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 State Heritage Inventory Search Results

Willandra Lakes

Item
Name of Item: Willandra Lakes

Type of Item: Landscape

Group/Collection: Landscape - Natural

Category: Arid environment

Primary Address: 120km north , Balranald, NSW 2715

Local Govt. Area: Balranald

Property Description: 

Lot/Volume Code Lot/Volume Number Section Number Plan/Folio Code Plan/Folio Number

All Addresses

Street Address Suburb/Town LGA Parish County Type

120km north  Balranald Balranald   Primary 

120km north  Balranald    Alternate 

Owner/s 
Organisation Name Owner Category Date Ownership Updated

National Parks & Wildlife Service State Government 10 Feb 99  

Statement of Significance Willandra's archaeological record demonstrates continuous human occupation 
of the area for at least 40,000 years. It was part of the history of inland 
exploration (Burke and Wills expedition) and of the development of the 
pastoral industry in western New South Wales. The area contains a relict lake 
system whose sediments, geomorphology and soils contain an outstanding 
record of low-altitude, non-glaciated Pleistocene landscape. The area contains 
outstanding examples of lunettes including Chibnalwood Lunette, the largest 
clay lunette in the world. Living in the area provides the opportunity to 
experience the natural harshness and beauty through all seasons. The 
Willandra's traditionally affiliated Aboriginal people proudly identify 
themselves with this land. The Willandra's primary producer landholder 
families have links with the European settlement of the region. The 
remoteness of the area creates the neighbourly support and a sense of 
community, in times of need whilst at the same time the isolation promotes 
self-sufficiency. The region has a Pleistocene archaelogical record of 
outstanding value for world pre-history and is significant for understanding 
early cultural development in this region. The area is the site of discovery of 
the Mungo Geomagnetic Excursion, one of the most recent major changes of 
the earth's magnetic field. (World Heritage Australia 1996) The area is 
capable of yielding information relating to the evolution of climates and 
environments in south-eastern Australia. It has importance in understanding 
the reversal of the earth's magnetic field. (Moore 1977)
Date Significance Updated: 23 Sep 97 
Note: There are incomplete details for a number of items listed on the State 
Heritage Register. The Heritage Office intends to develop or upgrade statements of 
significance for these items as resources become available. 

Description
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Physical Description: Willandra Lakes is located in south-western New South Wales. The lakes 
system, a remnant of the Lachlan River drainage pattern, is approximately 
150km long by 40km wide and runs generally in a north-south direction from 
Lake Mulurulu in the north to Lake Pringle in the south. The approximate area 
is 600,000 hectares. Parallel to the eastern shores, white sand and clay 
dunes rise 40 metres above the plain, while deep gullies have been cut 
through the lake shore deposits. The landscape surrounding the system is 
one of low, parallel ridges of fine red sand. Lake Mungo, the best known of 
the lakes in the area is located in the centre of the Willandra Lakes system 
about 100km north-east of Mildura. Vegetation and Geomorphological 
Features The dry lake beds support mallee eucalypt and saltbush 
communities, while the sand dunes are occasionally bare of vegetation, or 
support mallee and spinifex communities. The area is representative of south-
east Australian lunettes or dry lake beds with wind blown dunes on their 
eastern margins and flat floors, formerly lake bottoms. A lunette is a 
crescentic dune ridge commonly found on the eastern (lee) margin of shallow 
lake basins in eastern Australia, developed under the influence of dominant 
westerly winds. The lunettes provide the area with a special scenic quality. 
Stabilised dunes, crescent shaped, edgethe lakes and where erosion has 
occurred, deep gullying has created minature grand canyons of great beauty, 
as at the Walls of China, where the multicoloured strata of the the lunette of 
Lake Mungo is exposed. Hydrology Willandra Lakes is a fossil waterway 
developed during the Pleistocene Geological Period when the climate was 
considerably colder and wetter than in the same area today. Thirt thousand 
years ago, the lachlan was a much larger river than today which broke up 
into four or five major channels, forming large lakes in the sand dunes west 
of Hillston. These large lakes were predominantly filled, covering 1,088 
square kilometres, but now carry water only during peak or flood discharges. 
Climate The area is semi-arid, average rainfall being approximately 250mm 
per annum. (D. Moore 1977) Fauna Twenty species of mammals are 
currently recorded at Willandra, of which bats are the most diverse group. 
There are some 40 species of reptiles and amphibians. There are 137 
recorded species of bird life including parrots, cockatoos and finches.

Current Use: Pastoralism, National Parks

Former Use: Pastoralism

History
Historical Notes: Willandra Lakes has formed over the last 2 million years. The ancient 

shorelines are stratified into three major layers of sediments that were 
deposited at different stages in the lakes' history. The earliest sediments are 
more then 50,000 years old and are orange-red in colour. Above are clay, 
clean quartz sand and soil that were deposited along the lakes' edge whrn 
the lakes were full of deep relatively fresh water between 50,000 and 19,000 
years ago. The top layer is composed largely of wind blown clay particles 
heaped up on the lunettes during periods of fluctuating water levels, before 
the lakes finally dried up. Aborigines lived on the shores of the Willandra 
Lakes from 35,000 to 40,000 years ago. It is one of the oldest known human 
occupation sites in Australia. There is abundent evidence of Aboriginal 
occupation over the last 10,000 years. European exploration of the area was 
largely left to the anonymous pastoralists who followed renowned explorers. 
Captain Charles Sturt is the one who had most influence in arousing interest 
in the area. He came upon the upper reaches of the Darling River in 1829 
and named it after the Governor. He was again in the area in 1844 during his 
attempt to explore the interior of the continent. Surveyor George Boyle White 
explored the Darling in 1833 in the region from the Peel River junction to the 
region of Fort Bourke and was followed two years later by Major Thomas 
Mitchell the Surveyor-General of New South Wales who was intent on 
showing whether or not the Darling entered the Murray as Sturt had 
surmised. Mitchell failed to befriend the Aborigines, however, and after 
proceeding south as far as Laidley's Ponds he thought it best to retrwat after 
one of his party had shot and killed an Aborigine. Mitchell went into the area 
again in 1836, although this time he travelled down the Murrumbidgee with 
the intention of exploring the darlign from its juncrtion with the Murray. 
However, satisfied that Sturt was correct he followed the Darling upstream 
only a few kilometres before turning his attention elsewhere. Soon after the 
Murrumbidgee/Murray route became well-used by stockman overlanding 
sheep and cattle to the colony of South Austrlai which had been established 
in 1836. Squatters who were eager for new land followed government 
surveyors and explorers and took up runs in the new regions. The first 
pastoral station in the lower Darling region was that taken up by George 
Hobler in 1845 on the Lachlan, a run which he called Paika. Settlement in the 



region between the Murrumbidgee and the Darling was officially recognised 
on 4 December 1847 when the Darling Pastoral District was proclaimed. The 
great boon to the pastoral occupation of the Darlign and the back blocks was 
the navigation of the Murray and its tributaries from South Australia. Francis 
Cadell and William Randell pioneered river navigation during 1853 and within 
six months of their maiden voyages on the Darling the value of river 
properties had doubled. The earlisest pastoral occupation of the region was 
that of George Lee for the lease of Turlee on 28 February 1850. George 
Mory's tender for Boomiaricool was accepted in December 1853, followed by 
that of James Scott for Arumpo in October 1859. becasue of the remoteness 
of these back blocks and lack of natural surface water, tenure was very 
tenuous. Back blocks could not be worked profitably until expensive 
improvements had been made in the way of fencing and the provision of 
watering facilities. The sinking of tanks and successful wells were expensive 
and somewhat of a lottery. At Gol Gol between March 1875 and September 
1881, eighty -three trial shafts had been sunk at a cost of 1,260 pounds. 
Pastoralists still had an optimistic attitude towards the region and were 
convinced that with sufficient capital, profit would be theirs. It took them 
some time to appreciate the fragile nature of the environment and that the 
district could not accommodate the stock numbers which could be carried 
further to the east and that good seasons were the exception rather than the 
rule. The Royal Commissions in 1900 were quick to appreciate 'that much too 
favourable a view was taken on the carrying capacity of the country...It is 
only during the late years, apparently, that pastoralists seemed to have 
opened their eyes to the grave risks they ran in allowing the edible shrubs to 
be eaten by stock in the belief that they would re-appear in abundance after 
every rain'. In many instances overstocking was not planned but as a result 
of expected rains failing to come. Sending stock away meant loss of profit 
and possibly an increased overdraft. Many pastoralists were caught this way, 
however many other had an eye for quick profits. JH Patterson who took over 
Gol Gol in 1875, sold it in 1882, but was forced to repossess it again in 1886 
after Everitt and White were ruined by the country. Remoteness meant 
carting supplies and wool to and fron stations was expensive. Often supplies 
were difficult to obtain as carriers would not cart supplies to the remote 
stations. In addition stock often had to be sent to market rather than being 
sold on the station. Rabbits compunded the problems of pastoral enterprise. 
They competed directly with the sheep in the fragile environment. The 
government recognised the problem and in 1883 it passed the Rabbit 
Nuisance Act which, among other things, offered bonuses to professional 
trappers for scalps. Until the widespread of myxamatosis in the 1950s the 
war on rabbits was an accepted part of station life throughout the region. 
Pastoralists often complained of the lack of suitable labour for their remote 
stations. The Aboriginal population became an important part of the pastoral 
industry during the manpower shortage of the 1860s. However with the 
extensive use of wire fencing in the mid 1870s and the use of paddocking 
Aboriginal shephards became redundant. Chinese undoubtably worked in the 
district but there is hard evidence to indicate this. One of the few references 
is to Ah Tin who was employed to sink a well on Gol Gol Station. By 1883 
there existed a camp at Narrandera with 303 Chinese that searched for 
casual work. Throughout the 1890s the problems of drought, rabbits, 
remoteness and lack of labour were compounded because of the Australia-
wide recession. Only the most astute and financially secure pastoralists 
survived. Drought dragged on from 1895 to 1903. The Royal Commissioners 
of 1901 looked with sympathy on the pastoralists of the Western Division and 
recommended similar treatment from the Government. Almost immediatley 
new legislation was drafted and within three months of the report the new 
legislation was approved and brought into operation on 1 Januaru 1901. The 
Western Lands Board was granted control of the Western Division and to 
formulate more appropriate policies and conditions which pertained to the 
West. Leases were also extended for an additional forty-two years offering 
more secure tenure. The legislation of 1901 governed pastoraIism in the 
region during the twentieth century. Technology caused great change 
throughout the district. One of the first changes to make an impact was the 
introduction of mechanical shearing. Ten machines were introduced to Gol 
Gol and Mungo shearing sheds and had the immediate effetc of requiring 
additional shearers. Other technology incuded the amount of work 
undertaken by mechanised equipment such as tractors. The telephone was 
introduced in 1924 to connect Arumpo. Pan Ban and Mulurulu and removed a 
gret deal of the sense of isolation in the Region. A significant change after 
World War One was the working of owner-occupiers on smaller stations 
rather than managers for some large absentee lessee. Life was very hard for 
these new lessees as they strove to establish the necessary infrastructure. 
The lucky ones were Ewan and Nagus Cameron who took up Mungo Station 



because they acquired a homestead, a shearing shed and shearer's quarters, 
together with other buildings. Other had to build all of this. The increased 
number of families in the Region meant that there was a little more social 
interaction than there had been decades earlier. Albert Barnes started the 
Mungo Gymkhana which after three years was laid out on the southern rim of 
the lake on Joulni Station. The increased use of the motor vehicle during the 
1930s meant that travel throughout the region was much more rapid. During 
this time Ministers of religion began making regular tours of the region. A 
major impact on the region was the development of Mildura and provided 
services such as hospital and medical care. (Donavon & Associates 16-48)

Historic Themes
Australian Theme (abbrev) New South Wales Theme Local Theme

2. Peopling - Peopling the continent Aboriginal cultures and interactions with other cultures - 
Activities associated with maintaining, developing, 
experiencing and remembering Aboriginal cultural 
identities and practices, past and present.

(none) - 

3. Economy - Developing local, regional and national 
economies

Environment - cultural landscape - Activities associated 
with the interactions between humans, human societies 
and the shaping of their physical surroundings

(none) - 

3. Economy - Developing local, regional and national 
economies

Pastoralism - Activities associated with the breeding, 
raising, processing and distribution of livestock for human 
use

(none) - 

Assessment of Significance
SHR Criteria a)
[Historical Significance]

Willandra's archaeological record demonstrates continuous human occupation 
of the area for at least 40,000 years. It was part of the history of inland 
exploration (Burke and Wills expedition) and of the development of the 
pastoral industry in western New South Wales. (World Heritage Australia 
1996)

SHR Criteria c)
[Aesthetic Significance]

The area contains a relict lake system whose sediments, geomorphology and 
soils contain an outstanding record of low-altitude, non-glaciated Pleistocene 
landscape. The area contains outstanding examples of lunettes including 
Chibnalwood Lunette, the largest clay lunette in the world. (World Heritage 
Australia 1996)

SHR Criteria d)
[Social Significance]

Living in the area provides the opportunity to experience the natural 
harshness and beauty through all seasons. The Willandra's traditionally 
affiliated Aboriginal people proudly identify themselves with this land. The 
Willandra's primary producer landholder families have links with the 
European settlement of the region. The remoteness of the area creates the 
neighbourly support and a sense of community, in times of need whilst at the 
same time the isolation promotes self-sufficiency. (World Heritage Australia 
1996)

SHR Criteria e)
[Research Potential]

The region has a Pleistocene archaelogical record of outstanding value for 
world pre-history and is significant for understanding early cultural 
development in this region. The area is the site of discovery of the Mungo 
Geomagnetic Excursion, one of the most recent major changes of the earth's 
magnetic field. (World Heritage Australia 1996) The area is capable of 
yielding information relating to the evolution of climates and environments in 
south-eastern Australia. It has importance in understanding the reversal of 
the earth's magnetic field. (Moore 1977)

SHR Criteria g)
[Representitivenes]

The area is representative of south-east Australian lunettes or dry lake beds 
with wind blown dunes on their eastern margins and flat floors. (Moore 1977)

 
Assessment Criteria Items are assessed against the State Heritage Register (SHR) Criteria to 

determine the level of significance. Refer to the Listings below for the level of 
statutory protection. 

Listings

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/criteria.pdf


Heritage Listing Listing Title Listing Number Gazette Date Gazette Number Gazette Page

Heritage Act - State Heritage Register  01010 02 Apr 99  27 1546 

Heritage Act - s.170 NSW State agency 
heritage register 

     

Regional Environmental Plan   23 Mar 01  57 1519 

National Trust of Australia register       

Register of the National Estate   21 Mar 78    

World Heritage List      

References
Type Author Year Title

Written D Moore 1977 National Trust Classification Card - Willandra Lakes System 

Written Donavon & Associates 0 Willandra Lakes European Cultural History Study 

Procedures /Exemptions
Section of Act Description Title Comments Action Date

57(2) Exemption to allow work Standard Exemptions The Schedule of new standard exemptions and 
notification form can be downloaded from the 
Heritage Office website. 

Mar 7 2003  

Images

  
(Click on Thumbnail for Full Size Image and Image Details) 

Source of information for this entry
Name: NSW Heritage Office

Email: watters@heritage.nsw.gov.au 

Web Page: http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/

Administration
Database Number: 5045538

Every effort has been made to ensure that information contained in the State Heritage Inventory is correct. If you find any errors or 
omissions please send your comments to the Database Manager. 

All information and pictures on this page are the copyright of the Heritage Office or respective copyright owners. 
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Register of the National Estate Listing

Mungo National Park  http://www.ahc.gov.au/cgi-bin/register/site.pl?000691

Willandra Lakes Region  http://www.ahc.gov.au/cgi-bin/register/site.pl?000689
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Register of the National 
Estate Database

[ RNE search | AHC Home | Disclaimer | © ] 
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Class: Natural 
Legal Status: Registered (21/03/1978) 

Database Number: 000691 
File Number: 1/05/360/0004 

Statement of Significance : The area represents a regional Quaternary environment of international 
significance. It is a fossil landscape largely unmodified since the end of the Pleistocene ice age, and 
provides a resource for palaeoclimatic research into how non glaciated, inland regions were affected 
by major fluctuations in ice sheets. The lake also contains evidence relating to semiarid environments 
which has global applications to Pleistocene research and offers detailed stratigraphic, geochemical 
and pedalogical evidence for climatic and related environmental changes over the last 100,000 years. 
It includes the site of a geomagnetic excursion of the earth's magnetic field about 30,000 years ago, 
and is the focus of important innovative research on late Pleistocene palaeomagnetism. Mungo 
National Park also includes a distinctive ancient lake landscape with its active lunette. 

The park has a significantly high diversity of species including 126 native bird species, fifteen 
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mammal species and four reptile species, as well as a number of fossil fauna species found within the 
lunette landscape. The park also provides habitat for the pink cockatoo (CACATUA 
LEADBEATERI), the dasyurid marsupial the southern ningauI (NINGAUI YVONNEAE), and the 
bats NYCTOPHILUS TIMORIENSIS and EPTESICUS BAVERSTOCKI, listed as vulnerable and 
rare in New South Wales under Schedule Twelve of the New South Wales National Parks and 
Wildlife Act. 

Description : There are three land classes in the area, these are: 
1) Dry lake country: this incorporates the dry lake bed and walls of China which rise to a height of 
80m. The soils are mostly heavy clay in lake bed with sandy rises of red loamy sand. The lunette 
consists of deep loosely cemented white sands and clay. 

2) Sand plain country: this area is west of the lake bed and lunette and is mainly level to slightly 
undulating sand plain with small areas of sandy rises local depressions. Soils are mainly solonized 
brown sandy loams with heavy clay soils on flats in local depressions. Rises and dunes have red sandy 
soils. 

3) Mallee country: this is made up of areas east of the sand plain country including mallee dunes, 
swales, level sand plains and flats. Soils include loamy sand soils on the level sand plains, deep red 
sands on the mallee dunes and loamy solonized brown soil on the swales. There is a diverse 
distribution of plant species in the area over the variety of land forms. On the lake bed the dominant 
species is bladder saltbush (ATRIPLEX VESICARIA), and on the sand dunes the dominants are made 
up of a teatree/PITTOSPORUM open shrubland; whilst on the sandplains around the lake belah 
(CASUARINA CRISTATA)/rosewood (HETERODENDRUM OLEIFOLIUM) open woodland and 
pine open woodland can be found with some belah/rosewood woodland in areas of sandy rises and 
level depressions. To the east and west is irregular dune country supporting mallee communities. 
Birds recorded in the park include emus (DROMAIUS NOVAEHOLLANDIAE), orange and white 
fronted chats (EPHTHIANURA AURIFRONS, E. ALBIFRONS), and pink cockatoos (CACATUA 
LEADBEATERI). Reptiles include shinglebacks, bearded dragons, geckos, western brown snake 
(PSEUDONAJA NUCHALIS), and the common brown whip snake. Mammals recorded in the area 
include fat tailed dunnart (SMINTHOPSIS CRASSICANDATA), narrow nosed planigale 
(PLANIGALE TENUIROSTRIS), common dunnart (SMINTHOPSIS MURINA), Southern ningaui 
(NINGANI YVONNOE), red kangaroo (MACROPUS RUFUS) and grey kangaroo (MACROPUS 
GIGANTEUS), and spiny anteater (TACHYGLOSSUS ACULEATUS). Bats in the area include 
CHALINOLOBUS GOULDII, little pied bat (C. PICATUS), NYCTOPHILUS GEOFFROYI, N. 
TIMORIENSIS, SCOTOREPENS balstone, EPTESICUS BAVERSTOCKI, MORMOPTERUS 
PLANCIPS, TODIRA AUSTRALIS, and the white striped mastiff bat (TODARIDA 
AUSTRALIS).The old Gol Gol Station was a large sheep shearing station. It was built in 1869 from 
local Murray pine logs and sheared about 50,000 sheep in a season. In 1922 the station was 
subdivided and Mungo Station was formed. 

Condition and Integrity : Previously Mungo Station which was managed as a sheep grazing property 
since the removal of sheep the vegetation of the park is regenerating. 

Location : About 15,665ha, 92km north-north-east of Balranald, comprising Mungo National Park, 
boundary at time of nomination. Located within the Willandra Lakes Region. 
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Willandra Lakes Region, Robinvale NSW

 

Class: Natural 
Legal Status: Registered (21/03/1978) 

Database Number: 000689 
File Number: 1/05/360/0002 

Statement of Significance : The Willandra Lakes Region represents a regional Quaternary 
environment of international significance, a fossil landscape largely unmodified since the end of the 
Pleistocene ice age and offers detailed stratigraphic, geochemical and pedological evidence for 
climatic and related environmental changes over the last 100,000 years. The area contains evidence 
relating to semiarid environments which has global applications to Pleistocene research, and possesses 
the Chibnalwood lunette, an unusually large clay dune, one of the largest in the world. The area is the 
focus of important innovative research on late Pleistocene palaeomagnetism. 

The remains of fully modern humans in the region, particularly in the lunettes, establish that modern 
humans had dispersed as far as south-eastern Australia before 40,000 years ago. Complex ritual and 
symbolic systems are indicated by the at least 30,000 year old ochred burial and by the at least 26,000 
year old cremation (the oldest known cremation site in the world). Skeletal remains provide amongst 
the earliest evidence of fully modern humans anywhere in the world and establish the great antiquity 
of Australian Aborigines. 

Some of the world's earliest substantial evidence for the exploitation of fresh water resources occurs 
in quantity and evidence enables reconstruction of the economic life of fully modern humans showing 
a remarkable adaptation to local resources and the interaction between culture and the changing 
natural environment. 

Pigments were transported to these lake shores before 32,000 bp and the characteristic forms of early 
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Australian stone tools were defined as a result of research in this region. 
The matrix of sandplain and dunefields within which the lake system is set contains representative 
vegetation communities such as low woodland of belah rosewood (CASUARINA CRISTATA-
HETERODENDRUM OLEIFOLIUM), generally on sandplain; low woodland or open scrubs of 
mallee (EUCALYPTUS DUMOSA, E. SOCIALIS, E. FOECUNDA, E. INCRASSATA, E. 
GRACILIS) on dunes, and chenopod shrubland on lake beds. 

Description : The Willandra Lakes Region occupies some 3,600 square kilometre of semiarid 
rangelands, and consists of a system of now dry lakes situated in the Murray Basin in south western 
New South Wales. When last full, over 15,000 years ago, the lakes had a surface area of over 1,000 
kilometre squared, represented an important source of water and supported food resources for early 
man. 

At present the place consists of six large and many smaller vegetated dry lake basins in a dunefield, 
stabilised by mallee vegetation. Mallee and spinifex are the dominant vegetation communities 
supported within the area. The land is level at about 70m above sea level (ASL) and generally 
featureless. Slight depressions along the riverine plains of Willandra Creek and anabranches on the 
south-west corner of the Cobar Peneplain support some trees. The lake basins themselves consist of 
large, shallow, subelliptical depressions with their long axes oriented in a north/west to south/east 
direction. All have an irregular western margin often marked by a steep escarpment and a smooth 
crescentic eastern shoreline marked by a transverse dune or lunette. The lake beds at the downstream 
end of the system commonly show the development of smaller basins within larger basins, forming 
lake floor terraces. This would have occurred late in the history of the lakes. 

The fauna of the region is typical of semiarid country, and includes twenty two mammal species (five 
introduced). 

The Willandra region has become the most important site in Australia for multidisciplinary 
Quaternary studies. 

1) Quaternary environments: important for understanding how nonglaciated regions were effected by 
major climatic fluctuations due to the waxing and waning of the northern hemisphere ice sheets. The 
geologic fork in the Willandra Lakes is of value to the reconstruction of the nature and causes of 
climatic fluctuations of the Pleistocene age and in elucidating the environments produced by these 
fluctuations. 

2) Early man sites: this area has become one of the prime sites for archaeological work in Australia 
dealing with Pleistocene populations. The geological work done in close association with 
archaeological work has proved invaluable in helping to assess evidence obtained and in elucidating 
environments where populations existed. 

3) Geological yardstick: this area is very important as a modern or near modern deposition and soil 
formation where much is known of the climate and physiography of the region, the origin of the 
sediments and the time and longevity of their deposition. It allows detailed sedimentalogical studies to 
be used as a geological yardstick comparison with ancient sediments to understand their depositional 
environments and processes. 



Condition and Integrity : 

Location : About 600,000ha, 35km north-east of Robinvale. Generally the area surrounding the lakes 
of the former Willandra Lakes System from Lake Mulurulu in the north to the Prungle Lakes in the 
south. The area is that which was entered in the World Heritage List in 1981. 
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World Heritage sites are important to all the peoples of the world, irrespective of the territory in which 
they are located. Sites nominated for World Heritage listing are inscribed on the List only after 
carefully assessing whether they represent the best examples of the world's cultural and natural 
heritage.
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Willandra Lakes Region
Inscribed 1981

Select photograph for larger view

The Willandra Lakes Region covers 240 000 hectares of a semi-arid landscape mosaic comprising 
dried saline lake bed plains vegetated with saltbush communities, fringing sand dunes and 
woodlands with grassy understoreys in the Murray Basin area in far south-western New South 
Wales. 

The region was inscribed on the World Heritage List for both outstanding cultural and natural 
universal values: 

Natural 

●     as an outstanding example representing the major stages in the earth's evolutionary history; 
and 

●     as an outstanding example representing significant ongoing geological processes. 

Cultural 

●     bearing an exceptional testimony to a past civilisation. 

The region contains a system of Pleistocene lakes, formed over the last two million years. Most are 
fringed on the eastern shore by a dune or lunette formed by the prevailing winds. 

Today, the lake beds are flat plains vegetated by salt tolerant low bushes and grasses. About 10 per 
cent of the World Heritage area is gazetted as the Mungo National Park, which covers about two-
thirds of Lake Mungo and includes the spectacular parts of the Walls of China lunette. The remaining 
area comprises pastoral leasehold properties. 

There are five large, interconnected, dry lake basins and fourteen smaller basins varying from 600 to 
35 000 hectares in area. The original source for the lakes was a creek flowing from the Eastern 
Highlands to the Murray River. When the Willandra Billabong Creek ceased to replenish the lakes, 
they dried in series from south to north over a period of several thousand years, each becoming 
progressively more saline.

The ancient shorelines are stratified into three major layers of sediments that were deposited at 
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different stages in the lakes' history. 

The earliest sediments are more than 50 000 years old and are orange-red in colour. Above are 
clays, clean quartz sand and soil that were deposited along the lakes' edges when the lakes were full 
of deep, relatively fresh water, between 50 000 and 19 000 years ago. The top layer is composed 
largely of wind-blown clay particles heaped up on the lunettes during periods of fluctuating water 
levels, before the lakes finally dried up.

Aborigines lived on the shores of the Willandra Lakes from 50 000 to 40 000 years and possibly up to 
60 000 years ago. Excavations in 1968 uncovered a cremated female in the dunes of Lake Mungo. 
At 26 000 years old, this is believed to be the oldest cremation site in the world. In 1974, the ochred 
burial of a male Aborigine was found nearby. 

The use of ochres for burial in Australia 30 000 years ago parallels their use in France at the same 
time. Radiocarbon dating established that these materials were some of the earliest evidence of 
modern humans in the world. 

During the last Ice Age, when the lakes were full, the Mungo people camped along the lake shore 
taking advantage of a wide range of food, including freshwater mussels and yabbies, golden perch 
and Murray cod, large emus and a variety of marsupials, which probably included the now extinct 
super roos. They also exploited plant resources, particularly when the lakes began to dry and food 
was less abundant. 

The human history of the region is not restricted just to an ancient episode. Evidence so far points to 
an extraordinary continuity of occupation over long periods of time. In the top layers of sediments 
there is abundant evidence of occupation over the last 10 000 years. 

The vegetation in the region, sparse though it is, is typical of the semi-arid zone. It plays an important 
role in stabilising the landscape and hence maintaining its sediment strata and many species of 
native fauna. 

On the dunes are found the small scrubby multi-stemmed mallee eucalypts with an understorey of 
herbs and grasses. Rose wood-belah woodland is common on the sand plains. In the lake beds, 
several species of salt bushes are able to thrive in the saline conditions. 

The remains of a large number of animals have been found in Willandra. More than 55 species have 
been identified, 40 of which are no longer found in the region, and 11 are totally extinct. 

Twenty-two species of mammals are currently recorded at Willandra, of which bats are the most 
diverse group. There are some 40 species of reptiles and amphibians. 

The bird life of the Willandra region is similar to that in many other semi-arid areas of Australia. 
Parrots, cockatoos and finches are the most conspicuous of the 137 recorded species. 

Policy coordination and funding are the responsibility of the joint State/Commonwealth Ministerial 
Council, with advice from a Community Management Council and a Technical and Scientific Advisory 
Committee. Day-to-day management is the responsibility of the NSW Department of Land and Water 
Conservation and the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service. 

This information is also available as a pdf file (135 kb). You will need Adobe Acrobat Reader installed 
on your computer to read this file. 

http://www.ea.gov.au/heritage/awh/worldheritage/sites/willandra/pubs/willandra.pdf
http://www.adobe.com/


Further information 

World Heritage Values for Willandra Lakes Region

New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service
PO Box 2111 
Dubbo NSW 2830
AUSTRALIA
Web Site: http://www.npws.nsw.gov.au/

World Conservation Monitoring Centre

Web Site: http://www.wcmc.org.uk/protected_areas/data/wh/willandr.html

Further reading 

Bowler, M. J. and Thorne, A.G. 1976, 'Human remains from Lake Mungo: Discovery and excavation 
of Lake Mungo III'in The Origin of the Australians, eds R. L. Kirk and A. G. Thorne Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra. 

Flood, J. M. A. 1983, Archaeology of the Dreamtime, Collins.

Fox, A.. 1992, Mungo National Park, NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, Broken Hill.

Mulvaney, D. J. 1975, The Prehistory of Australia, Penguin. 

White, J. P.and O'Connell, J. F. 1982, A Prehistory of Australia, New Guinea and Sahul, Academic 
Press. 
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Willandra Lakes Region World Heritage Values 
The Willandra Lakes Region was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1981. The original boundary 
of the World Heritage Property was modified and reduced to its current size in 1995 in order to better 
define the area containing the World Heritage values. The World Heritage criteria current in 1981 and 
against which the Willandra Lakes Region was listed remain the formal criteria for this property. 
These criteria have been included in the Values Table below. The World Heritage criteria are 
periodically revised and the criteria against which the property was listed in 1981 are not necessarily 
identical with the current criteria. Examples of the World Heritage values for which the Willandra 
Lakes Region was listed are included in the Values Table for each criterion. These examples are 
illustrative of the World Heritage values of the property, and they do not necessarily constitute a 
comprehensive list of these values. Other sources including the nomination document and the 
references listed below the Values Table are available and could be consulted for a more detailed 
understanding of the World Heritage values of the Willandra Lakes Region. 

Values Table

Natural and cultural 
criteria against which the 
Willandra Lakes Region 

was inscribed on the 
World Heritage List in 

1981. 

Examples of World Heritage values of the 
Willandra Lakes Region for which the property 

was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1981. 

 

Natural Criterion (i) an 
outstanding example 
representing a major 
stage of the earth's 
evolutionary history.

  

The Willandra Lakes Region represents major 
stages of the earth's geological history, 
particularly associated with the response to major 
glacial-interglacial fluctuations. The World 
Heritage values include:

●     non-glaciated, low-latitude lacustrine 
landscape lake basins which include:

●     lunettes;

●     inter-lake areas between major lake basins;

●     connecting channels adjacent to the lake 
system;

●     connecting dunefields adjacent to the lake 
system;
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●     unusually large clay dunes; and

●     complex downstream variability in the 
character of the lacustrine system;

●     fossil dunes and lake sediments including 
those which show:

●     evidence of Pleistocene climatic changes 
and landscape history for the 
geomorphological record spanning well over 
100,000 years;

●     detailed stratigraphic, geochemical and 
pedological evidence for climatic and related 
environmental changes;

●     how non-glaciated inland regions were 
affected by the major climatic fluctuations 
associated with oscillations in ice sheets;

●     the influence of the westerly winds that 
prevailed throughout the period of dune 
formation, a period extending from at least 
100,000 years to about 15,000 years ago; and

●     evidence of giant extinct marsupial species.

●     extensive flat plains of lake floors and 
sedimentary carbonates which show:

●     evidence of past salinity fluctuations and the 
stability of the landscape in this region; and

●     evidence of the area's response to major 
climate change.

●     stunted blue bush (Maireana sedifolia, M. 
pyramidata) and saltbush (Atriplex stipulata) 
on the lake floor showing evidence of final 
saline phases of lakes.



 

Cultural Criterion (iii) 
unique, extremely rare, or 
of great antiquity.

 

Cultural Criterion (iii) 
unique, extremely rare, or of 
great antiquity.

The Willandra Lakes Region demonstrates an 
exceptional sequence of Aboriginal cultural 
occupation extending over tens of thousands of 
years, including an outstanding record of human 
responses to major changes over time in climate 
and environments (e.g. due to increasing aridity). 
The World Heritage values include:

●     landforms and locations which greatly 
extend our understanding of Australia's 
environmental and Aboriginal cultural 
history, including:

●     exposures of sedimentary sequences which 
reveal Pleistocene sedimentary profiles and 
associated archaeological and 
palaeontological materials;

●     extensive intact lakeshore landforms that 
may contain extensive archaeological and 
palaeontological materials; and

●     the remains of hearths, including those with 
considerable antiquity, which have provided 
an ideal source for palaeomagnetic 
measurements;

●     archaeological sites which occur within 
stratified sedimentary sequences and 
provide evidence for the antiquity and 
continuing presence of human occupation;

●     archaeological sites which contain evidence 
of utilisation of lacustrine resources during 
lake full phases, and rangeland resources 
during arid phases;

●     archaeological sites which demonstrate 
continuity of human occupation for the 
region through fluctuations in lake levels 
drying of the system about 15,000 years ago 
through the Holocene period and up to 
historic times;

●     archaeological sites which provide 
outstanding examples of hunting and 
gathering, a way of life that has dominated 
the Australian continent up to modern times, 



including:

●     evidence of human occupation of, and 
interaction with, the landscape of lakes, 
lunettes and sand dunes over time in the 
form of campsites, middens, fireplaces, 
quarries, knapping floors and burials; and

●     campsites and fireplaces that reflect people's 
hunting, gathering and fishing diet;

●     burial sites which are of global significance 
for the antiquity of burial practices 
represented and also for the information they 
provide on the development of human 
societies, including Pleistocene and 
Holocene burial sites; and

●     burial sites with associated mortuary goods 
and evidence of ritual burials which 
demonstrate the antiquity of particular burial 
practices and the development of religious 
beliefs and systems over time.

Further information 

Description of the Willandra Lakes Region

The following documents may be available in the Environment Australia library:

●     Nomination of The Willandra Lakes Region for inclusion in the World Heritage List. Prepared by 
the Australian Heritage Commission, Canberra, December 1980. 

●     Willandra Lakes: People and Palaeoenvironments. Johnston H., Clark P. and White J.P. (eds) 
Archaeology in Oceania, Volume 33, Number 3, October 1998. Published by the University of 
Sydney in association with National Parks and Wildlife Service, New South Wales and the 
Willandra Lakes World Heritage Area Management Council. 
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Appendix B

Register of the National Trust Listing










