Sydney (see Section 1.8). Appadurai, however, urges 
us to think of the work of place-making as consisting also of people building up ‘structures of feeling’ 
around a place.118 A young woman of Arabic background spoke to us about how, when she was a 
teenager, she and her mother had many ‘mother-daughter’ talks down at the river. She spoke of how 
important these were to the particular closeness she feels to her mother, and of how the river, as a 
place, now has this association for her. From listening to people talking about their regular picnics in 
the park, and from being participant observers in some of these, it is clear that picnics have had a key 
role in constructing similar structures of feeling.
It is also worth noting that migrants, by the very nature of their situation, tend to have only limited 
influence on the formal or ‘macro’ shaping of public spaces such as national parks. Their place-making 
tends to occur at the informal ‘micro’ level. By the simple fact of their repeated presence in a place like 
a park they make it ‘their place’ in the sense of it being somewhere they can feel ‘at home’.119 
Although place-making is a normal and necessary activity that all migrants engage in, it is not difficult 
to see how it could be viewed with unease by members of the established ‘mainstream’ society. The 
latter may feel that newly arriving migrants should simply fit themselves into the existing cultural 
landscape (ignoring that this landscape is an outcome largely of place-making by earlier waves of 
migrants). Commenting on the situation in England, Smith and Waterton note that a particular form of 
‘social inclusion’ thinking embedded in the English heritage field was directed at persuading migrants 
to “buy into the dominant understanding of heritage” (e.g. as consisting of the heritage of the stately 
homes and gardens of England’s upper class).120 An alternative approach might have been to make 
migrants feel included by recognising as heritage the places created by past waves of migrants. In this 
respect, in future the picnic grounds along the Georges River could be expected to be regarded as 
significant heritage sites representing migrant place-making around the turn of the 21st century.
Place-making is addressed later in a discussion on large group picnics (Section 3.3).

Phenomenology
While it may seem obvious to say that we experience nature through all our senses – sight, 
sound, smell, and touch – the fact remains that Western culture has, since at least the time of the 
Renaissance, prioritised sight over the other senses. In the 19th century this became manifest in 
a marked increase in the tendency to view nature as a romantic or sublime ‘spectacle’ (with the 
connotation of being viewed from a distance).121 However, while it seems true that visuality is 
privileged in the way Western culture represents nature, this does not mean that Westerners do 

117 Schlunke 2009: 3: ‘The ships that defend Australian territory are sent to be repaired at the Captain Cook Graving 
Dock on Garden Island so that Australia can never be invaded by sea. Again.’ 

118 Appadurai 1996: 180-81.
119 For place-making at macro and micro levels see Lieshout and Aarts 2008.
120 Smith and Waterton 2009: 32.
121 Urry 1999.
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not experience nature through their other senses as much as others do. It is simply that Westerners 
tend not to dwell on these other sensory experiences. While this section stresses that one of the 
functions of human culture is to construct (physically and mentally) places out of spaces, it does 
not support a pure ‘social constructionist’ model that would envisage humans never being able to 
engage directly with nature, but only with their social constructions of nature. This would constitute 
the binary opposite of the long discredited environmental determinism: instead of culture being 
determined by the environment it would see the environment as always ‘produced’ by culture. 
Rather, it appears to be a situation in which culture is responsive to nature in a dialectic in which 
both are intertwined. This is the phenomenological approach advocated by Tilley (1994), closely 
similar to what Ingold (1993, 2000) terms a ‘dwelling perspective’. 
Such an approach contributes to breaking down the culture-nature binary that is seen as lying at the 
heart of humanity’s present inability to live in non-destructive ecological harmony with the natural 
world (e.g., Plumwood 2002). A social constructionist approach would imply that humanity, locked in 
the mists of a world of its own creation, exists in complete isolation from a nature it can never directly 
contact. A phenomenological approach, by contrast, while it agrees that humans can never know 
the world objectively, emphasises the contact we have with the natural world via our senses, our 
emotions, our corporeality. To this extent it dissolves the exaggerated distinction between culture and 
nature by emphasising the constant flow between them. 
One of the windows of understandings opened up by this approach is that, as migrants 
experience Australian nature in the way outlined above, their lives are affected by that nature. 
The Australian natural environment has a constitutive affect on them, as it does on everyone. 
Chris Tilley puts it this way:

This is to claim that landscapes have agency in relation to persons. They have a profound effect on 
our thoughts and interpretations because of the manner in which they are perceived and sensed 
through our carnal bodies. We cannot, therefore, either represent or understand them in any way 
that we might like.122 

A recently-migrated person sitting on the edge of the Georges River at a picnic in the shade of 
eucalypts, gazing over the water at the bush-covered slopes of Holdsworthy, is not able to experience 
that environment in just any way they like. The river may trigger memories of rivers in Lebanon or 
Vietnam but they cannot, even if they wanted to, insulate themselves from the unique qualities and 
sensual messages of the environment that at this moment surrounds them.
Nature thus has agency: it is animate, not inert. It has the ability to act upon us at least as much as we 
can act upon it.123 This is one of the reasons why national parks have a key role to play in the process 
by which recent migrants become part of the Australian experience.

1.7 Park use and nature visitation in Asia

Purpose of this section
Migrants do not arrive in Australia with a ‘blank sheet’ in regard to park visitation or relationships with 
nature, they bring with them already-formed habits, preferences and traditions. Early in this project 
we realised that in order to understand what the interviewees were saying about the way they visit 
and perceive the Georges River parklands, we would have to backtrack to their home countries.
This and the following section (Section 1.9) are intended as an introduction to the literature on the 
wider world of park-use and nature visitation, focusing on Asia and the Middle East. In addition to 
serving as a background to Parts II and III of this report, we also hope they will be a useful resource for 
future OEH cultural awareness training programs.

122 Tilley 2008: 271.
123 Ingold 2006.
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Different ideals of nature
In north-west Europe and the USA, the nature conservation movement developed partly as a reaction 
against the degradation of urban environments that occurred in the wake of the Industrial Revolution 
(beginning in the early 19th century) – see Section 1.10 below. Understandable as this mental and 
physical ‘flight from the city’ may seem, it does not appear to have been part of the human experience 
in all parts of the world. In Asia, for instance, cities have never been pathologised in this way. In 
China, for instance, there has never been a sharp distinction between urban and rural environments 
(Mote 1973). From at least the time of the Tang dynasty (ad618-907) the educated class cultivated 
an appreciation of nature in painting and literature and developed a particular taste for viewing 
and contemplating mountain scenery.124 Interestingly, though, the ideal ‘natural scene’ was the wild, 
forested mountain up which winding pathways lead to viewing pavilions, Buddhist temples or Taoist 
belvederes, that were often perched on high ridges and summits. There was never an ideal of nature 
as separate from human presence. In China and elsewhere in Asia, culture and nature tend to be seen 
as a continuum rather than a duality. 
In China, there is a literary tradition associated with this very long history of nature visitation, both in 
the religious context (e.g., Dott 2004, Naquin & Yu 1992) and in the context of aesthetic pleasure on the 
part of the literati (e.g., Strassberg 1994). This literature is increasingly becoming available in English 
translation and secondary sources. While the nature-visitation movement in 19th century Europe was 
partly motivated by a desire to escape the crowds, in the cultures of China, Vietnam, Indonesia and many 
other Asian countries, ‘crowding’ has a long history as a social ideal. It is no surprise to find, then, that 
Chinese and Vietnamese migrants to NSW appear to enjoy crowds. Rather than visiting parks to escape 
the crowds, they like to take crowds into the parks. For many, there is something quite disturbing about 
the ‘emptiness’ of the Australian bush (see 2.19) and about the idea of wilderness.

A different form of nature visitation
While nature is the focus of visitor interest in Asia’s national parks the locus of visitor activity tends 
to be the modified recreational spaces within, or on the edges of, the park landscape. In these 
spaces, Cochrane notes, “facilities more usually found in pleasure parks have sprung up – souvenir 
stalls, sports halls, cafés and restaurants.”125 Pam McElwee discusses the situation in Vietnam: “Many 
Vietnamese living in Buon Me Thuot city, near Yok Don National Park, often told me that to just go 
walking and hiking in the park was ‘boring’.” She continues:

Much more interesting were the domesticated elephant rides offered by a nearby village, and the 
chance to picnic in little huts built in a clearing along the river outside the park. A recent Global 
Environmental Facility project is providing eight million dollars to improve two park areas, and is to be 
used for ‘landscape planning’ and ‘integrated biodiversity management’ but as a foreign consultant 
told me: ‘the Vietnamese park managers think the money gets to go towards building lodges and 
carnival grounds and elephant rides to help them bring in more tourists.’126 

These visitation patterns should not be taken as evidence of an imperfectly developed Western 
style of nature visitation, one that in time will evolve to be closer to the Western model. Such a 
presumption would fail to credit the deeply ingrained attitudes to nature that informs this approach. 
There has been a tendency for Westerners to think of Asian cultures as being more in tune with 
nature. Yet settled agricultural and urban populations in most of Asia have long seen unmanaged 
nature (i.e., ‘wilderness’) somewhat in the negative.127 In China, for instance, the closest word to 
‘wilderness’ is huangvie, a term which conveys the sense of uninhabited countryside being ‘bad’, ‘poor’ 

124 Strassberg 1994.
125 Cochrane 1993: 319.
126 McElwee 2001: 11. Allison Cadzow, however, during a visit to Cuc Phuong National Park in 2006, observed that 

visitors who had taken a portable music player into the park were reprimanded for this by park staff. A karaoke bar 
was located beside the entrance to the National Park. 

127 Boomgaard 1995; Bruun and Kalland 1995. 
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or ‘infertile’.128 The ideal is often not so much nature in the raw as nature improved upon, manicured 
and civilised by culture. In Confucian thought and Daoist philosophy, nature is seen as imperfect and 
humans have a responsibility to improve it.129 This helps to understanding why, so often in Asia, one 
finds protected areas ‘improved’ by garden-like landscaping and cultural features. It also helps explain 
why Vietnamese – Vietnamese culture being heavily influenced by Taoism and Confucianism – are 
often mystified by wilderness-type parks in Australia, seeing them as ‘unfinished’ or poorly managed 
(see Sections 2.13 and 3.2).

In Vietnamese, the term for national park, vuòn quôc gia, translates as ‘national garden’. Similarly, in 
Bahasa Indonesia the term for national park is taman nasional. Taman, being Indonesian for ‘garden’, 
according to Cochrane, “conjures up a highly controlled and artificial environment.”130 In Thailand, the 
idea of beauty has traditionally been associated with human settlements, not with forests.131 The Thai 
term pa th’uan is used for uninhabited forests, emphasising, “the barbaric character of the forest, which 
lies outside the civilised and lawful lands; such regions are wild, uncontrollable, and full of ‘energy’.”132 
In China, much nature visitation still takes the form of set itineraries to viewing spots immortalised 
by pre-modern poets and painters whose work remains extremely widely known and loved. One 
recent commentator observes that, “even if a famous attraction of natural landscaping is suffering 
from environmental degradation, in Chinese tourists’ minds, the place is still as beautiful as described 
in the poem.”133 This may mean that littering in protected areas is tolerated by Chinese visitors,134 the 
implication being that people may simply ‘not see’ the litter because their focus is on a timeless scene. 
The emphasis above has been national park visitation in the guise of domestic tourism as distinct 
from more casual everyday visitation. The reason for this is that by far the majority of domestic 
visitors to national parks in Asia are from the urban middle class and there are very few national 
parks in Southeast Asia situated close enough to major cities to enable casual visitation by the 
urban working class. 

128 Sofield and Li 2003: 147.
129  Ibid.: 377.
130 Cochrane 1993: 319.
131 Taylor, 1991, p. 108.
132 Stott 1991: 144.
133 Hashimoto 200 quoted in Lindberg, Tisdall and Xue 2003: 119.
134 Lindberg, Tisdall and Xue 2003: 119.

Thanh Hue Nguyenphoc by the Perfume River, Hue, revisiting her homeland 2007 (Thanh Hue 
Nguyenphoc)
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Urban public parks
Most of the early urban public parks in Asia were established in the course of the 19th and early 20th 
centuries by Western colonial governments, primarily for the enjoyment of Western residents. Many 
were in fact closed to the indigenous people who lived in the areas around these parks. By contrast, the 
grounds of temples were a form of public space open to all and they frequently had a festive, crowded 
atmosphere. Market areas have also been key public gathering and recreational spaces in Asian cities.
The public parks established by the Republican government in China in the 1920s and 30s were open 
to the public but with certain constraints: “New-style public parks charged admission, required near-
formal modes of dress and deportment, and banned artisans and merchants on the premises.”135 
These Chinese parks, along with those in post-independence Asia generally, were partly designed to 
instil modern habits in the populace, endeavouring to steer park visitors away from those activities 
traditionally associated with ‘fun’, such as hawker stalls, gambling, fortune telling, puppetry, crowds 
and noise. They sought to encourage more orderly, ‘modern’ pursuits such as promenading. More 
recently public parks have been ‘colonised’ by popular recreational activities like chess playing, tai chi, 
outdoor ballroom dancing and kite flying. 

The religious context of Vietnamese nature visitation
In most of Asia, including Vietnam, by far the most common way that most people encounter the 
natural landscape has been in the course of pilgrimages to religious shrines, temples and other 
sacred sites.136 These are very often located on forested mountains or hills. Mandy Thomas, in Moving 
Landscapes: National Parks and the Vietnamese Experience, notes that many Vietnamese-Australians 
revisiting their homeland go on pilgrimages, such as to Nui Ba Den (Black Lady Mountain), a forest-
covered mountain 106 kilometres east of Ho Chi Minh City, which is also the site of a famous temple 
and various shrines.137 Many also visit the cave shrines in the Marble Mountains near Danang.

135 Nedostup 2008: 110.
136 For China see for instance Dott 2004; Naquin & Yu 1992; Xu 1999: 96-97.
137 Thomas 2002: 61-64. Cuc 1999; Dinh 2003: 578.

Sunnataram Forest Monastery, Bundanoon, NSW (Denis Byrne)
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The Vietnamese rural landscape is home to thousands of temples and pagodas, most often 
surrounded by gardens and trees, which are visited by pilgrims from cities and towns as well as 
from the countryside.138 The vegetation around these temples and pagodas, which often forms a 
sanctuary for wildlife, is perceived as integral to the religious nature of the sites. According to Dinh, 
the luxuriant vegetation is often “interpreted as a manifestation of ‘supernatural forces’.”139 In north-
east Asia, in the context of Taoism and Shintoism, sacred mountains are regarded as the seat of 
deities, making them a focus for the location of temples, shrines, monasteries and belvedere, as well 
as for pilgrims visiting these places and trekking through the mountains to do so.       
If, as noted earlier, forests carry negative connotations in many Asian cultures, then why would sacred 
sites in forests attract pilgrims (and why would sacred sites be in forests in the first place)? The answer 
seems to lie in religious traditions in which forests and other ‘wild’ places contain supernatural powers 
which, while potentially dangerous, can be domesticated or harnessed for positive ends by religious 
specialists (e.g., Buddhist monks, Daoist adepts) and by prayers and offerings made by pilgrims. 
From 1954 in North Vietnam and across the whole country after 1975, the communist government 
placed severe restrictions on religious life, sharply curtailing pilgrimages to sacred sites in the 
natural landscape. However, following the doi moi (renovation) reforms of 1986, there has been 
a resurgence of popular religion and pilgrimage.140 Most Vietnamese migrants to Australia came 
from the south in the years immediately after 1975 and so have firsthand experience of pre-
communist traditions in which nature visitation had a religious context. It is unsurprising that 
two Buddhist forest monasteries on Sydney’s outskirts are patronised by significant numbers 
Vietnamese Australians. Wat Buddha Dhamma, founded in 1979, is situated north of the city in 80 
hectares of bushland on the edge of Dharug National Park 141. The Sunnataram Forest Monastery, 
founded in 1992 in the south of the city at Bundanoon, stands in 40 hectares of bushland close to 
Moreton National Park.142 Both these temples are in the Thai forest temple tradition and were built 
and supported by a combination of non-Asian Australian Buddhists and Southeast Asian Buddhist 
migrants. Both temples have Thai Buddhist monks in residence. 
These two forest temples hold meditation retreats for Buddhists and others and the locations 
appear to have been chosen for their relative peacefulness. Mandy Thomas observes that visits by 
Vietnamese Australians to Wat Buddha Dhamma, “are sometimes their first exposure to a relatively 
isolated place within the Australian natural environment.”143 The large Nan Tien temple opened in 
1995 to the south of Wollongong by the Taiwanese Fo Kuang Shan Buddhist sect is in a bushland 
setting, but it organises visits for mediation to the Minnamurra rainforest in Budderoo National 
Park. In referring to these visits, Thomas notes “it is not that the park is viewed as sacred, but rather 
that the natural environment provides an atmosphere in which religious feelings are provoked.”144 
The association of forests with meditation is deeply established within the Theravada tradition 
(as practised in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos) and this association has been 
extended to embrace the Australian bush. 

National park visitation in Asia
Forest reserves, which were the precursors of national parks in colonial Asia, were established by 
colonial authorities to ‘protect’ forest products from use by local indigenous people. Subsequently, 
during the Second World War and the post-war decades, urban people often associated the jungle 
with rural hardship and insurgency.145 National parks and nature reserves in colonial Asia (i.e., prior 
to the Second World War) were visited almost exclusively by Westerners and even in the first few 

138 Ibid.
139 Dinh 2003: 578.
140 See Malarney 2003, Taylor 2004.
141 http://wbd.org.au (consulted March 2005)
142 http://www.sunnataram.org/pagoda.html (consulted March 2005)
143 Thomas 2002: 103.
144 Ibid.: 102.
145 For perhaps the best account in English of the changing perception of forests see Kathirithamby-Wells 2005.
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decades of the post-colonial era nature visitation continued to be dominated by Western tourists 
and expatriates. It is only in recent decades that the jungle has shaken off its negative connotations 
for city people in Asia and become a focus for nature visitation.146 
As well as being a relatively recent phenomenon in Asia, particularly in Southeast Asia, national 
park visitation is very much a pursuit of the urban rather than rural population. Since the early 
1990s, when they were described as “having a very low profile in South-East Asia,” national parks 
are now increasingly numerous and significant in the tourism economy of most Southeast Asian 
countries.147 Over the last 20 years there has been a dramatic surge in domestic tourism, coinciding 
with rapid economic growth and a related increase in the size of the middle class. Half of the 500 
people in a recent survey of residents of Kuala Lumpur had visited a national park, but 94% aspired 
to do so.148 In many Asian countries, national park visitation is rapidly becoming an integrated part 
of the modern lifestyle.
A significant factor in this change has been the introduction in recent years of the two day 
weekend for public servants and many other workers in Southeast Asian countries, including 
Indonesia and Vietnam. As Janet Cochrane (a key commentator on Southeast Asian ecotourism) 
notes, in Indonesia this has given “a vast category of people with stable incomes the available 
time for weekend travel.”149 In a similar way, the introduction of three weeks annual leave in 
China in 1999 has seen tens of millions of people take to the road as internal tourists, especially 
during the Golden weeks that occur twice a year (coinciding with Chinese New Year, and National 
Day). Interestingly, this mirrors similar developments in Australia when the post-1945 advent 
of the 40 hour week coincided with the arrival of radically changed family leisure-time activity 
patterns (see Section 3.1). Any consideration of patterns of national park visitation in Asia, then, 
need to recognise not just the relatively recent arrival of national parks in most parts of the 
region, but also the fundamental fact that park visitation represents a privilege of affluence that 
until recently has been out of reach for the vast majority of the region’s population. Even now, 
affluence of this order eludes many millions of people.
Cochrane cites evidence for the existence among contemporary Southeast Asians of a strong 
interest in visiting natural attractions such as beaches and mountains.150 Similarly, a study published 
in 2004 showed that “being outdoors amidst natural scenery was the most popular leisure activity 
for Chinese domestic tourists.”151 It might be tempting to assume this could be attributed to the 
parlous state of the environment in most Chinese cities, but there is also a very long tradition of 
nature appreciation and nature touring in Chinese culture.152 These trends are in addition to the 
strong increase in international tourism to Asia and the growing role of nature tourism (though, at 
least for Indonesia, the domestic market for ecotourism significantly outweighs the international 
component). It is now possible to speak in terms of ‘mass ecotourism’ in the region.153 The pace 
of this phenomenon is illustrated in the increase of visitor numbers to Khao Yai National Park in 
Thailand from 404,661 in 1987 to 4.8 million in 2002.154 Khao Yai’s managers are now seeking ways 
to limit visitor numbers at peak periods.

146 Backhaus 2008: 260.
147 Cochrane 1993: 318.
148 Backhaus 2008: 262.
149 Cochrane 2009: 257. The rapid escalation of small motorcycle ownership in most of Southeast, beginning in the 

1960s, was significant in increasing mobility though it is the increasing ownership of family cars (and pickup trucks) 
that has made national park visitation feasible for many.
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Nature lovers in Indonesia
As a distinct interest group, nature lovers (pencinta alam) became visible in Indonesia in the early 
1960s. As anthropologist Anna Tsing observes, nature loving in Indonesia is considered to be an 
activity proper to youth and it centres on nature lover clubs at universities and high schools, which 
organise mountain climbing, rock climbing, rafting and hiking expeditions.155 ‘Nature loving’, in this 
sense, is not a family activity and appears not to be engaged in by adults after they leave university. 

Some of the college students who join nature lovers’ groups grew up in small towns or even rural 
areas. But when they leave home, they join a national student culture in which nature has a new 
form, a new magic. They remake themselves in relation to the beauty, the skills, the danger and the 
leadership opportunities of nature loving.156

Tsing notes the connection between ‘nature loving’ and Western-style adventure tourism. She also 
emphasises the way in which the ‘nature loving’ movement has entailed a “relearning of ‘nature’ as 
something transcendent and romantic.”157 As elsewhere in Asia, the forms of nature appreciation that 
have developed in the modern era have no precedent in village and farming life – they are a product 
of urban existence.
It would be intriguing, though outside the scope of the present project, to investigate whether this 
quite culturally nuanced form of nature appreciation has a manifestation among the large numbers of 
young Indonesians studying in NSW on student visas.

Park visitation in Vietnam
In Vietnam, forests classified as ‘Special Use Forests’ (which include National Parks and other reserves) 
represent nearly eight per cent of the country’s remaining ‘natural forests’ of which 2 million hectares 
remained in 2000.158 Vietnam’s first national park, Cuc Phuong (22,200 hectares), was declared in 1966.
As in much of Southeast Asia, while it is park visitation by foreign tourists that has received most 
notice in the international literature, it is actually domestic visitors who dominate in terms of numbers. 
Following the doi moi (renovation) policy instituted in 1986, Vietnamese have been able to travel 
freely within their own country and they are now doing so in large numbers. Vietnam had 17.5 million 
domestic tourists in 2006.159 In that year, over half of the 1.5 million visitors to Ha Long Bay World 
Heritage Site (and National Protected Area) were domestic.160 At Cat Ba Island National Park in Ha Long 
Bay, the number of visitors in 1993 was 8200, including only 1900 foreigners, rising to 15,600 visitors in 
1995 of whom 6100 were foreigners.161 For Cuc Phuong National Park the figures for 2003 were 70,000 
domestic visitors and 6900 foreign visitors.162 Visits to areas like Sapa in the mountains of Northern 
Vietnam have become popular, with leisurely strolls for scenic enjoyment and photo taking being 
favoured by domestic tourists rather than the trekking activities favoured by many foreign tourists.163

Most of Vietnam’s national parks are home to substantial numbers of people, both indigenous to the 
local area and migrants from elsewhere in the country. The 75,000 ha Cat Tien National Park (150 km 
north-east of Ho Chi Minh City), for instance, had 9484 people living inside the park boundaries in 
2000.164 In this situation, the number of visitors present in the park at any one time would normally 
be far exceeded by the number of people living there. Residents live by hunting and foraging in the 
parks, by cultivating, and by playing ancillary roles in park tourism economies. In Vietnam, according 
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to Rugendyke and Son,165 “a strong correlation has been observed between protected area locations 
and poverty, in part because poverty results from living in remote areas, lack of access to markets and 
lack of access to arable land, exacerbated by the fact that when protected areas are established, local 
people, usually indigenous minorities, are denied access to park resources.” The conservation interest, 
they observe, comes “at a cost to local people.” Former occupants of park landscapes have effectively 
been made ‘visitors’, though some are employed as guides in the national park.166

Cross-border influences
Most Vietnamese Australians migrated here prior to the remarkable surge in nature visitation in 
Asia outlined above (most first-generation Vietnamese migrants arrived in Australia approximately 
two decades ago). This surge is linked to the dramatic increase in the size of the Asian middle class. 
Vietnamese Australians, however, have for the most part achieved middle class here, enjoying 
the advantages of income, leisure time and mobility associated with that status. In a sense, then, 
their interest in nature visitation in Australia may mirror that of their contemporaries in Southeast 
Asia. They are also linked to their homeland by a web of connections enabled by electronic media, 
telecommunications and backward-and-forward travel. Some of the Vietnamese Australians 
interviewed for this study had made their first ever visits to Vietnamese national parks during recent 
trips back home. If it is true that Vietnamese Australians are not insulated from contemporary social 
trends in Vietnam, it is equally true that Vietnam is not insulated from the influence of the Viet Kieu 
(overseas Vietnamese). So patterns of park visitation that have developed among Vietnamese in 
Sydney (or, for instance, in Orange County, California) are likely to be seeping back to Vietnam. There is 
a sense, then, in which New South Wales can is meshed into a larger world of Asian park visitation.

Asian nature tourism in NSW
There has been a tendency for international tourism research, when focusing on Asia, to direct its 
attention almost exclusively to analysis of Western tourist behaviour there and its impact on Asian 
societies, economies and ecologies.167 This is now beginning to change as the realisation takes hold 
that the great bulk of tourism in the Asian sphere is actually intra-regional and domestic.168 The ways 
that tourists in and from Asian countries differ from Western tourists in their perceptions of nature 
and their preferred ways of experiencing natural attractions are becoming apparent. It is beyond 
the scope of the present study to analyse how tourists from migrant-donor countries, as distinct to 
migrants themselves, use and experience the national parks of NSW. However, given the likelihood 
of a continued large migrant intake from Asia, increasing numbers of tourists from Asia, and an 
increasing student intake from Asia169 over the next decade or two, this is an issue of relevance to OEH.

New kinds of national park
The Westerner may be inclined to see Asian nature visitation attitudes, behaviours and preferences 
as an obstacle to instituting a proper national park system in a country like Vietnam, or see them 
as negatively impacting on existing national parks. What this viewpoint fails to see is that all these 
elements are constitutive of Asian national parks. 
It has been claimed, for instance that in China the Guojiaji Fengjing Mingshengqu category (National-
Level Scenic and Historic Interest Area) is the exact equivalent of the term ‘national park’.170 They 
can alternatively be seen as continuous with a tradition of nature appreciation reaching back more 
than a millennium in China. While it may be convenient for Westerners, and for the IUCN, to think of 
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these areas as national parks, this does not mean that people in Chinese think of them in the way 
Australians think of national parks. The fact that national parks in Asia generally have far more ‘cultural 
content’ (e.g. temples and shrines, including cable cars, fairgrounds and food stalls) than is considered 
ideal in the Western model might not represent a shortfall in attaining international best practice, 
but rather reflect the existence of divergent models of national parks. In this view, the national parks 
of China and Vietnam, with their flower gardens and water features, are not flawed version of the 
international model, they are an emergent new model in their own right. 
As the stature of China and India in the world continues to grow, in places like Australia, national 
parks may increasingly come to be seen as belonging not within the global national park tradition, 
but within the Atlantic stream of that tradition as distinct from the Asian tradition (allowing that 
additional traditions may be identified in other parts of the world, such as the Middle East and Central 
and South America).

1.8 Park use and nature visitation in the Middle East

Complex natural and cultural landscapes
The Middle East is a complex region that has been a source of many of Australia’s migrants for over a 
century. There have been immigrants from Iraq, Syria, Somalia, Egypt, Sudan, Palestine and Jordan, 
but the largest group on the Georges River are Lebanese, who have been arriving in Australia since 
the early 19th century.171  This multiplicity has often been ignored. In the past, for example, people 
from different parts of the Middle East were often all called ‘Syrians’ or ‘Assyrians’ by other Australians; 
in the same way today, diverse Middle Eastern peoples are often all called ‘Lebanese’. Similarly, it is 
often assumed that everyone from the Middle East practices the same religion, when in fact Lebanese 
Maronites share their religion with Irish Catholics, while Lebanese Muslims hold much in common 
with both Bosnian Muslims and Indonesian Muslims despite their different geographic origins. In the 
mid-Georges River area, we mainly worked with people from Lebanon, many of whom are Muslim. 
However, there are Christian Lebanese as well as Mandaeans in the same area. So this discussion, 
although focussing on Islam, will touch on all four branches of the Abrahamic religion.
Although there is are diversity in Arabic-background communities in the area, it is valuable to 
understand the Middle East as a region in which the policy of any one of these geographically very 
small countries has ramifications among all its neighbours. Furthermore, although these are nations 
with very small resident populations, they have massive global diasporas, because of the region’s 
long-running conflicts. Lebanon has around the same number of people living inside its borders as 
the City of Sydney, yet there are 20 million people around the world who identify as Lebanese. Israel 
has a resident population of 7 million, and 23% of its citizens are Palestinians, mostly Muslims. Jordan 
has a total population of just over 6 million, including 2 million Palestinian refugees. Not only do 
events in one country affect all those around it, but conflicts in the region have echoes around all of 
the global diasporic communities. 
The region is often imagined to be all like the shifting sand deserts of the Arabian Peninsula. Yet as 
was pointed out by a number of participants in this study, while the region has little water overall, 
it contains a number of large rivers which, because rainfall is low, have assumed great material and 
symbolic importance. The Middle East overall – and particularly Lebanon – is diverse and better 
understood by considering its long and visually striking coastlands on the Mediterranean, Red Sea 
and Persian Gulf; its powerful inland rivers; and its extensive mountain environments. In Lebanon, for 
centuries much of the population has been concentrated in coastal cities and fishing villages. 
With such a complex cultural and geographic background, which ideas and experiences from the 
Middle East may have shaped environmental attitudes held by immigrants to Australia of Arabic 
background? We will look first at some elements of the idealised views of nature which circulate in the 
religions and philosophies of the region. Then we will turn to the actual experiences of conservation 
and national parks which people migrating from the Middle East may have had.  

171 ABS data analysed by Megan Kelly and Allison Cadzow.
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Ideals of nature: water, gardens and sharing
In a recent collection of papers by eminent scholars on Islam and ecology, water and gardens emerge 
as recurrent concepts through which Islam has idealised nature in the region; and as everyday, material 
environments through which practitioners can become closer to their God.172 Although forests have 
been of great importance in Lebanon’s past, in most other areas of the Middle East forests have less 
iconic significance, and so they are less evident in religious approaches to nature than are forests in 
tropical Vietnam or in northern Europe. Instead, there has been a religious emphasis on deserts as 
transcendent environments. In this overall landscape of water scarcity, there has been a historical 
emphasis on the protocols of sharing scarce resources, both of water and fodder, as well as of conserving 
some landscapes and resources by community agreement. These protocols have also been considered 
in religious thought, forming another element in the way in which nature is understood in the region. All 
of these elements are present in the way Middle Eastern migrants in Australia relate to national parks. 

i) Water

Muslim environmentalists have tended to seek a precedent for water conservation in the Qur’an and in 
hadiths (collections of reports on the words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad). Some find support 
here for the idea of government responsibility for basic human needs, including water.173 Others find 
support for the idea of human responsible stewardship of water, rather than ownership.174 In one of the 
more detailed treatments of this issue, Hussein Amery points out that “Islam adopts a holistic view of the 
natural environment, and spells out the rights of animals and plants to water resources.”175

Water plays a key symbolic role in all the Abrahamic religions – Christianity, Islam, Judaism and 
Mandaeanism – and it also occupies a significant place in their written canons and traditions of 
oral teaching. But the role of everyday water in each religion is different. Today, both Judaism and 
Christianity retain water as a key element in major ceremonies, such as baptism which, although 
important, occur only once in a lifetime. For Islam and Mandaeanism, water has continued to have 
both a high symbolic role and a major practical, everyday role.176 Mandaeans, whose religion derives 
from John the Baptist, and whose faith is called ‘Yardna: the Living Water’, practice full-immersion 
baptism frequently for all the faithful (i.e., at least once a year) and they seek out freshly running rivers 
in which to hold these large scale community events.177 Practicing Muslims use water in the ablutions 
necessary before prayers, and for devout Muslims this is five times daily.178 So for the followers of Islam 
and Mandaeanism among Arabic-background people living on the Georges River today, conventions 
about water quality and water management are well known and often discussed. 

ii) Gardens

The tenth century Islamic philosopher, physician and scientist, Ibn Sina (Avicenna), is understood to 
have said that “nature is the place where everything acquires meaning and God’s will is manifest.”179  
Yet in Islamic views of nature, as explained by Attilio Petruccioli:  

Landscape is far from being detached from human processes. On the contrary, it is the mirror of a 
dialectic relationship producing permanent transformation of the environment.180 

Gardens are an important element of such transformations. In Islam, gardens are considered to be 
representations of Paradise, expressing the joys and beauty of life in the hereafter.181 Yet gardens are 
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even more significant in a discussion of parks and natural environments in the everyday, material 
world. Gardens with proportionate, elegant layout and practical as well as beautiful use of water 
are understood to bring together rationality, an attribute of God to which humans can aspire, and 
the potential productivity of God’s creation of plants and animals. So gardens reflect the dialectical 
relationship which Petruccioli describes, one which expresses transcendence through flowering and 
fruitful landscapes. 

A distinctive style of garden, greatly influenced by the tenets of Islam, has developed across the 
long arc of Islam, from Spain to India. This kind of garden tends to be highly ‘formal’ in a geometric 
design sense. Perhaps the best known are the chahar-bagh, gardens divided into four quadrants 
separated by four channels of water flowing from a central fountain. These geometric designs 
contrast strikingly with the naturalistic garden ideal of Asian countries like China and Japan. Where 
geometric-formal gardens occur in Asia, they tend to reflect European colonial-imperial influence or 
borrowings from the West.
The centrality of water in the gardens of Asia often represents the high rainfall and pre-existing 
presence of water bodies at garden sites (e.g. in the form of lakes, streams, swamps). In Middle Eastern 
gardens, however, it more often represents the scarcity and preciousness of water. 
Attilio Petruccioli has considered the implications of Islamic approaches to gardens: 

There is no enthusiasm here [in Islam] for nature in its virgin form…. Islam is not attracted by the 
proposals of the Western ecological movement, whose fundamentalist outlook envisages the 
preservation of virgin untouched nature or the restoration of nature back to a golden age, when 
humans had a more ‘natural’ relationship with the earth. … First and foremost, the Islamic garden is 
the aesthetic distillate of agricultural practice, its geometric pattern allowing a relationship between 
rationality and nature.182 

182 Petruccioli 2003: 501-502.

Walled garden in Baalbek, Lebanon at the time of World War II  (photo by Frank Hurley, National 
Library of Australia)
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Petruccioli argues that gardens “mirror Divine rationality versus harsh nature”, where the 
productivity of nature, and particularly the sculpted and engineered flow of water, enables the 
apprehension of transcendent virtues.183 He points to the way Abu’l Fazl described Jahangir’s 
garden in Srinagar, in which the harnessing of springs allowed the flow of water to appear to be 
“a distillate of the emanation of the Divine Being – a ray of sunshine illuminating the Universe, the 
subject of the book of perfection, a repository of all virtues.”184 Jahangir’s garden was a model for 
the Mughal interpretation of the Islamic garden.

iii) Sharing: protocols for conservation and protected areas 

Prior to the emergence of Islam, the region’s landholders and mobile pastoralists practiced a 
system of flexible controls over grazing and harvesting as part of the institution of the hima 
(Arabic: ‘inviolate zone’). Under local authorities and tribal headmen, hima allowed either resting 
and rotation, or a complete prohibition on grazing, hunting or cropping for extended periods of 
time. Other hima were dedicated to deities and provided permanent protection for all flora and 
fauna within their boundaries. With the coming of Islam, hima were recognised by Mohammed, 
who decreed that they should no longer lead to any individual benefit; instead hima would 
be dedicated to fulfilling God’s work. Over the centuries, himās (protected areas) and harīms 
(areas in which development was forbidden) could be found across the region. There would 
invariably be hima on pilgrimage routes to Mecca, and in this case, they would be sustained by 
waqf, funds from charitable contributions from Muslims throughout the Indian Ocean. The hima 
acted as nodes in an active network of Muslims linking piety, travel and environment, which 
stretched from southern Africa to Indonesia.185  Although it was difficult to sustain hima under 
the pressures of development, these protocols were still operating in some countries in the mid 
twentieth century.186 

Implications for everyday spiritual relationships with nature
These three elements of an idealised nature – abundant, elegant but effectively used water; 
productive gardens; and socially responsible sharing of resources – all suggest a vision of nature 
in which humans have an active, but not dominant, role. In this, the Islamic vision of nature is 
closer to those arising from Asian cultures than to the radical separation of humans from nature 
characteristic of the Western view of nature. 
This vision has implications for everyday relationships with nature as they are understood to 
be expressions of shared spiritual and cultural beliefs. There are many family and community 
celebrations and rituals that are not strictly related to formal religious codes, such as prayer, 
but which nevertheless form an important role in everyday practice of beliefs. For Muslims, 
these include celebrations such as the welcoming and naming of newborn children; family and 
community sharing of food after sundown at the end of each day of Ramadan; and larger feasts 
and gift giving at Eid ul-Fitr, at the end of the Ramadan month. The iftar, the meal at the end of each 
day of fasting, is understood to be a time to be enjoyed and shared with family and friends, while 
the Eid festivities are a celebration of the broader cultural community that has shared the Ramadan 
discipline. The ideal of sharing the iftar meals, and particularly the Eid ul-Fitr holiday in natural 
surroundings, is widely held and reflects a view that nature is a “great, awesome sign of God’s 
creation”, wherever it is found.187   
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Experiences of conservation
Across the Middle East, the reality of environmental degradation and the politics of national park 
(and other protected area) establishment are often in conflict or tension with cultural and religious 
ideals. This dissonance has shaped the attitudes and expectations of immigrants to the Georges 
River. Although there are limited numbers of ‘national parks’ in most countries of the region, 
the concept itself has had a major impact, both in direct experience and in public debate about 
the political context in which protected areas have been established and maintained. Just as in 
Vietnam, the location and management of national parks in the Middle East has been the subject of 
high profile public advocacy and criticism but also of innovation. 

National parks: images and impacts
As has happened commonly in Asia,188 the establishment of national parks and protected areas 
in the Middle East has frequently involved displacement of local residents or disruption of 
their livelihoods. In Jordan, the introduction of protected areas, following the Western model 
of exclusionary national parks (i.e. exclusion of human habitation and human use to achieve 
conservation goals), was attempted relatively early, in 1992. There has been dissatisfaction, 
however, among local Jordanian residents who were less affluent than either the policy makers or 
the park visitors and who felt their livelihoods had been injured by their exclusion from the parks.189 
In Israel, Palestinians have been displaced from the ‘National Forests’ that have been established on 
land acquired then planted with introduced trees, beginning in the early 1900s and accelerating 
after 1948.190 This process has generated extensive analysis among both Israeli and Arabic 
researchers and has undoubtedly coloured the attitude to national parks held by the large number 
of the displaced Palestinian refugees in Lebanon (where they number around 2 million people) and 
across the region.191

In Lebanon, few national parks were set aside before the emergence of environmental 
consciousness among the middle class in the 1990s,192 a period of relative calm following at least 
15 years of intense warfare. The Lebanese government put considerable effort into establishing 
a series of protected areas, such as the Ihdin Forest and Palm Islands (discussed below). 
These national parks were the most successful of the environmental protection measures the 
government attempted to enact. Rania Masri, in her detailed consideration of the broader range 
of environmental challenges facing Lebanon, has pointed out, however, that the success achieved 
by these ‘national parks’ amounted to little more than creating ‘islands of protection’. Across 
most of the country, environmental conditions deteriorated because the government’s ‘off park’ 
environmental controls were poorly planned, unevenly implemented and often sacrificed in the 
rush to rebuild and develop in the aftermath of war. 
Yet national parks in Lebanon have also been a site of important innovation. Partly in response 
to the problems associated with the exclusionary nature of what was understood as the ‘western 
model’, some Middle Eastern environmental and parkland advocates looked to traditional strategies 
for an alternative approach. For example, there has been a revival of the concept of the hima, 
initiated by research in the early 1960s by Omar Draz, a Syrian FAO (UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization) adviser working in Saudi Arabia where he observed some of the remaining hima 
in operation.193 In Syria, a high proportion of the population continue to live in rural areas and 
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continue to have experience with the hima system.194  The hima approach has been taken up 
in Saudi Arabia, where environmentalists and conservation policy makers have used this form 
of indigenous knowledge to shape a system of conservation reservations. It has been argued 
that it represents a return to the tradition of integrating local human interests with the need for 
conservation of plants and animals. The approach has been explicitly promoted as an alternative to 
exclusionary ‘national parks’ and ‘protected areas’, in which humans are marginalised and removed 
from areas where only non-human species are conserved – although foreign tourism is also 
encouraged.195 
The hima approach has been taken up strongly in Lebanon, and is now included in the recently 
proposed protected area category system, which includes ‘Protected Landscapes/Seascapes (IUCN 
Category IV)’, described as a ‘Hima System’.196 The Lebanese Ministry for the Environment has been 
responsible for the declaration of a substantial number of ‘Hima and Forests’ since 1991, with 
many known as ‘National Hima’.197  The greater proportion of visitors to national parks, ‘mountain 
trails’ and conservation zones in Lebanon are international tourists and visiting diasporic Lebanese 
(see following section). It is likely that the emerging trends in Lebanese and, more broadly, 
Middle Eastern conservation, are known among members of the Australian Arabic-background 
communities who frequently communicate with and visit their homelands.198

Recreation and leisure
Until recently, in developing countries a significant majority of the population has lived in rural-
village settings rather than in urban centres. In Lebanon, however, there has for a long time been a 
concentration of population in the big trading cities of the Mediterranean coast, a condition which 
has been accelerated in modern times by increases in city wealth, attracting rural migrants, and also 
by warfare. Between 1977 and 1997, for example, the urban population of Lebanon increased to 
over 85% of the country’s total.199 
In traditional rural settings, there was little or no distinction between “the hours of toil and 
those of amusement and recreation.”200 The development of an urban middle class in Middle 
Eastern countries during the 20th century brought new traditions of leisure, including leisure 
travel (in addition to pre-existing pilgrimage travel); nature visitation; outdoor sports; hiking; and 
camping. This development was enabled by the creation of specific periods of free time (e.g. the 
Friday holiday in Iran) and a marked increase in disposable income.201 The middle class is now 
overwhelmingly urban, and view the countryside not as integral to their survival, as farmers do, but 
as a place to visit on weekends.202

However, the deeply embedded nature of the traditional approach to leisure or the continued 
circulation of nostalgic and often imagined memories of rustic pasts should not be overlooked. In a 
review of leisure activities in Egypt, Iran and Turkey, Martin and Mason observe that,
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In all three countries, leisure time and activities have been closely integrated with other aspects of 
life. Such free time as has been available has been used mainly for socialising and sharing food with 
family and friends and for activities associated with traditional, often religious, festivals and events.203

Such continuities should also be seen in association with the interest people have in conducting 
family and community religious celebrations in natural settings. This also is the case with the frequent 
full-immersion adult baptisms practiced by Mandaeans, which fulfil both social and religious 
purposes. The interweaving of social, cultural and religious dimensions of such events in both of 
these Abrahamic religions has become even more significant as a source of collective affirmation and 
identity in conditions of migrancy, as discussed in Parts 2 and 3 of this report.  
Martin and Mason note that while the more affluent urban middle class now also engages in newer 
leisure activities, poorer households continue to emphasise traditional leisure activities.204 This may 
suggest a context in which to understand the popularity of picnicking in the Georges River parklands 
among Arabic-background residents, whose income levels are on the whole significantly lower than 
the Australian average.

Effects of development and warfare on environmental conservation in Lebanon
In Lebanon, the rise in middle class leisure time and affluence, leading to greater parkland visitation, 
has been countered by the impact of warfare. Warfare has made access to natural areas, whether in 
national parks or in the general countryside, both dangerous and difficult.205 Masri argues there have 
been two powerful pressures mitigating against park visitation. One is development, which has often 
been fast-tracked to ‘rebuild’ after war, and the other is the long term impact of warfare itself. Lebanon 
had a thriving economy until the 1970s, until civil war broke out in 1975; neighbouring Israel invaded 
in 1978 and again in 1982, continuing in occupation until 2000. Israel invaded yet again in 2006, 
bombarding the southern areas even more intensely than in earlier invasions. In 1999 there remained 
over 200,000 land mines across the countryside.206  
Warfare is understood to have directly affected at least 75% of all Lebanese residents and to have 
generated much internal and international migration throughout the region. There have been large 
flows of Palestinian refugees forced out of Israel and the occupied territories into Lebanon, but there 
has also been substantial internal migration as Lebanese citizens have tried to escape either internal 
civil war or invasion and occupation by the Israeli army.207 Refugee camps, which are invariably 
overcrowded with impoverished people, have everywhere led to intense pressure on surrounding 
environments to fulfil the need for food, firewood and other resources. The urbanisation which is 
characteristic of modernisation has been greatly exacerbated by warfare, as farmers have been forced 
to abandon farmland and as the residue of weapons and unexploded ordinance has increased after 
each invasion.208 
All of these human impacts have affected land use and attitudes to protected areas, which people 
may avoid because they feel vulnerable there. ‘Farm abandonment’ arising from warfare and weapons 
debris has been as much a cause of land degradation as has deforestation or overgrazing.209

There have also been direct impacts on the countryside itself. Intense bombing has incinerated forests 
(including in national parks); damaged vegetation, waterways and wetlands; and depleted bird and 
animal populations. Weapon residue has made farming dangerous even where infrastructure has 
not been destroyed.210 Water in a water-scarce region has been the subject of intense competition 
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and therefore of military pressure.211  So water sources - including wetlands, which are the essential 
refuges of migrating birds – have been damaged by both developmental ‘improvement’ to achieve 
more agricultural land and by ‘strategic’ military draining. The collapse of land development 
planning processes from 1975 onwards has been just as damaging. This has led to uncontrolled 
and exploitative development and to a failure to implement existing environmental regulations, for 
example limitations on hunters shooting birds.212 
Unsurprisingly, this combination of circumstances has had a major impact on people’s capacity to 
undertake nature tourism, and particularly to carry out extensive walks on nature ‘trails’ or to observe 
migrating birds. People who would in safer surroundings be eager to undertake domestic ‘nature’ 
tourism have instead been confined to urban areas or those they considered to be safer. Researchers 
have broadened their studies from the purely ecological topics of bird migrations, for example, to the 
questions of how military and security infrastructure has obstructed those migrations.213 As a result, 
there has been a frustrating cycle of less nature tourism but also less of the research data which might 
encourage such nature visitation. 

National park visitation and nature tourism
There is little data available on levels of park visitation in the Middle East generally and in Lebanon 
in particular, although the Ministry of the Environment in Lebanon posts information on its policies 
and strategies.214 National parks and other protected area categories have been established in most 
Middle Eastern countries only quite recently. Egypt’s 27 protected areas have been declared since 
1983 (several comprising desert landscapes). However, as discussed above, well-known earlier 
examples included the national forests in Israel and in the occupied territories of the West Bank, a 
form of ‘national park’ with which all Middle Eastern citizens are familiar and which have generated 
widespread debate.215 Where there is data on nature visitation from elsewhere in the region, it takes 
the form of a mixture of recreational activities, such as those in forest parks in Iran, which include 
picnicking, camping, walking and horse riding.216 
Lebanon’s first three protected areas were created between 1992 and 1996 to protect coastal bird 
migration sites and the remaining stands of cedar and other iconic vegetation. Nature tourism 
in Lebanon has until recently been dominated by domestic tourists and Lebanese emigrants 
on return visits. Warfare in Lebanon has made it difficult or dangerous for city people to travel 
in the countryside. In the northern and eastern regions, however, where the impact of conflict 
has been less immediate, there has been rapid expansion of nature tourism infrastructure and 
a proliferation of clubs and NGOs promoting activities such as climbing, canoeing, and cross-
country skiing. This has been accelerated by the growing environmental awareness expressed 
among the urban middle class and by an interest in nature visitation by the large body of visitors 
from overseas Lebanese diasporic communities who have formed a significant proportion of the 
visitors to new parklands.217 A number of international NGOs in the US and elsewhere promote 
and facilitate nature visitation in Lebanon.
Some of Lebanon’s national parks were established to protect the endemic Lebanon cedar, but not 
all of the cedar, or all of the forests, are within national parks. The cedar initially covering 80% of the 
landscape has been depleted by millennia of relentless timber felling to build and fuel past empires 
(from Egyptian, Greek, Persian and Roman to the Ottoman and colonial European) leading to severe 
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deforestation in the present. A 1999 estimate put forest cover at 5% of Lebanon’s land area, down 
from seven per cent in 1966218. More recent estimates by the Ministry of Agriculture put it as high 
as 13%219. The cedar forests have intense symbolic significance to Lebanese and are a focus of many 
group excursions. Recreational activities in these forests include camping, skiing, hiking and star-
gazing.220 Cedar forests contain Christian and Islamic religious shrines as well as sites associated 
with famous poets and philosophers.221 
Another spur to establish national parks and protected areas arose from the spectacular migrations 
of birds between Africa and Europe, which are also potentially a source of nature tourism from 
citizens of all countries in the Middle East and around the world. Flights of thousands of migrating 
birds are a unique ecological event, relating not only to the position of the Middle East on the 
birds’ preferred flight paths but to the location of wetland refuges, even though often depleted by 
development. Bird-watching, however, has become another casualty of warfare in the region. Not 
only have birds become the victims of frequent military air traffic but the bird watchers themselves 
are extremely vulnerable to conflict in the region.222 So protecting some of the areas of bird refuges 
was a high priority.
Faisal Abu-Izzeddin has described the long process of developing Lebanon’s first three recognized 
protected areas undertaken by Society for the Protection of Nature (SPNL). 223 These protected areas 
are the coastal Palm Islands reserve off Tripoli, which offers refuge for migrating birds; the Horsh 
Ehden Reserve inland from Tripoli; and the largest, the Al-Shouf Reserve, which contains substantial 
cedar stands and runs inland through central Lebanon. This project has been strongly supported 
by IUCN but now engages substantial Lebanese government support and direction. Four new 
reserves had been dedicated by 2000. Beyond the specific borders of parks, the Lebanon Mountain 
Trail has been developed, taking some of the landscapes of the Al-Shouf Reserve and focusing on 
allowing guided hikes, stressing the interactions with villages along the way. The trail extends from 
Qbaiyat in the north of Lebanon to Marjaayoun in the south, a 440km path that transects more than 
75 towns and villages at altitude ranging from 1,000 meters to 1,800 meters above sea level. This 
project has been heavily supported by US environmental and hiking groups, with strong interest 
from the large US-resident Lebanese expatriate population.224 In all the reserves, as well as the 
trail, the emphasis has been on the interactions of visitors with resident, village and surrounding 
populations, who are also involved with conservation activities within and around the reserves and 
mountain areas. 

1.9 Western views of nature
The scope of this report does not permit a detailed overview of past and present patterns of nature 
visitation in the Western world. Below, however, there are a number of points of particular relevance 
to the study that are worth making.

Nature and the romantic in the Old World
In England towards the end of the 18th century many people, turning in horror from industrialism’s 
blighted landscapes, began looking with romantic longing to those parts of the rural countryside that 
seemed to represent an untouched pure nature.225 In the late 18th century, for the first time areas like 
England’s Lake District became a destination for city dwellers visiting the countryside “in an attempt to 
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restore health to their bodies and, more importantly, harmony to their souls.”226 Alain De Botton makes 
the point that prior to the late 18th century it was simply not possible for English people to see the 
rural landscape in romantic terms – the visual and conceptual language of Romanticism didn’t exist. 
Somewhat later, a yearning for unspoilt nature developed in other northern European countries as the 
population density of their industrialised cities soared and urban environments became rapidly polluted.
It is interesting to note that rapid industrialisation in much of Asia, and to a lesser extent the Middle 
East, has led to degradation of urban environments measured in terms, for instance, of environmental 
pollution, but this does not appear to have resulted in the kind of romanticisation of ‘wilderness’ or the 
kind of revulsion at industrial urbanism seen in 19th century Europe.
It is important to realise that by the 18th century the European landscape had already been supporting 
settled agriculturalists for 7000 years and in Great Britain there had been massive intensification of 
agriculture since the 16th century, all of this meaning there were strictly speaking no ‘wilderness’ areas 
remaining. When William Wordsworth in 1810 described the Lake District as “a sort of national property 
in which every man has a right and interest who has an eye to see and a heart to enjoy”, what he was 
referring to was an area whose beauty was formed and maintained by agriculture.227 The Lake District 
(1438km2) was made a national park in 1951 – like most other national parks in the UK it contains villages, 
farms, public and private flower gardens and is mostly privately owned. European taste in ‘nature’ 
appreciation thus appears to have much in common with that of people in Asian and Middle Eastern 
countries (and with interviewees of Arabic and Vietnamese background in this study) whose idea of an 
ideal national park is very much a cultural-natural environment, rather than a ‘pristine wilderness’. 

Colonial nature conservation
In the colonial world, approaches to nature conservation emerged that were very different to those 
in Europe. To begin with, it is important to distinguish the approach that developed in European 
colonies such as India and Vietnam, where the colonisers were a privileged and empowered minority, 
to those in the settler colonies like the USA and Australia where they quickly became settled 
majorities, dispossessing indigenous peoples in the process. In the former, although the colonisers 
saw their presence in the positive light of helping develop so-called ‘backward’ peoples and ‘under-
used’ landscapes, their over-riding concern was with the efficient exploitation of natural resources, 
such as timber, minerals and rubber, and the efficient exploitation of indigenous labour. 
But the unrestrained harvesting of natural resources was quite unsustainable, resulting in incidents of 
environmental collapse and a general environmental degradation that by the second half of the 19th 
century began to seriously alarm colonial authorities.228 Something similar was occurring in the settler 
colonies: in Australia, for instance, a series of droughts led to the ruination of farmers and to severe soil 
loss.229 Colonial responses to environmental degradation ranged from regulation to conservation. The 
key response was to create protected areas of various kinds. As William Adams observes, “the classic 
feature of colonial approaches to nature was the attempt to separate people and non-human nature.”230

Wilderness-type protected areas were not established in the colonial world because there were 
‘empty’ landscapes, but because they were perceived by Western colonists and settlers as empty. It was 
not just Australia that was perceived to be terra nullius (Latin: land belonging to no one). Landscapes 
in the colonial world became available for the creation of protected areas because indigenous people 
had been removed from them earlier in the process of colonial settlement,231 or were removed 
specifically to create “people-free landscapes”232, lending a wilderness effect to particular protected 
areas (e.g., at Kruger and Yellowstone national parks). 
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Romantic notions of wilderness may have developed and spread from Europe but it was only in 
the colonial world that it was possible, because of the colonial power relations described above, to 
make such notions real on the ground. However, as Richard Grove has observed, ideas about nature 
conservation also moved in the opposite direction, from colony back to the metropole.233 This was 
the case with the national park concept.

Early national parks in NSW
Some of the world’s first national parks were declared in NSW – the National Park south of Sydney 
was declared in 1879 (renamed Royal National Park in 1954) and Ku-ring-gai Chase on the city’s 
northern outskirts was declared in 1894. Richard White points out that recreation played a more 
significant role in these parks than in 19th century national parks created in the USA, Canada and 
New Zealand.234 While in relative terms they were thought of as ‘wilderness’, located as they were 
on the edges of a major city these parks were not ‘distant nature’ in a geographical sense. In the 
case of the National Park in Sydney’s south, “the emphasis”, in White’s words, “was not on what the 
park contained, but what people needed” – i.e. a place of recreation where people could breathe 
fresh air in an invigorating natural environment. Accordingly, the citizens of Sydney flocked to 
these parks. Facilitated by the opening of a railway in 1886, 38,000 people visited the National 
Park in 1892 and 170,000 visited in 1903.235 People picnicked, took walks and went boating on the 
river at Audley. 
In the context of this study, it is interesting that, more than in other parts of the world, visitors 
used early NSW national parks more like the way recent migrants now use Georges River National 
Park than like the approach championed by Myles Dunphy and other advocates for bush walking 
and nature conservation in the 1920s and 30s.236 It is also closer to the tradition of park-use 
seen among local Anglo-Celtic settlers along the Georges River in the 1940s-60s, which we have 
documented through interviews and archival research.237

The national park idea spreads
The Eurocentric or Atlanti-centric bias of early accounts of the history of the national park idea 
is now being countered by such new works as Nature in the Global South.238 These new histories 
point out that in the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century, Western colonial powers 
instituted their own vision of nature conservation in Africa, India, Southeast Asia and elsewhere, 
principally to protect and secure useful resources such as timber and to preserve game for 
Western hunters.239 After 1945, nature conservation became part of post-war internationalism, 
most notably under the leadership of the IUCN (established 1948). In the early days of this 
internationalism “there were continuities with the colonial past and a tendency to impose 
conservation models on developing countries.”240

National parks now exist in most countries and in many ways they look similar in the way they 
are structured and managed. Observing this similarity, it would be easy to slip into thinking that 
the national park idea is now a universal one. However, this assumption ignores how effective the 
nature conservation movement in the Western world has been in influencing the governments 
of the non-Western world (or elite and influential groups within their civil societies) to adopt the 
national park idea and become members and often signatories to international conventions on 
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nature conservation and park management.241 Not insignificant here is the funding from Western 
governments and NGOs that becomes available to governments that are willing to implement 
‘international’ conservation models. 
This is not to say Western conservation models are wrong or that they do not provide the best chance 
for developing countries to protect what remains of their rapidly diminishing biodiversity. Rather, 
it is to stress the need to understand why, when the spread of national parks and a certain park 
management approach is quite international, radical differences in the way different cultures see and 
use national park landscapes still exist. Where the differences become most striking is not so much in 
park management styles but in public visitation and park-use patterns. 

Exclusionary conservation and community conservation
The original ‘Yellowstone model’ of national park management, which developed in the US in the late 
19th century, was an exclusionary model. Biodiversity in protected areas was to be protected against 
human impact, a strategy that led to the expulsion of Shoshone people from Yellowstone National 
Park and of the Miwok people from Yosemite.242 The exclusionary approach, sometimes known as 
Fortress Conservation,243 was subsequently adopted in Africa and other parts of the developing 
world. First colonial, and then post-colonial governments often put in place measures to exclude local 
populations of hunter-gatherers and agriculturalists from the boundaries of protected areas and to 
block or curtail local people’s extraction of natural resources (e.g. firewood, medicinal plants, plant 
fodder and animals for meat or pelts). 
The most economically marginal groups are often the ones who have suffered most from exclusionary 
conservation. For example, in Southeast Asia most national parks are in forested mountainous areas 
and have been declared over the homelands of ‘tribal minorities’ without their informed consent.244 
Between 1986 and 1996, projects funded by The World Bank alone entailed the forcible relocation 
of an estimated three million people worldwide.245 It has been estimated that 85% of all protected 
areas in Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa have been associated with “state expropriation of 
customary tribal lands, dismantling of villages and exiling communities.”246 Forced relocation and 
the marginalisation of indigenous and other local communities was raised forcefully at the 2003 
World Parks Congress. It was also reflected in the Durban Accord’s call for a ‘new paradigm’ for park 
management which “demands the maintenance and enhancement of our core conservation goals, 
equitably integrating them with the interests of all affected people” (emphasis added).247 
It has become clear to many conservation agencies and NGOs working in the developing world that 
biodiversity conservation is only sustainable in the long term when local communities are engaged 
in conservation and share in conservation outcomes.248 The 2003 special issue of the Parks journal 
entitled ‘Conservation Partnerships in Africa’ provides a good overview of the gradual dismantling of 
the fortress conservation model in Africa.249   

Affluence and Globalism
The preceding sections made clear that nature visitation in Asia and the Middle East is changing 
quite rapidly, due principally to the dramatic expansion of the middle class and the new 
opportunities for leisure and mobility they enjoy. This should not be taken to mean, however, that 
their patterns of nature visitation will emulate those of the West. Nor is it likely that alternative 
‘purely Asian’ or ‘purely Middle Eastern’ models will emerge, they are much more likely to be hybrids. 

241 Kingston (2001) makes this argument in relation to Lebanon. 
242 Colchester 2004: 26.
243 Brockington 2002.
244 See for example, McElwee 2006; Peluso 1992; Rugendyke and Son 2008.
245 Colchester 2004: 30.
246 Lockwood & Kothari 2006: 68.
247 The Durban Accord - http://www.iucn.org/themes/wcpa/wpc2003/pdfs/outputs/wpc/durbanaccord.pdf
248 Shahabuddin & Rangarajan 2007.
249 Parks Vol 13(1), 2003. http://www.iucn.org/themes/ceesp/Publications/TILCEPA/Editorial-13_1.pdf
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For example, while back-packing and hiking have emerged in East and Southeast Asia as a popular 
activity among urban youth, many of the trails they follow are the same as those followed for many 
centuries by pilgrims to sacred sites. 

Cultural diversity and national parks
There has been considerable interest in the issue of cultural diversity by national parks and 
conservation agencies in Europe and North America, reflecting a concern that parks may lose their 
constituency unless they can accommodate the recreational preferences and different perceptions 
of nature that exist among burgeoning migrant and ethnic minority groups.250 A number of studies, 
based mainly on questionnaire-surveys, have assessed the interest of migrant and ethnic minority 
groups in nature and park visitation and their preferences in terms of park facilities and activities.251 
This work has mainly been done within the fields of leisure studies and social psychology. Taking an 
ethnographic approach, Setha Low’s Public Space Research Group has examined cultural diversity 
as a factor in park-visitation in New York State.252 Various programs have been developed in North 
America and Europe to encourage national park visitation by migrant groups. For instance, the 
Mosaic Partnership, which began in England in 2004, has arranged park visits by people from urban 
ethnic minority groups and has recruited ‘community champions’ to promote national parks within 
minority groups.253 The focus of these initiatives tends to be on visitor behaviour in parks rather 
than on cultural differences in the perception and valuation of nature more broadly. Also, none 
of these studies tracks back to the homelands of migrant groups to examine patterns of nature 
valuation and visitation there or to look at the historical context in which culture-nature relations 
have developed in the countries of origin.
European national parks tend to have very high visitation levels – e.g., an estimated 110 million 
people visit the national parks of England and Wales each year. But visitors are not drawn evenly 
from across the population – only 1% of national park visitors are of an ethnic minority background, 
compared with 10% of the UK’s total population.254 

1.10 How newcomers see the landscape

A lesson from China
An article by a Chinese scholar, Ning Wang, indirectly offers us an insight into the way migrants see 
Australia’s natural environment.255 Wang points out that in China, scenic landscapes are viewed by 
Chinese tourists very much through a cultural lens. This is true in the present as much as it was in the 
dynastic past. To view a particular landscape was and is to be reminded of particular poems written 
about it and often written on it (e.g. inscribed on cliffs and rock outcrops). It is also to be reminded of 
famous figures in Chinese history who have dwelt in these landscapes and to sense the presence of 
gods, dragons and spirits associated with particular landscape features. 

Chinese travel writing is strongly historical, with details of past experiences behind each landmark 
or scene. Thus to travel in space means to get in touch with the past as revealed in the landscape.256

Wang compares and contrasts this viewing experience with that of Western travellers and explorers 
in China in the 19th century. He notes that landscape observations were made by Westerners “mostly 
from boats and sedan chairs, sometimes with scientific instruments. When on land, they sought high 

250 See for instance, Floyd 2000.
251 See for instance, Gobster 2002; Johnson et al. 2004; Loukaitou-Sideris 1995; Rishbeth 2001; Tinsley et al. 2002.
252 Low et al. 2005.
253 Now operating under the name ‘Mosaic’ –  http://www.mosaicnationalparks.org/
254 http://www.mosaicnationalparks.org/
255 Wang 2003.
256 Ibid.: 47.
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elevations such as city walls, pagodas, and tall buildings, or they climbed hills and mountains to 
gain better views.”257 But for the most part they failed to see any of the things that made these 
landscapes meaningful to the Chinese.

Such cultural facts and their meanings were rarely recognized by Western travelers who 
appreciated Chinese landscape mainly in European terms. Thus Western travel writing on 
China is strikingly broad, devoid of historical associations and Chinese place names but rich in 
generic scientific terms and descriptions of external appearance. China is frequently compared 
to European places such as Sussex (England), Tirol (Austria), and Switzerland rather than being 
judged in its own history and value.258

In the above, the Western traveller emerges looking somewhat dull and unperceptive. But 
we all find ourselves in that same situation when we are in landscapes we have no cultural 
background in. 

Settlers viewing Aboriginal Country
The situation of 19th century Western travellers in China was little different to that of Anglo-Celtic 
settlers and explorers in late 18th or early 19th century Australia. For the most part, when Anglo-
Celtic settlers and explorers looked at unsettled parts of the Australian landscape they saw 
emptiness (in legal terms, terra nullius). An Aboriginal person standing on a hill, looking over their 
traditional Country, would have seen a landscape intricately mapped with Dreaming sites and 
spirit beings; with pathways, former campsites and edible plants; a landscape full of places that 
triggered memories from their own life and ‘memories’ passed on from ancestors. None of this 
was visible to the Anglo-Celtic person standing on the same hill looking at the same view.
When migrants in this study spoke of how the Australian bushscape seemed empty to them, they 
are likely to have been comparing it mentally to the intensively populated landscapes of their 
homelands. However, they might also be describing the situation of the newcomer who does not 
have the cultural keys to a particular landscape. A number of interviewees were explicitly aware 
that the Australian bushscape had a long and rich Aboriginal association. They were aware that 
Aboriginal people could show them things they would otherwise not see in the bush. 

A less ‘built’ environment
In Asia, Europe and the Middle East even ‘natural landscapes’ often contain buildings such as 
pavilions, temples, and shrines, as well as ruins or other physical traces of past human occupation. 
They also frequently contain restaurants, amusement parks and theme parks. Often they have 
been landscaped and populated with flower beds, fish ponds, fountains and plantings of exotic 
trees. For many migrants arriving in Australia from these places, the Australian natural landscape, 
with its ‘wilderness’ aspect, seems strange indeed. For many, this is not so much intimidating as 
imponderable. They have no idea what one could do in such a place or why such a place exists (in 
that state). Aboriginal cultural sites within these landscapes are often invisible to recent migrants 
and, lacking obvious, visitable cultural content or cultural sites, it seems to many new arrivals 
that these landscapes simply have ‘nothing there’. To borrow Gertrude Stein’s famous utterance, 
it seems to them that ‘there is no there there’.259 For them, then, there is no way in to these natural 
landscapes, in the sense that they cannot imagine themselves there. What would they do there? 
How would they deport themselves? There is also a sense in which the strangeness of the Australian 
bush becomes fear of the bush.

257 Ibid.: 40.
258 Ibid.: 47.
259 Stein made this observation in the 1930s in relation to Oakland, California.
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Venturing into Australia
To some extent, the situation of migrants parallel’s that of Aboriginal people in the post-1788 
landscape. The 2004 book, Mapping attachment, asked, “how do you live in a landscape that no 
longer belongs to you?”260 How, that is to say, do you live in a landscape where you own no land; a 
landscape across which spreads the cadastral grid of the farms and house-blocks of your colonisers 
and where you are relegated to the gaps? 
Many newly arrived migrants find themselves in a similar scenario. They live in city enclaves like 
Bankstown, which constitute a ‘soft landing’ in Australia in that they offer familiar sights and sounds. 
However, for many, rural NSW is very foreign indeed. It is a space populated and effectively owned 
by Anglo-Celtic-Australians. National parks are ‘gaps’ in the rural landscape, they are openings 
into another Australia which, in its natural state or quasi natural state, seems to belong to no one. 
National parks can potentially become satellites of migrant urban enclaves – they become familiar 
destinations for trips out of the city and into the wider world of NSW.

260 Byrne and Nugent 2004.
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Part 2: The Georges River Case Study

2.1 Introduction

A parkland complex
The focus of this report is Georges River National Park. There are, however, a series of other parks along 
the margins of the Georges River, managed by local councils, and these are visited by many of the same 
people who visit Georges River NP. Many of the people interviewed for this project regularly use these 
other parks and, in fact, relate to the parks along the river as an integrated parkland complex – often 
interviewees were uncertain which parks were council-managed and which managed by NPWS. This is 
not surprising, given the common history shared by all these parks over the previous 150 years. All are 
on land that was alienated from the Crown in the 1820s but was unable to be developed because of the 
sandstone escarpment, and so were perceived locally as ‘vacant’ land still accessible to the public. Some 
areas were used as commercial ‘pleasure grounds’ open to the public. All are mixtures of bushland and 
lawned recreational spaces, much of the latter comprising land reclaimed from the river. 
This parkland complex stretches from Liverpool in the west to the mouth of the river at Botany Bay in the 
east, a distance of over 25 kilometres. Aside from Georges River NP, the five largest parks on the river are 
in the Liverpool area and now make up Mirambeena Regional Park (managed by Bankstown Council). 
These are often referred to by interviewees simply as ‘Chipping Norton’. This includes Chipping Norton 
Lake, an area of former wetland with small creeks that was sand-mined from the 1940s. The present lake 
occupies the area of former sand quarries. The parks have been landscaped to provide extensive lawns for 
picnicking in a wooded setting, designed to resemble a natural landscape. These parks draw visitors from 
a broad southwest Sydney catchment. Closer to Georges River NP and east of it towards Botany Bay are 
smaller council-managed parks, which appear to draw visitors mainly from the immediate area – these 
include Kelso Park, Monash Reserve and Oatley Park. Both Bankstown Council and Liverpool Council are 
working to link the river-edge parks with walking tracks and boardwalks, for example the boardwalk that 
runs alongside the mangrove shoreline from Lambeth Reserve to Georges River NP at Picnic Point.
The upper reaches of the Georges River extend a further 30 kilometres past Liverpool: the river rises 
in the Southern Tablelands and flows west and north before bending round to the east at Liverpool 
itself.  While there are also parks located along this upper stretch of the river, we do not reference 
them in the present study.

A park you drive to
Georges River NP is an urban park, situated immediately adjacent to some of Australia’s most densely 
populated mid-suburban tracts (i.e. in an inner/mid/outer suburb progression). But its particular 
geography, combined with the particular history of suburban development in the area, means that for 
all practical purposes the park is now unreachable except by motor vehicle or bicycle for all who are 
not immediate neighbours. Henry Lawson Drive, a busy artery first constructed as a Depression work-
provision project in the 1930s, now effectively severs the river from its adjoining suburbs between 
Panania in the west and Padstow Heights in the east.
Henry Lawson Drive now cuts across the network of ‘unmade’ walking tracks that linked the new quarter-
acre block suburbs to the riverside bush in the first decades of the 20th century. It needs to be said, 
though, that the culture of walking that typified life in these suburbs before the advent of the family car 
in the 1950s is well and truly over, as is the utilitarian use of the bush that motivated many of the early 
Anglo-Celtic suburbanites to walk these old paths. One now feels almost furtive when entering the bush 
from the few suburban streets that give direct access to it. Bicycles have for many decades provided 
a means of access to the parklands, particularly for young boys and adolescents. As one informant, 
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Hesham Abdo, observes (Section 2.6), bicycles greatly expand the radius of travel for boys in the years 
before they can drive their first car. Bicycles have allowed a distinctly gendered experience of the river – 
accessible to adolescent boys but far less accessible to their more parentally controlled sisters. 

Not quite on the river
Until the Second World War, residential settlement in the suburbs south of the river had been 
clustered around railway lines and established town centres like Bankstown, in areas where fertile 
shale soils provided a base for backyard and market gardens. Communities like that at East Hills, 
located close to the river, were isolated by large areas of bush on sandstone soils. However many 
visitors came to the river parklands during weekends, as described earlier, to fish, swim and enjoy 
the commercial pleasure grounds. After the Second World War, however, Sydney expanded its 
population and its spread of factories – the environs of the Georges River being a focus for both. 
There was no control over either polluting discharge from factories or the largely unsewered effluent 
from the increasing numbers of hostels and home subdivisions – it all flowed directly into the river. In 
1962, Bankstown Council health inspectors closed the river to fishing and swimming and the many 
swimming enclosures were dismantled. 
So from the 1960s until the 1980s, water contamination meant the river was perceived as an unattractive 
place to live close to. Since that time, however, the sandstone escarpments close to the river have 
become prime real estate. They have been rapidly subdivided and large houses have been built to 
capture the highly desirable ‘water views’.1 It is relevant to note here that, on the whole, many recent 
migrants of Arabic and Vietnamese background are still finding their feet economically in Australia and 
are in an income bracket below the average. These communities are concentrated in suburbs that are a 
kilometre or more back from the river.2 The river parklands are not in their immediate ‘backyard’ and in 
the great majority of cases are not within walking distance of their homes. 

1 Butlin 1976, Davies, Mulholland and pipe 1979, Rosen 1996, Winston 1957.
2 Though Chipping Norton is seen as a place where more affluent Vietnamese people like to live.

Map of the Georges River area in southwest Sydney
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For most of these people, the Georges River parklands are not their closest park. Their closest parks 
tend to be relatively small council-managed neighbourhood parks and playing fields. These parks 
are within walking distance of their homes and are part of their immediate daily-life experience. 
Visits to the Georges River parklands involve driving and tend to be more of an ‘event’ than would 
be strolls to a neighbourhood park at the end of the street. 

The participants in the study
The great majority of people of Arabic or Vietnamese background who were interviewed for this 
study lived in southwest Sydney. The focus of this study was on this suburban area because we 
assumed most users of the Georges River parklands would come from there – southwest Sydney 
might thus be called the visitor catchment area for the parks. Broadly speaking, these suburbs 
can be characterised as working class. Incoming waves of migrants in recent decades have been 
overwhelmingly working class, as were the Anglo-Celtic ‘settlers’ who moved to the area in the 
1940s and 50s when the first suburbs were opened up. It is quite possible that middle class 
Australians of Arabic or Vietnamese background, more likely to live in higher income suburbs, 
will have different views on national parks and on environmental issues generally than those 
interviewed for this study.

Arrival, attachment and place-making
Thinking about south-west Sydney it is easy to see how Anglo-Celtic migrants were busily 
engaged for many decades ‘making’ Bankstown, Peakhurst, Panania and the other suburbs. They 
laid out the streets, rail lines and the shopping centres; they built houses, schools, and churches. 
Elsewhere we have documented the story of how the working class residents of the suburbs 
along the Georges River in the mid-20th century campaigned to have land along the river’s edge 
set aside as reserves and how they reclaimed some of the mangrove flats in order to create picnic 
lawns and playing fields.3 

3 Goodall and Cadzow, 2010b.

Boating sign at Picnic Point in the Georges River National Park
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Now that these suburbs have an established and solid existence, it is a little hard to see how the waves 
of migrants who have arrived there over the last four decades have themselves been engaged in 
place-making. But they have built mosques and Buddhist temples, many of them have built houses 
that incorporate elements typical of houses in Beirut or Saigon. Others live in houses originally built 
by Anglo-Celtic families (who have now moved elsewhere), with backyards now remodelled for 
growing Lebanese cucumbers or banana plants. Many of the old shops are now Middle-Eastern 
groceries or Vietnamese restaurants. The suburbs have, in fact, been made into a different place (or 
places) through the place-making work of recent migrants.
The following pages are based on a program of interviews and show how Georges River NP has been 
included in this process of place-making.

From hostels to suburbs
Southwest Sydney has been the arrival point of a large proportion of the migrants who have 
landed in NSW since the Second World War. Conventionally, we think of these migrants as having 
come to make their homes in Australia, which of course they mostly have. However, in practical 
terms, what they have come to live in is one area within a large city which itself is but a dot-point 
within a vast continent. 
A great number of post-war migrants have spent their first night in Australia in one or other 
of the migrant hostels located in the vicinity of the Georges River. These included the East 
Hills hostel on the south side of the river, located on the site of the present Voyager Point 
housing sub-division. This is where many migrants from England and elsewhere in Europe were 
housed in the late 1940s and the 1950s. They included many of the 170,000 displaced persons 
from war-torn Europe accepted by Australia in the period 1947-1957. Many of these refugee-
migrants settled in river-side suburbs and altered the cultural ‘mix’ of what were previously quite 
homogeneous Anglo-Celtic neighbourhoods.

Aerial View East Hills Migrant Hostel, 1970. (National Archives of Australia A12111,2/1970/22A/2)
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The East Hills hostel closed its doors prior to the arrival of the first wave of Vietnamese refugees 
and migrants in the 1970s. The Vietnamese and later the Arabic-background arrivals stayed at 
the Cabramatta hostel, adjacent to the Cabramatta High School, and in the Villawood hostel on 
the site of the present day Villawood Detention Centre, a couple of kilometres to the northeast of 
Chipping Norton. Migrants were resident at these hostels for anywhere from a few days to several 
months (the normal permitted limit was 12 months). As in other parts of the world, the pattern was 
for many migrants from the hostels to take up residence in the adjacent suburbs. They often had 
friends and relatives who had settled in the vicinity and there was employment to be found in the 
light industries the state government had encouraged in southwest Sydney in the post-war years 
(industries that required a pool of working class labour). 
But these suburbs also comprised the only part of the Australian landscape the newly arrived 
migrants knew. If they had entrée to the surrounding social landscape via friends and relatives 
from the same ethnic and/or religious group, they also had a growing familiarity with the physical 
landscape surrounding the hostels. And winding right through this physical landscape was the 
Georges River, meaning that not just the river itself but also the parklands along it were part of this 
small corner of Australia that for many migrants would become their first Australian home.

Themes developed from interviews
This study has identified themes that have emerged from the interviews. These themes are not 
identical for each of the two groups (Arabic and Vietnamese). Where the same themes are shared 
across the two groups, they tend to be dealt with in greater or lesser detail to reflect the importance 
interviewees from each group gave to particular issues and their desire to speak about them in 
greater or lesser depth.

Aerial view of Georges River National Park in the vicinity of Picnic Point and Illawong  (Land and 
Property Management Authority NSW)
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Arabic Sydneysiders and the Georges River

2.2 Demographics
Table 1:  People in NSW for whom Arabic is spoken at home

1996 census                      2001 census

Total Males Females Total Change 1996-01 % change

125,698 75,280 70,450 145,737 20,039 15.9

Table 2: People in NSW with Islamic affiliation

1996 census 2001 census

Total Males Females Total % of pop Change 1996-01 % change

102,296 74,425 66,513 140,938 2.2 38,642 37.8

Australia’s third major immigration period for Lebanese and Middle Eastern peoples has been 
since the 1980s, following civil war, occupation and severe dislocation in Lebanon. While a higher 
proportion of Arabic migrants since the Gulf War have been Muslims, the majority are still Christians. 
Around 90% of migrants from Egypt, for instance, are Coptic Christians, while over half of migrants 
from Lebanon are Maronite or Melkite Catholics.4

Most of the interviewees for the study were Muslim. This reflects the fact that we were seeking to 
understand the particular issues they faced in using parks in the volatile period following the Gulf War, 
9/11 and the Cronulla race riot of 2005.

2.3 Picnics in the park

Large group picnics
One of the Arabic-background interviewees, 15 years old when interviewed in 2001, described 
how relatives on both her father’s and mother’s sides gathered at her grandparent’s house on most 
weekends. Leaving some of their cars there, they would all – around 70 people in total – take the 
larger vehicles to Chipping Norton. This group would include “cousins and their cousins.”5 There 
is nothing in her description that suggests she considered this a large number of people to be 
picnicking together. It was something she had grown up to see as normal.

Yeah, the whole family gathers around and brings their own food. We just sit around and, you 
know, sit under a tree where there’s some shade and just, you know – a place where you bond with 
other family and our cousins and things like that. 6

She was conscious of the fact that Anglo-Celtic-Australians today, while they also “love to go” to the 
parks “and have their barbeques and things”, tended to go in “little groups except when they have 
birthday parties for their children when they put up ribbons and balloons.” Like most people, she 
assumed that this had always been the case. However, historical research demonstrates that a pattern 
of large family and social gatherings in the park has been a feature of Anglo-Celtic community life in 
the area over the past century, becoming less common only after the Second World War.7

Hesham Abdo said his family went on picnics every second or third weekend to the riverside parks. 
Fifty or more people went on these picnics, including cousins, aunties and uncles8 (see Section 3.3).

4 Batrouney 2002: 39-40.
5 Interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
6 Ibid.
7 Davies, Mulholland and Pipe 1979, Molloy 2005, Rosen 1996.
8 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
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Families and ‘whole families’
Typically, Arabic-background picnic groups consist of a composite of closely related families. One 
of the female participants of a focus group said there were five families who often went to the park 
together with her family; another said her ‘whole family’, as distinct from her immediate family, 
included three or four families; another described her picnic groups as comprising 10 to 12 families 
who gather for a ‘one dish party’ (everyone brings one dish).9 On any one occasion, however, the 
component families might include cousins and other lateral kin.
One woman described Arabic-background people as constituting a “family oriented kind of 
community.”10 She explained by saying that some friends, as distinct from relatives, might accompany 
a family group to a park but the core of the group was the family or extended family. It was rare for a 
group consisting mainly of friends to go to a park. However, as with Vietnamese, this is likely to apply 
mainly to adult and older people. Like young Vietnamese, young people of Arabic background often 
do visit parks mainly with their friends.

Organisers and aggregates
Regular extended family picnics are formations of kin, which tend to coalesce around a small group 
of individuals of the parental or grandparental generation. Their strong motivation to keep particular 
picnic groups meeting regularly seems crucial to their continuity. A woman originally from a village 
outside Beirut who had been a Sydney resident for 15 years and meets with family in the park most 
weekends explained:

If I bring them here to be with each other, if they spend time together, they will stay close for a long 
time afterwards. They will grow closer together…keep the family together.11

We are not in a position to say how long the average picnic group might remain ‘alive’ but it is clear 
that some continue to meet regularly for several years. Key factors are the death or infirmity of older 
members and the growing up of children. In an interview in 2004, a 30 year-old Australian-Lebanese 
woman described what happened to the picnic group that had been a focus of her life as a child.

Ahhh, did the picnics change? Yeah well they did because… the kids started to get older…and they 
would wander off, so it wouldn’t be such a strong family thing or they wouldn’t go at all because 
they’d want to go out with their friends or… just stay at home. So yes, it did change and in fact the 
picnics stopped, slowed down to… you know, once a month, and then we barely manage like once 
a year now. 12

Succession is a key issue, the question of whether new central (organiser) figures are able to emerge 
to pick up from older members who pass on. The issue of children growing up is also central. It 
appears that one of the functions of the picnics, at least in the minds of adult members, is to keep 
the family or extended family together. This means somehow resisting external factors that draw 
children away into the external world as they grow older. Below we discuss the way that jet-skis on 
the Georges River function as an attraction that give young members of Lebanese picnic groups 
something to entertain them during picnics that last for several hours. Some older members of picnic 
groups told us that while they found jet-skis to be noisy, they nevertheless appreciated their value in 
giving the younger ones something to do in the park.
It was interesting that Arabic-background children we interviewed reiterated the older generation’s 
priority on picnicking facilities in parks, even though in some cases they said they were sometimes 
bored at these events.13

9 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
10 Ibid.
11 Rihab Mansour, interviewed by Allison Cadzow in Georges River NP 1 March 2009.
12 The interviewee chose to remain anonymous.
13 Muslim children’s Saturday morning school focus group, Jo Kijas, 31st Aug 2002.
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From the backyard to the park
Smaller versions of the extended families described above often gather at a particular family 
member’s house and backyard on weekends or public holidays. When families of Arabic background 
own a home for a number of years, they often renovate it to open up and join together rooms in the 
rear of the house – perhaps leading to a covered open air space – to enable regular gatherings.14 It 
was clear in a number of interviews that a key or even determining factor in deciding to go to a park 
for a picnic was simply that a house and backyard could not easily accommodate the numbers of 
people involved. As one woman put it, “but if we’re going to have the whole family, and that’s three or 
four families, we go down to a park. It’s easier, it’s more convenient.”15 
In this sense, the park can be thought of as an extension of household space, functioning as a larger 
version of the backyard. A key point emerging from the research was that parks are integrated into 
family, community, and (for Muslims) religious life. A national park may in this way be integrated into 
neighbourhood life in the sense of being ‘brought over’ or ‘moved over’ into the neighbourhood. This 
contrasts with a conception of parks as having a particular and stable identity, which is experienced 
and adapted to by visitors as they enter the park landscape. 

Village picnics
One of the participants in the Muslim women’s focus group described how those who had migrated 
from a common village in Lebanon would gather from time to time: “the village comes together and 
we’ll go to the park.” These major events take place in Georges River NP. She said, “they draw a lot of 
people – I’m talking hundreds and hundreds.”16 They usually take place once a year, just before or 
after Ramadan. While we tend to think of migrants as self-identifying with their country of origin, for 
many migrants their strongest attachment is to their village or region of birth, a fact which explains 
the growth of village associations among Arabic-background migrants in Australia (and ‘native place’ 
associations among earlier Chinese migrants).17

‘Cousins and culture’
In a recent study of identity formation among Arabic-background youth in southwest Sydney, the 
authors stress the importance, for the boys they interviewed, of the support they received from their 
extended families – the importance given to ‘cousins and culture.’18 From their point of view, these 
kin networks and the sense of connectedness they provide are an essential element of Lebanese 
culture. Connectedness, of course, is never a given, it is the outcome of the effort individuals put into 
establishing and maintaining social relationships. Picnicking emerges as a key site for this kind of 
effort. The casual and carefree atmosphere of the large group picnic can easily disguise the important 
social ‘work’ which is being undertaken there and the effort that has gone into providing a social 
setting conducive to this ‘work’.
It is this social ‘work’ of organising and participating in meaningful common activities with people 
who are important to each other in specific places which builds up an attachment to a particular 
place, making it memorable, comfortable, relaxing and welcoming. This is the process of ‘making 
places’ in which a space with no particular meaning to a person is transformed into a ‘place’ a person 
will return to and care about enough to feel responsible for and hope to protect19 (see Section 1.7).

14 Wafa Zaim, personal communication with interviewer, Heather Goodall.
15 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
16 Ibid.
17 Batrouney 2002: 59.
18 Noble and Tabar 2002: 135.
19 Eisenhauer, Krannich and Blahana 2000.
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Lebanese barbeques
Hesham Abdo spoke at length about the Lebanese barbeques that his family and friends use 
in the park.20 These are mostly home-made affairs, some of them passed down through the 
generations.

It’s crazy what they do with their barbeques… They do their doner kebabs, Turkish kebabs, they 
do the Lebanese kofta… They’re used all over the Arab area. It’s galvanised metal… a lot of them 
worked as sheet metal manufacturers in Australia [and were allowed to take scraps of metal home 
to make barbeques]. So they’d take the metal home and they’d shape it how they needed it with 
their hammer; they’d shape it and then they’d take it back to work and they had this sort of zapping 
tool, sort of like a welding tool, zap the corners together and zap the legs on.

He described how the men marinade the meat the night before the picnic; how during picnics in 
the park they stand around taking turns minding the barbeque; and how the men and women 
use the barbeque coals for their hookahs (sishas). “So much happens around this little thing, 
right, and they refuse to use the normal barbeques in the park because they have to keep on 
pressing the buttons and they don’t use those barbecues at all.”
The principal reason Arabic-background Muslims avoid using the barbeque facilities in national parks 
is fear of contamination from non-halal meat that has previously been cooked on them. Most Arabic-

20 Hesham Abdo interviewed by Heather Goodall and Allison Cadzow, 7 June 2006.

Kebabs on the barbeque, Georges River National Park,  2009 (Denis Byrne)
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background park visitors appear to favour portable barbeques fuelled with ‘Heat Beads’ (briquettes). 
As well as providing heat for the barbeque, fragments of the burning briquettes are used to burn 
tobacco in hookahs.
Briquettes can be a problem for park managers, as people often leave them behind in the park (often 
they are still too hot to handle at the end of a picnic). If dumped in rubbish bins they can create a fire 
hazard. Small heaps of briquettes can often be seen under taps or left lying on the ground (where 
they kill the grass). 

Small children and play equipment
As with Vietnamese migrants, Arabic-background migrants who go to parks for picnics are normally 
accompanied by small children, who often comprise a significant proportion of their numbers. This 
explains their desire for play equipment – it seems, in fact, that the presence or absence of play 
equipment can be a deciding factor in choosing a park. In other words, it can lead them to decide 
not to visit a national park. One female focus group participant actually came to the conclusion that 
national parks were intentionally designed for visitation only by older people: “I think a national park is 
more for the older [people]… not so much for the children.”21

Relaxation, the bottom line
Many of those who were interviewed work long hours, often in manual employment. Unsurprisingly, 
they showed little interest in exercising in parks. Indeed, a number of adult interviewees stressed their 
view of parks as a place to relax rather than exercise. Relaxation was counter-posed to ‘activity’ which 
they saw as appropriate for young people who, for instance, might want to play football. Bushwalking 
in particular was seen as the antithesis of relaxation, and was not something adults would want to do. 
Relaxation was associated with picnicking and barbequing which offered a context in which people 
could chat with each other in a low-energy environment. 

Parks and landscapes further afield
People of Arabic background often venture out of Sydney into rural NSW or beyond. Mariam Ismail 
said her family sometimes go to Warragamba Dam and on holidays they go to Surfers Paradise to visit 
the theme parks or they go to the snow. Hesham Abdo felt that his affinity for parks was influenced by 
the trips his parents took him on. 

We’re always getting out to the snow; we’ve gone to Lismore, we go to the country, I go hunting with 
my uncles, you know; it’s pretty far away, four-wheel-driving, that kind of stuff, and so I kind of like 
that, the outdoors. 22

For the Vietnamese, fishing has emerged as perhaps the principal driver for exploring the landscape 
of NSW. For Arabic-background males, hunting may play a similar role, though this is an activity on 
which we have very little information. Hesham Abdo told us he often goes hunting with his uncles 
at Mudgee where friends had a farm. They hunt for wild goats, usually looking for the smaller ones 
whose meat was more tender. They also hunted rabbits.23

2.4 Attitudes to the bush
In the course of the interviews we encountered very few people of Arabic background who expressed 
any interest in venturing into the bush. The two exceptions were young people who had grown up in 
close proximity to bushland along the Georges River.
Joy Suliman, who was 28 when she was interviewed in 2003, spent most of her life in Lugarno where 
her Arabic-background parents, who migrated from the Sudan, had their house. She said her mother 

21 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
22 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
23 Ibid.



 Office of Environment and Heritage 63

had wanted to live near the river in Lugarno because she had grown up close to the Nile River in 
Khartoum.24 “They liked the idea of being in a bush setting but the bush itself they don’t like.” Joy 
herself felt at home in the bush as a child – she knew where all the tracks were – but her parents 
worried about her when she was in the bush. She spoke at length about her enjoyment of the bush 
environment but she had no interest in ‘bushwalking’ as such (by which she appeared to mean long 
distant walks in the bush as distinct from casual strolls). She did enjoy camping – she was the only 
person of Arabic background we spoke to who expressed an interest in camping.
The other interviewee interested in the bush was Hesham Abdo (see Section 2.6).

Personal safety in parks
In the post-9/11 social-political climate and during the War on Terror (2001-08) many Australians of 
Arabic background, including many of those interviewed for this project, reported a dramatically 
increased sense of suspicion or even hostility being directed at them, particularly from Anglo-Celtic-
Australians. Many of them, particularly women wearing hijab, felt unsafe in public spaces, including 
parks. A number of Arabic-background women and men indicated that, since 9/11, they felt safer if 
they were with people who were identifiably of their own faith and community rather than among 
diverse sectors of the Australian community. It is clear that a concern for personal safety has affected 
the idea many Arabic-background women have of what constitutes an ideal park. (See also Section 
2.10 below)
Anglo-Celtic and women from other communities also expressed concerns about personal safety and 
spoke of experiencing a sense of vulnerability if alone in parks, an attitude which is commonly held 
across contemporary Australian society.25 Among Arabic-background women interviewed, there was 
variation as to whether they would feel safe by themselves in a park. While most said they would not 
visit a park alone, one focus group participant said she would sometimes walk in a park alone and that 
she felt comfortable doing so: “[If] anything wants to happen to me there are enough people around 
to know that something’s not right.”26 As noted elsewhere, Chipping Norton (Mirrambeena Regional 
Park) tends to attract Arabic-background picnickers to a greater extent than Georges River NP. One 
female focus group participant told us: “It’s so popular because it’s so safe.”27 The key factor in safety was 
visibility.

The bush and visibility
One of the perceived advantages of Chipping Norton over Georges River NP was that it was 
perceived to be safer for children – there were ‘no hidden spots’ so it was easier to keep an eye on 
them. This is a concern which is, once again, common to all parents of all ethnic groups, particularly 
when there is a body of water nearby. It can take only a few minutes for children to fall face down in 
water and drown, and such tragedies are publicised repeatedly in Sydney every summer. However, 
the issue of visibility was specifically linked among the Arabic-background interviewees with their 
unease about hostility and threat from the wider Australian population. They valued the large 
lawned areas in parks like Chipping Norton because they felt safe there (large lawned areas exist 
at Picnic Point in Georges River NP, but interviewees still felt the national park was not as ‘open’ as 
Chipping Norton).28 Describing what was distinctive about council-managed parks like Chipping 
Norton, one female focus group participant said: 

You find that they’re more open, less trees for people to hide behind…you know you can walk there 
and feel safe. You don’t think that someone’s going to bounce in front of you any second and, you 
know, there’s no hidden areas in public parks. 29 

24 Joy Suliman interviewed by Stephen Gapps, 5 Nov 2003.
25 For example, Val Goodacre, a neighbour of the Georges River NP, interviewed by Heather Goodall and Jo Kijas.
26 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
27 Ibid..
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid.



64 Place-making in national parks

She nevertheless understood that bushland was integral to national parks like Georges River NP. 
She understood that you could not remove bushland from national parks.

I know it defeats the purpose because they are national parks and the trees and wildlife and 
everything, but you find that you’re walking [and] you’re always, like, you know, on alert – what if 
someone jumps out at me, what if…

Fennel and other useful plants
One of the ways that people of Arabic background have engaged with nature along the Georges River 
has been by discovering that familiar plant foods grow there. These are non-native plants which tend 
to be present on the margins of the bush or in areas of previously cleared bushland. It appears that it 
is mostly Arabic-background women who gather these plants. It also appears that these women are 
delighted to find familiar plants in a landscape that can otherwise seem strange and hostile.

In another context, Italian women, who had worked on a local council weeding project, told us they had 
laughed when they discovered that the ‘weeds’ they were collecting were in fact a plant commonly used 
in Italian salads. “What is a weed for some people is food for others”, one woman remarked.30 

The park as a garden
Some Arabic-background women said they wished there were flowers in Georges River NP, like the 
parks in Lebanon. Arabic-background children interviewed said that ‘a good view’ was important in 
a park: there should be water, greenery, flowers.31 In their study of recreational space in the Penrith 
City Council area, Sofoulis et al. report that some of the South Sudanese migrants they interviewed 
“wanted open spaces that were closer to the ‘cultural’ end of the nature-culture spectrum, like the 
formal colonial gardens and parks of their homelands, with fencing, seating, well-kept shrubs, flowers 
etc.”32 (See Sections 2.13 and 3.2).

30 Meeting with bilingual educators at the Ethnic Communities Council of NSW, 4th March 2008.  
31 Muslim children’s Saturday morning school focus group, Jo Kijas, 31st Aug 2002.
32 Sofoulis et al. 2008.

Hesham Abdo shows Violeta Najdova fennel gathered from the  edge of Georges River NP, 2008 
(Denis Byrne)
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Camping in parks?
Some young Arabic-background interviewees spoke of ‘exploring’ national parks outside of Sydney 
with their families. There was no mention of camping though. One said “We go camping, but not 
camp – we stay in hotels.”33 The same point was made by two female Arabic-background members of 
OEH’s bilingual educators’ group. They said camping represented too much ‘inconvenience’ and that 
on long excursions out of the city people would stay in motels.34 

2.5 Islam and parks

Nature in Islam
Interviewed at the age of 16, Hesham Abdo described his pleasure in walking through the bush in 
Georges River NP near his home and spoke about nature as being “one of God’s beautiful creations.”35 
He acknowledged that buildings were made of materials such as wood, which were also created 
by God, but a building “still doesn’t compare to a tree; trees, you know, are much more amazing 
than buildings.” Wafa Zaim, a Lebanese member of the Muslim Women’s Association, and others in 
the Muslim women focus group sessions, explained that because nature was God’s creation, being 
present in the natural environment allowed them to be close to God.36 They described the way they 
chose to hold certain family events, rituals and celebrations, like the birth of a child, in a park setting 
‘close to nature’ because they felt the hadiths instructed them to carry out such family and community 
ceremonies in places where they would be ‘close to God’.37 
Across the Muslim world, from Spain to Indonesia, natural motifs are extensively employed in Islamic 
art. Representations of the human form have been avoided, out of respect for the religious injunction 
against idolatry, but for centuries there has been extensive use of floral and other motifs from nature 
in the abstract, patterned art work seen in Islamic architecture, carpets, fabrics and Arabic calligraphy. 
The natural world thus has long-established symbolic value in Islam for the manifestation and 
expression of the spiritual.38 
In an analysis of environmental ethics in Egypt, Gillian Rice points to a strong tendency for people 
to base their support for environmental conservation on religion and tradition rather than 
environmental science.39 In a general sense, this agrees with the way people in the interviews 
expressed their attitude to nature and parks. Rice also found that Egyptians placed very little faith 
in governments or laws to preserve the environment; instead they relied on personal ethics. Wafa 
Zaim40, interviewed for the study, was adamant that care for the environment was something 
people of Arabic background learnt in their own culture, not something they picked up here. 
There is the ideal of celebrating in natural surrounds, to be close to God, but there is also the practical 
consideration of numbers. Speaking of the celebrations they hold to mark the birth of a child, Wafa 
Zaim asked, “Where else can you fit 300-400 people other than a park?”41

33 Ibid.
34 Meeting of DECC bilingual educators, March 4 2008.
35 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
36 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
37 Ibid.
38 The Metropolitan Museum of Art: the Heilbrunn timeline, discusses Islamic art in its many manifestations with 

a focus on vegetal and natural patterns, with many references and links. http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/
hd/vege/hd_vege.htm. The Victoria and Albert Museum, London, has a similarly extensive online display of 
vegetal and natural forms in Islamic artistic expressions across a range of media, reviewed by Jason Elliot 
(2006) “Beauty and Harmony”, in the Guardian, 15 July 2006, at http://www.guardian.co.uk/
artanddesign/2006/jul/15/art.art

39 Rice 2006.
40 Wafa Zaim, a Lebanese member of the Muslim Women’s Association.
41 Wafa Zaim, interviewed by Heather Goodall and Jo Kijas, 29 May 2001.

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/vege/hd_vege.htm
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/vege/hd_vege.htm
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Breaking the Ramadan fast
Muslims observe a fast from sunrise till sunset during the month of Ramadan It is a highly 
demanding and disciplined experience, which is enjoyably relieved in the shared meal at the 
end of these long days. The fact that on any one day in Ramadan people will not have eaten 
for more than 12 hours means the evening ‘break-fast’ meal takes on a festive character. A key 
reason given for wanting to visit parks at night was to be able to have the meal there in natural 
surroundings.
The fast is not broken until the sun has actually set below the horizon. The timing of Ramadan 
varies from year to year. In 2008 it extended from September 1 till September 29; in 2009 from 
August 21st till September 19th; in 2010 from August 11 till September 8. The day following the 
end of Ramadan is the major religious festival known as Eid ul-Fitr, when Muslims across the 
Islamic community celebrate their achievement in sustaining the fasting season in exuberant 
celebrations with friends and family. 
One of the women said her family often went to Paul Keating Park in Bankstown to break their 
daily fast. She said it was beautiful there during Ramadan month.42 Hesham Abdo said he and his 
family (who live at Picnic Point, behind Georges River NP) go to Botany Bay near La Perouse to 
break their fast during Ramadan. This is because his mother’s family originally come from Tripoli, 
on the coast of the Mediterranean in northern Lebanon, where they had had an involvement in 
the fishing industry. When they arrived in Australia they had lived at Coogee where they had a 
fish shop and they still have an attachment to that part of Sydney. When they break their fast they 
“like to be outdoors…so everybody comes and they bring their… camping lights and all that, 
their gas thingies”, and they stay there well into the night.43 They sit around eating and talking 
and having coffee and tea and the younger ones go walking and shining their torches into the 
sea to see the fish jumping up and down. He said that people like to go to parks or the beach to 
break their fast: “They don’t like to stay at home because everybody’s probably been at home the 
whole day.”

Praying in the park
Many Muslims pray five times a day. Given that most visits to the park take the form of picnics 
which last from a few hours to several hours, these people will pause to pray once or twice. In 
some ways it is more appropriate to them that they pray in a park than in a mosque. Believing 
that all of nature is God’s creation, to be standing or kneeling on the ground, is to be as close to 
God as one could be. This is actually quite a significant way in which people can come to feel they 
belong in the Australian environment – i.e. by understanding that it is as much God’s creation 
as the landscape of Lebanon, Iraq or Egypt. Islam maintains there is no such thing as a profane 
world: in the words of the Prophet, “the whole of this earth is a mosque.”44 This is, then, a most 
important example of making ‘space’ into a meaningful ‘place’. 
Not all Muslims pray in the park, however, it is a matter of personal choice. We have noticed, for 
instance, that in some groups only the older men and women pause for prayer and that in such 
cases other members of their group go on with their activities – e.g., preparing food, playing  
with children. There is a sense in which those who are praying have, temporarily, occupied 
another space. 
People pray in the direction of the Kaaba in Mecca. The invisible line orienting and connecting 
them to Mecca, as well as the act of praying itself, can be said to place the park in the cosmology 
of Islam. This can help people to feel at home in the park.

42 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
43 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
44 Wersal 1995: 454.
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Cleanliness
One of the most obvious ways in which the priority of personal cleanliness manifests itself in 
everyday life for Muslims is in the need to wash one’s hands and face before praying. Women at a 
focus group we conducted said, “hygiene is very important to us, religiously… You see, because we 
can’t perform our prayers [if we are not clean].” Taps ‘outside’ (i.e. not in toilet blocks) were viewed as 
more hygienic because they were away from the dirty environment of the public toilet interiors. It 
also helped to have concrete below the tap to avoid the ground becoming muddy. 
But the priority that Islam places on cleanliness means that toilets are also a special issue. A major 
complaint among park visitors of every ethnic group is in relation to dirty toilets (and though the 
building and maintenance of toilet facilities is a major priority for NPWS, keeping them clean is 
also a major challenge). In practice, many Arabic-background park visitors simply avoid using the 
park toilets, instead using the toilets of friends or relatives who live reasonably close nearby. At 
one of the focus groups, the women spoke enthusiastically about automatic self-cleaning toilets. 
They thought these would be good for the parks because they are always clean. School children of 
Arabic background were as concerned about dirty toilets as their parents were. They complained 
about the smell and the lack of soap to wash your hands.45 
The tables and seats provided in the parks are often dirty, which is not necessarily a reflection 
on park management since much of this ‘uncleanliness’ results from defecating birds and other 
elements of the natural environment. People of Arabic background picnicking in Georges River NP 
often take water to spray on the tables and seats and then wipe them down before they use them.46 
They don’t necessarily view this as a problem, but it does provide an insight into the way hygiene is 
valued by these park users.
School children also complained about there not being enough garbage bins and that you sometimes 
had to leave the garbage on the ground.47 They did not like going to parks that were dirty, where 
there was rubbish. It was interesting that young people of Arabic background seemed as concerned 
about cleanliness as the older generation. They wanted to see more garbage bins and were especially 

45 Muslim children’s Saturday morning school focus group, Jo Kijas, 31 Aug 2002.
46 Hesham Abdo, Saltpan Creek
47 Muslim children’s Saturday morning school focus group, Jo Kijas, 31st Aug 2002.

Prayers outside Lakemba Mosque at the end of Ramadan 2006  (Dean Sewell, Fairfax Photos)
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concerned about the cleanliness of toilets. Lack of toilet paper, muddy floors, the smell and the lack of 
soap to wash your hands48 were all of major concern.49

It is interesting to note that whereas in the United States the central metaphor for the environment is 
‘nature’, in Egypt it is ‘health and cleanliness.’50 If in Arabic culture generally there is an equation between 
the environment and purity, then the existence of very unclean toilets in parks could be quite jarring.

Water and Islam
All the above illustrates the way water has a central place in an Islamic system of values (see 
Section 1.9). Water is the means to cleanliness and is treated as sacred in its own right. The symbolic 
importance of water in Christianity and Judaism reflect the common origins of these three world 
religions, however, it is recognised that water has retained its material and everyday centrality in Islam 
to a greater extent than it has in the other two religions. 

2.6 Backyard park – the world of Hesham Abdo
In July 2001 we interviewed Hesham Abdo, a 15 year-old member of the Arabic-background Muslim 
community, whose home was in Picnic Point, a few blocks away from the boundary of Georges River 
NP. This was the first of a series of interviews with Hesham conducted over the next six years. While 
most of the Arabic-background interviewees experienced the parklands along the river through the 
‘front door’ (arriving and staying in those parts of the parks closest to the river), Hesham had grown 
up knowing the park from the perspective of the bushland at the end of his street. Hesham is highly 
articulate and was able to describe his own world in great detail and subtlety. Over the next six years 
we interviewed him on a number of other occasions and he took on the role of interviewing other 
young men from his community.
Hesham’s father migrated from Palestine when he was a young man. His mother migrated from Tripoli 
in northern Lebanon when she was a child.

48 Muslim children’s Saturday morning school focus group, Jo Kijas, 31 Aug 2002.
49 Anonymous, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
50 Rice 2006: 375.

Toilet block, Fitzpatrick Park, Georges River National Park 2009 (Denis Byrne)
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Backdoor to the park
Hesham and his friends most often visited Georges River NP via the informal footpaths that lead into 
the bush from the ends of two dead-end streets: Burns Road and Kennedy Street. They mostly rode 
their bikes there and then along the bush tracks. His friends were an ethnically mixed group who 
included Lebanese, Palestinians, Greeks and Italians as well as Anglos. This area of bushland comprises 
the flat land at the top of the sandstone escarpment, which drops down to the cleared, lawned areas 
along the river. Hesham said it was always quiet in the bush and once you had gone even a few dozen 
metres in you could no longer see out and the sounds of the neighbourhood faded away. He said 
they used to go there for the peacefulness of it. Once in the bush they would, “just go for a walk, yeah, 
look around and pick little bugs up or whatever and muck around, and just do whatever, you know, a 
normal person would do.”51

Harassment
As a teenager, Hesham felt uneasy about being in the riverside part of the park where people 
sometimes “called out names” at people of Arabic-background.52 He felt it was safer for him to 
be in a group of friends and to stay in the most public parts of the park – near the car parks, for 
instance.

Transition from riding to driving
At the age of sixteen Hesham, mentioned some of his friends already didn’t visit “the top” (Picnic 
Point neighbourhood end) of the park any more because they didn’t want to walk or ride bikes  – they 
had begun using cars.53 Getting a driver’s licence and owning or having access to a car made a major 
difference to the geographical range of Hesham and his friends. When they first got their bicycles their 
range of movement around their homes had expanded to include Georges River NP as well as several 
council-managed parks in the area. The advent of cars radically extended this range and changed 
their behaviour. Many of his peer group would now only visit the parks in their cars and would stay 
close to the parking areas where their cars were. Hesham was one of the few who would still walk in 
the bushland fringing his neighbourhood. The others “would just break off” (visiting the bush) when 
they got to a certain age.

They’d just forget about their past and sort of say, ‘that’s closed, that’s it, we don’t want to go there any 
more’. And it’s really sad. 54

Walking in the bush
Hesham did not identify his walks in the bush as ‘bush walking’. It was something that was done 
close to home because the bushland in the upper part of Georges River NP, ‘the top’, was only a few 
hundred metres from his house.

It happened every time that something stressful would come up, you know, like an exam or 
someone passing away or someone was sick. Just go for a walk. And that’s where we used to go 
for a walk, down the bush. And it was me and two other cousins, the three of us. We’d just walk, 
you know. And while we were walking… you’d look around and see the birds, see what plants 
were around. 55

51 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
52 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
53 Ibid.
54 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Heather Goodall, 11 July 2006.
55 Ibid.
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Crocodiles in the park
One afternoon in 2003 Hesham was showing one of the authors the trail through the bush off the end of 
Kennedy Street which he’d often walked along when he was young. The trail leads down the escarpment 
to a small wetland area in a gully. He spoke of how he and some of his Anglo-Celtic playmates used to 
go down there when they were about 12 or 13 – they used to imagine there was a crocodile living in the 
swamp. They knew, of course, that there was no crocodile, but with their ramped-up young imaginations 
they were still quite capable of scaring each other silly with the spectre of this crocodile. Even as a 20 
year old, as he was relating this and laughing about it, he glanced around uneasily when a sudden sound 
came from the direction of the swamp. It is well known that children come to know and ‘map’ their 
surroundings by populating them with events, real and imagined. In this context, the American novelist, 
Michael Chabon, refers to the “mental maps of their worlds that children endlessly revise and refine.” 
“Childhood”, according to Chabon, “is a branch of cartography.”56

Some boys don’t do parks
Hesham noted that some of his friends didn’t like going to parks. They preferred the shopping centres, 
like Bankstown Square (the ‘concrete jungle’)57. 

Cultural distinctions
Many of Hesham’s friends from school and elsewhere were Anglo-Celtic-Australians. All of them 
shared activities, like the Thursday afternoon bike rides to Neptune Park in Revesby, a kilometre 
northeast of his house, to play football. Other things they did not share. The Anglo-Celtic-Australian 
boys, for instance, rode skateboards. According to Hesham, Arabic-background boys do not ride 
skateboards (he had no explanation for this, it was simply a fact of life). Another thing the Anglo-Celtic 
boys did, which the Arab boys did not do, was build cubby houses in the national park.58 His Anglo-
Celtic-Australian friends were building a cubby house in the bushland of Georges River NP off the end 

56 Chabon 2009: 17. 
57 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Heather Goodall, 11th July 2006.
58 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 19 July 2001.

Hesham Abdo on the boardwalk linking Monash Reserve to  Lambeth Park (Denis Byrne)
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of Kennedy Street, Picnic Point. When Hesham asked them why they were building it they said 
it was because they were bored.59 He said he liked to build things at home, like tables and wall 
units, but couldn’t see the point of building a shack in a park.

Refugees
Hesham strongly believed that the experience of being displaced by conflict and, in many cases, 
living in refugee camps prior to arriving in Australia, was central to the attitude of Palestinian 
and many other Arabic-background migrants to the Georges River parklands. In his view it meant 
they were powerfully attracted to the open space of the parks and to their natural setting. 

And no matter how many come from Lebanon to here it’s still going to be the same problem. 
They’re denied space over there. They’re denied it and they find it here. They find freedom. And 
they find open space here. They all want the river. They want to go down there. They’re denied it 
and they find it here. 60

2.7 Night time use
Participants in a focus group for Muslim women seemed mystified as to why the parks were 
closed at night, particularly when, in summer, it was still daylight when the gates were closed.61 
One of the women said of Georges River NP: “That one closes really early and we usually go in 
summer and so we’re all sitting around and you have to get up.” Another said you would not want 
to visit a park after about 4:00pm in summer, “after the sun’s set a little bit” because soon after 
that it was closed. Roua, one of the focus group participants described the scene:

The barbeque’s on but there’s nothing on it, as in just the heat there, and, you know, you’re just 
having a family time. You don’t want it to end but you know you’re eventually going to have to 
go home… but in the time that you’re there you’d like sufficient lighting.

The women all complained about a lack of lighting. They spoke of sometimes having to turn the 
car lights on in order to see. 

Lights in the park
Some Arabic people take gas lamps and kerosene lamps to the park at night to allow them to see. 
“They need lights for when they play their cards or when they do their meditation, sometimes 
they need lights to read books.”62 The poor lighting in parks is not necessarily perceived as 
relating to a policy that national parks are not open at night, but rather as a failure to provide 
proper facilities. This resonates with the view of some Vietnamese (below) that national parks 
should contain flower beds – the absence of these is seen not as a matter of intention but rather 
of inattention.

2.8 The river 

Facing the river
Most Arabic-background visitors to Georges River NP favour picnic spots facing the river, which 
they see as the defining feature of the park. The view from a particular location may be just as 
important as the location itself. 

59 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
60 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Denis Byrne and Heather Goodall, 21 July 2006. 
61 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
62 Hesham Abdo, Saltpan Creek
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Fishing the river
Fishing in the Georges River parklands does not appear to loom as large for Arabic-background park 
visitors as it does for Vietnamese. However, it is certainly an activity some Arabic-background park 
visitors are fond of. Hesham Abdo spoke of going to the Carinya Road end of Georges River NP, near 
the boathouse, to fish with his father or uncle or cousins.63 “There’s no fish really in the Georges River 
but we still throw the line out. It’s just the joy of throwing out the line and, you know, waiting and 
waiting… it doesn’t get boring, I like it.”64 He also believed people from places like Lebanon and Egypt 
had an affinity with water and fishing because these two things had a major part in their lives back 
home. He spoke of an Auntie who lives in Sydney. She was in her fifties and wore a head scarf but she 
loved the water and the beach. She was going to sew a swimming costume for herself.65

For some Arabic-background migrants, fishing rather than picnicking is the drawcard that brings 
them to the Georges River. Mahmoud Dehn, interviewed in 2003, described himself as a Syrian-
Australian who had lived all of his 20 years in Auburn:

At an early age, in teenage years, my parents used to take us down to the Georges River to fish, to 
relax, to just get out of the sort of environment we’re in where it’s mainly like flats and buildings; 
you know, just to get out of there, get into nature, have some fun, you know, learn how to fish…66

A group of Arabic-background men from the Picnic Point area fish regularly in the Georges River at 
night, both in the Saltpan Creek area and near Menai on the south side of the river.67 They use rods 
and use ‘bloodworms’ as bait. 

63 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 19 July 2001.
64 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.
65 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Heather Goodall, 11 July 2006.
66 Mahmoud Dehn, interviewed by Stephen Gapps 20 Nov 2003.
67 Hesham Abdo, Saltpan Creek

Woman fishing at Cattle Duffer’s Flat, Georges River National Park Aug 2010 (Denis Byrne)
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Fishing appears to be favoured by some families more than others. Some of the interviewees said 
fishing had never been a big thing in their particular families, though they knew other families 
where fishing was a major interest.
In Section 1.5 we noted that migrants often have a sense of being in two places at once, an 
experience that derives from the fact that both their homeland and their adoptive landscape are 
simultaneously very real and present for them. The act of fishing has a role in this.
Ghassan Hage has argued from his research that for Lebanese immigrants missing their home, the 
complex of embodied experiences involved in feeling the weight of holding a Lebanese fishing 
rod in one’s hands; the familiar physicality of baiting, casting and hauling in; and the surrounding 
experience of a riverine environment were ways to conjure up the sensations of a lost homeland, to 
experience both places simultaneously. 68

For many recent migrants, fishing also clearly plays a key role in their exploration of their new 
environment, in learning about that environment and coming to feel comfortable in it (see Section 3.4).

Using Arabic rods
Many of the people of Arabic background who were observed fishing on the Georges River used 
traditional one-piece reel-less rods. Mahmoud Dehn was brought up to use these. He spoke in detail 
of the technique for using them, noting the disadvantage of their being somewhat heavy and a strain 
on the arm after a while and also of their suitability for catching only the smaller fish. He said he and 
his brother moved away from these rods at a certain point. “We had that urge to catch bigger fish, so 
we had to sort of move into the rods with the reels…”69 He said that in Auburn a lot of the younger 
men liked to go fishing in groups, “it’s like football, it bonds us together.” Some young men “would 
rather go fishing than clubbing.”

Seeing Vietnamese net fishers
Hesham Abdo spoke of having seen Vietnamese people in rubber boots fishing with nets at Chipping 
Norton late at night. He didn’t think they were doing any harm, in fact it was “great that they were 
down there”; for him it was one of the interesting things you could see when you went to the park.70

Jet skiing on the river
In recent years, jet skiing has been a major activity for young Arabic-background men on the Georges 
River adjacent to the national park. The boat trailer parking area at Picnic Point has recently been 
expanded by NPWS, partly in an effort to cater to the popularity of jet skis. One of the striking features 
of jet ski behaviour at Picnic Point is the extent to which the male owners of the skis, or other male 
licence holders who ride them, take younger people (mainly boys but sometimes girls) out for a spin 
as a passenger. On the Sunday afternoons we spent as observers at Picnic Point there was a continual 
traffic of jet skis coming into and out from the shore, taking passengers for a ride. The passengers 
appeared to be relatives or fiends of the owner/drivers. From a sociological point of view, this 
behaviour (the giving and receiving involved) appears to have a role in reproducing social relations. 
At Picnic Point, while the older members of the picnic group are sitting under the trees, or under 
a picnic shelter, the younger members spend large amounts of time on the shoreline near the 
boat ramps or on the jetty. For the picnics to fulfil their function of creating and maintaining social 
cohesion, it is critical that the younger generation are in attendance and this means it is important 
they have something to keep them amused. There is a limit to the length of time teenagers of 
either sex can bear to sit under a tree exchanging small-talk with the older generation. While some 
teenagers of Arabic background at Picnic Point would fish off the river bank a much larger number 
congregated down by the boat ramps and jetty to watch the jet skiing and hope for the chance of 
being taken for a ride. While most riders and passengers are male, we did see Arabic girls and young 
women (including women with head scarves) ride as passengers on jet skis. 

68 Goodall et al. 2009: 183.
69 Mahmoud Dehn, interviewed by Stephen Gapps 20 Nov 2003.
70 Hesham Abdo, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 19 July 2001.
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On the negative side, jet skis generate significant noise. In Lebanon, where jet skiing is a highly 
popular, unregulated activity, it is listed in the 2001 State of the Environment Report as a source of 
noise and air pollution and a danger to swimmers and others.71 The popularity of jet skiing in Lebanon 
may also have ‘migrated’ to Australia – in a sense, young Lebanese males might be thought of as re-
enacting coastal Lebanon on the Georges River.

Water in the form of ponds
One of the participants at the children’s focus group said parks needed to have ponds: “I just like 
looking at what is in there – frogs… I really like frogs.”72 Wafa Zaim also said parks needed to have 
ponds with fish and water plants. These were things that were to be found in parks in Lebanon. 
She wanted things that reminded her of home and ‘reminded’ her children of places from home. 
Water, present in various forms in parks, seemed to be one of those landscape reference points that 
allowed people to be in two places at once (see Section 1.5). Participants in the Muslim women’s 
focus group spoke of fountains and ponds as being attractions in the parks of the Middle East. The 
ponds had beautiful fish that you could feed.73 Arabic school children spoke about how they like 
waterfalls. “They’re beautiful, they’re absolutely beautiful,” one said.74 
There is a long tradition in Islamic architecture, from Moorish Spain to the Middle East, Turkey, 
and onto Mughal India and Southeast Asia, of incorporating flowing water into formal gardens, 
large and small. Channels of flowing water are often used to divide gardens into quadrants, 
reflecting the four quarters of God’s natural creation on earth, with a fountain as a central element. 
The role of water in these gardens is quite different from that in East Asian gardens (other than 
those influenced by Islam). A number of the participants in the Muslim women’s focus group 
described this tradition of a formally laid out place with the extensive and sculptural use of water as 
representing an ideal ‘nature’.75

71 Lebabon State of the Environment Report 2001, p. 93.
72 Muslim children’s Saturday morning school focus group, Jo Kijas, 31 Aug 2002.
73 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
74 Muslim children’s Saturday morning school focus group, Jo Kijas, 31 Aug 2002.
75 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.

Jet skiing, Picnic Point, Georges River National Park, 2009 (Denis Byrne)
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2.9 Young people and parks
An extraordinarily large proportion of Australia’s 340,000 Muslims are young – 70 % are under the 
age of 35.76 This has implications for national park visitation: for instance, one would expect to see an 
emphasis on activities favoured by young people, such as football and riding jet-skis.
A number of participants in the focus group of Arabic-background school children perceived 
themselves to be the same as Anglo-Celtic park-users. “Like sometimes because we tend to have 
bigger families we do the picnic thing a lot, but generally the same sort of uses.”77 

Big spaces
Some young Arabic-background males appeared to favour parks with large open spaces. This seemed to 
partly relate to wanting to have enough space to play football without annoying other park users. They 
were more likely to use council-managed playing fields in their suburbs for football than the river parks 
because they were closer to home. But when they went to the river parks (e.g., Georges River NP and 
Chipping Norton) with their families, they liked to play football while older people sat or walked around. 
For them, the ideal picnic spot was adjacent to large flat lawned areas where you could kick balls.
As noted earlier, open spaces are also favoured by women, particularly those wearing hijab 
(whether in the form of a headscarf or burqa) who feel vulnerable to harassment or even assault.

Young girls and their friends
A high school student of Arabic background spoke of how she and her girlfriends from the Muslim 
school she attended often went to neighbourhood parks by themselves to walk and talk.78 One of 
these parks was Roberts Park in Greenacre. Around six or seven of them would go and sit on the 
swings. One of her friends was fascinated by birds and trees – she was very “into that” at school. But 
sometimes one of their parents would take the group to Georges River NP. When her friend’s father 
took them he was very protective and would not let them walk far from the car park.

Like, because we’re all girls …we’re all seven girls and we all have the scarf on; he’s just worried that, you 
know, that some group of guys might just come and try to muck around with us and he doesn’t like that.

She said that, having the scarf on, whether in a park or on the street, “you just find that people just 
stare and guys just make remarks and things like that.” So, in the park, her friend’s father would 
worry that if that happened the girls would feel “we don’t fit in.” However, she insisted she and her 
friends wouldn’t feel that way.

76 ‘Background Briefing’, ABC radio, 6 Sept 2009.
77 Muslim children’s Saturday morning school focus group, Jo Kijas, 31st Aug 2002.
78 Anonymous, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 8 July 2002.

Soccer at East Hills Park on the Georges River during Eid celebrations 2007 (Hesham Abdo)
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Oh, like, us girls, we don’t really care what other people think. If we were allowed to go other places… 
by ourselves, we would go. We wouldn’t really care what people thought of us, because we know 
how we are and we’re proud of … you know, who we are.

Sometimes the girls also ask older cousins to take them to parks. That allows them to go for walks in 
the bush which they would not have done by themselves.79

Assertiveness in boys
Identity is always relational. In public spaces such as parks, where Arabic-background boys are 
conscious of the presence of ‘Australians’ (i.e., Anglo-Celtic-Australians) who they may see as hostile 
to their culture, they may be inclined to assert their ‘Lebaneseness’ more visibly than in other 
situations. Greg Noble and Paul Tabar argue that the Lebanese identity many Arabic youths in 
Southwest Sydney have constructed for themselves is partly a response to the discrimination and 
racism they have been exposed to over the years since the 1990/91 Gulf War – they find strength 
and comfort in the sense of community this construct provides.80 In this way, they may be more 
self-consciously Lebanese than Lebanese youth were prior to the war. 

2.10 The experience of discrimination
As in other countries, many Muslim women in Australia have in recent decades adopted hijab (modest 
clothing), which most often involves wearing a head scarf but can extend to more complete covering 
(burqa). Since the 1970s, the hijab has emerged worldwide as a symbol of Islamic consciousness.81 
Hijab is relevant to the park context because it is a highly visible indicator of Muslim identity. 
A woman of Arabic background interviewed in 2004 spoke of how at a certain point when she 
was growing up in southwest Sydney, some of her female relatives decided to adopt hijab and 
how this made a difference to their experience of being in the Georges River parklands.82 It 
became more stressful to be there. For example, they felt they had to pick up any litter in the 
vicinity of their picnic spot, even if it wasn’t theirs, in order to avoid ‘negative stereotypes’. 
One way this sense of vulnerability is likely to play out is that groups including women wearing 
hijab are more likely to visit parks where they know other Arabic-background people will be 
present. This may have made Georges River NP more of a focus for visitation by people of 
Arabic background than it otherwise would be.83 It is not just hijab that incites discrimination, 
but rather the Islamophobia that became common in the Western world in the 1980s and was 
heightened following the 9/11 World Trade Centre attack. Wafa Zaim acknowledged the fear 
many Muslim women in Australia felt about their safety in public spaces. But she was determined 
not to allow that fear to dominate her experience of national parks. 

…if you ask me, I would have said I love to see all the trees so I can sit and relax, and I’m not really 
going to worry about who’s going to be behind them [i.e., the trees] because we’re supposed to 
have a safe environment, especially if it’s a national park. We’re paying, we’re entering, so the 
guard should be there to make us feel in a safe atmosphere. 84

Anxiety related to discrimination also affects these women’s families, including young Arabic-
background men, many for whom report experiencing harassment on the basis of their physical 
appearance. All of this has had an impact on the way people of Arabic background use public 
spaces, including the public space of parks.85

79 Ibid.
80 Noble and Tabar 2002.
81 Dreher and Ho 2009.
82 She chose to remain anonymous. 
83 Tadros, E. ‘Beach ban: Lebanese head west’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 December 2009. Some of our interviewees 

reported retreating to Georges River NP as they felt safer there than they did at the beaches.
84 Muslim Women’s Association focus group, interviewers Heather Goodall, Jo Kijas and Wafa Zaim, 4 July 2002.
85 Sydney Morning Herald, 20 August;  Collins et al. 2000; Jakubowicz and Browning 2004; Whitten and Thompson 2005.
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Vietnamese Sydneysiders and the Georges River

2.11 Demographics
                    

1996 census 2001 census 

Total Males Females Total Change 1996-01 % change

56,378 33,457 34,445 67,902 11,524 20.4

Table 3: People in NSW for whom Vietnamese is spoken at home

1996 census 2001 census

Total Males Females Total % of OSB Change 1996-01 % change

61,133 30,442 32,583 63,025 4.3 1,892 3.1

Table 4: People in NSW born in Vietnam

Most Vietnamese people came to Australia as refugees or migrants after the war in Vietnam ended 
in 1975. Sydney’s Vietnamese population, mostly from southern Vietnam, came largely from urban 
centres rather than the countryside. Many settled in southwest Sydney, especially around Cabramatta, 
Canley Vale and the Fairfield area. Most new arrivals since the late 1980s have come as part of family 
reunion arrangements.

2.12 Encountering national parks

Australian national parks
Many recently-migrated Vietnamese have their first experience of a national park after arriving in 
Australia. Many of them appear to regard the national parks as particular to ‘Australian’ (i.e., Anglo-
Celtic-Australian) culture, despite the fact that national parks have existed in Vietnam since the 1960s.
Many of the interviewees said how surprised and intrigued they were when they first encountered 
national parks in Australia, and how it took some time to discover what they were for, how one 
used them, and what behavioural etiquette applied there. Vinh Nguyen described his family’s first 
experience of Georges River NP when they arrived in Sydney 21 years earlier:

Well we loved it. Because it’s closer to nature, and because it is different from the parks that we see in 
Hanoi in the city where we come from, so we, I mean the first impression was we love it, and we like 
to go there and whenever we make time we love exploring new things in different parks like that. 86

Vinh had already travelled widely around Vietnam as part of his work life before moving to Australia, 
as had his wife Kim, and they were open to new experiences. Not all Vietnamese responded so 
enthusiastically. For some, national parks were a radical novelty and were simply regarded as strange. 
An interview with Alison Phan highlighted the sheer novelty of national parks for many newly arrived 
Vietnamese. She describes her reaction at seeing her first national park: “I actually got quite a culture 
shock… Like, ‘That’s a park!?’”87 Her only experience of parks in Vietnam had been of civic garden 
parks. She was mystified that Australians would describe what appeared to be an area of unaltered 
bushland as a park.

86 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22nd Sept 2002.
87 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
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Adapting and imagining
Migrants initially encounter national parks as novel features of an exotic landscape, but as the first 
months and years pass by they usually explore this new landscape and experiment with using it. People 
observe the ways ‘Australians’ use national parks and they borrow some of these ways, adapting them to 
suit. Vietnamese Sydneysiders, for instance, have widely adopted the ‘Australian’ barbeque, something 
most had no previous experience of. They use park barbeques to cook previously untasted foods like 
lamb and mutton, as well as adapting the barbeque to prepare more familiar Vietnamese cuisine.

But they also experiment with ways in which a Vietnamese person might be able to use the park as a 
Vietnamese – in other words, they try to find out how to be Vietnamese in an Australian national park. 
They use the park for socialising in what they see as a ‘Vietnamese’ way – in large groups of family and 
friends. They fish in the park in the way that people fish back in Vietnam. Given that they can’t control 
the way parks are managed, they cannot physically adapt the parks to themselves; rather it is a matter 
of adapting themselves to the parks. In their minds, though, people constantly compare the parks to 
parks back in Vietnam. And even while they may be enjoying the things about the NSW parks that are 
distinctive – as evident in the words of Vinh Nguyen above – they are thinking about how the parks 
could be improved: by adding flower beds, for instance, or by broadcasting music, or by installing 
night lighting. They think about how the parks could be adapted to themselves. Migrancy thus 
involves not just adapting but imagining and aspiring. 

Citizenship and agency
Recent migrants gradually take up a sense of responsibility for their new environment, but this implies 
or is preceded by the development of a sense of ‘ownership’ of the environment. This is turn implies 
agency, it implies migrants seeing themselves not merely as passive receivers of new knowledge or 
new ways but as active change agents. The research for this project has shown how during the mid-
20th century, the Anglo-Celtic working class residents of suburbs along the river created parklands 
using their own ideas of what a park should be.88 This included preserving bushland but also 

88 Goodall 2004; Goodall et al. 2006a.

Lien  Thi Ho with her son Huy Pham on holiday in Dalat, Vietnam (Pham family)
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reclaiming mangrove mudflats to construct lawned picnic areas. It meant preserving and restoring 
the beauty of the river as well as making it more amenable for their children to play in. These parks 
ultimately became today’s Georges River National Park.
Ultimately, real citizenship means being able to actively change the way things are. Not just to 
imagine how they might be, but to turn dreams into reality.              

Finding parks
The Vietnamese media professional, Dai Le, said that for Vietnamese refugees arriving in Sydney in 
the 1970s and 80s, their joy at visiting parks and beaches was associated with the joy of escaping the 
refugee camps in which many of them had been confined for years in various parts of Southeast Asia 
before being accepted into Australia.89 But how do Vietnamese migrants find national parks? The 
presence of the parks may seem obvious to established city dwellers but to a newly arrived migrant 
they may not be easy to discover. 
While Vietnamese interviewees concede that media advertising and stories play some role in alerting 
them to the existence and attractions of national parks, they mainly discover parks by word of mouth 
within their own families and communities. Alison Phan explained:

Usually going to parks and national parks is from word of mouth. Like someone go there and they 
say, wow, that’s a beautiful place, you know, that’s how we get introduced. 90 

She said they only go to parks that have been recommended: “My uncle… would go and check it out, 
and that it’s safe enough to bring my grandma and the family along.”91

Using street maps is one of the easiest ways to locate parks. Ving and Dung (Kim) Nguyen spoke about 
how they discovered parks by looking for green spaces on maps. “We see a piece of green colour on 
the map… we like to explore it… [we say] what’s in there?”92 This option would not be available to 
people without literacy in English.

Finding appropriate parks
Not all parks are considered desirable as places to be. Thanh-Hue Nguyenphuoc, for instance, said she 
found the parks along the Cooks River were beautiful but she wouldn’t go to Tempe Reserve as it was 
too close to the airport and she did not like being too close to traffic.93 Huy Phan, who migrated to 
Sydney in 1990 at the age of 11, described Georges River NP at Picnic Point as his favourite place on 
the river. 

Yes, that’s definitely my favourite spot because you get the river there, also the barbeque facilities and 
parking as well which is very nice… And it’s spacious there and we can play some sports like volley 
ball or badminton. Badminton is a big part of Vietnamese culture.94

Interviewees commonly referred to the combination of open space, the river and good facilities as the 
key to what constituted a good park.

2.13 The park as a garden
The expectation that Georges River NP and NSW national parks in general could or should be more 
like gardens was a key theme in interviews with older Vietnamese participants. Several people wanted 
to see flower beds, fish ponds and fountains. Interviewed early in the project, Bach, a 73-year-old 
Vietnamese woman, said she preferred gardens to parks. 

89 Dai Le interviewed by Jo Kijas and Heather Goodall 9 August 2002.
90 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
91 Ibid.
92 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22 Sept 2002.
93 Thanh-Hue Nguyenphuoc interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 29 Sept 2005.
94 Huy Phan interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 5 June 2005.
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Well, I go to gardens because they are prettier and better looked after. They are usually smaller than 
parks and have more people so you won’t be lost. Everything is beautifully landscaped and trimmed 
so there are more things to see and enjoy. 95

The Georges River study echoes Mandy Thomas’s earlier study commissioned by NPWS. 
Interviewees in the earlier study tended not to make a distinction between council reserves and 
national parks, seeing the latter as simply undeveloped versions of the former (but lacking in 
some of the features that make parks enjoyable).96 People mentioned flowers as being important 
element of gardens – many visited the Japanese Gardens in Auburn or the Royal Botanical Gardens 
in order to have their photos taken with flowers in the background. A number of interviewees 
nominated the Japanese Gardens along with the Chinese Garden in Darling Harbour as examples of 
what parks were like in Vietnam.

Dai Le recalls as a child being ‘constantly’ taken to the Royal Botanical Gardens by her family during 
the first years of resettlement in Australia after spending four years in refugee camps.97 Her family 
loved the flowers and trees there. They were taken by their father and her friends to have their 
photos taken next to rose bushes “we just went with them, you know, like handbags.”98 Huy Phan, 
who came to Sydney in 1990, aged 11, described his ideal park as being ‘designed’ and ‘creative’ 
where the landscape is not left for ‘nature to decide’.99

A similar preference for garden parks may prevail in other Asian cultures. Chinese residents of Los 
Angeles interviewed as part of a cross-cultural park vistation study described their ideal park as “an 
outdoor garden filled with colorful flowers, ponds, pavilions, and tea houses for passive enjoyment, 
sightseeing, and relaxation.”100

95 Bach interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
96 Thomas 2002: 91-92.
97 Dai Le interviewed by Jo Kijas and Heather Goodall 9 August 2002.
98 Dai Le interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 20 June 2005.
99 Huy Phan interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 5 June 2005.
100 Loukaitou-Sideris 1995: 96.

Nguyen family and friends at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney, 1980s (Nguyen family)
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A deeper look at the issue
The idea of the ‘park as a garden’ stems from a strong tradition of public gardens in Vietnam. Located 
in cities, these gardens are much more a part of everyday experience for most Vietnamese than are 
Vietnamese national parks, which tend to be located in mountainous terrain, relatively remote from 
the densely populated coastal strip and delta plains, and difficult to access by a population with a very 
low rate of private car ownership. It goes deeper than this: the literal translation of the English term 
‘national park’ in Vietnamese is ‘national garden’.101 The anthropologist Pam McElwee maintains that 
for those Vietnamese who do visit national parks, their interest is “more along the lines of ‘developed 
and manicured’ rather than ‘ecotourism and natural’.” Boat trips, visiting orchid gardens, and eating 
and drinking at picnic areas are all more likely to appeal to Vietnamese visitors, she maintains, than 
hiking or bird watching.102 Nor are park managers in Vietnam themselves averse to this perspective, 
and botanical gardens are sometimes constructed in national parks,103 partly as a strategy for 
attracting more visitors.104

It may be useful to step back a little in order to get a perspective on Vietnamese attitudes to the 
natural environment more generally. Writing of past attitudes to nature in Vietnam, DiGregorio 
observes that:

truly wild nature was generally perceived as dangerous and hostile to humans. Forests were feared 
as places filled with ferocious animals and evil spirits. Such places should be avoided or, whenever 
possible, cleared and transformed into cultivated landscapes. The nature that was valued was a 
domesticated nature, a landscape filled with paddy fields, bamboo groves, canals, ponds, and villages, 
an ordered and largely humanized nature. Thus, traditional Vietnamese were not conservationists in 
the Western sense. 105

This would seem to have been the pattern in other parts of Southeast Asia also. In Thai Buddhist 
culture, for instance, areas of forest unsettled by humans are described in terms of darkness, as 
opposed to the lightness of those areas cleared and cultivated and where Buddhist temples reflect 
the civilising effect of Buddhism.106 Thais consider it meritorious religiously to clear the forest, bringing 
light into the darkness. It has also been suggested that “relative to Western cultures, Eastern cultures 
tend to favour human manipulation of nature in order to enhance its appeal, in contrast to the 
preservation of nature in a pristine state.”107 All of this might help provide context for the notion that 
flower beds and water features in a national park may by no means be an unusual one in the world at 
large and may indeed warrant serious consideration by park managers where they are keen to attract 
visitors of an Asian cultural background to their parks.
Vietnamese interviewees who asked why there cannot be gardens in national parks may have been 
mystified by the large lawned areas in Georges River NP (and many other national parks). These may 
seem like quasi gardens that always fall short of being proper gardens, as if someone has simply 
forgotten to put in the flower beds and fountains. The lawned areas at Georges River NP were 
already present when they became part of the national park system and by retaining them, NPWS 
is maintaining existing assets. These areas are seen as places where people can sit and enjoy the 
surrounding natural riverine and bushland setting. They may be peripheral to the main function of the 
parks, which is nature conservation, but from the Vietnamese perspective they are the central features 
of the parks, and the bushland is just a backdrop. 

101 Mark Infield, Flora and Fauna International, interviewed in Hanoi by Alison Cadzow 7 March 2006.  
102 McElwee 2001: 12.
103 Ibid: 11.
104 ‘A recent Global Environmental Facility project is providing eight million dollars to improve two park areas [in Yok 

Don National Park], and is to be used for ‘landscape planning’ and ‘integrated biodiversity management’ but as a 
foreign consultant told me, 'The Vietnamese park managers think the money gets to go towards building lodges 
and carnival grounds and elephant rides to help them bring in more tourists’ (McElwee 2001: 11).

105 DiGregorio 2001: 187.
106 Davis 1984.
107 Lindberg 2003: 119.



82 Place-making in national parks

Young Vietnamese interviewed in 2002 said it was the older generation who like garden-parks. They 
themselves were comfortable in national parks.108 Some Vietnamese make a clear distinction between 
national parks and other types of park where gardens do occur. Dung (Kim) Nguyen said:

So, like in the middle of the city…, you should have a park with flowers and green trees and whatever. 
But in a national park it’s natural. [If ] we try to bring some flowers…to the national parks, it looks 
really funny and it not quite fit. 109

Most Vietnamese we interviewed, however, did not seem to see this lack of fit. For them it seems the 
distinction between national parks and garden-like parks is far from clear. With time, presumably it will 
become more clear – particularly, perhaps, as they travel more extensively in NSW and see more of 
the ‘classic’ national parks. The question though is whether, when they obtain a clearer picture of the 
typical national park, they can then see the point of such a park. This question, of course, goes to the 
issue of the conservation ethic and whether they can relate to that ethos.

Lack of understanding of the national park concept
Comments by those interviewees who wanted national parks to have more of the attributes of a 
‘garden’ clearly suggests they didn’t see garden attributes as inconsistent with the national park 
concept. They tended to see lack of garden attributes as indicative of poor park management, lack 
of funding, or as evidence that the parks were still incompletely developed. This serves as a reminder 
that the national park concept is not necessarily ‘obvious’ to people of a non-Western background. 
To reiterate the point made elsewhere in this report, the national park idea emerged from historically 
and culturally specific circumstances in northern Europe, America, Canada and New Zealand. It is easy 
for Vietnamese migrants in Sydney to observe national park landscapes, but it is not easy for them to 
observe or understand the history that has produced these landscapes.

Nature in the negative
The ‘park as garden’ concept also brings into focus its opposite, the park as a wild, undomesticated 
space. Both Bach and Nuoi, the two 73 year-old Vietnamese women we interviewed in 2002, spoke 
almost in the same breath about their preference for gardens and their uneasiness about national 
parks. Bach, speaking about how a fear of bushfires made her think twice about going to a national 
park instead of the beach, said: “You don’t know how safe you are in there and since its quite big, you 
might get lost in it.”110 Later in the interview, when asked how she would compare her park visitation 
to that of Anglo-Celtic-Australians, she said:

I guess Australians [Anglo-Celtic-Australians] go to parks more and they seem to like to leave nature 
as it is. We Asians are more homebound. We also like nature to be complemented by human efforts 
so it’s less ‘wild’ and less empty or ‘lifeless’.

All this helps to explain the radical novelty that an Australian-style national park can present to 
Vietnamese migrants. This is especially likely to be the case when national parks like Georges River 
NP, perceived to be wild environments by many Vietnamese, are found to exist deep within bounds 
of the city. 
One factor in the endurance of the ‘parks as gardens’ perspective is the way electronic media 
increasingly permits Vietnamese in NSW to inhabit a Vietnamese virtual landscape, where the garden 
ideal is celebrated and normalised. Sitting in their lounge rooms at night in southwest Sydney, 
Vietnamese families watch tele-dramas and music videos in which the actors and Vietnamese pop 
stars stand and walk through a Vietnamese ‘nature’ presented in the form of gardens. 

108 Vietnamese focus group, 21st Sept 2002.
109 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22nd Sept 2002.
110 Bach interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
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Between the garden and the bush
It is clear from a number of the interviews that a significant number of Vietnamese people do visit 
parks in order to enjoy nature. The choice is not simply between garden parks and nature parks. In 
describing what she liked about Chipping Norton, Tran Ngoc Hanh emphasised that, “it’s nature that I 
love”, but the landscape she was describing is an artificial one. The ponds with the ibis and the bridge 
linking the two islands are part of the park’s ‘landscaping’ and many of the trees have been planted. 
But she preferred this setting to the Japanese Gardens at Auburn: “We can tell easily that the one in 
Auburn is created by people. Man-made.”111 One might conclude that she didn’t make a distinction 
between a semi-natural and a natural setting, and that she would be able to enjoy nature in all the 
Georges River parklands – those managed by local councils as well as Georges River NP.
Cuong Nguyen described Chipping Norton as being ‘halfway between’ a garden-type park and a 
national park.

Trees and bush
While many Vietnamese appear to have reservations about being in the bush, at the same time they 
place great value on trees. The trees set in open recreation areas are valued more highly than those 
in a bush setting, because the former have been brought into a humanised (or civilised) space. They 
represent a domesticated form of nature valued by many Vietnamese.

2.14 A utilitarian view of nature
A key finding of Mandy Thomas’s (2002) study of the relationship between Vietnamese-Australians 
and national parks in the Sydney area was that a strong utilitarian attitude to the environment made it 
difficult for Vietnamese to understand the purpose of reserved bushland. 

For the most part the flora and fauna of Vietnam is equated with fruit, flowers and farm animals, 
and not ‘wild’ animals. Rather than a ‘wilderness’ the landscape is domesticated and viewed as a 
resource.112

If the strongest landscape image of the Australian environment for many Anglo-Celtic-Australians 
is the eucalypt forest, the strongest memory many Vietnamese migrants have of their former 
homeland is the paddy field113. The paddy field is arguably the quintessential image of an intensively 
domesticated landscape that has also been rendered as an image of beauty.    
The utilitarian stance has a major downside in Vietnam in that it is driving native fauna into or towards 
extinction. One of the key threats to native fauna in Vietnam, as in China, is people’s traditional desire 
to eat them. “Anything that crawls is eaten. This is not because people are poor, rather the Asian 
mentality dictates that the rarer it is, the better it is to eat it.”114

Thomas reports that very few of those interviewed for her study “had any knowledge of Australian 
flora and fauna and few showed an interest.” She continues:

As most information about flora and fauna was remembered only when it was associated with 
human usage, it would be important to convey this aspect of Australian native plants and animals in 
any environmental education strategy.

The discourse of wilderness attracts many Anglo-Celtic-Australians to national parks, looking to 
experience environments perceived as untouched by mankind. The wilderness concept, however, 
is read as a negative by many Vietnamese, for whom it may act as a deterrent to park visitation. As 
Mandy Thomas notes, “mainstream ideas about the wilderness as uninhabited and uncontrollable 
have been incorporated into Vietnamese conceptions of national parks as somewhat dangerous and 

111 Tan Ngoc Hanh interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 22nd Aug 2006 (translator: Boi Tran Huynh-Beattie)
112 Thomas 2002: 71
113 Thomas 2002: 49.
114 Ibid.: 59.
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frightening.”115 The very idea of a landscape that has never been occupied or utilised by humans may 
appear bizarre and somewhat disturbing. In this context, it may be a comfort to Vietnamese to learn 
that there is no landscape in Australia, however remote or rugged, that has not been occupied by 
Aboriginal people. 
In Sydney, the utilitarian view of nature may be manifest in the enthusiasm of many Vietnamese for 
fishing and shell fishing. To Anglo-Celtic-Australians, the notion of nature as a food resource may 
seem highly problematic, but it is likely to reflect a quite recent trend towards conservationism. Earlier 
generations of Anglo-Celtic-Australians had a quite different perspective on nature. As Haworth 
points out, the first suburban settlement of the sandstone country in the immediate environs of 
the Georges River occurred in the early 20th century by working class Sydneysiders who had a 
distinctly utilitarian approach to neighbouring bushland.116 A network of bush tracks surrounded 
the quarter-acre blocks in these neighbourhoods, which Haworth was able to identify on 1930s 
aerial photographs. They provided access to fishing places, timber resources, wildflowers and bush 
plants gathered for sale – all resources that, like the vegetable patch on the quarter-acre block, were 
significant in the domestic economy.
Cuong Nguyen spoke of first generation Vietnamese migrants and their attitude to the environment:

You know…they see fish that are not caught, like, that is a waste. Or they see land not used for farming 
or, you know, like vegetation or something, then they think this is a waste of good land, good soil, or 
trees and fruit… That was my mentality as well… like when I first came over and I saw, you know, fruit 
on trees, in [a] national park… you’re like: ‘how come no one’s picking that?’ 117

He said he now realised the park was there just for the ‘enjoyment’ of seeing it there. 

[But] my grandma would say – ‘Oh, bird, hunt him down’, kind of thing. Or, ‘fish…!’ 

Referring to the way many recently-migrated Vietnamese see things, Cuong said: “When you see 
something that … was eaten in Vietnam and was not eaten here, you find that is a waste.”118

Utilitarianism also informs the attitude of Vietnamese to their suburban gardens in Sydney. A survey 
of backyard gardening by geographers Lesley Head and Pat Muir found that more than 80% of shrubs 
and trees that Vietnamese had in their gardens were fruit-bearing (including mango, pawpaw, loquat, 
longan, bananas and citrus).119 They note, though, that among migrants in their survey, “gardens of 
intensive food production virtually disappear within a generation of migration.”120 This may suggest 
that the utilitarian view of nature may also modify quite rapidly over time.

2.15 Environmental nostalgia
Many of the interviewees spoke of experiencing intense homesickness during their first years in 
Australia. Homesickness may be especially acute because the Australian and Vietnamese built and 
natural environments are so radically different, yet even in this context people encountered and 
sought out elements that triggered nostalgia. Thanh-Hue Nguyenphuoc grew a ‘Vietnamese garden’, 
featuring banana groves, a papaya tree and Vietnamese vegetables, in her Turella backyard: “So a lot of 
people come and say, ‘Oh God, I feel so homesick when I look at it’.”121 Thanh said a lot of things made 
her homesick for Vietnam, even the Sydney weather on certain days.
Dai Le said that when her family arrived in Sydney, they liked going to parks where they could 
feed the ducks, “because we have ducks back in Vietnam.”122 Alison Phan said her family came from 

115 Ibid.: 126
116 Haworth 1995: 37-39.
117 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
118 Ibid.
119 Head and Muir 2007: 96.
120 Ibid., p. 103.
121 Thanh-Hue Nguyenphuoc interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 11 July 2005.
122 Dai Le interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 20 June 2006.
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the countryside in Vietnam, so they like to go to parks where there is water and perhaps ducks. 
“Something that resembles … what they had in their country.” In these surroundings, “they would sort 
of talk about what happened in Vietnam and things like that.” The water lilies in the pond at Chipping 
Norton are an attraction because “it is very close to what is in Vietnam.”
The first (migrant) generation’s experience of the new environment may thus be saturated with 
nostalgia, but for the second and subsequent generations, homesickness and nostalgia in the primary 
sense does not occur. Something else takes its place. Their new homeland becomes the site of primary 
attachment, but they often still have a strong ‘secondary’ attachment to a Vietnam they have grown 
up hearing about from their elders, and which most have visited. 

2.16 Perceiving danger in the bush

Residual war anxiety
Older Vietnamese may associate the Australian bush with the Vietnamese jungle, and by extension 
with the years of conflict around Vietnamese independence. As Alison Phan put it,

Usually the forest and woods and those places were hiding places of the communist. So that’s why 
my family was actually scared [of the bush] – ‘why would you go in the bush? What if there’s, you 
know…mines or bombs’. 123 

So places like the Chipping Norton parklands are preferable, because they are not too ‘bushy’. Another 
Vietnamese woman told us she associated camping with hiding in the jungle during her escape 
overland from Vietnam into Cambodia, and she preferred the security of her own bed.124 
Cuong Nguyen spoke of how, to his mind, there was a cultural difference in the way Vietnamese look 
at nature but there was also the history of the country they came from. In Australia, he thought, it took 
Vietnamese a while to forget about communists hiding in the forest. “It takes you a while to get used 
to the fact that, you know, that is beauty and that is nature and there’s nothing dangerous about it.”125

The bush and invisibility
A number of Vietnamese interviewees, men and women, said they felt uncomfortable in or close to 
bushland because they did not know who it might conceal. The bush provides “a place to hide for 
people who might attack you.”126 The advantage of a park like Chipping Norton was that the trees, 
many or most of which have been planted, are more openly spaced. Visitors may feel safer because 
“it doesn’t have bush that blocks your vision.”127 These comments resonate with those made by park 
visitors of Arabic background (above). It is well known that in the late 18th century and through 
the 19th century, many Anglo-Celtic settlers also harboured a fear of the bush. In the early years of 
colonisation, there was a fear of being attacked in the bush by Aboriginal people. There was also a 
deep fear of being lost in the bush, a fear that became a theme of settler culture evident, for instance, 
in art, poetry and prose. In the present day, it appears that Vietnamese associate the bush with danger 
to a greater degree than Anglo-Celtic-Australians do. 

Other people as a threat
Lily said there were many stories among young Vietnamese of assaults of various kinds taking place 
along the ‘strip’ of suburbia and parkland along Henry Lawson Drive (a strip that includes Georges 
River NP). “I guess that is also why we opt for cafés and beaches more often than parks: you never 
know who might be in the bush or behind a tree.”128 Young Vietnamese interviewed in 2002, however, 
said they had never experienced violence in parks at night. They said their parents told them stories 

123 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
124 Interview by Allison Cadzow, 28th January 2006.
125 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
126 Vietnamese focus group 7 Oct 2007.
127 Ibid.
128 Lily interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
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about attacks and fights in order to discourage them from going to parks at night.129 In one focus 
group, a participant said he was bothered by ‘Muslims’ who sometimes had large gatherings at 
Chipping Norton where they played their music loudly.130 This was the only negative comment 
encountered in relation to Muslims or people of Arabic background in general.

Fire as a threat
Vietnamese interviewees appeared to have a heightened consciousness of the potential dangers of 
Australian natural environment.  Dahn: “Our family doesn’t go to parks very often anymore these days 
because it’s the bushfire season.” Bach, as noted above, said she preferred the beach because of the 
risk of being caught in a bushfire in a national park.131

2.17 Patterns of park use
Three main types of park visitation by Vietnamese emerge from the interviews: extended family 
picnics, age cohort visits, and visits centred on fishing.

Extended family picnics (see section 2.18)
These are organised, planned events that often mark events like birthdays. They have a number of 
characteristics.
•	 Children are expected to attend, including those in their mid-late teens who are beginning to 

spend more time with their own cohort of friends.
•	 The picnics play a major role in maintaining the intergenerational family bond.
•	 They should not be thought of as entirely kin-based. Often two or more unrelated families from 

the same neighbourhood will picnic together.
•	 The numbers involved range from about 8 to 15. Alison Phan, for instance, described her ‘extended 

family’ as numbering about 15 people.132

•	 They occur only during daylight.

Age cohort visits (see section 2.19)
As Vietnamese children reach their mid teens they begin to spend large amounts of time with 
friends and acquaintances of their own age-group. Park visits by these groups have the following 
characteristics:
•	 They mainly consist of males. Equivalent female-based cohort groups no doubt also exist but they 

appear not to visit parks as a regular activity.
•	 Park visitation by young males is closely related to car ownership and use. This partly relates to the 

fetishisation of cars by young Vietnamese males – i.e. cars become objects of desire and status in 
their own right rather than being simply a means of transport.

•	 These visits are more likely to occur at night than during the day. The parks at night are attractive 
partly because they are slightly ‘scary’ and because the night offers a special freedom – e.g. to 
scream (see below). Most members of these groups work or attend school or university during the 
day, so the night is also the most convenient time for them to gather.

•	 Most members of these groups still live at home with their parents.
•	 Upon marriage, Vietnamese males tend to stop socialising with their own age cohort. Thereafter 

park visits occur mainly with the family or with fishing friends.

129 Vietnamese focus group, 21st Sept 2002.
130 Vietnamese focus group 7 Oct 2007.
131 Bach interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
132 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
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Fishing in the park (see section 2.24)
Vietnamese men, and to a much lesser extent women, may fish in parks during family picnics or 
during age cohort visits, but they often also visit parks specifically to fish in the company of relatives 
and/or friends.

2.18 Picnics in the park

The concept of leisure
Dai Le observed that the concept of leisure is not as clearly defined for Vietnamese as it seems to be 
for Anglo-Celtic-Australians. “We don’t have a beach culture; we don’t have a leisure sort of culture, in 
a way.”133 Vietnamese often worked seven days a week and in the free time they did have, were more 
likely to congregate with the family at home.134 She made a similar point about beaches in Vietnam – 
they simply aren’t used as much, partly because people (especially women) want to avoid acquiring a 
sun tan. Some of the young second-generation Vietnamese in the focus group said they did not know 
much about beaches because their parents never took them.135

We relax when we can get something out of it
It is unclear to what extent the much-commented-upon Vietnamese work ethic and lack of leisure 
culture is an embedded cultural trait, or is an outcome of economic hardship and keenness, inplaces 
like Australia, to take maximum advantage of the opportunities associated with the chance of getting 
a good education for their children, buying a nice house and car, and all the other possibilities that 
relatively well-paid employment offer. Young Vietnamese interviewed in 2002 shared the view that 
Vietnamese had to have something to do in a park; they would not go there simply for leisure. They 
said they were raised to believe you had to do things that ‘had a purpose’. One member of the group 
said, “I mean, this concept of individual enjoyment isn’t something we’re familiar with in our culture.” 
Another remarked that if they said to their parents they were going for a walk in the park they’d be 
told they were wasting their time.136 One of the participants in this group said: “We relax when we 
can get something out of it. You know, when the Vietnamese relax? That’s when they sleep.” The 
group agreed that “the concept of relaxation… doesn’t exist in our culture… it’s a waste of time.” 
This negative connotation of relaxation was strikingly different to the way many Arabic-background 
people spoke positively of parks as a place for relaxation (see Section 3.2 above). 
There is a sense here in which group activities, like a family picnic or even a group of young people 
socialising at night in the park, are seen as having a purpose, which is to do with social bonding. 
Individual leisure is not legitimated in this way.

A typical picnic in the park
Huy Phan describes what seems to be a fairly typical Vietnamese picnic in the Georges River parklands. 

People would normally … organise barbeques at the park … with other families … like a family 
catch up, then all members of the family would be there, the parents and the uncles, the aunts, the 
sisters, all the cousins and the grandpa and the grandma… It’s a big event. So they would … bring 
all the barbeque stuff, all the meat that they have marinated overnight or the seafood and the salad 
and then they also bring a couple of fishing rods there. Then they would start the day pretty early in 
the morning, so by ten o’clock they would get to the park and start barbequing, then play some sports, 
like volley ball is quite popular and … find a spot and do some fishing. Then we’d go home around five 
o’clock. That would be a very nice day. 137

133 Dai Le interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 20 June 2005.
134 Ibid.
135 Vietnamese focus group, 26 Sept 2004.
136 Vietnamese focus group, 21 Sept 2002.
137 Huy Phan interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 5 June 2005.
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The park as a place to sit down
For Vietnamese visitors who come to the park for picnics, the primary attraction of the Georges 
River parks is that there is room for large groups to sit down on the lawn in a relatively attractive 
environment (though perhaps not as attractive as it would be if it was more garden-like). The parks are 
like community halls or function centres in this respect, except they are outdoors and free to use. One 
Vietnamese interviewee pointed out that a picnic in the park was cheaper than hiring a hall.138

A place to lie down
Typically, space is at such a premium in urban parks in Asia that there are few opportunities to lie on the 
grass. Being able to lie on the grass in places like Georges River NP was one of the things that first struck 
Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen and it was something they returned to repeatedly in their interview.
Young Vietnamese interviewed in 2002 were adamant that people in Vietnam would not lie down in a park. 

You wouldn’t see this kind of thing happen in Vietnam … like, put the blanket down, sit on the ground … 
They wouldn’t lay there for relaxation. They don’t have time to relax; like, they prefer not to lie around. 139

Indeed, in parks in Hanoi and Saigon the grass is often fenced and there are signs warning 
people to stay off it, so Australian parks with large grassy areas where sitting is encouraged are 
something of a novelty.

Sun avoidance
A number of interviewees said how much they value having shady spaces in the park. One 
middle-aged Vietnamese couple said they would not visit parks close to their home in St Johns 
Park because there was not enough shade, ”so we would have to settle for parks further away.”140 
This may relate to a tendency for pale skin to be socially valued by Vietnamese over sun-tanned 
skin. Also, many people want to prevent premature aging of the skin from sun exposure. People 
in Southeast Asia generally, particularly women, will often go to a great deal of trouble to avoid 
exposure to sunshine. There was also general agreement among young Vietnamese at a 2002 focus 
group that “Vietnamese don’t like the sun.”141

Cuong Nguyen said the park is ‘too hot’ for older Vietnamese people. They stick to the shade.142 He 
described the national parks here as consisting of “open space, and it’s very orange and yellowish kind 
of colour; in Vietnam it’s very green, they got water in there; in here its very dry and it’s open.”143 

Social bonding
Like many other Asian peoples, in the Vietnamese social system the consumption and sharing of food 
plays a central role in social bonding. For many people, parks play the role of outdoor restaurants. 
Long and Thi noted that getting together with the family was something they valued and wanted 
their children to do in future.144 Bach said that while it is relaxing to be surrounded by nature in a park 
setting, she mainly goes on picnics in parks for social reasons:

To see all your children and grandchildren playing together, bonding, enjoying each other’s company. I 
get to talk about old times, to teach and remind my children and grandchildren of their background and 
cultural origin. It is also fun sometimes when we catch fish but it rarely happens. However, it’s a wonderful 
feeling to see your family having fun, no more war, no more poverty, no worries about work and all. 145

138 Nuoi interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
139 Vietnamese focus group, 21 Sept 2002.
140 Long and Thi interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
141 Vietnamese focus group, 21 Sept 2002.
142 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
143 Ibid.
144 Long and Thi interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
145 Bach interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
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All the activities she describes are instrumental in making the group (in this case the extended family) 
a cohesive reality. To be real in this sense, the group needs to gather together from time to time to 
play, talk, share food, and to tell and hear stories from the past. When such groups gather in a park, the 
park has an enabling role in social bonding. One could thus add social bonding to the list of purposes 
fulfilled by Georges River NP.

Is picnicking Vietnamese?
Observing Vietnamese people picnicking in the Georges River parklands might lead to the conclusion 
that picnicking is an essential attribute of Vietnamese culture, a normal part of what Vietnamese 
do. Actually it seems more accurate to think of it as something Vietnamese do in Australia. In 
Vietnam, people tend not to picnic in parks. Socialising in large groups of family and friends is more 
characteristically Vietnamese – in Vietnam this tends to be done at restaurants and cafés, many of 
which are open-air and some of which are in parks. When they encounter parks like Georges River 
NP, Vietnamese migrants see the potential to adapt this form of socialising to the picnic format. This 
relates back to the earlier point about recent migrants experimenting with the possibilities of park 
visitation. Few Vietnamese would ever have seen a barbeque, let alone used one, prior to their arrival 
in Australia (although Dai Le reports that barbeque restaurants are now popping up in Vietnamese 
cities to cater to Korean businessmen146). While to the average Anglo-Celtic-Australian there is nothing 
special about having a barbeque, for more recent Vietnamese migrants it can seem highly innovative.

2.19 Age as a factor in perception and use of parks

Birds of a feather
When he was a university student, Dahn (aged 40 when interviewed in 2002) used to go to the 
Georges River parks with his brothers and friends. They went there to fish, play sport, or just talk 
among themselves. Now he tends only to go with his family on special occasions: “I guess the older 
you get the more family oriented you become.” 147 He lives separately from his siblings now and 
doesn’t hang out with his university friends the way he used to: “These days picnics are for the family 
to see each other. It’s relaxing and fun but in a different way.” Dahn also saw a difference between 
Vietnamese and Anglos as regards age. According to Dahan as they get older, “we Vietnamese don’t 
get out as much as the Australians”, mainly because of the longer hours he believes Vietnamese work.
On the other hand, as Vietnamese children become teenagers they appear to spend more time 
socialising with friends of their own age cohort and be less inclined to go to the park with their 
parents. As Vinh Nguyen remarked, “birds of a feather flock together. Yeah, we got to flock with birds 
of the same feather. Our children have [a] different feather.”148

None of the older Vietnamese in the interviews made any negative comments about the behaviour of 
the younger generation.

Old people and parks
Dung (aka Kim) Nguyen mentioned that old Vietnamese like to socialise outdoors, a trait evident in the 
hundreds of old Vietnamese to be found sitting in Freedom Plaza in Cabramatta.149 In Sydney, because 
they rarely drive cars, elderly Vietnamese tend to congregate in open space close to where they live 
rather than in places like the Georges River parklands. This replicates a pattern found in cities across 
Asia, where urban parks are thronged with old people strolling or sitting and chatting at almost any 
hour of the day. They congregate there, socialise, play chequers and chess. Georges River NP cannot be 
part of this pattern for most Vietnamese in south-west Sydney, because it is out of walking range. This 
contributes to the sense that the park is a place for outings rather than day-to-day visitation. 

146 Dai Le interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 20 June 2005.
147 Dahn interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
148 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22nd Sept 2002.
149 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22 Sept 2002.
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Second and later generations
There is a distinction to be made between the way migrants who arrive as adults discover and explore 
the natural environment and the way it is discovered and explored by those who are either born here 
(i.e. second-generation migrants) or arrive as small children. For the former it is a process of adjustment 
and adaptation, whereas for the latter it is more a matter of the incremental environmental discovery 
that is intrinsic to the experience of childhood and teenagerdom. One young Vietnamese male 
described how when he was in primary school he could not ‘go out’ but when he was 13 he and his 
friend were allowed to ride their bikes after school: “And I’d ride to the bush river (Cooks River) and it was 
like a whole new world.”150 What he is describing is the experience of expanding horizons in which ‘new 
worlds’ materialise as people grow up, an experience redolent with excitement and promise.
Bicycles and the freedom that comes with being allowed to ride unsupervised around the 
neighbourhood enable a ‘new world’ to open up within a certain radius of home. The possession of 
a car expands this radius radically. At the age of 17 or 18, “you’ve got your car and freedom,” as one 
interviewee succinctly expressed it.151 This is also approximately the age at which young Vietnamese 
talk of beginning to lead a life partly away from the family. They still go to family events, like picnics in 
the park, but they also spend large amounts of time with groups of friends their own age.
The second-generation Vietnamese Sydneysiders we spoke to often had a strong consciousness of 
their distinctiveness from their parents’ generation. They tended, for instance, to see themselves as 
more spontaneous in their park visitation. “With us, we just go to parks because it’s a good weather 
weekend, whereas our parents would take weeks to plan and prepare.”152

As years pass, however, and they become young adults, often with young families of their own, the 
pattern changes. For many of them, the exploratory phase of life gives way to something else:

All these things vary with age. I used to like to explore different places, good fishing spots for instance. Going 
to local parks (e.g. Georges River NP) was reserved for days when I had no destinations to go to. However, 
now, with the family, we stick to the same park because of familiarity, accessibility and convenience.153

150 Vietnamese focus group, 26 Sept 2004.
151 Ibid.
152 Vyvy, interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
153 Dahn interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.

Elderly Vietnamese in the Cabramatta Mall (Fairfax Photos)



 Office of Environment and Heritage 91

A new breed
School provides an environment in which the children of migrants mix with children from other 
cultural groups. The children of Vietnamese migrants visit parks in the company, for instance, of 
Anglo-Celtic-Australian school friends, and this seems to be a means by which they learn about 
each other’s perspectives on nature and expectations about park activities. The dialectical nature 
of this cross-cultural experience is illustrated in the comment of one young Vietnamese who 
said he had two ‘Australian’ friends who he went to beaches and national parks with. “They have 
been Asianised, in a way,” he said, presumably meaning they had become amenable to ‘Asian’ 
perspectives and values.154 His sense of the importance of retaining his Vietnamese identity was 
illustrated in his use of the pejorative terms ‘banana’ and ‘bananary’ to refer to people who, in his 
words, were “yellow on the outside but white on the inside.” And yet the young Vietnamese we 
spoke to were very conscious that their identity as Vietnamese-Australian was very different from 
the identity of Vietnamese living in Vietnam. It wasn’t a consciousness of being in any way less 
Vietnamese or of being only partially Vietnamese. They saw themselves as being ‘a new breed’ 
of Vietnamese. 155 This is precisely where multiculturalism’s creative potential in a country like 
Australia lies: not as a mosaic of frozen fragments of home cultures, but in being a dynamic place 
in which distinctive cultures engage with each other in ways that produce a new shared cultural 
environment that is fluid, unprecedented, and offers new ways of engaging with the natural 
environment.
In Sydney, one of the world’s most culturally diverse cities, new ways of thinking about and being 
in national parks are emerging. We see this project as not simply adding to understanding of how 
migrants of Arabic and Vietnamese background perceive and use national parks, but of bringing into 
view an emergent new national park experience. 

2.20 The river and fishing

Rivers in Vietnam
Coming from the wet tropics, many Vietnamese are struck by the dryness of the NSW environment, 
even its coastal strip.156 Flowing through what appears to be dry terrain, rivers and streams draw the 
attention of Vietnamese. 
Boi Tran said: “Oh, the water always brings some calmness to me.”157 She also spoke of water as 
symbolising the flexibility of the Vietnamese. She describes the ‘water-world’ of southern Vietnam 
and then the experience of most refugees fleeing Vietnam by water. She spoke of how it felt to be 
driving through the suburban streets when Georges River comes into view: “I felt like a bird kind of 
out of the cage.”
When asked what her family looks for in a park, Alison Phan said there had to be water of some kind – 
a lake, a pond or a river.158 Huy Phan described how when you look at the river, “you maybe find some 
serenity within yourself.” He went on to talk about the importance of water to him:

Say in Vietnamese culture, whenever we think of water… it’s life, we think of water as life. It’s 
calming, it’s fresh. It’s like when you … play sport for like two hours, you go home and then 
you wash your face – doesn’t that make you feel good? Or take a shower. You feel so refreshed 
and also calm as well. So to us Vietnamese, that’s what we think of water and hence the river 
as well. 159

154 Vietnamese focus group, 26 Sept 2004.
155 Comment by participant in Vietnamese focus group, 26 Sept 2004.
156 Thomas 2002: 83. Vietnamese also often describe the Australian landscape as scentless (Thomas 2002: 83), a 

perception that appears to relate to the relatively low humidity here .
157 Boi Tran Huynh Beattie, interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 21st July 2006.
158 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
159 Huy Phan interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 5 June 2005.
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He also made the connection between water and agriculture in Vietnam. The central place of wet-rice 
farming in the Vietnamese agriculture means paddy fields, which are flooded in the early part of the 
growing cycle, are an intrinsic part of the landscape. He said the river reminds people not just of the 
rivers of ‘home’ but also of paddy fields. And so, 

…to some people, when they look at the river, it makes them feel at home a bit. A bit at home, it 
reminds them of their memories in Vietnam.

He also cited the pleasure of being beside water as a reason Vietnamese Sydneysiders go fishing.
Thao, a 21-year-old law student at the University of Sydney when interviewed for Mandy Thomas’s 
(2002) study, spoke about staying at her grandmother’s house on the banks on a river at Go Dau 
during a return visit to Vietnam.

I used to lie on a hammock and stare out at the muddy water of the river … It was somehow able 
to cast a spell of peace over me when I watched it. People live in tiny boats, raising their families and 
providing for them using the river. It had a sort of innocence to it, a raw beauty. That river is probably 
what I miss most about the landscape. It became part of who I am: my mother grew up in that 
house on the river; the river witnessed her marriage and the birth of my brother. Somehow, possibly 
inexplicably, it forms part of my family tree and thus me. 160

In Vietnam, rivers are inseparable from human culture: people fish in rivers, wash in them, travel on 
them, live on them, and play in them. As Thao’s words convey this.

I remember just standing at the back and waving to the kids. As they played and swam in the water, 
their faces lit up and all you could see were smiles … It captured the essence of the river, it was a 
source of life, never was it just an idle body of water, it carried with it business, families, irrigation. 161

In Southeast Asian popular culture, rivers are emblematic of coolness, a sensory experience that is rare 
in tropical climates (outside of air-conditioned interiors). In Thailand, for instance, the waterfall is a 
symbol of coolness and many Thai homes feature posters and framed pictures of waterfalls. 
For many Vietnamese who came to Australia as refugees, water also carried the symbolic weight of 
fear and anguish associated with their dangerous exodus from Vietnam by boat in the 1970s and with 
the numerous relatives and friends who died at sea.162 

The Georges River
When asked why the river in Georges River NP was an attraction for him, Vinh Nguyen said, “it’s the 
coolness”, despite the fact he never actually entered the water.163 Thanh-Hue Nguyenphuoc said when 
she saw water she had a “feeling of something fresh; life, because everything needs water.”164 She didn’t 
much like the ocean, which she associated with sand and sun (Many Vietnamese women try avoid 
direct sunlight, see 2.18 above).
A participant in one of the focus groups for young Vietnamese said: “I think the water features in 
the park make it more enticing.” He appeared to group rivers with other ‘water features’, without 
articulating a major distinction between the natural and the artificial. 

You go to the park and see a river running and you think that might be a bit more beautiful. If it was just 
a park with some trees, I don’t know… Water’s calm and Chinese think it’s always good to live by water, 
it’s good fortune. You feel cool as well, with water features you feel cool as well. 165

Many interviewees nominated the river waters as the key attraction of Georges River NP. The river was 
far more important to them than the park’s bushland.

160 Thomas 2002: 47
161 Ibid.: 47
162 Cadzow and Goodall 2006; Nguyen 2009: 6. 
163 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22nd Sept 2002.
164 Thanh-Hue Nguyenphuoc interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 29 Sept 2005.
165 Vietnamese focus group, 26 Sept 2004.
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Vietnamese residents of Georges Hall who took part in a focus group believed that their 
neighbourhood’s good feng shui (literally, water and wind) was attributable to the closeness of the 
Georges River.166 Even for park visitors, as distinct from residents along the river, the presence of the 
river was auspicious. 

Fishing the Georges River
The strong utilitarian thread that runs through the relationship of Vietnamese people to nature 
informs, and is informed by, their love of fishing. In this context it is entirely understandable that 
Vietnamese visitors to Georges River NP want to fish in the river. It is also understandable that 
their attachment to the river would be formed to a significant extent through the act of fishing. As 
explained in section 3.4, for recent migrants, the fishing line extending from their hand to the river 
might be thought of as a line of connection with the Australian landscape.  
Vinh Nguyen explains that Vietnamese people fish in parks in part because if they didn’t, they 
wouldn’t have anything to do there. They need “something to pass the time.”167 This relates to the 
point many Vietnamese people made in their interviews: they were a people who had to have a 
purpose for going to a park that was beyond just sitting and meditating. 
Cuong Nguyen observed that a central image in Chinese and other Asian cultures, for instance in 
paintings, is of a solitary man in deep contemplation. He believed Vietnamese men in Sydney could 
find that situation on the Georges River. To Cuong’s way of thinking, fishing is important to many 
Vietnamese in Australia because it is something they know how to do in a new country where there 
are many things they either don’t know how to do or are not confident about doing.168 What is 
particularly important here it that fishing is an activity undertaken in public open space, allowing 
them to participate in the public realm, not merely to be present in it. 

166 Vietnamese focus group 7 Oct 2007.
167 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22 Sept 2002.
168 Cuong Nguyen, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 26 August 2002.

Huy Pham with his father at the Georges River National Park, in 1990,  five months after arriving in 
Sydney from Vietnam (Pham family)
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Fishing and collecting seafood also served as a way of building social connections between 
Vietnamese refugee and migrant families when they arrived in Australia. Dai Le explained that she felt 
the process of collecting and consuming produce in the early days of arrival: 

…was something … they could do as a group of Vietnamese refugees who had the same experiences 
of living in camps all these years …To have the space and the environment to enjoy oneself with your 
children, I think it was that whole concept of freedom, this is what freedom means … they went to 
collect these seashells so that they could come home, celebrate, eat this food they collected together, 
so it’s the collectiveness, doing things together with other Vietnamese.169

In this sense, fishing was a way to make new memories in Australia rather than always referring back 
to activities in the landscape of Vietnam.
Even when they are not fishing, Vietnamese men may enjoy looking for fish and identifying what 
seem to be good fishing places. Alison Phan, describing her uncle, said he was often on the lookout 
for fish. He liked to

spot fish or to sort of like… ‘Oh that would be good to catch those fish’. So they would be sort of 
anticipating catching those fish.’170 

It is easy to see how an interest in fish and fishing becomes a way of mapping the landscape of the 
new country. It provides something to latch onto in an otherwise unknown terrain. It provides a way 
into that terrain and way in which to begin learning more broadly about the environment.
As with most other categories of behaviour, there is variation among Vietnamese Sydneysiders 
on the matter of fishing. At a 2002 focus group session, one young male said that fishing was the 
hobby of almost all Vietnamese males. But another in the group said he was the only one in his 
family who fished. However they were all sure that there would be a fishing rod in almost every 
Vietnamese home in Sydney.171

The issue of netting prawns
There is strong anecdotal evidence that some Vietnamese use nets to catch prawns in parts of the 
Georges River. Vietnamese prawn netting was raised as an issue by participants at the 2007 focus 
group session. It was discussed in relation to Chipping Norton, where the Council has erected signs 
warning people not to eat anything caught there due to toxins.172 A woman in the group said, “during 
the season it’s every night. They take the net and throw it out and just catch all the prawns and all the 
fish.” A man followed up, saying, 

And the problem is they’re Vietnamese [as he is] and I can’t go and approach them … because they 
know where I live … And I see the prawns they catch are in the market the next day [at Cabramatta].

Cuong Nguyen came to Australia as a young boy in the 1980s. He spoke of the issue of nets in the 
context of his family and in doing so he helps contextualise netting:

So when they got here, they’d just buy a rod, just a stick, back when they were poor. And when they 
got a bit more, they got introduced to the whole fishing technology and that’s when they’d first buy 
themselves a few expensive parts and they’d go fishing. My uncle actually went to Queensland and 
bought a net for $400 but he only used it once, because its illegal … he was so excited about it because 
it was about 20 years that he hasn’t been able to find a net. In Vietnam he didn’t do it that often but 
it was part of his childhood, so when he found the net he just had to buy it, no matter how expensive 
it was! Coming back from Queensland the next day, he got up about four o’clock, got all my other 
uncles up and went to the national park just to try the net. They caught nothing at all.173

169 Dai Le interviewed by Allison Cadzow 20 June 2005
170 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
171 Vietnamese focus group, 21 Sept 2002.
172 Vietnamese focus group 7 Oct 2007.
173 Cuong Nguyen, interviewed by Jo Kijas, 26 August 2002.
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This serves as a reminder of how artefacts associated with life in a former homeland can carry a powerful 
charge of nostalgia. As we have argued elsewhere, net fishing by Vietnamese on the Georges River is 
an example of those behaviours that “were not only learnt in another environment but are practised to 
evoke not just the memory but, beyond that, the physical feel and experience of that other place.”174

Cars, freedom, and the map of NSW
As noted above, cars bring a new freedom to young people, allowing them to discover new places. 
Young Vietnamese take their cars out of the city, often on fishing trips to known locations or to discover 
new places to fish. Young Vietnamese, during their ‘discovery’ phase, might almost be said to have a 
role to play in scouting out the terrain of NSW for the community at large, which is highly concentrated 
in urban Sydney. Word of newly discovered fishing spots filters back down the grapevine to places like 
Cabramatta and Marrickville. Later in the report (Section 3.4) we refer to the idea of ‘throwing a line in’ 
as a metaphor for environmental discovery. There is a sense in which the activity of fishing allows urban 
Vietnamese to ‘throw a line in’ to the surrounding ‘ocean’ that is New South Wales. 

2.21 The park-as-café
Young Vietnamese generally like to gather to socialise in large groups at night, whereas the pattern 
for older Vietnamese is for picnics in the park during the day and/or early evening.  Lily (22 when 
interviewed in 2002) said that she and her friends worked most days and only really had a chance to 
socialise at night. They preferred to go to ‘parks close to the beaches’, meaning the strips of lawned 
open space behind beaches such as Bondi, Coogee and Brighton Le Sands. One attraction of these 
parks was that they were close of beach-side cafés.

Well I guess we would be more inclined to choose a park as a place to hang out over beaches if there 
were nice cafés and restaurants there… Beaches are commercially exploited whereas parks are yet 
to catch up. There should be some sections [in national parks] where commercial activities should 
be allowed, that way we’d be able to maximise the use of parks and attract more people, especially 
young Asians whose lifestyle very much involves café culture.175

Another interviewee, who came to Australia as a young adult, pointed out that at the beaches in 
Vietnam and other Asian countries “there are people selling things to you so if you don’t want to go 
swimming you can just relax and have food, whereas here you’re just swimming.”176 At many beaches 
in Southeast Asia it is usual to find food vendors walking along the sand selling snacks, including hot 
food cooked on the spot. It is also common for beachside cafés in Asia to provide ‘table service’ to 
people spread along the sand within a certain radius of the cafés, which may be located on the other 
side of the road to the beach. 
Alison Phan said that if Georges River NP was in Vietnam “there would be people selling food, drinks 
and everything” – you would just sit there and vendors would bring these things.177

Most of the participants in the 2002 focus group for young Vietnamese agreed they would not go to a 
national park by themselves. “It’s lonely”, one of them said. Another commented:

In Vietnam it’s different. I mean you would probably go to the park by yourself because there’s 
everything there – food, and you know there’s people selling things to you.178

He said Vietnamese would be more likely to go to a park if there was a café because then, “there’s a 
purpose in going to a park.” It would ‘combine everything’ – being in the park environment while still 
being able to enjoy food and drink. The café-style park in Vietnam facilitates individual ‘solitary’ visits, 
because there is a social context individuals can participate in, even if only sitting alone at a café table. 
You cannot do that in most Australian national parks.

174 Goodall et al. 2009: 182-83.
175 Lily interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
176 Vietnamese focus group, 26 Sept 2004.
177 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
178 Vietnamese focus group, 21 Sept 2002.
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This idea of the park-as-café may seem to invoke a strange or discordant image of a national park, but 
in fact it is the reality of parks (even national parks) in Vietnam and of Vietnamese lifestyle in Sydney. 
It was apparent in the interviews that many Vietnamese did not realise that park managers in NSW 
might see cafés as inappropriate to the ‘natural’ experience of national parks.

2.22 Bushwalking and camping
Dung (Kim) and Vinh Nguyen said they like to take short walks in the bush but distinguished 
this from the way that Anglo-Celtic-Australians go bushwalking, which they see as being more 
‘adventurous’.179 They also alluded to the absence of ‘something along the way’ that can serve as 
a destination for bush walking. This may be because in Vietnam, the closest thing to bushwalking 
would be walks though the woods to reach Buddhist shrines or pagodas.
Vietnamese of middle age or older appear to regard bushwalking and camping in the bush as more 
or less dangerous. This was evident especially in interviews with young Vietnamese, who frequently 
said their parents refused to allow them to do these things. There is some evidence from the 
interviews that younger Vietnamese are less inclined to regard the bush as dangerous
Vinh Nguyen, a middle-aged Vietnamese man, spoke somewhat wistfully of camping in the bush, 
an activity that attracted him at a conceptual level but which he saw as being out of the question 
for someone like himself.

…some Aussie friends are talking about sleeping in the Blue Mountains in the valleys among the 
possums and all the snakes running around you at night time, in a sleeping bag, and I’d love to 
do that too, you know. I just actually don’t have a chance to do that. Of course not. To explore the 
nature in that way, you got to have some knowledge…180

Alison Phan told us that she, too, loved the idea of going bushwalking overnight and staying in 
tents. But it was something she had never done.181

Some Vietnamese see bushwalking as typifying the ‘Australian’ (i.e. Anglo-Celtic Australian) attitude 
to nature, juxtaposing it with a Vietnamese attitude typified by sightseeing. Swimming at the beach 
was also identified as an ‘Australian’ thing to do. Most Vietnamese went to the beach to sit and 
watch the view.182

Two male Vietnamese members of OEH’s bilingual educators group said that Vietnamese would not 
consider going camping, for instance in the camping grounds in coastal national parks. They often 
travelled out of the city to go fishing and shell-fishing but would return home to sleep, even if this 
meant returning to the city late at night.183 They said they did not like the idea of camping but they 
did like to ‘explore’.

Young Vietnamese bush-walkers
However, Vinh and Kim’s eldest son, Cuong Nguyen, has a very different attitude to bush walking. 
Now in his late 20s, Cuong was born in Hanoi and came to Australia with his parents when he was 
15. He finished high school in Sydney and studied architecture at Sydney University. Cuong was 
introduced to bushwalking when he was invited by a friend to join an abseiling club at university. He 
went bushwalking with them in the Blue Mountains and “got hooked.”184 Since then he has been bush 
walking a number of times with his younger brother. He enjoys being in the presence of ‘untouched 
nature’, drinking water from mountain creeks, sleeping in a tent. Like his father, he describes 
bushwalking and camping in terms of adventurousness.

179 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22 Sept 2002.
180 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22nd Sept 2002.
181 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
182 Vietnamese focus group, 21 Sept 2002.
183 Meeting of DECC bilingual educators, March 4 2008.
184 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
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It is clear from the interviews, however, that most young Vietnamese have either not been 
bushwalking or would not regard it as a hobby in the way that Cuong does. What appears to be at 
issue here is not bushwalking as such but rather the idea of being in the bush at all, an idea which 
many Vietnamese baulk at. Most, by contrast, seem to enjoy walking in parks like Chipping Norton 
and Georges River NP. 

Parks as a refuge
If one of the motivations of bushwalking is to seek refuge from the stresses of the city in the peace of 
the bush, one might ask whether Vietnamese migrants also feel this desire for refuge. It appears from 
the interviews that Vietnamese Sydneysiders do appreciate the open space of parks like Georges River 
NP and Chipping Norton. For them, these spaces provide a relaxed and stress-free environment and a 
sense of peacefulness that appears to be enhanced by the presence of the river. They do not seek this 
experience in the bush. 

2.23 Solitude and crowds

Migration and isolation
Vietnamese recent migrants commonly recall feeling isolated when they first arrived in Sydney. 
There was an absence of the everyday homeland experience of high-density living and the kind of 
sociality that goes with that. In Vietnam, the simple act of walking 50 metres from one’s own door 
down an alleyway to a fruit barrow on the main street might easily entail social contact with dozens 
of people. Here in Sydney, people had to cope with the oddity that you might not even know 
who your neighbour was let alone socialise with them several times a day. “So at first everyone 
have that feeling”, Dung (Kim) Nguyen said. “They feel so isolated.”185 Vinh Nguyen explained that 
in Vietnamese cities where people do not have gardens or lawns around their houses, you step 
out the front door and you are immediately in public space. “Everything is so close to them… But 
here…some people go out and they could not see anyone at all, just cars go past, whoosh, whoosh. 
Nobody stops to talk.”186

Dai Le arrived in Sydney as a young girl with her mother in December 1979 after fleeing Vietnam by 
boat and spending four years in refugee camps in the Philippines and Hong Kong. On first arrival, she 
was surprised at how few people there were at Sydney airport. Then they were put on the bus to go to 
where they would be staying in Fairy Meadow near Wollongong. 

And of course it was mainly … it looked like it was a jungle, and I remember people commenting on 
the bus, ‘Oh my God, they’re taking us to the jungle!’, you know.

Even in Wollongong, the sparsity of settlement shocked them. She thought, “where are all the people?”187

Newfound quietness
One of Mandy Thomas’s interviewees, after describing how his first impression of Australia was of 
closed doors, creating a feeling of “silence, remoteness and isolation” went on to say that he actually 
“prefers this newfound ‘quietness’ as opposed to the noise and chaotic environment of Vietnam.”188 
Often in the own interviews, Vietnamese people said they valued the ‘quiet’ and the ‘peace’ available 
in national parks. Care must be taken, however, not to confuse this with solitude. Often in the 
same interviews, people would describe how much they enjoy large group picnics. It would then 
emerge that their experience of peace and quiet actually occurs during these events, as they found 
themselves in the open air surrounded by expanses of lawn, the river and the bush 
 

185 Kim, Vinh and Neil Nguyen, interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 12 July 2005.
186 Ibid.
187 Kim, Vinh and Neil Nguyen, interviewed by Allison Cadzow, 12 July 2005.
188 Thomas 2002: 84.
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rather than streets, traffic, cafés and the 
busyness of normal everyday life. In a single 
sentence, Vinh Nguyen said he went to 
parks for the fresh air, the quiet, the peaceful 
environment, the water, the birds, the 
barbeque facilities and the chance to meet 
people and to see their children playing.189 
For him, all of these are quite compatible.
In the focus group of young Vietnamese 
held in 2002, there was a common view 
that it was unsafe for women to be in 
the parks by themselves, they would 
always go with friends. But there was a 
strong preference for visiting parks in 
the company of friends anyway. One 
of the young women in the group said, 
“you wouldn’t go to the park by yourself 
anyway, it’s kind of boring.” Several other 
interviewees told us Vietnamese people 
never go to parks alone and some adult 
women intimated that they felt unsafe 
without people around when they visited 
Chipping Norton parks.190

Pleasure in crowds
A number of Vietnamese preferred parks to have crowds in them. To an extent, recreation and 
pleasure were seen as synonymous with crowds – this had certainly been their experience in Vietnam. 
But there was also the feeling that there was safety in crowds. The idea of crowds certainly appears 
not to have negative connotation in Vietnamese culture. One interviewee said “we love people, we 
love finding places where other people are.”191

It seems likely that Australian suburban existence is experienced by many Vietnamese as a form 
of solitude. As a permaculture advocate recently pointed out: “In the traditional Australian suburb 
you’ve got a population density that is not that much greater than some of the densest traditional 
agricultural landscapes in the world.”192 Given that the suburban landscape already has so much open 
space – in front and back yards, verges, relatively wide streets, playing fields – Vietnamese migrants 
may feel they do not need to go to a park in order to experience open space. On the contrary, they 
may go to parks in order to experience crowds.
Sociologist Tim Winter interviewed Cambodians who had travelled to the ruins of Angkor to celebrate 
the Khmer New Year. While drawn to Angkor by the presence of the monumental ancient temples 
that are an immense source of patriotic pride, their preferred activities while in the Angkor World 
Heritage area consisted of picnicking in the large lawned areas near the monuments, swimming in 
the reservoirs and making merit by giving food to the monks in the area's more historically recent 
temples. There was a “strong emphasis placed on socialising and meeting new people.”193 A significant 
number of interviewees indicated they enjoyed the crowds of other Cambodians who gathered in 
places like the picnic areas and that the crowds were one of the key attractions.194

189 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22 Sept 2002.
190 Phuong Ngoc Quynh Truong interviewed by Allison Cadzow & Boi Tran Huynh-Beattie (translator), 22 August 2006; 

also Georges Hall Focus Group, 7 October 2007.
191 Meeting of DECC bilingual educators, 4 March 2008.
192 Molloy, Fran. 2008. ‘Backyard answer to energy crisis’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19 March.
193 Winter 2004: 337.
194 Ibid.: 337-40.

Lien Thi Ho at the Georges River National Park 
c.2000 (Pham family)



 Office of Environment and Heritage 99

The ‘emptiness’ of the bush
A Vietnamese member of OEH’s bilingual educators group said Vietnamese were not attracted to 
bushland because they did not like ‘emptiness’. They found the Australian bush ‘empty’ in the sense 
that it was empty of people and obvious signs of people, and they found this to be quite disturbing. 

Music in the park
For many Vietnamese, music is synonymous with crowds. Dung (Kim) Nguyen pointed out that in 
parks in Vietnam there will typically be music broadcast from public address systems (something one 
often finds at Vietnamese beaches as well). People, including young people, do exercises to the music 
in the mornings.195 At other times of day, ballroom music might be played for people to dance to or 
people will bring portable CD players for this purpose. Dung could see a problem with having publicly 
broadcast music in national parks in Sydney: the size of the parks would make it difficult. It may be 
difficult for Vietnamese to understand why music is not provided as a ‘facility’ in national parks and 
why Anglo-Celtic-Australians may regard publicly broadcast music as irritating or inappropriate there. 

2.24 Day and night in the park

Bonfires and ghost stories
Lily (22 years old when interviewed in 2002) said she and her friends like to sit around a camp-fire at 
night, socialising and telling jokes and ghost stories. She said there were no parks that were open at 
night where they could do this legally and safely. The telling of ghost-stories is a popular recreational 
activity in Southeast Asia, where it is linked to the belief that contemporary landscapes continue to 
be populated by spirits and deities of various kinds as well as unquiet ghosts (people who have died 
bad deaths and whose spirits cling to the earthly terrain). Many Aboriginal people in NSW may relate 
to this, as they often sit around camp fires at night telling stories, many of which also feature ‘ghosts’ 
or other spirit beings. Many young Anglo-Celtic-Australians also enjoy socialising and story-telling 
around camp-fires – young Vietnamese are not unique in this respect.
A young man in one of the focus groups said, “we love to go to a park at night and sit around and 
tell ghost stories” (involving Vietnamese ghosts). “We believe in the supernatural, supernatural 
experiences in our lives.”196 Later in this session the group of young Vietnamese expanded on the link 
between parks and ghost stories. It was agreed that the ‘isolated’ atmosphere of the parks at night 
was a key ingredient in their attraction, as it added to ‘the scary atmosphere’. This resonates with 
reports of Indonesian ‘nature lover’ students having encounters with the supernatural as part of their 
expeditions into nature.197 The Georges River parklands were mentioned by some young Vietnamese as 
being ideal for this activity. 
The telling of ghost stories in national parks at night can be seen as a way that second-generation 
Vietnamese, who have learnt about ghosts and other attributes of the supernatural landscape of 
Vietnam from the first generation, proceeds to map this landscape onto the terrain of Australia. In the 
course of growing up they normalise national parks as part of their Australian home environment, but 
they also infuse this environment with intimations of Vietnam.

Night-time visitation
Cuong Nguyen, a young Vietnamese man, said he often went to the parks at Chipping Norton at 
night with his friends when he was a teenager. Vyvy (female, 23 years old when interviewed in 
2002) spoke of going to Chipping Norton several times a year with student groups, sometimes at 

195 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22 Sept 2002.
196 Vietnamese focus group, 26 Sept 2004.
197 Tsing 2005: 137-138.
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night “to have a bonfire and bonding session.”198 There is an awareness that ‘bonfires’ are illegal, or 
might be illegal, but they are not perceived as socially irresponsible. “Bonfires might be against the 
law … so we don’t do this too often.”199 
An older Vietnamese Sydneysider, Dahn (40 yrs old, 2002), said he would like there to be lights in the 
park at night as this would make it safer for people fishing there. Dahn is conscious of the potential 
danger that night-time park visitors are exposed to from those ‘who don’t like to be seen’. He thus sees 
lighting as a way of reducing or removing a risk factor.
A young Vietnamese man described how, around the time he was in Year 12 at school, he began 
driving to national parks at night with his friends. Driving to Royal NP, “we stop the car at the lookout 
point and stand there for about half an hour or an hour and have a chit chat … last night we were 
there until about two in the morning.”200 He goes on to describe walking with six friends on a bush 
track at night, trying to reach a waterfall but turning back before they got there: 

we just quickly ran back to the car, it was really, really dark but it was fun, scary … If we really 
need a light we turned the phone on and used the phone as a torch. It’s bush walking in the dark.

In an earlier focus group, young Vietnamese males were asked why they preferred visiting parks at 
night. They seemed mystified by the question. They said “we find nightlife more fun”; “the night is more 
mysterious”; “we are nocturnal”; “the night can be anything you want” and ”everything we do is at night.”201 

Even [at] Chipping Norton before it was actually closed, they used to have the gates open during 
the night, and there used to be heaps of people here just coming through. But me and my friends, 
specifically we came in to just either have a drink or, you know have a bit of a yell…202

Young Vietnamese we interviewed were keen on the idea of cafés in national parks which they 
thought would be a way of attracting people to come at night-time, apparently not realising that park 
managers actually do not want people to come at night.203 

198 Vyvy, interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
199 Ibid.
200 Vietnamese focus group, 26 Sept 2004.
201 Vietnamese focus group, 21 Sept 2002.
202 Interview with Vietnamese Focus Group, 21 September 2002, p.17. 
203 Vietnamese focus group, 21st Sept 2002.
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Part 3: Parks and cultural diversity 

3.1 The question of the bush
The Georges River case study has indicated that people of Arabic and Vietnamese background in 
southwest Sydney are not generally attracted to the bush as an environment they want to be in. 
They appear to be almost entirely uninterested in bushwalking in the sense of hiking. There is clearly 
some interest in a certain kind of walking in the bush where there are: well-made pathways; other 
non-threatening visitors; relatively short distances; and clear ‘objectives’ such as scenic view points. 
Opportunities for this kind of bush walking do not currently exist in Georges River NP.

The bush and Australian identity
Bushwalking has a long and quite specific history in Anglo-Celtic-Australian culture. During the first 
decades of colonisation, and in the frontier context as settlers extended out across NSW, most settlers 
lived literally ‘in the bush’. Cedar getters, for instance, spent most of their time inside the bush. Farmers, 
though intent on building homesteads and clearing a home paddock, typically occupied land that in 
most places was still covered with woodland and forest. It was not until the technology of ringbarking 
was introduced the late 1850s that the largely tree-free farmland began to appear, becoming the 
favoured habitat of most rural settlers thereafter.1  
In this early period, the bush was mostly perceived in negative terms as an impediment to settlement. 
In the late 19th century, however, the bush was somewhat reinvented in the Australian imagination. 
A generation of artists, writers and public figures turned to the bush as part of a set of symbols 
– sunlight, wattle, the bush, the future, mateship and egalitarianism – used to create a new and 
distinctive Australian identity.2  This pleasing mythology papered over the more mundane realities of 
racism, class consciousness and chauvinism that characterised everyday life in Australia at the time. 
It also obscured the fact that then, as now, Australia was one of the world’s most urban cultures. The 
spread of the ‘nature study’ movement in the first decade of the 20th century and the bushwalking 
movement (the ‘hiking craze’) of the 1920s and 30s, both helped keep the bush in the foreground of 
the Australian imagination.3 
One of the prerequisites of Australian bushwalking, and its equivalents in places like Canada and the 
USA, is the existence of more-or-less wild nature through which to walk. This tends not to be the case 
in Europe. In England, for instance, ‘rambling’ is one of the most popular leisure practices undertaken 
in the countryside, but its focus is on pathways crossing farmland (via a public rights of way network) 
and other quite domesticated landscapes.4 This is quite different to most common experiences of 
bushwalking in Australia.

The prevalence of bushwalking
It is important not to inflate the prevalence of bushwalking as an activity even among Anglo-Celtic 
Australians. Australian census figure show that while in 2005-06 walking was the most commonly 
reported physical recreation activity in Australia, engaged in by a quarter of the population (33% 
females, 17% males), less than 4% of the population engaged in bushwalking (the male/female ratio 
being roughly equal).5 A recent phone survey of 2807 people in NSW commissioned by OEH presents 

1 Bonyhady 2000: 178-181.
2 White 1981: 97.
3 Harper 2007.
4 Ravenscroft 1999.
5 Australian Social Trends 2007, Australian Bureau of Statistics. http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/

DetailsPage/4177.02005-06?OpenDocument
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a somewhat different picture, showing 59% had engaged in bushwalking of less than 2 hours 
duration over the previous 12 months (43% had gone bushwalking for more than 2 hours but not 
overnight; 15% had gone hiking with overnight camping).6 
Bushwalking appears to have something of an iconic status in Anglo-Celtic-Australian culture, but it 
would be misleading to suggest there is something aberrant or unusual in the apparent low interest 
in bushwalking among migrants of Arabic or Vietnamese background. So strong has been the legacy 
of the late 19th century myth-making, however, that it seems likely many Anglo-Celtic-Australians 
imagine themselves to be far more bush-familiar than they actually are.

From the bush to the beach
The beach and the bush coexist in Anglo-Celtic-Australian identity. The legalisation of public daylight 
bathing in Sydney in the first decade of the 20th century led to a new craze of surf bathing, and 
with it lifesaving – sun-bathing and the cult of the tan emerged as primary elements of a modern 
Australian beach culture.7 During the mid-war years the beach, surfers and surf lifesavers would 
come to be celebrated as symbols of Australia.8 Earlier settler Australians had also been interested in 
beach environments for recreation. However, when they went to the beach, which they did in their 
thousands throughout the later nineteenth century on Sundays and public holidays, they passed 
their time by picnicking; dancing; paddling (swimming in open waters occurred but was uncommon); 
exploring the landscape; and playing games and sports, which were often organised for their 
entertainment.9 This was the case at the surf beaches skirting Sydney as well as the bay beaches of the 
harbour and the estuarine and inland rivers. 
Australians were enthusiastic picnickers in the closing decades of the nineteenth century, a time 
when workers were enjoying increased leisure time and improved public transport access to suitable 
locations within easy distance of the city.10 These included waterfront pleasure spots such as Manly 
and Coogee; Watsons Bay; Athol Gardens in Middle Harbour; Lady Robinson’s Beach on Botany Bay; 
and spots along the banks of the Parramatta, Lane Cove and Cooks Rivers.
As noted earlier, in the 19th and early 20th centuries the Georges River attracted large numbers of 
visitors who (prior to the railways) arrived by boat and patronised a number of privately-run ‘pleasure 
grounds’ along the shore (see Section 1.7). Some of the built infrastructure of the river leisure and 
‘pleasure grounds’ survives, but the memories of these activities are now kept alive only by very 
elderly people and in the archives and pictorial images of the river ‘fairylands’.
Pre-Second World War beach culture was focussed on city beaches, but after 1945 the advent of the 
40 hour working week and the post-war enthusiasm for holiday-making saw it spread to beaches up 
and down the coast of NSW.11 With the advent of the family car in the 1940s-50s, beach-destination 
travel began to transform the coastline of NSW from a realm of sleepy fishing villages and agriculture 
to a ribbon of beach resorts and camping grounds.12 By the late 20th century, Australians saw 
themselves as a nation of beach-goers. As with bushwalking, it is difficult to separate the reality from 
the myth. It does seem likely, however, that at present the majority of visitors to coastal national parks 
go largely for their beaches. This is reflected in the location of the great majority of camping grounds 
in coastal national parks adjacent to beaches. 

6 ‘Nature-based outdoor recreation demand and preferences – quantitative research findings, Greater Sydney’, 
report to DECCW, February 2010, Ipsos-Eureka Social Research Institute.

7 Ford 2007.
8 White 1981: 154-157; Ford forthcoming (a).
9 Ford 2007: 99-101.
10 White 2005: 55-58; Ford forthcoming (b); White 2004
11 White 1981: 157; White 2005: 120, 124.
12 Aboriginal people living in the coastal hinterland on government reserves at places like Taree had maintained a 

tradition of ‘Christmas camps’ that were often located on Crown reserves. For a month or more over the Christmas 
period whole communities set up camp at these places, living mainly on seafood and enjoying a freedom from 
surveillance. Ironically, the post Second World War enthusiasm among white Australians for ‘going to the beach’ 
meant Aboriginal people were pushed out of their Christmas camp sites.
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Bush reticence and migrants
Most of the interviewees indicated a reticence to enter the bush. We see this as relating to two quite 
different factors.

Fear and unfamiliarity. Many newcomers to Australia appear to have apprehensions about 
the bush. This is partly due to well-founded anxieties about bush fires, venomous creatures 
and the possibility of becoming lost. Such anxiety is hardly surprising, given the information 
circulating internationally about Australia identifies it as a place crawling with venomous 
snakes and spiders and surrounded by waters infested with sharks and – since Steve Irwin’s 
death – sting rays. Some apprehensions by recent migrants, as illustrated in the comments 
of a Vietnamese interviewee quoted earlier (Section 2.14), relate to fears of the forest they 
have brought with them from the homeland, relate to deep-seated attitudes to forest or 
jungle among urban dwellers in their home countries. Reticence can also relate to a lack of 
knowledge or experience of how to engage with the bush landscape – e.g. what shoes to 
wear, how to follow trails or read maps, or what equipment might be needed.
Lack of interest. A frequent response from interviewees was that they had little or no desire 
to go into the bush because they believed there was ‘nothing there’ to see. This appears 
to relate to the expectation that natural landscapes should contain cultural features and 
that these are the normal destinations for trips ‘into’ nature. Part 1 (Section 1.8) noted that 
in Vietnam, and in Southeast Asia generally, many visits into the rural natural environment 
take place in the context of pilgrimages to sacred shrines, temples or natural landscapes 
features. While an interest in visiting nature for its own sake (i.e. nature visitation/tourism) 
appears to be growing in Asia, it is still in its infancy and is almost exclusively confined to 
the middle class.
This does not preclude an active interest in nature in the form of gardens, as our discussion 
of home cultures in both Asia and the Middle East suggests. Also, many recent migrants are 
strongly interested in learning about what is endemic and indigenous to Australia, their new 
home, and this includes both Indigenous cultures and native flora and fauna (the latter not 
necessarily in an uncultivated setting). 

While fear of and unfamiliarity with the bush can be addressed by education programs, lack of interest 
is more difficult to counter. It is possible that second and third-generation migrants will develop an 
interest in nature visitation through their school experiences or via the media. Being unfamiliar with 
bushland was a major deterrent, for example, to the young children from a number of recent-migrant 
families (including those of both Muslim and Christian Arabic background) living in the area of Wolli 
Creek which, like the Georges River, flows into Botany Bay. When Nadia Wheatley and Ken Searle took 
many of these children on a carefully planned sequence of familiarisation walks into the Wolli Creek 
reserve, their confidence increased and they eagerly planned further visits. Moreover, they reported 
their intention to pass on their knowledge to their family members who were similarly reluctant to 
enter what had been unknown areas.13 
We caution against seeing this ‘bush-reticence’ as contrasting the migrants in this study from 
mainstream culture. A great many of Australia’s non-migrant city dwellers rarely if ever venture into 
the bush and appear to see nothing unusual in this.
There seems, in fact, no reason why migrants of Vietnamese or Arabic background should be 
encouraged to go bushwalking. There is no objectively greater value in bushwalking than in 
picnicking or fishing. The people of Vietnamese and Arabic background we interviewed were 
perfectly aware that some Anglo-Celtic-Australians like to bush-walk and camp in national parks. They 
were aware these options were open to them. A few even aspired to take these options up, but the 
majority showed little or no interest. 

13 Wheatley and Searle 2008.
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Living near the bush
In OEH’s 2004 survey of the environmental knowledge, attitudes and behaviours of eight ethnic 
communities in NSW, people were asked to nominate the two most important characteristics that 
make an area a nice place to live.14 Proximity to bushland was rated quite low both by people of 
Arabic and Vietnamese background (see Table 4 below). Quietness was also given a consistently low 
rating and proximity to busy streets was not a problem for most. One way of interpreting the results 
would be to say that, in terms of residential preference, these two groups (in common with the six 
other ethnic groups surveyed) preferred an ‘urban’ environment to a ‘natural’ one. It is also important 
to recognise, however, that in the areas where most migrants of Vietnamese and Arabic background 
live (in the southwest Sydney region), the relatively few parks are all clustered close to the Georges 
River, allowing very few people the luxury of proximity. If recent immigrants choose to live close to 
their relatives and within a community of similar background, as most do, the amenity of living close 
to parkland must necessarily be afforded a low priority. 
Table 5: Survey results 2004.  (Adapted from The environment and ethnic communities in 2004, Department of 
Environment and Conservation, 2005: 27)

Features of a good place to live Arabic Vietnamese Total*

% % %

Secure/low crime/safety 35 57 32

Friendly people 40 14 23

Close to shops and schools 15 23 20

Close to transport 8 15 14

Clean air 12 5 13

Sense of community 16 7 10

Leafy, green, tree-lined streets 6 1 9

Close to beach or ocean 5 8 8

Parks for kids to play 6 0 7

Lots of natural bushland close by 5 9 6

Quiet 5 1 5

Not too close to busy streets 4 2 5

   * All eight ethnic groups

Being near rather than in the bush
A powerful conceptual tool for understanding the Georges River landscape is that of liminality. A 
liminal space (from the Latin, limen, or threshold) is one which spans both sides of a boundary or 
threshold. It is an in-between or transitional space. At the level of the physical landscape, the shore of 
the Georges River is a liminal zone, as it is a transition between the land and the water (e.g. mangrove 
shores) and tends to shift as a result of erosion and sedimentation.
In the early- and mid-20th century, Anglo-Celtic residents along the river ‘reclaimed’ mangrove 
mudflats, particularly where mangroves had expanded dramatically under the impact of heavy 
siltation and increased nutrients in waterways as a result of sewage infrastructure failing to keep 
up with residential expansion.15 The residents’ goal was to create the level picnic areas and playing 
fields they had wanted and had often been denied when local governments decided to allow 
further subdivision of land along the river. These riverside flats are where migrant communities now 
gather for picnics.

14 The Environment and Ethnic Communities in 2004, Department of Environment and Conservation 2005: 26-27.
15 Haworth 2002; Goodall and Cadzow, 2010b.
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In the 1980s, an Australian study of the emotional response of suburban park visitors to various 
environmental attributes of parks found tree density to be a key determinant of people’s 
enjoyment.16 Increasing tree density corresponded to increased pleasure. The interviews for 
this project suggest, however, that people of Arabic and Vietnamese background in southwest 
Sydney are more comfortable with the ‘open’ planted woodlands of Chipping Norton than with 
the denser natural bushland of the Georges River. This was a response more common among 
the women of both groups. For women, the desire and the need to keep small children in 
view at all times, particularly near water, makes it difficult to manage young families in river 
parkland where tree cover is dense. Some of the interviewees felt uneasy in parkland settings 
where line of sight was obstructed by trees, stemming from an anxiety about potentially 
hostile strangers. Georges River NP does in fact have quite extensive open or lightly wooded 
areas adjacent to the river.
Overall, the interviewees appeared to enjoy seeing the bush from a distance but had little desire 
to enter it. People spoke of enjoying having the bush as a backdrop to picnics that take place 
on the wide lawns of the national park and council reserves along the river. A number of people 
mentioned enjoying the boardwalk linking Monash Reserve to Lambeth Park just upstream of 
Georges River NP. The boardwalk crosses mangrove flats and allows them to ‘be in’ nature, while 
still being somewhat removed from it. The lawned expanses of the national park are a liminal, in-
between or mediating space between the river and the bush, a space where, similarly, they can ‘be 
in’ nature without being enclosed by it.

3.2 The ideal park
This project has explored the question of what constitutes an ideal park for Vietnamese and Arabic 
migrant communities in south-west Sydney. The key findings elements and their implications are 
presented below.

16 Hull and Harvey 1989.

Georges River shoreline (Denis Byrne)
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The garden preference
The desire for Georges River NP to have a more garden-like appearance emerged as a theme in 
interviews with both with people of Arabic and Vietnamese background (bearing in mind that the two 
groups have distinct garden ideals and traditions – See Sections 2.4 and 2.13). Both groups tend to be 
concentrated in suburbs where there are few public gardens to visit. 
Native flower gardens were present in what is now Georges River NP up until 1992. The remaining native 
flora park from the early period, Dalpura Floral Sanctuary, remains on the perimeter of the park. In parks 
in the Chipping Norton area (including Mirambeena Regional Park), a formerly industry-extractive 
landscape has been redeveloped to achieve a ‘natural’ appearance but, does not feature gardens.
Since ‘natural environment’ national parks are long established in Australia, it seems reasonable 
they retain their non-garden character. In the case of a park like Georges River NP, however, whose 
boundaries encompass areas that have had diverse cultural histories, including, in three cases, having 
been cultivated as native flower gardens (see Section 1.4), there may be room for discussion and 
innovation. The remaining adjacent native flower garden, Dalpura, could potentially be recognised as 
being associated with the National Park in the past, while the two former native floral gardens within 
the park boundaries could be ‘remembered’ by a similar garden installation.
It may also be noted that the early conception of national parks in NSW much more closely 
approximated the current preferences of recent migrants of Arabic and Vietnamese background than 
that of the ‘natural environment’ park. Justine Greenwood’s research on the archives of the Trustees of 
the National Park (later Royal National Park) indicates that in the late 19th century,

The Park Trustees did not perceive a contradiction between ‘preserving the natural features’ of the park 
and clearing areas for football and cricket fields, erecting cottages or planting ornamental gardens.17

This reflected the emphasis the early park managers in NSW placed on recreation and the health of 
visitors, especially those from inner city areas. Paralleling late 19th century thinking in the USA, the National 
Park on Sydney’s southern outskirts was segmented into areas dedicated to recreation and pleasure and 
areas dedicated to nature preservation.18 In the National Park, the Audley precinct represented the former 
and included two acres set aside for a vegetable and fruit garden.19 The objectives of the original Georges 
River National Park were that native plant and animal species be protected and nurtured, whether or not 
they were endemic to the area. The floral sanctuaries established in the 1940s and 50s along the Georges 
River by local residents had two goals, beyond creating a beautiful massed display. Firstly, they aimed to 
conserve and multiply native species, even if they were not endemic. Secondly, they aimed to educate 
the mass of local and visiting Australian citizens about the beauty of native flora. In this sense, these 
reserves were far closer to the ‘natural’ national park ideal than are purely ornamental gardens. They also 
mirror the interest in gardens expressed by local residents of Vietnamese and Arabic background, who 
now form a major proportion of the park’s neighbours and visitors. 

The case for ‘natural’ national parks
In many countries developing from settler colonies (e.g. Australia and Canada), the prevailing concept 
of a national park gives priority to at least the appearance of an unmodified ‘natural’ – that is, endemic 
– environment. In most national parks in NSW, except in the case of so-called wilderness landscapes, 
achieving this objective necessitates ‘restoring’ landscapes to their assumed state prior to colonisation. 
This often involves passive or active revegetation of logged and pastoral terrain, the removal of 
fences, and closure and revegetation of certain of the existing vehicle trails and roads. In line with this 
prevailing concept of a ‘natural’ park, flower gardens, fountains and other cultural embellishments are 
normally not provided.20

17 Greenwood, forthcoming.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 These may, however, be maintained where they are pre-existing elements of a park’s cultural heritage (e.g., 

gardens around homesteads on former pastoral properties).
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Under the heading Harmony with Nature, the NPWS park facilities manual (2008) states that, “natural 
features in the landscape should predominate, and facilities should harmonise with their setting.” The 
clear intention is that even the ‘landscaped’ sections of a park should appear as natural (and as locally 
endemic) as possible. The NPWS Park Facilities Policy (2008) states that, “Site/precinct planning should 
respond to a site’s natural characteristics (e.g. topography, geology and endemic vegetation) and 
local heritage and cultural influences. Planning should respond to recreation opportunities which are 
compatible with the site.”
As indicated earlier (Section 1.8), the ideal of a purely ‘natural’ national park does not apply in many 
of the countries of Asia, including China, Indonesia and Vietnam. In China, for instance, where 
culture and nature are not conceptualised as distinct fields, tradition favours the harmonious 
coexistence of human and non-human elements in a landscape.21 This is paralleled by traditions 
in the Middle East, certainly in Islam, in which human culture and cultivation are seen as 
complementary, rather than separate. In Islamic regions, gardens continue to be highly valued not 
as a display of human skill over nature, but as examples of the spiritual harmony between humanity 
and nature. In Asia, many national parks – or parts of national parks – do have the attributes of 
gardens. Rather than indicating deficits or flaws in park management, we suggest this reflects the 
emergence of an alternative type of national park.

Café culture and night-time visitation
A number of Vietnamese interviewees mentioned their preference for having cafés in parks. This 
relates to the widespread custom in Southeast Asia of eating in outdoor cafés, restaurants and 
pavement footstalls. Parks in Asia tend to integrate this tradition into the park visitation experience 
such that people often to go to a park in order to eat in proximity to trees, ponds and gardens. 
There may however be a conflict of expectations between these visitors and those, perhaps 
predominantly Anglo-Celtic-Australian visitors who come to national parks precisely to get away 
from the trappings of urban life. Ecotourism researcher, Janet Cochrane’s findings in Indonesia may 
have relevance here: 

Western tourists with an orientation towards a self-conscious enjoyment of the unaltered natural 
environment were deterred by leisure facilities such as shops and the plethora of eating venues that 
appeared at locations popular with domestic tourists.22 

However, this preference by Westerners, or some Westerners, for unalloyed nature seems to be 
recently acquired. Research into the history of the Georges River parklands shows that Anglo-Celtic 
residents, and indeed visitors from all over Sydney, expected tea houses and cafeterias in the parks to 
enable them to have large scale picnics and other collective outings.23 

National parks as loose space
This project shows that although national parks are often perceived by migrants as strange and 
novel landscapes that diverge sharply from their preconception of what a park should be, they are 
not perceived to be landscapes that are ‘owned’ by Anglo-Celtic-Australian culture. For instance, the 
interviewees of Arabic background saw the natural environment of the national park as a reflection of 
God’s creation, rather than of any ‘national’ entity. 
Park space, especially national park space, is what Catharine Ward Thompson and others call ‘loose’ 
space, meaning it is not ‘fixed’ or ‘constrained’ in the way that built urban space is.24 

21 Sofield and Li 2007.
22 Cochrane 2009: 264.
23 Goodall, Cadzow, Byrne and Wearing 2006b. 
24 Ward Thompson 2002: 69.
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‘Found’ spaces often serve people’s needs (and a wide range of needs) in ways that designed spaces do 
not. They can give opportunities for privacy in anonymity… but perhaps especially offer a place for 
the marginalised in our society – age groups or social or ethnic groups not welcome in conventional, 
well-supervised parks.25

With its reclaimed riverside picnic flats and parking areas, Georges River NP cannot be described as a 
space that is undesigned. But these relatively formal, designed areas are still markedly less formal than 
the average local government reserve. 

New parks in western Sydney
As the population of western Sydney steadily increases, the profile of parklands in the area is also 
changing. Parks like Bents Basin State Conservation Area and Scheyville National Park, which formerly 
had quite localised visitor catchments, now have a regional catchment, while the new Rouse Hill 
Regional Park is predicted to become the Centennial Park of northwest Sydney.26 These parks (all 
managed by NPWS), like the Georges River parklands, provide public open space for some of the most 
ethnically diverse neighbourhoods in Australia, containing significant numbers of recent migrants. Also 
like the Georges River parks, these parks attract large numbers of picnickers, including large-group 
picnickers. But they also contain some of the only surviving pockets of terrain in the region with high 
biodiversity conservation value, which need to be balanced against this high recreational pressure.27

National parks or council reserves?
Georges River NP shares the river environs with several council reserves. Many migrants don’t seem to 
distinguish between these two types of park, often confusing them or failing to make any distinction 
between them at all.28 This is not surprising given the parks’ common history. Each, including the 

25 Ibid.: 69.
26 Gary Dunnett (Manager, Sydney Region, NPWS) at DECC workshop 28 Nov 2007.
27 Ibid.
28 This difficulty is not confined to recent migrants. Greenwood (forthcoming), on the basis of interviews with 

campers at Murramarang National Park, notes ‘there can be quite a disconnect between what visitors to the parks 
may perceive as “natural” and what park management perceive as “natural”’.

Residential neighbourhood on the south side of the Georges River (Denis Byrne)
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national park, comprises land that was alienated by grant or sale in the first decades of colonisation 
but proved too sandy, swampy or steep to allow for commercial use. The sandstone areas that lined 
the river banks remained largely undeveloped, providing rich and welcome open spaces for the local 
working class, Aboriginal and itinerant people living in the area. Criss-crossed with the tracks used for 
decades by local fishers, hunters, recreational walkers and locals taking short-cuts, these undeveloped 
lands functioned as de facto ‘commons’ until they were eventually taken back by the government to 
form a narrow corridor of parklands, under various management regimes, stretching from Liverpool 
down to Oatley.29 Some remained in local government hands, but the original 1961 national park, 
although demoted in 1967 to ‘parklands’ and retained under local trusteeship, was gradually brought 
under more direct state control until it reverted entirely to the centralised management of the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service in 1992.
Vinh Nguyen’s description of what appeals to him about Georges River NP conveys this confusion over 
the distinction between national parks and council reserves.

It’s close to the sealed road. And it’s not something dangerous, or adventurous, it got enough space 
for you to lie there; they got water running next to you, they got trees that look kept, you got facilities 
and boats and barbeques.30

These characteristics would apply equally well to almost any of the council reserves along the river.
Both Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen, in the course of their interview, discussed at length the distinction 
between ‘garden parks’ like the Royal Botanical Gardens and ‘nature parks’, which is how they 
conceptualised national parks. But they had great difficulty identifying the difference between 
Georges River NP and Chipping Norton, the council-managed reserve upriver. After several tries 
at finding differences, Dung (Kim) said, “…we need some sort of clarification because people are 
confused, people are confused.”31 
For most Vietnamese in Southwest Sydney, Chipping Norton (including Mirambeena Regional Park) 
is the nearest large park to where they live. It is only about three kilometres from Cabramatta and is 
in walking distance from the homes of some Vietnamese. Among those interviewed for this project, 
Chipping Norton was the scene of many picnics and other outings and their most visited park. It 
tended to be described in very positive terms as providing a combination of open lawned areas, trees, 
a domesticated parkland environment with ponds, playgrounds for children and a riverine margin. 
In describing why Vietnamese student groups favoured Chipping Norton for their park gatherings, 
one young Vietnamese woman listed the presence of water (the river and ponds), good barbeque 
facilities, covered shelter, good parking and closeness to Cabramatta as the key factors.32 But all of 
these are also available at Georges River NP, so it would seem that proximity to Cabramatta was the 
deciding factor.
Among people of Arabic background, Chipping Norton also appeared to be the most visited large 
park in southwest Sydney and certainly the most spoken-about in the interviews. Among young 
people of Arabic background, the key distinction was between council-managed suburban playing 
fields and large riverside parks. No great distinction was made between Chipping Norton and Georges 
River NP, except that the national park charged an entry fee. Their key distinction was between 
‘natural’ parks like Chipping Norton and Georges River NP, and ‘built’ parks like the Japanese Gardens 
at Auburn. They also made a distinction between the generally small neighbourhood council reserves 
and bigger riverside parks. However, some people from Arabic backgrounds had reservations about 

29 In his analysis of aerial photographs from the 1930s Bob Haworth (1995) has drawn attention to the networks of 
informal pathways through the sandstone bush country adjacent to the Georges River. He contrasts these to the 
rigid grid of suburban streets that was laid own over much of this bushland in the post-1945 period. The tracks 
linked the pre-1945 working class suburban blocks situated on the more fertile shale soils, further back from the 
river, with the river itself (for fishing and boating). 

30 Vinh and Dung (Kim) Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 22nd Sept 2002.
31 Ibid.
32 Vyvy, interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
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Chipping Norton, like Joy Suliman who said, “it’s got to be the ugliest park ever!”33 She said she could 
understand how the big lawns, the picnic sheds and the plentiful parking made it attractive to people. 
“But as a beautiful place, like it’s just never grabbed me … I go there with loathing.”34 
Georges River NP is several kilometres downstream from Chipping Norton and although it is one of 
the state’s more ‘domesticated’ national park landscapes, it was still regarded by Vietnamese as being 
more ‘wild’ and ‘natural’ than Chipping Norton. It is more exotic relative to the garden-like parks they 
have been accustomed to in Vietnam. There also appeared to be a good deal of uncertainty as to the 
purpose of this naturalness. Some would like to see it ‘improved’ with gardens and water features, 
while others clearly appreciated its naturalness, though they might not have ventured there had not 
also included extensive lawned areas that allow them to enjoy the river and the bushland from a 
picnic setting (i.e. to enjoy the bush’s presence from a distance).35 For others again it was the fishing 
that attracted them.
There is a sense that, for many Vietnamese, visiting Georges River NP is more of an adventure than 
visiting Chipping Norton; perhaps more in the way of an experiment, a venture into ‘Australian’ space 
and ‘Australian’ ways of experiencing the environment. 

A progression into nature
‘Raw’ Australian nature is confronting for most newly migrated people of Vietnamese or Arabic 
background. It may carry connotations of danger, including the bush-fires, getting lost, and the 
dangers of snakes, possums and other animals perceived to be a threat. For recently-migrated 
Vietnamese, Cabramatta → Chipping Norton → Georges River NP represents a progression from 
the known into the unknown; from safety to potential danger; from domesticated to natural space; 
and from the mundane to the adventurous. It represents a movement outward from the familiar 
streetscape of Cabramatta. It also represents a transition from highly domesticated parks, like most 
of the small council reserves scattered through the suburbs, to undomesticated ‘natural’ space. The 
in-betweeness of Chipping Norton, though it has many of the characteristics of the average council 
reserve, is seen as being “still rather natural.”36

What’s in a name
For most Anglo-Celtic-Australian Sydneysiders, the distinction between a council reserve and space 
like Georges River NP resides perhaps not so much in their physical appearance as in their names. The 
‘National Park’ title carries with it a whole ethos and set of concepts, which have become familiar over 
the last 40 years or so. A national park usually means large amounts of bushland. It also carries with it 
the whole relatively recent ethos of environmental conservation and a longer history of controversy 
and struggle to save and secure certain landscapes from timber production, residential development 
and industrial expansion. For recent migrants from Vietnam and Lebanon, the ‘national park’ title does 
not resonate in this way. 
In the interests of cross-cultural understanding, there would be benefits in developing interpretive 
materials to convey to recent migrants from the non-Western world the story of how and why 
national parks were created in Australia.  There is a need to explain where national parks came from 
historically and the rationale for their existence. As noted frequently in this report, it is a mistake to 
assume the national park idea or the environmental conservation ethic is universal. 

33 Joy Suliman interviewed by Stephen Gapps 5 Nov 2003.
34 Ibid.
35 Interestingly, this range of environments in the Georges River NP was exactly what had been sought in the 1950s 

by the local Anglo-Celtic working class movement that campaigned to save the open spaces of the river from 
expanding suburban development. They had hoped to have the wider, flat land on the upper escarpment of the 
Lewis Morgan estate to use as grassed recreation area and playing field, while the ‘natural’, ‘native’ bush areas on 
the lower river bank would be conserved. They lost the battle to save the upper area from housing development, 
and consequently the lower bank and river flats had to serve all these mixed purposes.

36 Vyvy, interviewed by Alison Phan, Oct 2002.
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3.3 Large group picnics

Migrant picnics in the wider world
The word ‘picnic’ derives from the French pique-nique (dating from the 17th century) and came to 
mean an outdoor meal at which everybody contributed a dish. Across the Western world in the 19th 
and 20th centuries, picnicking coincided with the rapid growth of urban populations; the creation of 
urban and urban fringe parklands; and gradual increases in leisure time. 
In countries like Britain, Canada and the US, which have historically had large migrant intakes, large 
annual or semi-annual picnics organised by various ethnic groups became familiar institutions. The 
British Italian community held picnics at Shenley near London37; young Koreans hold annual picnics 
in Central Park, New York38; people of a variety of ethnic backgrounds hold picnics at Ashbridge’s Bay 
Park in Toronto.39 Some of these picnics have now been recognised as part of the heritage of particular 
regions and cities. The large Japanese-American picnics held in the early-mid 20th century in San 
Francisco, for instance, have recently been revived in Golden Gate Park.40 
In Los Angeles, large annual picnics held by those who had migrated from other US states, particularly 
during the Depression years of the 1930s, were a feature of mid-20th century life. These ‘state picnics’ 
included the famous Iowa Picnic held at the 17 acre Bixby Park, Long Beach, which in 1940 attracted 
100,000 picnickers: 

Thousands of former Iowa residents and their descendants jammed the grassy park – so many that 
tables were set up with signs designating Iowa’s 99 counties.41

These ‘state picnics’ in California were not about ethnicity or even necessarily about migration; they 
were about homesickness, shared identity, and a shared experience of being outsiders in a new city. 
Much the same may apply to the large group picnics along the Georges River.42 
Over recent decades, park management agencies have frequently struggled to accommodate 
large picnics by migrant communities, often in heavily used parks where space and facilities are at a 
premium. While managers initially focussed on education about, and enforcement of park rules, more 
recently there have been moves to take a more positive approach. In the vicinity of Washington DC, 
bigger picnic pavilions have been built to cater to large Latino family groups.43 As a park manager for 
Fairfax County observed:

It’s about connections rather than enforcement … It’s putting out the welcome mat to the international 
community, not just saying, ‘here’s how we Americans do things’.44

Research commissioned from the Public Space Research Group by the US National Park Service also 
represents a positive move, in that it seeks to better understand the cultural dynamics of recreation in 
national parks that have high rates of visitation by recent migrant communities.45 

Picnics and migrancy
Many of the migrants to Australia over the last half century have come from countries where the 
sharing of meals with family and friends is one of the keystones of social life. These meals often 
involve quite large groups of people. While meals are one of the key sites of leisure and relaxation, 

37 Fortier 2000: 108.
38 http://www.ykan.org/news/announcement.php?nid=335
39 http://www.thestar.com/article/243543
40 See http://sfjapantown100.org/picnic/
41 See http://www.latimes.com/news/local/la-me-then11-2008may11,0,188403.story
42 The Iowa Picnic having moved to a park further out of the city, the mission-style bandstand in Bixby Park has 

recently been restored as a heritage item and the bandstand now features in large group picnics hosted by the 
Latino, Cambodian and Philippine communities of that part of Los Angeles.

43 ‘Picnics, Games and culture shock’, Washington Post, 1st July 2007.
44 ‘Picnics, Games and culture shock’, Washington Post, 1st July 2007.
45 Low et al. 2005.

http://sfjapantown100.org/picnic/
http://www.latimes.com/news/local/la-me-then11-2008may11,0,188403.story
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they are also important sites of social ‘work’. The interactions that occur and the social bonds that 
are formed are vital elements in the process whereby individuals situate their lives within a larger 
social world. 
The meal-sharing experiences in the home countries of people migrating to Australia may not 
occur in a picnic context, or in public spaces. Many recent migrants see picnics as much more 
a feature of life in Australia than of life in Lebanon, Turkey or Vietnam (although for somewhat 
different reasons in each case).46 What seems to occur in Australia is that the traditions of 
meal sharing migrants bring with them combines with the new possibilities offered by easily 
accessible, safe and attractive open spaces to generate a relatively novel phenomenon: the 
picnic in the park. A motivation may also be the sense of isolation and ‘outsiderness’ many 
migrants feel in their new environment, leading to a desire to regularly meet up with relatives 
and others from their ethnic group. Such ‘ethnicisation’ is a widely described phenomenon 
of migrancy, one which stimulates supportive networks to develop in what might otherwise 
be unwelcoming new countries.47 It is worth noting research by Eisenhauer and others in the 
USA, for example, which found that at picnics, the social interaction between people who 
were important to each other was more significant to participants than the picnic activities 
(e.g., cooking, playing).48 Parklands are not only ‘loose’ space, open to accommodating the 
cultural forms of the newcomers, they are also free or cheaper to hire than enclosed halls and 
other civic buildings, making them more attractive to newly immigrant communities with few 
resources.49 

Picnicking on the Georges River
In 2002, Mandy Thomas noted that, “in a way that was never anticipated, many of the picnic areas 
that NPWS manages have come to be of crucial importance to migrant communities as venues for 
community social events.”50 Large group picnics are a key aspect of park visitation along the Georges 
River for people of Arabic and Vietnamese background. Large group picnics may now seem exotic, 
foreign phenomena for some Anglo-Celtic-Australians, but these large social gatherings are heir to a 
long tradition of earlier picnics.51 
Picnicking was a major pastime among Anglo-Celtic Australians on the Georges River – 
informally in family and community picnics, collectively in church and social group picnics and 
commercially in the ‘pleasure grounds’ (featuring dance halls) which operated all along the river 
until the later 1920s. The latter were at places like East Hills Park, Lambeth Park, Cuttings pleasure 
grounds on the northern bank and the famous Parkesvale, at Alfords Point, on the southern bank 
of the Georges River. The infrastructure of the pleasure grounds has largely been removed: places 
like Parkesvale were on privately owned land subsequently subdivided for housing; the concrete 
slab of the dance hall at Lambeth Park and the tea house and other infrastructure at East Hills 
have all been dismantled. This early recreational pattern was undermined by shifts in leisure after 
World War Two; changing family structure favouring nuclear rather than extended families52; 
rising motor vehicle ownership (taking river neighbours further afield); and encroaching 

46 We note that in Lebanon, although iftar and other celebrations may be held in natural spaces, they might be in 
domestic or village spaces because the damage and danger caused by warfare has made open, public or natural 
spaces less accessible.

47 Chambers 1994.
48 Eisenhauer et al. 2000. 
49 Lalich 2003: 220-250.  
50 Thomas 2002: 134.
51 We have previously published extensive discussions of the issues of historical picnicking and pleasure grounds on 

the Georges River in a number of articles, including most recently Goodall et al. 2010. See also Rosen 1996; Molloy 
2004 and Molloy 2005 n. 5 p. 122 on Parkesvale.

52 Low, Taplin and Scheld (2005: 43) refer to study conducted on Chicago’s Lincoln Park which found  ‘whites visited 
the park predominantly alone or in couples, while black and Hispanic users came in larger groups of family and 
friends’.
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residential subdivision. However the other major impact on the Georges River’s attractiveness to 
picnickers was the catastrophic pollution of the river stemming from the rapid and unregulated 
industrial expansion and unsewered residential subdivision of the 1950s and 60s.53 
While large-group picnicking appears to have declined among Anglo-Celtic-Australians picnicking 
per se remains popular. A recent telephone survey of 2807 NSW residents found 87% had participated 
in picnicking in the previous 12 months, the largest participation rate of the 25 outdoor recreational 
activities measured (62% of those surveyed had a high interest in picnicking more frequently).54 
A large part of Martin Thomas’s study of Macedonian-Australians and their relationship with national 
parks was devoted to the significance of picnicking.55 He suggested that two important factors in 
the experience of newly arrived migrants – their hard working lifestyles and the feelings of isolation 
because of separation from immediate or extended family members – made large group picnics very 
attractive. He saw the Macedonian picnics at Audley and Kurnell as part of a tradition rooted in a 
migrant working class past as a way of overcoming social isolation, meeting other Macedonian recent 
arrivals and strengthening community links. 
In a recent article, Andrew Gorman-Murray discusses a way of thinking about ‘home’ developed by 
feminist geographers that sees household relations as not confined to the house: “home stretches 
beyond the confine of the physical house, reaching across space.”56 The picnic is an excellent 
example of this, as is family-based camping. The same logic can be applied, at a different scale, 
to the residential suburb which might be conventionally thought of as being spatially confined 
within certain administrative boundaries but which, in terms of the lives of its residents, has various 
extensions out into surrounding space. The residents of Revesby, for instance, including its Arabic-
background residents, visit the Georges River parklands in sufficient numbers that the parklands can 
be thought of as an outlier of the suburb. The parks along the river are integrated into the spatial 
world of the suburb. So picnics in the park can be considered to be homes and suburbs stretched out 
into the park. If place, in this sense, can be thought of as ‘portable’57 then the picnic is an example of 
this kind of portability.
While it is clear that many of the present-day picnics in the Georges River parklands comprise mostly 
members of extended families, others are not so family-based. It would be a mistake to conflate the 
categories of ‘migrant’ and ‘family’, making an assumption that migrants socialise or engage in leisure 
mainly in family groups, as distinct from Anglo-Celtic-Australians. Some of the largest picnics along 
the river attended by Vietnamese-Australians are made up of student groups rather than families. In 
this respect, it is worth noting research in China that “indicates that family is not a preferred context 
for participation in leisure activities.”58

Picnicking and music
Music, often performed live by dance bands, was a feature of the pleasure ground experience on the 
Georges River in the early years of the twentieth century.59 The desire of many picnickers of Arabic 
and Vietnamese background to have their own music as a background to picnics relates to the role 
music often plays in place-making. As Tony Mitchell observes, music evokes ‘lost homelands’, but 

53 Goodall and Cadzow, 2010b: The increased siltation and high levels of nutrients in the water led to the river being 
closed to swimming and fishing in 1962. To enforce this prohibition, the swimming enclosures, like that at East 
Hills, were all dismantled, which reinforced the reduction in large visitor groups and led to further decline and 
removal of infrastructure.

54 ‘Nature-based outdoor recreation demand and preferences – quantitative research findings, Greater Sydney’, 
report to DECCW, February 2010, Ipsos-Eureka Social Research Institute.

55 Thomas 2001.
56 Gorman-Murray 2006: 57. Gorman-Murray draws on the work of feminist geographers, Doreen Massey and Pamela 

Ross.
57 Gegeo 2001. 
58 Lindberg et al. 2003: 120.
59 Interviews conducted for this study, such as that with Elliott and Val Goodacre, underline the centrality of music 

and dancing to the experience of Anglo-Celtic park users over a number of generations. 
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“music is always situated in the place and moment of its performance”60 (including re-performance by 
radio or CD player). For instance, at a Lebanese picnic in Georges River NP, the Lebanese music being 
played does more than simply take the picnickers away to Lebanon in their minds, back to their lost 
homeland; it also serves to create a soundscape that is composed partly of the Georges River and 
partly of Lebanon.61 This can be one of one ways that place-making occurs – a place is brought into 
being that is a hybrid of the Georges River and Lebanon.
In February 2009 we observed a large picnic at Burrawang Reach in Georges River NP which 
comprised 100 or so Christian Lebanese people who had migrated from the same village in Lebanon 
(this particular picnic is an annual event). The Lebanese music from a range of genres which was 
broadcast across the tree-fringed lawn seemed to combine with the aroma of the barbequing kebabs, 
the sight of the Lebanese marquee decorations and the sound of spoken Arabic to evoke a pervasive 
sense of Lebanon in this spot on the Georges River. We were struck by the particular way in which the 
music infused the atmosphere. Whereas the other sights, sounds and smells of the picnic were more 
localised to certain areas within the spread of the picnic, the music was constant across the whole 
space and had the effect of melding all the other elements together. A group of Muslim Lebanese 
picnicking nearby told us that they, too, were enjoying the music: “It is our music”, they said, a music 
shared by all who have migrated from Lebanon.
In their research in Jacob Riis Park, New York, for the US National Park Service, Setha Low and her 
colleagues noted that the Latino groups picnicking in the ‘back beach’ area of the park, “enjoy music 
and dancing – especially Latino rhythms and salsa – and would enjoy summer afternoon concerts that 
remind them of home (and bring a bit of home to their new beach).” 62 They go on to observe that, 
“because these newcomers are the poorest visitors, and a population that Jacob Riis can effectively 
serve, we believe their needs should be the park’s highest priority.” 

60 Mitchell 2009: vi.
61 Mitchell (2009: vii) quotes anthropologist Steven Feld who, referring to the music of the Bosavi people of Papuan 

New Guinea, observes that ‘the journey is completed in the listener’s head’
62 Low, Taplin & Scheld 2005: 125.

Picnic areas in Georges River National Park. Picnic Point and Revesby Heights residential areas 
at top left and centre (respectively) with Alfords Point residential area on the south side of the 
river(Land and Property Management Authority NSW)
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Limits on available space
On any fine weekend, groups of people of Arabic and Vietnamese background in southwest Sydney 
are out on a quest to find and ‘bag’ spaces in parks suitable for large-group picnicking. Due to 
the major loss of greenspace in southwest Sydney during the post-war expansion of the city (and 
the expansion of industry in many parts of the southwest), there is now keen competition for the 
available space for large group picnics on the Georges River. This is particularly evident during 
weekends when available picnicking space in Sydney’s urban national parks reaches capacity and 
competition for space sometimes causes tension and even open conflict between visitors. However, 
the enlargement of existing picnicking space could only be achieved by clearing native vegetation 
and this would degrade the value of the parks in preserving representative endangered vegetation 
types and wildlife habitat. 
The scarcity of picnic space in southwest Sydney reflects the inability of local governments in the 
1950s and 60s to resist commercial, residential and industrial expansion, which eroded the ‘Green Belt’ 
that had been set aside in 1949 (pending local government endorsement) to ensure adequate space 
for future leisure and health. Community groups, like the Picnic Point Regatta Association, which 
tried to save the river front parks in the 1950s and 60s, were arguing for major areas to be protected 
for both passive recreation and conservation of native environments. Their defeat in the face of local 
and state development pressures has led to the current conflict of interest between leisure and 
conservation uses of the small area of remaining parkland along the Georges River. 

Picnics and tension over space
A significant number of Arabic-background interviewees, both Muslim and Mandaean, expressed 
concern about at times being accosted and verbally harassed by Anglo-Celtic park users. They 
explained that when this occurred, they had been cautious about responding because they 
did not wish to inflame the situation. They had been particularly alarmed because the Anglo-
Celtic hecklers were often under the influence of alcohol, making them not only aggressive but 
unpredictable. Practising Muslims avoid alcohol. Its frequent presence at Anglo-Celtic picnics 
and its occasional abuse has been an area of concern, as alcohol abuse is sometimes a precursor 
to ethnocentric intimidation (e.g. at the Cronulla race riot in the summer of 2005). The Arabic-
background interviewees argued that a solution to this would be more visible park rangers. 
They did not seek to have more park rangers of Arabic affiliation – in fact they felt this might 
inflame the situation. They asked for more Anglo-Celtic-Australian park rangers to mediate and 
adjudicate conflicts, and particularly to protect sober park users from harassment by alcohol-
affected park users.63 
Given the growing population of southwest Sydney and the often heightened tensions between 
ethnic groups, the competition over park space is likely to remain a fact of life.

Picnicking and place-making
Picnics might be described as ephemeral configurations of space that for a short time provide an 
experience of identification with, and belonging to, a piece of turf in a national park. For recent 
migrants, picnics create a connection to and familiarity with a semi-natural environment for people 
who are in the process of developing a sense of ownership of (and responsibility for) their adoptive 
country. Theorists of ‘sense of place’ writing in the 1970s maintained that for a space to be regarded 
as a place it needs to be a site of activity64 (Section 1.7). More recently, Eisenhauer et al. argue that 
“emotional attachments to particular places are most often based on leisure time pursuits” – in their 
own study, the pursuits in question were picnics.65

63 Interviews conducted for this study: focus group, Mandaean community, 30 April, 2006. 
64 Relph 1976; Tuan 1977.
65 Eisenhauer et al. 2000.
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It may also be useful to think of picnics as rituals, in that they involve repetitive patterns of behaviour 
that reinforce group solidarity. We earlier discussed the act of place-making by migrant communities 
(Section 1.7) and looked at the way migrants have made national parks, or certain locations in parks, 
places of their own.66 This is a matter of creating affective bonds with a place through repetitive acts 
performed there, rather than of staking an exclusive or permanent claim. As Mayfair Yang points 
out in a different context: “Rituals are ways in which bodies mark out meaningful social patterns 
and configure and leave their social imprints on space.”67 So the regular act of going to the park on a 
Sunday afternoon, setting out the folding chairs and mats, setting up the barbeque and sharing the 
food, all end up imprinting the park with a group’s identity. It is through acts like these that humans 
have always made themselves ‘at home’ in new environments. And it is arguable that human life is 
dependent on having at least some places where people are at home.

3.4 Venturing into nature
In NSW, people of Arabic and Vietnamese background are heavily concentrated in southwest Sydney. 
Parks like Georges River NP, Chipping Norton and Rouse Hill Regional Park are in their backyard, with 
parks like Kurnell NP, Royal NP, Blue Mountains NP a little further away. How far do people from these 
groups venture away from their ‘backyard’ to visit other, more distant national parks? Vinh and Dung 
Nguyen, who live in Cabramatta, said they have visited Ku-ring-gai, Lane Cove, Kurnell, and Royal 
national park but they have also visited national parks in Victoria and Queensland. 
Hesham Abdo, a young Arabic-background man interviewed for the study, enjoys working with tools 
and often spends time making or fixing things at the bench in the garage of his uncle who lives across 
the road from his house in Picnic Point. He glances from time to time at the large map of NSW pinned 
to the wall above the work bench. On this map his uncle, during his first years in Australia, used a 
marker pen to circle places people had told him would be worth visiting. The Kosciusko ski fields, 
Albury, and Narooma are all circled or arrowed on the map. Hesham rode in the family car to visit 
some of these places as a child.  
A key question for this study has been how recent migrants form an attachment to the landscape 
of their adoptive country. We have focused on the role of urban parks in this process of attachment 
and place-making, but that leaves open the question of how recent migrants venture into and form 
attachments to the larger landscape of NSW and beyond. It also leaves open the question of the role 
rural national parks play in this process. To what extent do recent migrants explore the rural parklands 
via family holidays, fishing expeditions, walking excursions, and car travel? Such questions we hope 
may be taken up by researchers in the future.
Interviews suggest that for Vietnamese migrants, the act of fishing is a key first contact point 
with the Australian natural environment. In this context the act of throwing of a fishing line into 
a river or into the sea is full of symbolism. It is a tentative, exploratory, hopeful act – words that 
also capture the experience of migration. The fragile line is a thread linking the migrant on the 
river bank to the water and the unknowns within it. For the Vietnamese in this study, the main 
reason they travel out of Sydney is to go fishing. For them, fishing is an active exploratory step in 
the new environment of Australia. The more adventurous travel the NSW coast looking at where 
other people fish. Word then begins spreading in ‘Vietnamese Sydney’ that such-and-such a spot 
is great for fishing (see Section 2.22). Vietnamese people begin to assemble a mental map of 
NSW that consists of fishing spots, many of them situated in national parks. Fishing, in this sense, 
provides a key vector for exploring the environment of the larger landscape. There is a sense in 
which they are throwing out a line into NSW. 

66 In writing about camping holidays in NSW national parks, Greenwood (forthcoming) references Richard White’s 
(2005: 132 ) observation that there is something ‘ritualistic’ in the way that some holiday-makers return to the same 
spot each year, ‘meeting the same people, doing the same things’.

67 Yang 2004: 743.
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3.5 Spaces for solidarity / spaces for mixing
This report proposes that, in a variety of ways, national parks in a country like Australia have a 
contribution to make to multiculturalism. This section considers whether national parks have a role in 
providing spaces where recent migrants sharing the same culture or ethnicity can gather together to 
be by themselves while, at the same time, acting as spaces where different cultural-ethnic groups can 
intermix.

Do people need space of their own?
There is an argument that at times, minority groups need spaces, including areas of public space, 
where they can be by themselves.68 Minority groups appear to need time and space for themselves 
in order to offset the time they spend interacting with society at large, an activity which for recent 
migrants can be demanding and at times stressful. Migrants often report experiencing stress from 
being exposed to the gaze of the majority, whether this gaze is friendly, curious, disapproving or 
fearful. It is not just recent migrants who share this experience. Aboriginal people in NSW, historically 
and in the present day, have at times sought out places where they can be with their own ‘mob’ as a 
means of building solidarity. The ‘Christmas camps’ on the NSW coast where Aboriginal people sought 
to be by themselves ‘on holiday’ from the closely-managed reserves of the early-to-mid 20th century 
are an example of this.69 
In the United States there are reported instances where minority groups have established and 
defended defined areas in parks, including national parks such as Pelham Bay Park in New York.70 
We are not aware of any instances of this kind of thing happening in Australian parks. This study 
has found parks adjacent to particular residential areas with a significant population of a particular 
cultural group often become a favoured recreational destination for that group. For example, Georges 
River National Park attracts large numbers of Arabic-background visitors from the nearby suburbs, 
including Revesby, Panania and Bankstown. It appears they feel at home in the park partly because of 
the presence of significant numbers of their own cultural group.
While these groups do not treat the park as their territory, their choosing the park as a focus for 
visitation can be regarded as an example of place-making as described in Part 1 (Section 1.7). The 
major presence of Arabic-background visitors in Georges River NP has more of the character of the 
Latino presence at Pelham Bay Park where their favoured space in the park is defined partly by the 
salsa music that pervades it but where there is in no sense a ‘defended’ space.71

That people feel able to carve out space for themselves reflects the sense they have that this is free 
space not dominated by the cultural majority (i.e., ‘loose space’ – Section 3.2) – a sense that it is an 
‘even playing field’, from a cultural point of view.

Parks as contact spaces
If it is reasonable and healthy for people to have spaces where they can be by themselves it is also 
desirable, in a multicultural society, that there be spaces that facilitate contact between cultural 
groups. Parks like Georges River National Park have the potential to serve both needs. Contact spaces 
are those where people can come to terms with ethnic difference in a non-threatening environment. 
In Catharine Ward Thompson’s words, “what remains true for public open space, and for urban parks in 
particular, is that they are the places where democracy is worked out, quite literally, on the ground…”72 

68 E.g. Low, Taplin and Scheld 2005.
69 See Byrne and Nugent 2004: 87-88.
70 At Orchard Beach in Pelham Bay Park (New York) a tent colony of white Americans was established in the early 20 

century followed by distinct areas occupied by European migrant grounds (e.g., Germans) who defended their 
territories: ‘… the nearby rooted middle-class white communities of Westchester County restricted Glen Island and 
other beaches to Westchester residents, thereby diminishing the choices of shorefront recreation for Bronx 
residents’ (Low, Taplin & Scheld 2005: 137)

71 Low, Taplin & Scheld 2005: 138-40.
72 Ward Thompson 2002: 60.
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Parks, for instance, are one of the few public spaces in modern society where strangers can interact.73 
The idea that parks could have a democratising influence originated in the 19th century and is often 
associated with the work of the landscape architect, Frederick Olmsted (1822-1902), designer of many 
American parks, including Central Park and Prospect Park in New York. However, Olmsted’s concern to 
create spaces that would foster encounters and mixing between diverse groups (e.g., class and ethnic 
groups) was aimed at achieving social conformity whereas now managers work to achieve harmony 
in diversity: a salad bowl rather than a melting pot.74 
Researchers working in interethnic relations point to a growing consensus that such contact sites play 
a crucial role in promoting interethnic understanding and harmony.75 Parks have the potential to be 
contact sites, along with schools, workplaces, sports clubs, communal gardens and other spaces of 
association. What Setha Low and her colleagues in the Public Space Research Group in New York stress 
is the ‘shared space’ element of cross-cultural park use. They argue that the sharing of park space is a 
scenario in which “emerging citizens learn about coexistence, cooperation, and tolerance.”76 
For contact sites to function successfully, they require common ventures that bring people into 
contact, not for the sake of contact but because communication is either a necessity or a facilitator.77 
It is easy to see how this applies in the context of workplaces or sports teams. In a park context, 
the existence of common ventures may be less obvious. In the Georges River parklands, fishing is 
probably the most notable activity in this respect, and it is not unusual for people to initiate fishing-
related conversations.78 These conversations are mostly not essential to the fishing, but they do 
contribute to it via the exchange of information on bait, equipment, the particularities of different 
fishing spots and so on. Another ‘common venture’ on the Georges River is the activities associated 
with Cleanup Australia Day.79 In other situations, though, direct contact between people in the 
Georges River parklands mostly occurs only within ethnic groups (apart from interactions between 
people who arrive together). 

Contact and distant contact
The most common form kind of inter-ethnic contact in the Georges River parklands is more distant, 
unobtrusive, and observational. People are exposed, for instance, to the sight and sound of others 
picnicking in different ways. In an interview with Elliot Goodacre, an elderly Anglo-Celtic-Australian 
resident of Picnic Point, he spoke of how he remembered the Fitzgerald Park precinct in Georges River 
NP. He remembered strolling past non-Anglo-Celtic groups having picnics on the grass and pausing to 
look at and smell the food. There would be Lebanese families preparing food in silver urns. 

They wouldn’t stop you or anything and they were quite friendly. Quite a few of them would say 
‘G’day’ to you as you walked past, but you’d think, ‘where the hell do I live now!?’ Chinese, and all sorts 
of things, the whole box and dice. It was really good.80 

A natural commons
‘Where the hell do I live now!?’ must be a question many Australians have asked themselves over the 
last 220 years. Aboriginal Australians might have asked it as they watched their traditional country 
being cleared and settled by Anglo-Celtic settlers. The same Lebanese-Australians that Elliot Goodacre 
strolled past by the Georges River may have asked it as they looked up picnics at the sandstone 
escarpment behind them with its cover of unfamiliar trees and shrubs. 

73 Ibid.: 66.
74 Ibid.: 60. See also Low et al. 2005: 209-210.
75 Amin 2002.
76 Low, Taplin and Sheld 2005: 208.
77 Amin 2002: 970.
78 Goodall et al. 2009.
79 Interviews with Wafa Zaim 20 Dec 2005; Ruth Staples 27 Oct 2005, interview conducted for this study.
80 Elliot Goodacre, interviewed May 23, 2002.
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The natural landscape of national parks provides part of the answer to this question. Where we all 
live now is in this particular habitat. The one thing in Sydney that does not have a particular culture’s 
stamp on it is that part of the environment which is still in its natural state. 
Migrants and other non-Indigenous Australians increasingly accept that the ‘natural environment’ 
of the continent is also the ‘Country’ of Aboriginal people (with all the connotations of attachment 
and duty of care that word holds for them). From this perspective, all non-Indigenous Australians are 
equal in the sense of being recent or relatively recent arrivals in a continent that has been Aboriginal 
country for many millennia.
Elliot Goodacre said appreciatively that at times, walking in the park, “you’d feel you were in another 
country.”81 The migrant families he described were literally in another country, in that they were 
away from their homelands.82 Elliot’s feeling of being in ‘another country’ underlines the sense 
in which these parks are ‘another country’ for everybody. It would be naïve, however, to fail to 
recognise that although some people enjoy being surrounded by such diversity, there are other 
Anglo-Celtic-Australians who regard more recent migrants as interlopers – particularly migrants 
from non-Western countries.

Parks as neutral zones
Australian anthropologist, Amanda Wise, argues that at the level of everyday life, multiculturalism 
is about place-sharing.83 Her research in the Sydney suburb of Ashfield identifies numerous points 
of tension that can exist where people of particular ethnic groups feel excluded and alienated from 
spaces they perceive as culturally dominated by others. She gives the example of elderly Anglo-
Celtic residents who feel alienated from the Ashfield high street shopping centre, which from the 
mid-1990s came to be dominated by Chinese shops. She points to the value of those spaces and 
events perceived to be non-ethno-specific, since these are environments where cross-cultural 
connections and exchanges can be made. She cites as an example the Ashfield Town Hall on the 
annual Ashfield Seniors Fair, an event which was highly successful in facilitating cross-cultural contacts 
and exchange.84 At an architectural level, the Ashfield Town Hall, built in the grand style of the late 
19th century, might seem an obviously ethno-specific site. What is significant here, however, is that the 
Senior Spring Fair was not dominated by one ethnic group or any one group’s culture. To that extent 
it functioned as neutral space, as ‘common turf’ allowing participants to feel genuine equity at a 
cultural-ethnic level, and this sense of equity led to conversations and other spontaneous interactions. 
Georges River National Park, like Ashfield Town Hall, has its roots in Anglo-Celtic-Australian culture but 
functions, in the present, as a contact zone perceived by visitors as not belonging to one ethnic group.
To the extent that national parks are ‘loose’ spaces (discussed above), they may be especially attractive 
to migrants. Migrants might be expected to feel a sense of equity in a ‘natural’ environment where 
nature has designed the space around them. A national park also has the attraction of being a place 
outside the sphere of everyday activities, and this may enhance its ability to function as contact 
space. By analogy, Shields writes of how a cross-section of 19th century British society would find itself 
rubbing shoulders at the newly developed seaside resorts, where the usual class identifiers, such as 
street clothing, were temporarily absent.85 The beaches were a neutral space removed from the kind 
of situations (e.g. the city streets) where people normally encountered each other. Referencing the 
work of Victor Turner, the original theorist of liminal space (see Section 3.1), Shields noted that the loss 
of social coordinates that people experienced at the beach tended to have a unifying, rather than a 
fragmentary effect.86 

81 Elliot Goodacre, interviewed May 23, 2002.
82 In another sense, migrants might be said to be always in liminal space insofar as they are in-between the 

homeland and the new land (Dawson and Johnson 2001: 319).
83 Wise 2005: 172.
84 Ibid.: 181-182.
85 Shields 1991.
86 Ibid.: 89.
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Contact in the form of jostling
A certain amount of tension and competition over space may be inevitable in parks in highly 
ethnically diverse cities like Sydney, and particularly in heavily populated areas like southwest 
Sydney, where there is relatively little park space. Also, as Ash Amin’s influential analysis of the 
spatiality of cultural diversity in Britain indicates, a certain degree of ‘vibrant opposition’ and 
‘jostling’ can have positive results, in that it involves people in the business of negotiation.87 
Amin argues there needs to be scope for “vigorous but democratic disagreements between 
citizens constituted as equals.”88 He proposes that government interethnic relations ‘policy fixes’ 
can only achieve so much. Beyond that, he advocates trust in a ‘democratic politics’, which can 
be understood to commonly exhibit elements of disharmony, disagreement and tension. He 
advocates:

An open public realm [that] helps to disrupt fixed cultural assumptions and to shift identities through 
cultural exchange… and reveals that living with diversity is a matter of constant negotiation, trial 
and error and sustained effort.89

In a similar vein, and writing in the context of the Netherlands, Lieshout and Aarts maintain that 
“meeting or being confronted by others is considered a very important function of public space.”90

Public spaces create room for different people to learn about each other and, to a certain extent, 
force people to be flexible in their interactions. Encounters in public spaces may lead to clashes but 
also to more understanding, tolerance, and reframing of the situation.91

In a recent examination of cultural plurality, Ah Eng Lai looks at the way Chinese, Malay and Indian 
Singaporeans have, over the last 30 years, lived side by side in one of Singapore’s high rise public 
housing complexes.92 She shows how the high level of inter-ethnic harmony is achieved in and 
through a daily reality of exchanges that run the gamut from verbal abuse, irritation, and complaint, 
to allowance, accommodation, conversation, cooperation and friendship. The residents are 
engaged in a process of learning to live with each other that is constant, often difficult, rewarding, 
long-term, and never complete. 

Open space is free space?
Advocates for public space have expressed considerable concern at the way many public spaces 
are increasingly being managed in a manner that excludes certain people or certain behaviour. 
This is particularly the case in the USA, with its gated communities, mall developments, and private 
security personnel employed to monitor what were previously considered public spaces.93 It 
appears as if new form of spatial segregation has arrived (e.g., segregation of rich from poor or of 
white people from people of colour). The ideal for liberal western commentators maintain the ideal 
of the preservation of the openness of public space. 
The geographer Doreen Massey, however, finds that open space in this sense is a ‘dubious concept’, 
pointing out that public space is always to some degree contested:  

The argument is not that these spaces are not public. The very fact that they are necessarily 
negotiated, sometimes riven with antagonism, always contoured through the playing out of 
unequal social relations, is what renders them genuinely public.94

87 Amin 2002: 973, 976.
88 Ibid.: 976.
89 Ibid.: 976.
90 Lieshout and Aarts 2008: 510.
91 Ibid.: 510.
92 Lai 2009.
93 Kayden 2000; Low, Taplin and Sheld 2005.
94 Massey 2005: 153.



 Office of Environment and Heritage 121

Massey draws on the work of the urban theorist, Rosalyn Deutsche, who maintains that conflict is a 
precondition for the existence and growth of public space, rather than something that undermines 
it.95 While they do not encourage conflict, Massey and Deutsche are trying to be realistic about the 
way public space is always ‘negotiated’ between different users with different preferences. The word 
‘negotiated’ is used here in its broadest sense to include, for instance, nonverbal ‘agreements’. In the 
environment of the Georges River parklands, such agreements might be routinely ‘negotiated’ by 
groups of picnickers over how close they set up their picnics from each other (using body language, 
eye contact etc). In a multicultural city like Sydney, it is arguably inevitable there will be a degree 
of inter-ethnic contestation over public space, including the space of national parks. Also, that this 
process of contestation and negotiation is one of the means by which different cultural groups 
become familiar with each other.

Rare encounters
Even very limited dialogues can have quite a deep effect on people with relatively few ‘outside’ 
contacts. For example, in Georges River NP of the researchers on this project were speaking 
with an extended family group of Lebanese picnickers at Picnic Point on a Sunday afternoon in 
March 2009. They told us that earlier in the day a NPWS Aboriginal Ranger had come to warn 
them they risked a fine for parking their cars in an area reserved for boat trailers. They had 
been grateful for the warning and promptly moved their cars, but they were still discussing 
this ranger several hours later when we sat with them: how helpful and friendly he had been, 
what a nice manner he had had, how they would like to find out more about Aboriginal culture 
from somebody like him. The actual contact with the ranger appears to have lasted only a 
minute or so but it was a rare, perhaps unprecedented encounter for this group and one that 
reverberated. The impact of such an encounter can be attributed to the insular lives that many 
recently-migrated people live (particularly those not in schools or the workplace). All the 
Arabic-background interviewees, both Muslim and Mandaean, and many of the Vietnamese 
interviewees expressed an interest in hearing more about Aboriginal culture, as well as about 
the Australian environment. 

Safe places for unsafe ideas
The American museum curator, Elain Gurien, advocates the view that, “Museums can aspire to 
become one of the community’s few safe and neutral congregate spaces.” The points she makes 
about museums in the quotation below might equally well apply to national parks. Both are public 
spaces with potential to facilitate social inclusion, but this potential requires a certain amount of 
care on the part of the managers of these spaces.

If we do our work well, all members of society – no matter what ethnic, racial or economic group 
they belong to – could be made to feel welcome. In order to create such safe environments 
we must look at the most subtle aspects of our presentations. Do the building guards think all 
people are equally welcome? Does the signage use words that require a certain educational level 
or specialized knowledge? Can a non-English speaker decode the message? Are staff members 
sufficiently representative so the public has a sense that everyone is not only welcome but potentially 
understood? Are employees sensitized to the many acceptable, though culturally specific, ways of 
acting when in a public space?96

95 Deutsche 1995.
96 Gurian 2007: 92.
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Arabic-background youth
A commonly expressed concern by interviewees of Arabic background was that their family picnics 
were often viewed with hostility by fellow park visitors and that on some occasions they had 
been verbally accosted and intimidated. We were repeatedly told by Arabic-background people, 
both Muslim and Mandaean, that often when their young men attempted to protect their family 
members or to assert their rights to be in the park, they were accused of aggressive behaviour. 
Mandaean mothers particularly felt this was of concern, as they perceived a blanket condemnation 
by Anglo-Celtic Australians of ‘Muslim’ youth. They were concerned their sons, who were clearly 
‘of Middle Eastern appearance’, would be mistaken for Muslims and would face harassment and 
hostility. 
Most non-Anglo-Celtic migrants to Australia have experienced some degree of discrimination and 
denigration, as appears to be the case in most countries of destination. First generation migrants 
are generally less likely to react openly against discrimination because they feel their position in 
the new country is still tenuous. Second generation migrants are much more inclined to assert 
their claim to citizenship and to equity in general and to react against actual and perceived 
discrimination or ‘put-downs’. Added to this, Muslims of Arabic background have been exposed in 
to Islamaphobia since the 1990s, including, for some, attacks or abuse and, for all, the experience 
of living with a political climate where the media and many of their fellow citizens are either hostile 
to or suspicious of Islam. The reaction of many Arabic-background young men appears to have 
been an assertiveness bordering on aggression, which only serves to confirm and reinforce the 
prejudices of the ‘mainstream’. Many of these young men perceive themselves to be righteous 
defenders of their culture, their families, and particularly Muslim women and girls whose hijab 
has made them a target of abuse or suspicion. While their aggressiveness or over-assertiveness 
undoubtedly overlaps with that seen in many young Anglo-Australian males (among others) it also 
has this element of ‘pushing back’. 
In a park context, this may manifest itself as aggressiveness toward other park users who they 
perceive to be disapproving or suspicious. Anglo-Celtic park visitors looking at females wearing 
hijab, and who may simply be curious, may be seen as hostile. Unlike their elders, these young men 
may not see themselves as guests in the park any more than they think of themselves as guests 
in Australia. They have a right to be there. This is part of what has been referred to, in the British 
context, as ‘a new politics of turf’ in which new generations of migrant ‘others’ are assertive in 
staking claims to public space.97 Understanding this context does not make it any easier for other 
park visitors, who have to bear the brunt of rudeness or aggression, including the many who are 
not Islamaphobic and who may indeed feel a strong empathy for Muslims in the post 9/11 world.

3.6 Parks and spirituality
One of the early outcomes of the this project was an article for the journal, Australian Geographer, 
on spirituality in relation to national parks in Australia.98 The spiritual connection of Indigenous 
people to the Australian environment is already well documented, so this paper considered 
ways that, since 1788, different waves of migrants have connected spiritually with the natural 
landscape of NSW.
Europeans colonised Australia in a climate of religious rationalism that fostered a utilitarian 
relationship with Australian nature. The situation since then has been by no means been static, and 
there is now a spectrum of ways in which settler descendants and later European migrants have 
developed spiritual links with nature. These include the empathy or engagement by many with 
Aboriginal spiritual/sacred sites and with the Aboriginal holistic concept of Country.99 It also includes 
a tendency for many people these days to think of forests as places to pray, a place where they sense 

97 Amin 2002: 970.
98 Byrne et al. 2006.
99 E.g., Read 2003.
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the presence of the ‘Creator’, and a place for spiritual renewal.100 It may be relevant, then, to speak 
in terms of a re-enchantment occurring in the relationship between European-Australians and the 
environment, stemming partly from their contact with Indigenous Australian cultures and partly from 
a reaction against the spiritual poverty of modernity.101

Spiritual engagement and non-European migrants
In Part I (Sections 1.8 and 1.9), this report noted ways in which, in their countries of origin, people of 
Vietnamese or Arabic background relate to the natural environment partly in terms of spirituality.
In Daoism, nature is thought of as a ‘self-generating system’, rather than the handiwork of an 
external creator, and elements of the landscape “are not static aggregations of inert matter but are 
configurations of energy” (the Daoist perspective is important in both Vietnamese and Chinese 
religious thought).102 In the Chinese traditional view, the above is true of the world as a whole, not just 
the world of China. This is apparent in the way feng shui is practised by Chinese in all their countries 
of residence. Geographer, Gordon Waitt, describes the analysis of the feng shui of the site of the Nan 
Tien temple, to the south of Wollongong, that was carried out prior to its construction and he notes 
the ‘psychological’ significance of this process in the way that it “generates feelings of familiarity.”103 
Presumably, for the Chinese, the ability to recognise the flow of energy in any landscape gives them a 
certain ‘familiarity’ with it, and this has been a great aid and comfort in their experience of migration.
Elements of spirituality inform the park experiences of many of the people of Arabic and Vietnamese 
background interviewed for this project. Many Muslims pray in the parklands along the Georges River 
and like to visit the parks in groups at sundown during the month of Ramadan and to break their 
fast with a communal picnic. For Vietnamese, the spirituality of the parklands stems in part from the 
spiritual significance of all rivers.
Although their religious rituals are not specifically linked to the Georges River, the small Arabic-
background community of Mandaeans who have migrated from Iran and Iraq to the study area, 
beginning in the 1990s, are relevant to the study because of the important role of rivers in their 
lives.104 Tracing its origins to John the Baptist, the Mandaean religion requires its adherents in Australia 
to participate in regular collective baptisms, which replicate many of the visual and oratorical symbols 
of this religious practice at home in the Middle East. The baptisms must be carried out in fresh flowing 
water, a requirement that has led Mandaeans in Sydney to acquire a knowledge of local rivers that 
includes their degree of pollution (i.e. water and noise pollution) and the presence of locations where 
bank and flow conditions might allow them to undertake the baptisms safely and comfortably. 
Mandaeans now have a far stronger understanding of the factors that affect water quality and 
conditions in both the Georges and Nepean rivers than many longer term local residents.

3.7 Facilitating place-making

Visitors or place-makers?
This report uses the term ‘park visitors’ to describe those who spend time in national parks. 
However, this term seems problematic. The concept of ‘visitation’ has tended to frame the way 
park management authorities think about and manage the public’s presence and behaviour in 
the parks they manage. But ‘visitation’ does not accurately capture the way many people develop 
abiding attachments to particular park landscapes or to particular places within those landscapes. As 
discussed earlier (Section 1.7), we see this process of attachment as being fundamental to the way 

100 Trigger 1999; Trigger & Mulcock 2005. These beliefs or sentiments would seem comparable to those set out in 
the 2002 Australian Catholic Bishops Statement on the Environment: http://www.catholicearthcareoz.net/
socialjustice.html.

101 Jenkins 2000.
102 Harrist 2003: 39-40.
103 Waitt 2003: 229-30.
104 http://www.yardna.org (consulted March 2005).
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humans relate to space in general – humans work to make places out of spaces. The word ‘visitor’ 
implies spending time in someone else’s space (e.g. their home, their country) rather than in a place 
to which one belongs. It still carries intimations of its Latin and French antecedents – ‘to view’ – which 
position the visitor as an outsider. 
That said, the English language does not supply any commonly used word which is better. The 
term ‘park user’, for instance, carries connotations of a person-place relationship which is coolly 
utilitarian and lacking the emotional dimension of ‘belonging’. ‘Visitor’ is thus the best available 
term, but we remain conscious of its shortcomings in describing what is actually happening 
when frequent visitors come to national parks.
In the course this study, we have come to see the contact recent migrants have with park 
landscapes in the context of their broader experience of coming to feel at home in Sydney and 
NSW. This might also be described as the experience of making the transition from feeling like a 
guest or visitor in NSW to feeling they belong here; the transition, in other words, from being a 
displaced person to an in-place person. 
We have emphasised the nature of this process as one consisting of action and agency. The sense of 
belonging in a place like Sydney, or more broadly, in NSW, does not emerge from the simple fact of 
being resident here. If a recent migrant did not want to engage with the place, or was fearful of doing 
so, they might not venture out of their street or immediate neighbourhood. The act of going to a 
national park, by contrast, has a flavour of deliberateness about it, and to go repeatedly to a national 
park implies agency and the intention of bringing this place into one’s own world. For migrants, it is 
also an act that suggests an optimistic future in which they will no longer feel a stranger in this new 
country. So, to again deploy the fishing metaphor, the act of going to a national park may be like 
throwing a line in to NSW.

Visitor-initiated activity
Anthropologist, Setha Low (City University of New York), has produced detailed accounts of the 
benefits that accrue from positive engagement of park staff with minority groups.105 Addressing the 
relationship between Latino visitors and US National Park Service staff at Pelham Bay Park in New York 
she writes:

It is uncertain whether Latino’s strong sense of place attachment developed from visitor-initiated 
events or park-organized programs. What is certain, though, is that the formal and informal 
events contribute to maintaining as well as developing community identity. The fact that the park 
management is not in a combative relationship with its users contributes to this relationship. Park 
management accommodates the Latino community through a healthy mix of organized events and 
by honouring visitor-initiated activities with spaces of their own, however temporary and provisional 
these spaces may be. In these ways the park managers communicate their knowledge of and respect 
for visitor groups and their cultural expressions.106

The large group picnics conducted by recent migrants of Arabic and Vietnamese background 
in Georges River NP also fall under this concept of visitor-initiated activity. These picnics may 
occasionally pose challenges for park staff – for instance, on days when the parks are crowded – but 
they clearly reflect a set of desires and preferences on the part of recent-migrant visitors. Similarly, 
fishing by Vietnamese recent migrants in national parks can present challenges for park staff, 
ranging from the safety of rock fishers to limiting the impact on rocky shore shellfish populations, 
but fishing provides the means by which many Vietnamese become familiar with and attached to 
Australian natural environments. 

105 See for instance Low 2005.
106 Low, Taplin & Scheld 2005: 139.
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The concept of place-making is not foreign or novel to park managers in Australia. There is awareness, 
for instance, that park visitors who have regularly camped in particular camping grounds in parks 
along the NSW coast have formed deep attachments to these places. These attachments were taken 
into account when, in recent years, many of these camping grounds were redesigned to minimise 
adverse impact on the natural environment of the parks.107

3.8 Park visitation

Interest in Aboriginal culture 
In his 2001 study of the relationship between Macedonian Australians and national parks, Martin 
Thomas reported that “there was popular support for the idea of visiting Aboriginal sites with an 
Aboriginal sites officer and translator.”108 In her study of Vietnamese Australians and national parks, 
Mandy Thomas found variations in her subjects’ interest in Aboriginal culture.109 Some were not 
interested but others were aware of a long and intimate relationship with the continent’s environment 
and expressed a desire to visit Aboriginal sites. 
Interviews for this study also revealed considerable variation in interest in Aboriginal culture. Some 
interviewees sympathised with and felt they understood the Aboriginal experience of being displaced 
from their land. Some were very interested in being introduced to Australian natural environment by 
Aboriginal people. One interviewee said she wanted, “to know how Indigenous communities used 
and connected with the land.”110 

Toilet facilities
As noted earlier (Section 2.5), the cultural-religious norms regarding cleanliness that Muslim 
Australians have grown up with mean toilet facilities in parks are of great concern. As Wise has noted 
in her research, we experience our everyday environment via our bodily senses.111 While unclean 
toilets may also be an irritant for other park visitors, for Muslims, the sense of revulsion many of them 
report appears to be a key aspect of their park experience. It should be noted, however, that many of 
the smelliest toilets national park locations in NSW are those specifically designed to have minimal 
impact on the natural environment – ‘pit toilets’ are favoured over septic tank or sewered toilets.

Activity orientation
When asked how they thought national parks could be improved, young Vietnamese interviewed 
in 2002 spoke solely in terms of the recreational activities that might attract them to go to parks 
during the day instead of, or as well as, at night. They mentioned organised roller-blading or abseiling, 
kayaking, bike riding and dancing on a dance floor. They were also attracted by crowds and liked 
the idea of there being more people in parks.112 There were also numerous suggestions about 
‘organised activities’. Adult Vietnamese residents of Georges Hall, adjacent to Mirambeena Regional 
Park (Chipping Norton), although they appreciated the ‘natural’ look of that park, thought it would be 
enhanced by tennis courts, a swimming pool, fountains, and more play equipment for children.113 It is 
no coincidence that Royal National Park is one of the few national parks away from southwest Sydney 
that the Vietnamese migrants we interviewed had visited and that the row boats at Audley in Royal 
NP were its key attraction. The presence of water and the availability of a water-related activity made 
an attractive combination.

107 See discussion in Justine Greenwood, ‘It’s not all fun and games: two “moments” in the history of rules and 
regulations in NSW national parks, 1879-2008’ (2008), an essay commissioned by DECCW for the project, History of 
Recreation in NSW National Parks. 

108 Thomas 2001: 77.
109 Thomas 2002: 106-111.
110 The interviewee chose to remain anonymous. 
111 Wise 2005.
112 Vietnamese focus group, 21 Sept 2002.
113 Vietnamese focus group 7 Oct 2007.
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Adults of Vietnamese and Arabic background, however, were inclined to see energetic activity 
as something appropriate to children and teenagers rather than themselves. Those of Arabic 
background in particular stressed the desire to relax in parks. Bushwalking was seen by some as the 
antithesis of relaxation. Park-visitation research in the USA points to people of a European background 
being significantly more inclined to use parks for walking, jogging and sport than African Americans, 
Latinos or Asians, all of whom favoured relaxation in parks.114 
It is important to be cautious about attributing this to differences in ethnicity, however. An 
important factor may be that the latter groups are more likely to be engaged in manual 
employment and to work for longer hours than many Anglo-Celtic-Australians. As a result, park 
visitation is likely to be seen as an opportunity to escape from activity rather than to engage in 
activity. Desk-bound, higher-income earners may be more likely to value the physical exercise 
opportunities parks offer. 

Children’s play equipment
Interviewees of Arabic and Vietnamese background both appreciated the natural setting of 
Georges River NP but many of them said they would like to see children’s play equipment there. 
This is important because most of their park visits are in the company of young children and 
many could not understand why Georges River NP did not have these facilities. While many of 
those interviewed appeared to understand that the absence of play equipment had to do with 
the nature-conservation purpose of national parks in countries like Australia, the fact remained 
that their own park visitation was heavily oriented towards family and extended family ‘picnic’ 
visits where small children were almost always present. The absence of play equipment is 
currently a reason for many choosing council managed parks like Chipping Norton in preference 
to Georges River NP.

Crowds in the park
Most migrants to Australia have come from parts of the world with much higher population 
densities than exist in either rural or urban Australia. An insight into cultural differences in sociality 
may be had from the nature of a ‘walking group’ of middle-aged and elderly Chinese which has 
been convened informally in Sydney in the last few years. This group undertakes day-trips by 
train to places like the Blue Mountains, where they walk for a few hours on some of the easier and 
shorter bush-walks. Their concept of what constitutes a ‘nice’ sized walking group is in the range of 
90-130 people.115

Vietnamese conceptions of the ‘social park’ mirror Anglo-Celtic-Australian use of the same space up 
until the 1960s. Today, however, Anglos tend not to gather in large numbers in the Georges River 
parks. We have discussed earlier the extensive privately owned and operated ‘pleasure grounds’ 
and picnic areas that existed along the river in the past. Their decline in popularity was affected by 
changing patterns of leisure, motor vehicle ownership and residential patterns, but they were also 
severely undermined by the level of pollution in the river which led to its closure to swimmers in 
1962. As the river health as been restored in the last two decades, there is more reason for all local 
residents to use the parks but, as noted earlier, Anglo-Celtic park visitors these days are coming 
individually or in quite small groups (see Section 3.3).

Off-peak visitation  
The evenings, after sunset, were spoken of both by interviewees of Arabic and Vietnamese 
background as a desirable time to access parks for shared meals and family gatherings. This is 
particularly the case for Muslims, who were eager to have natural spaces in which to share a meal, or 

114 Loukaitou-Sideris 1995: 95.
115 Meeting of DECC bilingual educators, March 4 2008.
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iftar, with family and friends at the end of each day’s fasting, after sunset during the days of Ramadan. 
Many interviewees expressed disappointment that Georges River National park, which they enjoyed 
on weekends, was inaccessible to them during Ramadan for the iftar. 
Another issue for both Vietnamese and Arabic young men was that they like to drive  to the 
parks at night. Both complained about car parks being closed after sunset. They perceived this 
as a ‘curfew’ that made them feel they were doing something wrong by wanting to go to the 
parks at night.

Dogs in parks
The fact that dogs are not allowed in national parks is a positive for most Arabic-background Muslims. 
The presence of dogs, especially unleashed dogs, can be distressing for Muslim Australians – it is 
‘Haram’ (forbidden) for them to come in contact with dogs, although there appears to be considerable 
variation in how strictly Muslims in Australia interpret this injunction.116

Alcohol in parks
The consumption of alcohol by park visitors is a very real issue for any groups whose cultures 
prohibit its use individually or in social circumstances. It is a real concern for many Muslims, as 
noted earlier (Section 3.5), but is also an issue for certain religious groups in the Western world 
and certain other cultural groups (e.g., some Pacific Island groups) for whom public and routine 
consumption of alcohol is unfamiliar and unwelcome. Also relevant is the not uncommon fear 
experienced by non-users of alcohol about the increased aggression and assertiveness of many 
people under its influence. While NPWS regulations prohibit “excessive quantities of alcohol, 
including kegs”, what is perceived to be a ‘normal’ amount of alcohol by members of a high-alcohol-
use social segments may be viewed with justifiable alarm by others (for instance, women and 
children who have been subject to domestic violence). It may be noted here that alcohol use was 
an acknowledged factor in the Cronulla race riots of 2005.

Camping
Camping appears to have a degree of popularity as a leisure activity in Lebanon and other Middle 
Eastern countries and there are indications that this is increasing. In some areas of Lebanon, however, 
people are explicitly discouraged from camping or even straying from paths (e.g. on the Lebanon 
Mountain Trail, where landmines are just one of the hazards).117 There may thus be a lingering feeling 
among recent Lebanese migrants that camping is not a safe activity. Almost all of the Vietnamese 
interviewees said they did not go camping in Australia and had no desire to do so.
A likely obstacle to camping by people of Vietnamese or Arabic background is the ‘intimacy’ of 
camping. When staying in camping grounds, people carry out certain activities that would normally 
be carried out within the privacy of the home (e.g. cooking and sleeping) outside and within a few 
metres of perfect strangers. The fact that many Anglo-Celtic Australians are comfortable doing 
this may be due to the common culture they share. Migrants like the Vietnamese may find it too 
confronting to arrive in a camping ground and proceed to set up camp amidst Anglo-Celtic-Australian 
campers who have not invited them into ‘their’ space. It may not be the intimacy factor so much but 
the fact that the others with whom they would be sharing space are of other (and overwhelmingly 
Anglo-Celtic-Australian) cultures that is the deterrent. It may thus be the case that Vietnamese who 
would disdain to camp in Australia would feel perfectly comfortable camping in Vietnam.
It may be noted, however, that camping is not routinely an option in national parks in Asia, where 
most long-distance visitors stay in hotels, cabins or guesthouses, often in the parks and operated by 
park authorities.118

116 Wise and Ali 2008: 81.
117 The Lebanon Mountain Trail links visitors and some national parks. Note the caution against land mines here: 

http://www.lebanontrail.org/category.jhtm?cid=81
118 See for instance Cuc Phuong National Park in Vietnam – Rugendyke and Nguyen 2008: 182.
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It has been argued (Section 2.22) that fishing and shell-fishing act as a contact point between 
Vietnamese-Australians and the natural environment of NSW. One aspect of this phenomenon 
is that these people often travel out of Sydney to visit spots along the coast they have heard 
are particularly good for fishing and/or shell-fishing. Rather than camping out in the numerous 
camping grounds along the coast, including those in national parks, they drive back home to 
Sydney, often late at night. As Vietnamese explore the coastline in this way and become familiar 
with it, as they become increasingly ‘at home’ in the NSW landscape, they may consider staying over 
in a camping ground.
One Arabic-background interviewee suggested tree planting119 and art projects as a way 
of promoting this feeling of ‘owning’ national parks among members of her community.120 
Representatives of other ethnic groups present at the same meeting said they felt Bushcare groups 
tended to be Anglo-Celtic-Australian and were not ‘very welcoming’. They contrasted Bushcare 
with the Community Garden initiatives in places like Redfern, where migrants enjoyed a sense of 
ownership of the garden patch because of the work they put into creating and maintaining it. It is 
not difficult to see that the disproportionate representation of Anglo-Celtic-Australians in Bushcare 
groups could encourage a perception by recent-migrants that the former have greater ownership 
of the natural environment than they do.

Park fees
A few interviewees raised the issue of park fees. One focus group participant said she no longer 
went to Georges River NP at Picnic Point because you now had to pay. Instead she went to another 
part of the park “where you park your car outside and just walk in.”121 One interviewee observed 
that low income families could not afford the fees and added, “I think there’s a lot of symbolism in it 
being for free.”122 
Other visitors believed there should be more services provided in exchange for their entrance fee, 
such as Discovery tours, information, entertainment and rubbish disposal.  
It is worth noting that unemployment levels among Australians of Vietnamese and Arabic 
background in Southwest Sydney tend to be much higher than national averages. In the 1980s and 
90s, unemployment rates among Lebanese ranged from 30-40%.123 Also, where employed, recent 
migrants tend to be in lower paid jobs and they often have large families to support. 

Visitor safety and uniformed park staff
Park staff uniforms can be intimidating to many recent-migrant visitors, especially those who 
have fled countries where soldiers, police and other uniformed officials exercise extraordinary 
power. However, the interviews undertaken as part of this project suggest the positives of park 
staff uniforms outweigh the negatives. A number of interviewees, particularly from the Arabic-
background groups, explained that in a conflict situation where they felt they were being 
approached with hostility or aggression by Anglo-Celtic park users, they would seek an authority 
figure or security guard who was not necessarily a member of their own community. In fact they 
considered that in such situations it was far better to have an Anglo-Celtic (or other non-Arabic-
background) staff member who could adjudicate fairly and not be seen by the aggressive party to 
be partisan. They were seeking, in other words, assurance that park staff would intervene to enforce 
fair laws regardless of ethnicity. 

119 Over the last several years tree planting programs in new national parks in western Sydney have involved 
volunteers from a range of ethnic groups – these programs have involved PWG staff contacting ethnic community 
groups who then publicised the activity among their members. 

120 Meeting of DECC bilingual educators, March 4 2008.
121 Alison Phan and Cuong Nguyen interviewed by Jo Kijas, 11 Sept 2002.
122 This interviewee chose to remain anonymous.
123 Collins 2002: 95.
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Some interviewees stated that cars were a safety element for them. They felt that if trouble arose, 
they could always retreat to their cars. In line with this, a number of people said they favoured 
picnic areas that were close to car parks.

Environmental belonging and responsibility
The governments of most countries with active immigration programs work hard to dispel 
the sense many recent migrants have of ‘not belonging’. They want new arrivals to make the 
transition to both the legal status and mentality of citizenship as quickly as possible, because a 
society’s cohesiveness rests on there being a degree of commonality and shared responsibility. 
The process by which migrants develop a feeling of being at home in the natural environment of 
their adoptive country plays a role here, especially to the extent that a new feeling of belonging 
may bring forth a sense of responsibility for the environment.
The emergence among recent migrants of a sense of responsibility for national park 
environments is probably closely related to feeling that they have a stake in the parks – in other 
words, that they own the parks to the same extent that all citizens own them. The act of place-
making plays a key role here (Section 1.7). Active engagement in park management decision-
making has an important role to play.124

3.9 Concluding remarks
Australia has a long history of absorbing migrants. For migrants who have arrived since the 
1940s, the majority of whom have settled in urban areas, the most pressing issues have been 
employment, health, housing, and education. It is understandable, then, that the question of 
how recent migrants experience national parks, and the natural environment in Australia more 
generally, is one that has been raised in the government sphere only comparatively recently. 
In this context, this research has utilised and sought to make available in condensed form a 
broad selection of the international and Australian literature relating to cultural diversity, nature 
appreciation, and park visitation.
While national park visitation is often equated with nature appreciation, this research highlights 
the strong social context of visits to national parks by the migrant groups in the study. This 
is most evident in the family and large group picnics that structure so many of these visits. 
By no means downplaying nature appreciation as an aspect of visitation, the research shows 
that nature appreciation and the process of place-making are inseparable from processes of 
community-building and community-maintenance. Visits to the Georges River National Park by 
Arabic and Vietnamese Australians from the surrounding suburbs can be viewed as an extension 
or ‘spilling over’ into the national park of community life centred in residential neighbourhoods. 
Simultaneously, though, it can be seen that visits to the national park bring the experience of 
nature into the fabric of their urban existence.
This research has been designed to inform the direction of the NPWS as it evolves its future 
programs on cultural diversity. Relevant program areas include volunteering and visitation 
programs and programs to encourage camping in national parks. It is anticipated that a 
workshop will be convened to undertake the work of absorbing this research into policy and 
program development.

124 In the American context, Low, Taplin & Scheld (2005: 12-13) observe that, ‘By empowering communities to claim 
park resources as their own and to engage in the decision-making process that allocates funds and labor for park 
maintenance and programming, park managers gain collaborators in keeping the park well-attended, safe, and 
well-maintained’.
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Appendix 1: The Community Relations & 
Principles of Multiculturalism Act 2000

This Act requires government departments to prepare Ethnic Affairs Priority Statements (EAPS) 
which set out plans for implementing the principles of multiculturalism in their key responsibilities.  
Agencies are required to report annually on their EAPS plans. Under OEH’s Ethnic Affairs Priority 
Statement, ‘OEH fosters a climate of mutual respect and seeks to increase the involvement of people 
from CALD (culturally and linguistically diverse)communities in volunteering, recreational, cultural 
and artistic activities on parks’.1 Elsewhere, the Statement it states that ‘OEH conducts research to 
improve the effectiveness and appropriateness of OEH services and ensures all individuals have the 
greatest possible opportunity to use and participate in relevant activities and programs provided or 
administered by OEH’ (see also earlier section 1.1 on multiculturalism)
OEH’s current EAPS identifies the following policies and projects as needing to have strong cultural 
diversity components: 
•	 Interpretation and Education Policy (Parks and Wildlife Group) 
•	 Healthy Parks, Healthy People (increased CALD participation) (Parks and Wildlife Group)
•	 Preparing of Branch Visitation Management Plans (Parks and Wildlife Group)
•	 Preparing of Visitor Safety Policy (Parks and Wildlife Group)
•	 Encourage CALD people to participate in Discovery Programs (Parks and Wildlife Group)
•	 Volunteer Policy (Parks and Wildlife Group)2
•	 SPD projects (Sustainability, Multi-Unit Dwelling etc) (Sustainability Programs Division)
•	 Implementation of key Georges River Findings (Parks and Wildlife Group)
•	 Prepare “Learning with Ethnic Communities: An Educator’s Guide”  (Sustainability Programs 

Division)
•	 Conduct OEH wide cross-cultural training/induction (Corporate Services Division)
•	 Consult with CALD on developing Cultural Heritage Acquisition Guidelines (Parks and Wildlife 

Group and Culture and Heritage Division)
While the EAPS are significant public statements about the priorities an organisation places on 
cultural diversity, they can be limited in their power to ensure that organisations are proactive and 
efficient in implementing cultural diversity.  There are no benchmarks or specific targets set for 
government agencies to fulfil as part of their EAPS responsibilities.  

1 http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/whoweare/ethnic.htm
2 Strong support for volunteering is found in Goal 24 of the NSW Government’s ten-year plan, NWS 21: a Plan to 

Make NSW Number One.



www.environment.nsw.gov.au

Place-making in national parks

Ways that Australians of Arabic and Vietnamese background 
perceive and use the parklands along the Georges River, NSW

Place-m
aking in national parks

Denis Byrne, Heather Goodall 
& Allison Cadzow


	Foreword
	Executive summary
	Acknowledgements
	Introduction
	The Project
	National parks & cultural diversity
	Methodology
	Learning multiculturalism
	The report’s structure

	Part 1: Background
	1.1	Everyday Multiculturalism
	1.2	Migration & identity
	1.3	The multiplicity of landscape
	1.4	The here & there of migrancy
	1.5	Parks are not culture-neutral
	1.6	Place-making by migrants
	1.7	Park use & nature visitation in Asia
	1.8	Park use and nature visitation in the Middle East
	1.9 Western views of nature
	1.10 How newcomers see the landscape

	Part 2: The Georges River Case Study
	2.1	Introduction

	Arabic Sydneysiders & the Georges River
	2.2	Demographics
	2.3	Picnics in the park
	2.4	Attitudes to the bush
	2.5	Islam & parks
	2.6	Backyard park – the world of Hesham Abdo
	2.7	Night time use
	2.8	The river 
	2.9	Young people & parks
	2.10	The experience of discrimination

	Vietnamese Sydneysiders & the Georges River
	2.11	Demographics
	2.12	Encountering national parks
	2.13	The park as a garden
	2.14	A utilitarian view of nature
	2.15	Environmental nostalgia
	2.16	Perceiving danger in the bush
	2.17	Patterns of park use
	2.18	Picnics in the park
	2.19	Age as a factor in perception and use of parks
	2.20	The river & fishing
	2.21	The park-as-café
	2.22	Bushwalking & camping
	2.23	Solitude & crowds
	2.24	Day & night in the park

	Part 3: Parks & cultural diversity 
	3.1	The question of the bush
	3.2	The ideal park
	3.3	Large group picnics
	3.4	Venturing into nature
	3.5	Spaces for solidarity / spaces for mixing
	3.6	Parks and spirituality
	3.7	Facilitating place-making
	3.8	Park visitation
	3.1.	Concluding remarks

	References
	Appendix 1: The Community Relations & Principles of Multiculturalism Act 2000



