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December 10, 2017 

Reserve Establishment Team 

National parks and Wildlife service 

PO Box 1967 

By email: OEH.ReserveEstablishment@environment.nsw.gov.au 

The draft NSW National Parks System Directions Statement 

and 

The draft Biodiversity Conservation Investment  

Strategy 2017-2037 

Preamble 

The Blue Mountains Conservation Society (BMCS or the Society herein) has a membership of about 

800.  The membership is mainly drawn from the City of the Blue Mountains and the Greater Sydney 

region, but members also exist throughout NSW and interstate. 

BMCS has a strong interest in the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area in terms of protecting 

its many parks and reserves.  BMCS is also part of the Gardens of Stone Alliance, together with the 

Colong Foundation and the Lithgow Environment Group.  As such, it actively campaigns for 

reservation of the Gardens of Stone Stage 2 Proposal over the western portion of the Blue Mountains 

and the Western Escarpment between Blackheath and the Capertee Valley.  It is also campaigning 

for the reservation of ‘Radiata Plateau’ and is part of a broader campaign opposing the Western 

Sydney Airport.  Part of its concern with the Western Escarpment and the Gardens of Stone proposal 

relates to the development of open-cut coal mines, and the damage inflicted by longwall mining on the 

surface- and ground-water hydrologic regime and related scenic values.  

The overlapping nature of some of the content of the subject drafts is such that the Society has 

elected to focus predominantly on the National Parks System Directions Statement (dSDS) and 

comment on the Biodiversity Conservation Investment Strategy (dBCIS) in the same submission 

where deemed most appropriate. 

1. Overview of the draft Systems Direction Statement (dSDS) and draft 

Biodiversity Conservation Investment Strategy (dBCIS) 

The dSDS is comprehensive in its coverage, adequate in the sense that it is broadly acceptable, and 

representative in that it embodies the vast amount of governmental (and volunteer-group) time spent 

on producing glossy ‘upgrades’ of motherhood statements and well-established beliefs.   

A 50-year anniversary is a reasonable time to do some housekeeping, but four things stand out: 
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▪ The objectives in the dSDS are still as set down in the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974, and 

that at least is gratifying.  

▪ There is substantial (over-)emphasis on conserving and managing biodiversity on private lands.  

This raises concerns about the allocation of funds and human resources between public- and 

private-land conservation. 

▪ The dSDS has been formulated at a time when restructuring NPWS remains a work in progress, 

and many field staff have ‘gone’, or are intensely demoralized1. 

▪ Irrespective of the management jargon and fine-sounding phrases, the dSDS is the glossy shop 

window containing sufficient ‘flexibility’ for outcomes to conform with the political and senior 

management imperatives. 

The dBCIS enforces concerns raised in the previous dot-points by: 

▪ drawing attention to the cost as presented and the substantial uncertainties besetting any costing 

exercise; 

▪ emphasising the need to draw on the financial and human resources of OEH (NPWS in particular 

in view of the demoralizing consequences of workforce-restructuring) and other agencies to ensure 

positive outcomes and limit misuse of public money;  

▪ noting the need for more practical input rather than relying on management jargon, false beliefs 

about trickle-down economics, and trial and error process-development; and, 

▪ identifying the disproportionate weighting placed on socio-economics to the potential detriment 

of biodiversity conservation, and the additional risk which would arise were the separate dSDS 

and dBCIS merged in the future. 

2. Purpose and objectives 

These are taken at face-value.  Ensuing subsections will focus on aspects of concern. 

2.1 Use of the dSDS (see p4)2 

This is straightforward from a conceptual viewpoint.  Government will use the dSDS to guide land 

acquisition (both planned additions and ad hoc exploitation of opportunities as they arise), transfer and 

reservation decisions to improve the national parks system. 

Parts of the guidance-criteria warrant comment: 

▪ Emphasis on “…socio-economic information and community views in decision-making…” is 

understandable in the politically-correct context of ‘box-ticking’; so, putting it differently, all 

possible stakeholders have the opportunity to express their views.  What is not clear, either here 

or elsewhere in the document, is the relative importance of differing views when compared 

with the environmental benefits.   

The Society recognizes that relative importance is hard to quantify and accepts that “Individual 

reservation decisions will continue to rely on detailed assessment…”, but there remains a 

significant risk that negative socio-economic and community inputs will receive disproportionate 

rating.  This will be returned to in a subsection 2.3. 

                                                           
1 The Society notes assurances to the contrary in an email from Nerida Meaney to Kate Smolski (23/11/2017) on behalf 

of Michael Wright and Robert Quirk, but such assurances seem to highlight the disconnect between senior management 

and many of those effectively demoted or rejected. 
2 Page numbers relate to the dSDS unless clearly stated otherwise. 
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▪ “…ensure that public investment protects environmental and cultural values while also providing 

benefits for local and regional economies.”  As a general statement, the quotation is perfectly 

reasonable because the Society is unaware of any component of the National Reserve System (see 

p13) failing to provide benefits for local and regional economies.   

The contentious issue is whether the local and regional economies are adjudged to experience a 

beneficial outcome after positive and negative inputs are evaluated.  It involves the types of 

practice whereby economic consultants are asked to evaluate matters involving value-judgements.  

How does one evaluate the profit from exploiting a resource versus the consequences of leaving it 

in the ground, when the resource is finite whereas the benefits to health, global warming and 

ecotourism from leaving it in the ground are sustainable?  This will receive further consideration 

in subsection 2.3. 

 

2.2 Benefits of the national parks system (pp5-6)  

The role of parks in biodiversity conservation is covered under the ‘benefits of the national parks’ 

heading in one sentence in the first paragraph on p5.  This is the principal function of the parks system 

and it should be heavily emphasised; after all, humanity is an increasingly troublesome part of 

biodiversity conservation, despite many thinking that we are independent of it and operating on some 

higher evolutionary plane. 

The Society appreciates that the document outlines other functions including protection of scenic 

values and geodiversity, plus a series of dot-pointed items including building and contributing to 

regional and local economies.  All of it is true, yet over the last five or more years, there has, 

unfortunately, been a government-driven emphasis on commercialization of parks.  Like other natural 

resources (e.g., coal and gas) parks are there to be exploited!  They must be internally accessible and 

significant parts (including wilderness) must not be closed off for the benefit of a few.   The inevitable 

corollary is that biodiversity conservation and many other functions such as relaxation, education and 

research and low-impact recreation are potentially compromised.   

The trend towards commercialization, coupled with increasing the visitation, is expressed in a variety 

of ways:  

▪ potential acceptance of up-market privately-owned accommodation in parks; 

▪ increasing the access of mountain bikes through performance-designed tracks;  

▪ increasing access to wilderness following horse-riding trials (outcome pending the Minister’s 

decision?); improving facilities within wilderness (as promoted by Dick Smith);  

▪ cross-tenure land management, should this be conflated with views expressed in Beyond Tenure3, 

which proposal is totally incompatible with the concepts of national parks and wilderness, and 

the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area; and, 

▪ the statement (p6) that “…reserving land is a social and economic as well as an environmental 

and heritage decision.  The NSW Government is committed…to capitalise on visitor and other 

tourism opportunities associated with the establishment of new parks.” 

The Society is fully aware that arguments can be made in justification of all these ‘trends’ and that 

senior management is seemingly persuaded by them.  It therefore becomes a matter of the degree to 

which such ‘trends’ are implemented.  Regrettably, little in the dSDS suggests that biodiversity  

  

                                                           
3 http://timbernsw.com.au/beyond-tenure/ 
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2.3 Socio-economic assessment (pp6-7)  

The opening paragraph (p6) states: 

“We have an increasing body of evidence about the socio-economic impacts of the national parks 

system across New South Wales. This evidence shows that parks present new opportunities for regional 

growth and development, and the economic wellbeing of the communities in which they are located. 

Building the national parks system diversifies regional economies and stimulates business investment 

in rural and regional New South Wales. This occurs because of increased tourism, government 

investment in jobs and infrastructure, and increased local housing demand.”  

The above is followed by the suggestion that the greatest benefits accrue where parks are scarce in 

rural and remote areas such as western New South Wales.  It is conversely emphasised that there can be short-

term negative impacts during the transition years. 

The Society is in full agreement with the foregoing, but would add that long-term mining communities, 

such as Lithgow, have similar problems.  They may not be particularly rural or remote, but their local 

economies depend on a finite resource, government incentives and a fickle market.  In the case of 

Lithgow, there is enormous potential if it transitions from coal to environmental and heritage-based 

tourism.  This is why the Gardens of Stone Alliance has long been advocating reservation of the 

Gardens of Stone Stage 2 proposal as a State Conservation Area.  Such an SCA, which has values 

meriting National Heritage Listing4, would buffer the western boundary of the Greater Blue Mountains 

World Heritage Area, benefit from community-based land management, and be Lithgow’s stepping 

stone to an ecotourism- and heritage-based future.  Past and current mining (while sustainable) would 

remain ongoing assets broadening the region’s attractions.   

There are unquestionably negative impacts.  Coal companies resist any change which might impose a 

modicum of inconvenience.  Residents with coal-mining jobs fight change, regardless of the 

consequences for those lacking jobs.  Without change there may be a trickle-down effect from the 

‘haves’ but for most, it either doesn’t reach them or is no more than a drip.  Many who still use parts 

of Newnes State Forest for high-impact trail-bike, 4wd and monster-truck off-track activities inevitably 

resent changes which would flow from management by NPWS for the majority, as opposed to the 

apparent abrogation of managerial responsibilities under Forestry Corporation, NSW. 

Transitioning does not happen without the cooperation of at least the state and local governments.  The 

Society therefore hopes that those producing documents about assessing socio-economic outcomes for 

new-park proposals will do more than speculate about ‘…intended or expected social and economic 

benefits…” (see p7).  This is especially important if (p7) “…consideration of these assessments can 

result in a decision not to acquire land for the national parks system…” and “…there are concerns 

over potential negative impacts on local communities that cannot be mitigated.”  

2.4 Innovations, and the relationship of the dSDS to the Biodiversity Conservation Investment 

Strategy 2017-2037 (dBCIS) (pp5 and 7, plus 10-11)5 

Over the next five years to 2022, the dSDS’s target is for the national parks system to (p11) “…include 

examples of another 10 NSW Landscapes which are either currently not represented within, or are inadequately 

protected in, the NSW national parks system.”  Progression towards this target will be reported annually and 

will aid achieving the longer-term objectives as stipulated on p3.   

Whereas the dSDS focuses on public reserved land, it is recognized that achieving the desired outcomes 

will need a range of tools beyond formal additions to the national parks system (p7).  The principal 

tool is likely to be role of private landholders within the dBCIS, as the goals for conserving biodiversity 

                                                           
4 https://www.colongwilderness.org.au/files/news/gos2_values_report_web.pdf 
5 Page numbers still relate to the dSDS unless stated otherwise. 
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are otherwise unlikely to be achieved (p7).  The dSDS unsurprisingly suggests that the (p5): “…public 

land acquisition program builds on the existing network of public land over large areas to sustain 

tracts of resilient and viable ecosystems.  In regions where remnant vegetation is scarce, opportunities 

for further additions to the national parks system are limited, and private land conservation is critical 

to prevent further biodiversity loss and improve connectivity in the landscape…Private land 

conservation can expand the range of natural values that are protected and provide buffers and 

corridors to enhance the network of reserves.” 

The Society acknowledges the rationale behind the need to be innovative and the general role of the 

dBCIS.  There are however substantial concerns about the dBCIS which will be addressed in the 

ensuing section 3. 

3. The draft Biodiversity Conservation Investment Strategy 2017-2037 

3.1 Foreword and Executive Summary (dBCIS piii and ppvii-viii) 

In section 1, dot-point 2, the Society registered its concern about the allocation of funds and human 

resources between public- and private-land conservation.  Apart from in the Minister’s foreword and 

the Executive Summary (pvii), there is little information in the body of the dBCIS about the funding 

of what the Minister terms “…this unprecedented investment in private land conservation.” 

The Executive Summary (and again in dBCIS p1) states that: “This program is underpinned by 

government investment of $240 million over five years, with $70 million in ongoing annual funding, 

subject to performance reviews.  This investment will support sustainable farming enterprises and 

provide opportunities for landholders to diversify their income sources by receiving financial support 

to protect and manage areas of high environmental value on their properties.”   

There is a degree of ambiguity in the foregoing.  The Society interprets it as meaning that after five 

years, the amount made available will be $70 million per annum.  There seems to be no provision for 

inflation or renegotiating contractual arrangements unless these aspects will be considered when formal 

reviews are implemented.  There is some indication that this will happen (see dBCIS p33 and Section 

3.3 below). 

3.2 Investment principles (dBCIS pp23-26) 

Principles 1, 2 and 5 are accepted at face-value. 

Principle 3 raises issues of the potential for double dipping.  Thus (dBCIS p25): “…private land 

conservation funds may be invested in permanent private land conservation agreements even when 

landholders have received funding for threatened species conservation at priority sites under the 

Saving our Species program.”  There would seem to be a strong case here to avoid such ‘overlap’ and 

consolidate the issues into a single private land conservation agreement.  BMCS feels that this should 

be the standard practice and that any continuation of funding from different sources should necessitate 

special justification. 

The issue of interaction with the NSW Biodiversity Offsets Scheme is also covered under Principle 3.  

The Society notes that (dBCIS p25) “…investment in private land conservation should generally not 

be made in areas where an offsets market is operating or is likely to operate.”  Nevertheless, the door 

is left open for using private land funds on neighbouring lands where there is potential to achieve 

substantially improved conservation outcomes.  BMCS believes this should only be permitted where 

there is a strong case made in justification.  Furthermore, the offset should be pre-existing and not part 

of complementary negotiations.  

Principle 4 is conceptually sound, but the Society notes that (dBCIS p26): “Investment in private land 

conservation should consider, and where possible avoid, areas that are likely to be future development 
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sites for urban growth and mineral and energy resource industries.”  Comment is also made about 

coexistence, where appropriate!  The Society believes that paying farmers to conserve land whilst that 

land is subject to exploration and potential exploitation would be a misuse of public funds. 

Principle 4 is used to develop the idea of both local and regional socio-economic outcomes.  BMCS is 

of the view that such outcomes may eventuate, but the primary object should be biodiversity 

conservation.  Too much focus on socio-economic outcomes could effectively result in the scheme 

degenerating into a form of subsidizing landholders with negligible environmental benefit.  

3.3 Targets, Review and evaluation  

(a) Targets (dBCIS pp28-30) 

Short- and long-term targets will help evaluate the strategy’s progress in meeting its environmental and 

socio-economic objectives. 

Targets 1 and 2 principally relate to the environmental outcome.  They collectively envisage that by 

2037 private land conservation agreements will protect examples of 120 NSW Landscapes which are 

either not represented within, or are inadequately protected in, the protected area system in 2017.  The 

cost of this on the limited data provided would be at least $1.29 billion.  The likelihood is that this 

will be greatly exceeded when the seemingly un-costed involvements of government departments, such 

as OEH, and other agencies are included (refer to dBCIS p33, Sections 4.2.3 and 4.2.4). 

Targets 3 and 4 are concerned with socio-economic consequences.  In effect it is predicted that by 

2022, the inflow of payments to participating private landholders will have improved their financial 

sustainability relative to similar local businesses.  It is furthermore predicted that by 2037, diversified 

income and investment streams will have improved the financial sustainability of rural and regional 

communities relative to those regions not benefitting from this broad-reach scheme. 

The targets section suggests that (dBCIS p30): 

▪ “…payment amounts will be set at the time of entering into a private land conservation agreement, 

which means that ongoing payments will be independent of market and climate volatility.  This 

will help buffer the effects of such volatility on other income streams (especially agricultural 

markets) and reduce the uncertainty that is inherent in medium- and long-term business planning.”  

And, 

▪ “…payments to landholders will be re-invested in local communities, for example, through the 

need for contract labour to help with conservation management or through increased spending by 

landholders in response to higher income levels.  In this way, private land conservation investment 

is expected to help contribute to more prosperous and sustainable regional and rural economies 

across New South Wales.” 

(b) Review and evaluation (dBCIS p33)  

The review and evaluation suggest that: 

▪ the strategy could be reviewed after three years – new information to be evaluated could include 

landholders’ willingness to participate, clearing rates under a new land management framework, 

the cost of stewardship payments and offset market activity.  

▪ The review could result in the dBCIS and the dSDS being brought together as a single document.  

Benefits could come from considering conservation priorities across public and private lands in 

one strategy, as the dBCIS and dSDS both have biodiversity conservation and socio-economic 

objectives. 

3.4 Comment and concerns 
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The Society is extremely concerned about what is being advocated. 

▪ The costs, as presented, are at least $1.29 billion but are ill-defined and open-ended. 

▪ The real costs of the dBCIS are inestimable because, as is clear from sections 3.2 and 3.3, many 

factors likely to be reviewed after 3 years could impact on the strategy’s operation; of particular 

note are interaction with the biodiversity offsets system, changes to land clearing and their 

implications, the level of payment needed to ensure take-up by private landholders, and the 

seemingly disregarded need to establish a process of systematic checking to ensure that money is 

being well-spent rather than misdirected. 

▪ It is appreciated that the Biodiversity Conservation Trust is effectively charged with turning the 

somewhat woolly dBCIS into a viable system; but frankly, there is need for less managerial jargon 

(particularly in respect of the over-promotion of socio-economic outcomes) and more practical 

input.  The process should not be founded on false expectations and a trial and error approach. 

▪ The anticipated contribution to biodiversity conservation from private-landholder agreements is 

frightening to the extent that it is given parity with reservation of lands through the parks system.  

Indeed, it is implicit in 3.3(a) dot-point 2 that the two systems might be melded into a single 

document, which would perhaps mirror the over-emphasis placed on socio-economic factors and 

possibly be more detrimental to biodiversity conservation. 

▪ The dBCIS effectively involves pouring public money into the hands of private landholders on the 

bases that: (i) the contributions to biodiversity conservation will (hopefully!) be efficient and 

effective, (ii) the system will not attract and foster abuse, and (iii) the trickle-down process (if it is 

significant!) will be good for regional and remote areas of NSW.  Depending on the extent to 

which the strategy works, the approach constitutes open-ended ‘welfare’ to shore up the country 

vote. 

 

 




