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Introduction 
A new plan of management is being prepared by the NSW National Parks and Wildlife 
Service (NPWS) for Royal National Park, Heathcote National Park and Garawarra State 
Conservation Area. 

Discussion papers have been prepared to describe and explore challenging issues that need 
to be addressed in the new plan. These papers are designed to help people understand each 
issue and generate discussion and ideas. Community feedback will help inform development 
of the new plan of management.  

This paper should be read in conjunction with the discussion papers on Aboriginal cultural 
heritage and landscapes and recreational activities.  

What are park values? 
National parks and other types of conservation reserves are special places that are valued 
by the community for a variety of reasons.  

Examples of park values include: 

 Parks are often places of outstanding natural beauty and contain native plants, animals 
and ecosystems of exceptional scientific importance. For many species threatened with 
extinction, national parks provide the best opportunity for long-term survival and the 
cornerstone for recovery efforts.  

 Parks are also often places of great cultural and spiritual value. They are home to some 
of the most precious physical examples of Aboriginal heritage, such as rock art, middens 
and camp sites, together with places and landscapes of cultural importance. 

 Parks may also contain buildings, infrastructure, and evidence of different periods and 
activities in more recent Australian history. This can include examples from the early 
exploration period through to settlement, agricultural expansion and military purposes.  

 For many people, parks are also a place of recreation, respite and pleasure. They 
provide opportunities for people to enjoy, visit and appreciate the natural environment. 
This can include unique experiences not possible elsewhere. From bushwalking to 
picnicking, cycling, horse riding, rock climbing, kayaking and fishing, the range of 
recreational values in parks is diverse and broad.  

Most parks contain a mix of these values. Values are not static and evolve over time as our 
understanding and knowledge increases and as community views change. Public interest in 
some recreational pursuits, for example, is now far greater than even just a decade ago.  

Purpose of this paper 
This paper focuses on the natural and historic values of Royal National Park, Heathcote 
National Park and Garawarra State Conservation Area and how NPWS will approach the 
future management of these values. Separate discussion papers consider issues related to 
Aboriginal cultural heritage and landscapes and recreational activities in more detail.  

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/parkmanagement/royal-discussion-paper-aboriginal-culture-160367.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/parkmanagement/royal-discussion-paper-aboriginal-culture-160367.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/parkmanagement/royal-discussion-paper-recreation-160366.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/parkmanagement/royal-discussion-paper-aboriginal-culture-160367.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/parkmanagement/royal-discussion-paper-recreation-160366.pdf
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The challenge 
The challenge is: how should the plan of management aim to protect the parks’ important 
values, while providing scope for sustainable visitor access and setting directions that allow 
park management to adapt to changing community expectations and interests over time?  

A key driver for the plan will be ensuring that the values that attract people to Royal National 
Park, Heathcote National Park, and Garawarra State Conservation Area are protected and 
enhanced.  

Natural values 
Scenic beauty  

These parks have a varied and spectacular landscape, from sandstone cliffs and ocean 
beaches, to the heathland plateaus, rainforest pockets, tall forests and freshwater rivers and 
streams. This stunning and varied scenery draws many visitors to these parks. 

Ecological diversity  

These parks contain a wide variety of land and water-based environments including 
heathland, rainforest, woodland, ocean, estuaries and rivers. These provide habitat for a 
wide range of native plants and animals, making these parks some of the most species-rich 
reserves in Australia.  

Connected natural systems 

In addition to the natural values within them, the parks also have wider significance as part of 
the broader conservation network of protected land along the south-east coast of Australia. 
Connecting to bushland to the west as well as south to the Illawarra, these parks play a 
valuable role in allowing the movement of native animals and plants across the landscape. 
With climate change likely to affect the distribution of plant populations and the availability of 
habitats, the intactness and connectivity of Australia’s reserve system will be increasingly 
important.  

A place with significant geodiversity  

Royal National Park has significant geological landscape features that are rarely found 
elsewhere on the east coast of NSW, including relic cliff-top dunes, beach ridges and caves. 
Some of these are among the best preserved examples in the State, but they are also 
sensitive to disturbance.  

Water  

The landscape of these parks is framed by a backdrop of water, with the long and rugged 
coastline of Royal National Park, and significant portions of the Hacking River, Kangaroo 
Creek and Heathcote Creek catchments within the parks’ boundaries. Royal National Park is 
also one of the few parks in NSW that protects land below the high water mark, 
encompassing the marine beds of South West Arm and Cabbage Tree Basin. Upland 
swamps are also a common feature towards the coast. 

Scientific understanding  

The accessibility of these parks to many research institutions, diversity of species and 
habitats and the availability of data collected over many years means these parks are highly 
valued by scientists and teachers. For example, in 2011 the Linnean Society of NSW hosted 
a symposium on the natural history of Royal National Park. 

http://linneansocietynsw.org.au/symposia/First%20National%20Park/First_National_Park.html
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Historic heritage values 
Living record of post-settlement and social history  

Royal National Park is the oldest national park in Australia, reserved in 1879, and the second 
oldest in the world. It retains a fascinating living record of post-settlement and social history. 
Significant components of this are associated with early land grants, the depression era, past 
resource use (timber, clay, gravel, ironstone and water), military uses during war times and 
the evolving approach to conservation management. 

Built heritage  

While some of their past is evident only in relics, or subtle shapes in the landscape, other 
parts of the parks’ heritage are more obvious and have found new life. At the historic Audley 
precinct, for example, historic buildings have been adapted to accommodate visitor facilities 
including a café, boat hire and holiday stays. Lady Carrington Drive, a historic road, provides 
opportunities for riverside family rides and walks.  

The coastal cabin community in Royal National Park, a unique group of weekender cabins, 
some dating back to the 1930s, has been recognised for its particular historic and social 
heritage values. 

Factors impacting the parks’ natural values  

Visitors 
These parks, in particular Royal National Park, attract in excess of three million visits per 
year. It is expected that the parks’ proximity to areas of future urban growth will see 
increased visitation over time. 

Visitors can have impacts on the natural values of a park including causing erosion on tracks 
and around camping areas, pollution from littering and increased risk of fires (from illegal 
camp fires and cigarettes). It is important that visitor precincts and visitor activities are 
managed to minimise these impacts. The rugged nature of the landscape, cliffs and water 
bodies also present challenges to managing visitor safety.  

Managing Sustainable Visitor Use 
Opportunities to improve visitor facilities and reduce risks to park values include: 

 upgrading visitor precincts and aging visitor facilities to improve their sustainability and 
the visitor experience  

 upgrading walking tracks to minimise erosion and improve safety, including using raised 
walking platforms where necessary 

 locating activities at sites where they can be undertaken sustainably and without 
adversely affecting other park visitors 

 where possible, providing small-scale platforms for camping to minimise ground 
disturbance 

 relocating camping areas to where there is easy access for servicing and maintaining 
sites and where toilet facilities can be provided 
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 where possible, providing toilet facilities on high-use remote tracks such as the Royal 
Coast Track 

 educating visitors about park values, and how they can help protect these values during 
their visit.  

Fire 
Fire is a natural feature of the Australian landscape and essential to the survival of some 
native plant and animal communities. However, when fire occurs at a different frequency or 
intensity it can cause loss of species, or changes in vegetation. 

Managing fire in the parks 

Managing the risk of fire to neighbouring urban areas and keeping visitors safe is a primary 
objective for fire management in these parks. In managing fire, NPWS aims to: 

 protect life, property and community assets from the adverse impacts of fire 

 maintain and enhance biodiversity 

 protect Aboriginal sites and places, historic places and culturally significant features from 
damage by fire. 

Fire in the parks is managed according to the Royal National Park, Heathcote National Park 
and Garawarra State Conservation Area Reserve Fire Management Strategy 2016. This 
strategy was developed in consultation with other fire authorities and the local community. 
NPWS maintains cooperative and coordinated fire management arrangements with other fire 
authorities, park neighbours and the community. 

Other policies are also in place to reduce the risk of fire in these parks. Wood barbecues and 
camp fires are prohibited. As in all national parks, smoking is prohibited and parks may be 
closed during periods of extreme fire risk. 

For more information see Managing fire in NSW national parks. 

Pests  
Pests are animals, plants and diseases that can have a negative impact on park values such 
as biodiversity, cultural heritage, water quality and scenic beauty. The proximity of these 
parks to the urban environment and transport corridors, and the opportunity this presents for 
the spread of pests, is a significant challenge to the management of pests within the parks. 

NPWS has identified 27 different pest plants or weeds affecting the parks’ natural values. For 
example, foxes, feral cats and domestic cats prey on native animals, and deer have a 
serious impact on native vegetation by grazing and trampling.  

The plant diseases phytophthora and myrtle rust, which can cause widespread dieback of 
native plants, have both been identified in these parks. These diseases are transmitted 
through the soil (phytophthora) and wind (myrtle rust).  

Managing pests in the parks 

NPWS manages pests to protect park values and to minimise the spread of pests to and 
from neighbouring land. However, the complete eradication of widespread pests across 
these parks is an unrealistic goal. Pest control programs therefore focus on protecting the 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/firemanagement/final/royal-heathcote-garawarra-fire-management-strategy-160703.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/fire/mngfireinnswnatpks.htm
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threatened native plants and animals most at risk, and preventing the establishment of new 
pest species.  

Pests are managed according to the priorities set out in the regional pest management 
strategy. For these parks, priority is given to controlling weeds where they are impacting 
significant ecological communities and managing the impacts of deer through culling and 
exclusion fencing where necessary. The management of plant diseases is tailored to the 
location and particular circumstances, and may involve closing tracks or areas of the park.  

Pest species are generally a problem across the whole landscape, beyond the boundaries of 
parks, and programs are often effective only when carried out in collaboration with 
neighbouring land managers. 

The volunteer bush regeneration program operating in these parks plays an important role in 
helping NPWS to protect vulnerable ecological communities from weeds. NPWS intends to 
continue promoting this program and to engage local communities, and volunteers generally, 
in combating the impacts of weeds in the parks. 

Human-induced climate change  

Human-induced climate change is listed as a key threatening process under the NSW 
Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995, and the associated loss of habitat is listed by 
the Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.  

As set out in the NSW Climate Impact Profile, future increases in temperature, the number of 
hot days and severe fire weather days are likely to influence bushfire frequency and intensity 
across the Sydney region. As a consequence, the fire season is likely to be extended in 
future. Higher rainfall in summer and autumn may also lead to more frequent flooding of low-
lying areas, and erosion. Sea level rise and resulting inundation and erosion are virtually 
certain to have major impacts on the coastline.  

Taken together, all of these changes may impact the values of these parks in the longer 
term. In particular, climate change may significantly affect native plants and animals, 
influencing the size of populations, their distribution, and altering the geographical extent and 
composition of habitats and ecosystems. Species most at risk are those unable to migrate or 
adapt, particularly those with small population sizes or with slow growth rates.  

The potential impact of climate change on the park is difficult to assess since it depends on 
the compounding effects of other pressures, particularly barriers to migration and pressure 
from introduced animals. Low-lying coastal ecosystems and fragmented ecosystems are at 
highest risk.  

Managing the impacts of climate change 

Programs to reduce the pressures arising from other threats, such as habitat fragmentation, 
invasive species, bushfires and pollution, may help reduce the severity of the effects of 
climate change. Identifying species or populations that may be at particular risk from the 
impacts of climate change may enable protective measures to be taken. 

NPWS will continue to manage threats from climate change to park values in a collaborative 
way with other land managers and park neighbours. 

NPWS will seek opportunities to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and improve 
sustainability in park management operations and visitor facilities as part of its shared 
responsibility to address the threat of climate change. 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/pestsweeds/20120371mswrpms.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/pestsweeds/20120371mswrpms.pdf
http://www.climatechange.environment.nsw.gov.au/
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Illegal or unauthorised activities 
The proximity of these parks to large residential populations, and an extensive perimeter 
adjoining urban areas, unfortunately makes them a target for illegal or unauthorised 
activities. The illegal collection of wildlife, native plants, fallen timber and bush rock, rubbish 
dumping, and presence of domestic animals such as cats and dogs, has a direct impact on 
the biodiversity of the parks and people’s enjoyment.  

Managing illegal and unauthorised activities 

NPWS applies a range of techniques to manage this issue, focusing on areas of highest risk 
and where the investment of resources is likely to produce the best outcomes. This includes 
using a combination of signage, education, regulation and law enforcement.  

Prioritising the protection of natural values 
Because of the range of potential impacts on park values it is important to prioritise and 
adopt a strategic approach to management. This allows better targeting of resources and 
actions to address the risks of greatest relative significance overall.  

Priorities for threatened species 
In the case of threatened species, for example, strategies for the recovery of threatened 
species, populations and ecological communities are set out and prioritised in the Saving Our 

Species program. This provides an overarching framework for the conservation of threatened 
species in NSW, to maximise the number of threatened species and ecological communities 
that can be secured in the wild for 100 years. A number of priority conservation projects have 
been identified for threatened species in these parks including species such as Camfield’s 
stringybark (Eucalyptus camfieldii), broad-headed snake (Hoplocephalus bungaroides) and 
coast groundsel (Senecio spathulatus). 

Factors impacting the parks’ historic heritage values 
Historic buildings and landscapes can be subject to many of the same threats facing natural 
values. That includes fire or vandalism destroying buildings and relics, and erosion and 
weeds removing or obscuring landscape features. Threats to historic heritage can also 
include the loss of documentation or knowledge about the history of a thing or a place, and 
the challenge of finding appropriate uses for buildings and places that are both compatible 
with protecting their significance and enabling their history to be interpreted and shared. A 
number of historic buildings in Royal National Park with heritage significance have been 
successfully adapted for re-use as visitor facilities and holiday accommodation. This process 
allows heritage values to be protected, and ensures these places have a viable future. 

Managing historic heritage in the parks 
NPWS will continue to identify opportunities to adapt and find new uses for heritage buildings 
where this supports their ongoing conservation and future viability. This includes: 

 investigating re-use opportunities for the Simpson’s Hotel Precinct in the Bonnie Vale 
day use area (see the discussion paper on visitor destinations)  

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/savingourspecies/about.htm
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/savingourspecies/about.htm
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/parkmanagement/royal-discussion-paper-visitor-destination-160368.pdf
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 investigating the adaptive re-use of Garawarra Farm precinct in Royal National Park to 
support activities that build cultural connections for Aboriginal people (see the discussion 
paper on Aboriginal cultural heritage and landscapes)  

 continuing to implement the Audley Master Plan including the adaptive re-use of the 
Audley boatshed and development of a new walking and cycling bridge over Kangaroo 
Creek to connect day use areas 

 identifying further opportunities for adaptive re-use of existing houses or development of 
new buildings for accommodation at Bonnie Vale, Audley, Wattamolla, Garawarra Farm 
and Garie (see the discussion paper on visitor destinations)  

 supporting ongoing assessment and documentation of heritage assets and their values 
to inform planning, adaptive re-use and maintenance requirements, including the future 
use of the Simpson’s Hotel site and Carinyah Cottage. 

Summary  
In planning for the future of Royal National Park, Heathcote National Park and Garawarra 
State Conservation Area, NPWS aims to: 

 manage fire to balance the protection of life, property and conservation values 

 manage significant threats to native plants and animals, including implementing projects 
through the Saving Our Species program and regional pest management strategies 

 provide for sustainable visitor access and opportunities 

 apply an adaptive management approach that allows emerging knowledge and 
experience to inform management practices  

 conserve existing historic structures by promoting and facilitating adaptive re-use where 
this is consistent with the long-term protection of heritage values 

 implement park management actions that complement and support efforts to tackle 
climate change 

 minimise risks from illegal or unauthorised activities by using a range of targeted 
educational and compliance measures.  

What do you think?  
Your thoughts, ideas and comments on this discussion paper are now invited and can be 
provided using an online submission form, by email to royal.plan@environment.nsw.gov.au 
or by writing to The Planner, NPWS, PO Box 144, Sutherland NSW 1499. 

All input will inform the development of a new plan of management for Royal National Park, 
Heathcote National Park and Garawarra State Conservation Area. 

There will be another opportunity to have your say when the draft plan is completed and put 
on public exhibition. If you would like to be notified when the draft plan is available, please 
register your details.  

 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/parkmanagement/royal-discussion-paper-Aboriginal-culture-160367.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/parkmanagement/royal-discussion-paper-visitor-destination-160368.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/parkmanagement/royal-new-plan-management.htm
mailto:royal.plan@environment.nsw.gov.au
https://engage.environment.nsw.gov.au/royal-national-park-consultation-2016
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